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Robert Weaver (RW): 

This is Robert Weaver, on behalf of the Southwest Collection. Today is January the 10, about 

nine in the morning, in Lubbock, Texas. And I am here with Tom Curl, where we’re going to 

talk about the American Agriculture Movement, and some other subjects. So, first off, can you 

just state your name and date of birth?  

 

Tom Curl (TC): 

I’m Tom Curl. Born February 16, 1928, to a farm family, in DeWitt County, Illinois.  

 

RW: 

DeWitt County, Illinois? Is that D-e-W-i-t-t?  

 

TC: 

After DeWitt Clinton.  

 

RW:  

Oh, okay. Okay.  

 

TC:  

Clinton was the whole town [?] [0:00:48].  

 

RW:  

So, let me gather my thoughts, here. So you were born in ’28. How long had your family been—

born on the family farm? Or in the hospital? Or the local community?  

 

TC:  

Yes, I was born in the hospital.  

 

RW:  

In the hospital. How long had the family been there?  

 

TC:  

Well, generations came from Virginia. The original Colonel [?] [0:01:17] fought twice for 

George Washington. And then, he moved from Virginia to Ohio, and his descendants came from 

Ohio to Illinois, and that’s where my part of the family tree fits in. And my grandfather was a 

teacher, and a farmer, and also, a writer. He wrote some political satire.  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] For, like, books? Publications? For the newspapers?  
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TC:  

Newspapers.  

 

RW:  

Newspapers, then? Did it see circulation widely? Or was it just— 

 

TC:  

Yeah. He wrote for the local paper and now, I think some other papers. And in fact, he 

corresponded with Mark Twain, Samuel Clemens. And so, after my mother—grandmother 

passed away, I was visit my folks. Actually, my grandma used to tell me anything to keep me 

occupied. She even told me my grandfather and Mark Twain were friends. Dad would ask me, 

“How come you think your uncle was named Claude Twain?” Or—yes, Claude Twain, and his 

son was named Herald Twain. And so, after my father passed away, I got his desk, and stuff, and 

there were some papers, letters, from Mark Twain.  

 

RW:  

So it was true?  

 

TC:  

I had a cousin retire, who was a professor, so he decided to work with the family tree, and he got 

transferred to a different college, and put stuff in a storage locker, and it got flooded out.  

 

RW:  

[sighs] I hate to hear that.  

 

TC:  

And an example of grandfather’s writing never cracked a soundly beat in an election [?] 

[0:03:20]. And he said the democrats were howling louder than Mark Twain’s cat. 

 

RW:  

[Laughs] These were—these were in those letters? Or this was what he wrote? I got you.  

 

TC:  

Yeah, back in the old days, they corresponded in newspapers, and so forth, and trivial 

information. You know, the neighbor doing such and such.  

 

RW:  

Yeah. We have many of those newspapers, here, from Lubbock, and they all are like that. So-

and-so’s wedding over here, and so-and-so’s son went off to college. So, while I’m thinking 

about it, what were your parent’s names?  
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TC:  

Charles W. Curl and Edna Curl.  

 

RW:  

And do you have any brothers or sisters?  

 

TC:  

No. They took one look at me and said, “No more.”  

 

RW:  

[laughing] No—you were enough? [Laughs] So, terms of growing up, how far did school go up 

to? Tenth, eleventh grade?  

 

TC:  

I went through high school.  

 

RW:  

Through—okay. And graduated?  

 

TC:  

Forty-six.  

 

RW:  

Forty-six? Okay, so you just missed draft or any— 

 

TC:  

I was called up for draft and rode the train from Illinois—or Central Illinois to Chicago for a 

physical, and passed, and was waiting to go. And Harry Truman, bless his heart, said, “No more 

eighteen year olds.” So, I sold my high school automobile. I bought an over-the-road tractor. It 

should’ve went to the junkyard instead of my farm. And I started the trucking business. And I 

built up enough business that—in fact, I was eighteen years old, and I have a business going 

pretty good, and I got notice to appear in Springfield, Illinois for a hearing because I had no local 

carrier’s permit. And they fine me—I forget what it was. A couple of hundred dollars, which was 

big money in 1948. And so I come home, I’m a pretty disheartened teenager. A neighbor stopped 

and he said, “Harry, you need a permit,” and he was a retired trucker who kept his permit, and he 

sold me the permit for seventy-five dollars, and I went back to business, and nobody questioned 

that permit. I was still eighteen years old.  

 

RW:  

What was the name of the company, then? That you—what was the name of your business?  
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TC:  

Just Tom Curl Transit.  

 

RW:  

Tom Curl Transit?  

 

TC:  

And we hauled livestock, and everything you could think of. Wound up, had a contract hauling 

beer from Milwaukee to Central Illinois, and it was—back in those days, we hauled cattle one 

day and cleaned out the bed with a hose. Not a high pressure hose. And then, go to Milwaukee to 

get a load of beer. [RW laughs] And then, I got started farming.  

 

RW:  

And about when did you get—  

 

TC:  

I started farming in ’48.  

 

RW:  

In ’48? On the family land, I guess?  

 

TC:  

Family land. Otherwise, I had no opportunity. And so, it developed to where I hired a full-time 

driver for the truck. I concentrated on farming and that was under the parity farm program. 

And—it developed. And then, I was drafted, and fortunately was shipped to Germany in the 

occupation, Cold War, and—motor sergeant in second army division. And this is kind of a joke I 

like to tell: Remember Ronald Reagan said, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall?”  

 

RW:  

Um-hm.  

 

TC:  

They built the wall after I left Germany. And I went over to visit some relatives on my mother’s 

side and they tore down the wall. So, when I went over there, they tore down the wall.  

 

RW:  

[laughs] So—so what year did you leave, then? When did they build it?  

 

TC:  

I don’t know what date, but it was in the late—middle fifties, I’d say, they built, and that was a— 
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RW:  

And then—and they’re tearing it down in ’89—was it ’89, then, when you went?  

 

TC:  

Yeah.  

 

RW:  

God, dang. So, how long did you serve over there, just two years?  

 

TC:  

Just a two year stretch. And the Germans were very friendly to American soldiers because 

Americans treated the Germans better than the other allies did. And that Marshall plan was 

terrific. Those people were starving to death until General Marshall came up with the Marshall 

plan. And that’s what I’ve always stressed, there’s no surplus as long as people’s hungry. So why 

are—we’re tired. We, farmers, are tired of this overproduction stuff in every farm magazine you 

pick up is telling you to apply more chemicals to increase your production. Nobody wants to talk 

about an increase in price.  

 

RW:  

So did you find that to be the case over the years? I mean, did this wind up feeding into— 

 

TC:  

Yes. In the fourteen years we had in the parity bill, the government made a profit. And then, we 

come along with a flexible parity. And then, Earl Butz did away with farm—the government 

storage, so that commercial people would handle the storage. And then, farming has been on a 

yo-yo since then. And this tariff bill is killing us. I want you to talk to a farmer from the Florida 

Panhandle.  

 

RW:  

The Florida Panhandle?  

 

TC:  

Yeah. Zeke Williams.  

 

RW:  

Where about in the Florida Panhandle?  

 

TC:  

Jackson County.  
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RW:  

Jackson County? Zeke Williams?  

 

TC:  

Yes.  

 

RW:  

Okay. Well, why do you say that? What’s— 

 

TC:  

Well, they went through the hurricane and not getting disaster payments.  

 

RW:  

On top of the tariff, then, that’s been affecting them?  

 

TC:  

Yeah. Our prices weren’t too good. I was very fortunate. I have the family farm back in Illinois, 

and the day after Mr. Trump got elected president, I sold as much grain ahead of time as I could. 

But now, a different story. We don’t know what we’re going to get for this crop. Of course, a 

disaster on top of everything else.  

 

RW:  

So, I’m—it sounds like—because we’re here to—because the American Agriculture Movement, 

sort of, reuniting today, as y’all do every year. So, politics and its effect on the work that y’all 

do. It’s obviously a big deal. So, when did—when did you get involved with American 

agriculture?  

 

TC:  

It was in the eighties. I forget what year. We started out on strike. And we had our ball caps. We 

were on strike. And a lot of people made fun of us. And then, the Tractorcade originated, and 

that was one of the biggest maneuvers we ever had, and no farmer ever went to jail. And there 

come a big snow, and farmers had tractors and loaders clearing the hospital paths, and pulling the 

fire engines, and ambulances. They were mighty glad the farmers were in town.  

 

RW:  

Yeah, during that blizzard. Yeah. So— 

 

TC:  

I think we came and had two votes—they said they wouldn’t reopen the farm bill, but they did. 

As I recall, we come, had two votes, and getting pretty much what we wanted. But— 
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RW:  

So, you did go to the Tractorcade? I mean, you were present, there, in D.C.?  

 

TC:  

I did not drive a tractor, but our community—the fertilizer dealers and the bankers, leased a 

charter plane. And our county flew to Washington D.C. for the Tractorcade. I was there during 

the snow, and various great experiences at the Tractorcade, and things that happened that you 

can pick up from some other people. David Senter, for example. But anyway, there was—

farmers always had a little humor. They took an old grain holder and made a cannon out of it, 

and then SWAT team is on top of the Capitol, and the farmers were down there, and they fixed 

up this old auger like a cannon—propane and shot fireballs at the SWAT team. But we 

developed a friendship with the park police and had most of them wearing AAM [American 

Agriculture Movement] caps when we left town.  

 

RW:  

Before it was over.  

 

TC:  

And we did a lot of lobbying. And then, we decided the only way we’d get anything done was 

get some farmers in Congress. So, six of us farmers ran for Congress, and we were all defeated, 

of course, because we couldn’t buck the big bucks. But we did wake them up a little bit because 

they didn’t want us running against them again.  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] So, you had mentioned before we started recording this, you have some letters here that 

you had written to Washington. So, what are they about? What inspired you to write these? Were 

they a part of that first part of the movement, or—  

 

TC:  

No. The Ag Committee, who we sent letters about the farm bill, which does very little. And then, 

we’ve been sending letters, now, kind of disasters [?] [0:14:37] for Jackson County, and South 

Georgia, and a pretty big area, that they just about lost a complete crop during the hurricane. 

They weren’t making any money anyway. Somebody else can—Zeke can give you more 

information. There was a disaster bill that they got when Obama was president. And now, the 

Trump administration wants that money paid back.  

 

RW:  

From the people who received the aid?  
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TC:  

And they—I guess they haven’t received a disaster payment yet. So, Zeke Williams can fill you 

in on that.  

 

RW:  

On that?  

 

TC:  

But— 

 

RW:  

Well, you were—you were telling a story, then, about Good Morning America, a while ago. Can 

you start at the beginning of that? [Laughs] 

 

TC:  

Well.  

 

RW:  

Because it was good and I didn’t have the recorder turned on yet.  

 

TC:  

During the eighties were rough, and the interest went up, and commodity pricing went down. In 

fact, my wife and I bought a farm, a top quality farmland for four thousand dollars an acre, 

which was kind of unheard of. But then, the commodity prices took farm prices down, and 

interest went up. Well, we were fortunate enough, we survived. But a lot of farmers weren’t, so 

we started protesting some sales. And at Plymouth, Illinois, there was a foreclosing on a farmer, 

and some people from over there contacted us and said that the farmer was not—did not deserve 

to be foreclosed on. So we went over, and we went and—Wayne Christ said, “You’ll be 

surprised what you get by with that your shock be with the truth.” So I and another follow it up. 

We talk to the two auctioneers and said, “We’re going to stop the sale.” Well, one auctioneer 

agreed with us and the other one didn’t. But they started the sale, and a guy bid on the whole 

house. And so, two AAM members went up and gave money to them, our Betsy Crane walked 

outside [?] [0:17:11]. He said, “Bud, do you need that whole house?” He said, “No, I was 

bidding for the auctioneer.” So, we stopped the sale. And at that time, Nick Demorrith [?] 

[0:17:22], a retired college professor, he was my secretary, and he wrote out on a legal pad, an 

agreement between the loan company, and the farmer, and Good Morning America videotaped it. 

And then, I was able to stop one foreclosure over the telephone, and I told him my story, that I 

could farm because my father and mother worked out at [inaudible] [0:17:50], and gave me the 

opportunity to be farming, and talking to him. And I said—we went up there, and checked, and I 

had my story. A farm broadcaster called me and said, “Tom, there’s not a hair on your chest if 
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you don’t go up and support that man.” And so, we went up, and supported him, and the minister 

was involved, and so anyway, I went home, and I called the loan guy, and he wasn’t there. So, 

the gal said, “I’ll have him call you.” Well, I neglected to tell my wife, and so she got a call 

about nine o’clock, and she says, “You want to talk to Tom Curl, you call before five in the 

morning or after nine at night.” And nine-thirty, he called. I told him who I was, and that I only 

knew one half of the story. But I determined up there, talking to people, they’re one of the most 

outstanding farm couples in the neighborhood. I said, “Do you want to be the banker that 

foreclosed on those people?” And I said, “I’d just appreciate it if you sent a different person out 

there to try and negotiate something,” and they did. And so, we were able to stop a few sales and 

I just get the hunch that these loan companies begin to wonder, if we keep this foreclosure up, 

that damned AAM just have to stop the sale.  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] Let me ask you this, did they ease off after that?  

 

TC:  

It seemed that they did, yeah. And what’s ironic, I had a big loan with borrowing credit myself, 

and they put me on the advisory committee. [RW laughs] And later on, they had me, more or 

less, lobby for them. And I was working on this moratorium for this farmer. This loan guy said, 

“We’re about to have to have a bail out.” But it wasn’t for farm loans. It was they made bad 

investments on the bond market and they built a twenty million dollar office building in McLean, 

Virginia. And so, David Center got—we got two busloads went up there to the farm credit 

system and talked to them. And then, we lobbied Congress, who bailed out the farm credit 

system. And then, in later years, the Rabobank was trying to buy part of production credit, so 

farm credit contacted me to write a letter to the chairman of the committee. I just pointed out, 

we’re in a position already, where a lot of out farm banks have been purchased by larger banks, 

who don’t have farm interest at heart. And what if a foreign entity gets control of our lending 

institutions? So, we got that stopped. And it’s kind of ironic that I helped stop some farm sales.  

 

RW:  

So, what years would you say?  

 

TC:  

This was in the eighties.  

 

RW:  

Throughout the eighties? Up into the nineties, too? Or did it—  

 

TC:  

Well, it was beginning to get a little better in the nineties. And we—but we lost so many farmers. 
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And you read, now, where farm bankruptcy’s is up. Farm suicides is up 24 percent, I think. 

When you think of the percentage of farmers left, that’s pretty damn severe.  

 

RW:  

You know, one of the things we’ve talked about is that—farm suicide—and one of the things I 

talk with people about in these oral histories. What do you know about that? Were people trying 

to help one another to avoid that? I mean, we all know why it was happening, because they were 

in dire straits. But what are your thoughts about that? I know it’s grim, but.  

 

TC:  

Well, I don’t know what other people are doing, but Willie Nelson has a hotline and he’s had 

increased people. And that’s one thing I’m proud of. I was on the committee for the first Farm 

Aid meeting in Champaign, Illinois.  

 

RW:  

Okay.  

 

TC:  

And Willie Nelson is quite an outstanding individual. He may have some flaws, but he’s got so 

much goodness.  

 

RW:  

And he can pick a guitar [laughs], so that’s good, too.  

 

TC:  

And somebody else can give you more information. 

 

RW:  

Sure.  

 

TC:  

But AAM saved his farm for him.  

 

RW:  

Oh. During the tax trouble that he had back then? [Laughs] Well, how? What did they do to help 

him out?  

 

TC:  

Everybody loves Willie in Texas. So, I wasn’t there, but the AAM farmers showed up and 

Wayne Cryts, he—you heard of Wayne Cryts?   
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RW:  

Um-hm.  

 

TC:  

He asked if he could say a few words. He said, “There’s not a doubt in my mind that part of 

Willie’s IRS problem don’t stand from his involvement in making Congress look like monkeys 

on their farm bill,” to that effect. And asking nobody bid above the minimum. So that’s the 

farmers pooling their money and a lawyer involved, I think, and put in somebody and they saved 

it. And Willie paid it off, and he has built quite an organization.  

 

RW:  

Are you still involved with any of that in any way?  

 

TC:  

I’m not. Wayne—or David is.  

 

RW:  

David is. Well, so you were on this committee for farm aids. What did you do? Were you there 

when it began?  

 

TC:  

Went and helped plant. I was there for two meetings. We had a meeting in Champaign, Illinois, 

and then I had a meeting in Chicago, and then that’s all that that I’ve had, outside of going to the 

one in Indianapolis. But I’m more concerned, for now, than I’ve ever been. We were—my 

wife—well, our community in the eighties, every farmers’ wife had a job in town that helps the 

farmer work his shift.  

 

RW:  

And what was your wife’s name? I’m sorry.  

 

TC:  

Helen Curl.  

 

RW:  

Helen Curl.  

 

TC:  

She was county clerk, and I lost her a year and a half ago.  
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RW:  

Oh, I’m sorry.  

 

TC:  

And that’s been mighty rough. She was a real helpmate and a terrific bookkeeper.  

 

RW:  

Well, at the—then, working at the county clerk’s office, did that—was that helpful for the 

different situations you found yourself in, working with these potential foreclosures?  

 

TC:  

I don’t know, perhaps. I mean, she was popular enough that nobody ran against her. [RW laughs] 

But I wasn’t so lucky when I ran for Congress. My opponent had a big spread in the paper the 

day before the election. If I’d have believed everything on that page, I wouldn’t have voted for 

me either. [Laughter]  

 

RW:  

Do you have an example? Or have you tried to forget?  

 

TC:  

Oh, he referred to me as a millionaire farmer. And we had a debate and so—he referred to me as 

a millionaire farmer, and he got all the SC [?] [0:26:00] that he got and lumped them together. 

And how’d that sound to a guy carrying a lunchbox? But I did carry the northern part of the state, 

but I was swamped when the—but he would come out on cable news at my being upset [laughs]. 

But he was a better congressman after that than he was prior. Before, he never met with us. He 

sent a flunky, after he came and met with us.  

 

RW:  

So it did work.  

 

TC:  

And then, he got appointed Director of Agriculture—or Secretary of Agriculture.  

 

RW:  

What was his name, then?  

 

TC:  

Ed Madigan.  
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RW:  

Ed Madigan, okay.  

 

TC:  

And—so anyhow, when he said, “millionaire farmer,” I’d come back at him, “Ed, after election, 

I might rent you my farm and you, too, can become a millionaire.” [RW laughs] It was an 

experience. I wouldn’t want to do it over again, but it was worthwhile. But anyway, it’s been a 

wonderful experience, made wonderful friends, and we have done a lot of good, and a lot has 

been erased the past couple of years. But we got interest, by now, for young farmers starting—

because you look around this room. And I went back to Illinois, in July, and there’s very few 

farmsteads left. And I had three sections approved on our land and I sold them all. There’s not a 

farmer living on my land.  

 

RW:  

So, who do you sell them to, larger outfits?  

 

TC:  

City people. No, I kept the land. Sold the improvements.  

 

RW:  

The improvements.  

 

TC:  

Living in Florida, the reason I moved to Florida is our daughter developed a brain tumor in 1988.  

 

RW:  

What’s her name?  

 

TC:  

Rose Marie.  

 

RW:  

Rose Marie.  

 

TC:  

And our only child. And her family was—her husband and children were—he got a job in 

Florida, a draftsman, and so they moved to Florida. So, during that—I’ve already committed to 

run for congress, but she took second. Well, that kind of took care of that. But who knows 

whether I won or would’ve win [?] [0:28:54]? That don’t make any difference. We were there 
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when she needed us. And anyway, it’s been a wonderful experience, met some wonderful people, 

and heard a lot of heartaches.  

 

RW:  

Well, you know, in Illinois itself—of course, there’s a national protest and things like 

Tractorcade, but there were—were there some strikes and protests during the seventies, eighties, 

nineties that you were involved in or that you saw?  

 

TC:  

Yeah. We went up to board a train a time or two and at one deal, we made a big deal out of it. 

Since I’m from Illinois, it fell on me and my crew. So, two of us went up and talked to the Board 

of Trade, and we said, “We’re going to protest you.” That was when they issued an emergency 

order. In ’88, I think it was, the Board of Trade thought there’d be a bumper crop. There was a 

drouth and they were short on beans. They were going to have to pay up to get beans. And 

[inaudible] [0:30:18], an Italian company, owns central Sawyer [?] [0:30:22] and Gibson City, 

were actually buying the beans. So, the emergency action issued this order and publicized it to 

stop this foreign country from getting a corner in the market. That killed the soybean market. So 

I paid fourteen dollars for a bushel basket and took a bushel of, I think, four or five dollar beans 

up to Chicago. So, anyway, I called the mayor’s office, told him what we wanted to do, and it 

just so happened, the mayor’s secretary, I knew, because she come to Springfield, Illinois, for the 

mayor of Chicago. And he said, “You’re welcome. Call—” Well, she called me back. She said, 

“You don’t have to come talk to the mayor.” She said, “Come up here. You’re welcome. You get 

here, you call the office, and two guys come talk to you.” So, they came and we talked to them. 

And then, I contacted the chief police. Told him what we wanted to do. He told me what we 

could and couldn’t do. And so, we had him at our meeting that night before. He heard every 

word we said. He said, “I’ll arrest your men for a land trespass. That’s the least I can do. There’ll 

be no record of it and I’ll try to have him out by noon.” So we protesting the Board of Trade, and 

if a farmer tried to get in the door, a policeman would start leading him off, and a newsman 

would stick a microphone in front of the farmer, the policeman let loose of him to go get another 

farmer. Some of my guys had three times to get arrested. And one wife got herself arrested. And 

so, bitter cold. Of course, farmers were dressed for it. But two city buses turned up for us to 

warm in. The mayor sent them.  

 

RW:  

Do you remember his name, by the way?  

 

TC:  

Mayor Washington.  
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RW:  

Mayor Washington.  

 

TC:  

And so, anyway, I don’t know what we accomp—well, then we started lawsuit. And Harvey Joe 

Sanner is the guy to talk to.  

 

RW:  

Harvey Joe Sanner. Yeah, we’ve spoken with him.  

 

TC:  

And—the judge finally said, “The farmers had no standing to sue the Board of Trade.” But 

anyway, we got home and there—on discovery, we got home in thirty minutes [?] [0:33:02]. And 

they say, “In this Emergency order would be like dropping atomic bomb on the soybean market.” 

And Cash [inaudible] [0:33:10] with the—the old prisoners—chairman of the Board of Trade—

whatever. He left the country. [RW laughs] I mean, it just boils over what we have done. And we 

never were good about our own promotion. But a bunch of farmers, you’d be surprised what they 

come up with. [Phone rings] Excuse me, I have it—[talking on the phone] Hello? [Pause] He’s 

speaking some language I’ve never heard of.  

 

RW:  

Another just sales call. But yeah. So you said that you weren’t any good about—the organization 

wasn’t any good about promoting these sales. But I mean, you’re definitely promoting your sales 

to congress. So what do you mean? Pamphlets? Newspapers? Or— 

 

TC:  

Well, we can’t compete with the Farm Bureau.  

 

RW:  

With the Farm Bureau? Okay.  

 

TC:  

Yeah. What’s interesting—I run for congress, here, by contacts, [?] [0:34:33] you know? And 

Farm Bureau wanted and so—I just sent them a copy of my position papers. And a friend of 

mine was a member of—anyway, my—oh, press secretary was a member of the Farm Bureau. 

He called, he said, “Hey, the Farm Bureau’s going to support you.” And I said, “I bet they 

don’t.” Well, they didn’t.  

 

RW:  

They didn’t?  
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TC:  

But my—whoever was editing their paper must’ve been impressed with my position paper. And 

I had one—I had no professional help. And all kinds of people wanted the job, but we just 

couldn’t raise enough money to utilize that. Like I say, my daughter’s sickness took priority over 

everything. But none of us got beat. I thought, sure, Wayne Cryts would make it, but none of us 

did.  

 

RW:  

How close did he get? Do you remember?  

 

TC:  

I don’t. I think he come closer than any of us.  

 

RW:  

Well—oh, go ahead.  

 

TC:  

David Center is brilliant. And he worked for us for dang little pay at times.  

 

RW:  

How did you—how did you meet David?  

 

TC:  

In Washington D.C.  

 

RW:  

There, at the Tractorcade?  

 

TC:  

Yeah.  

 

RW:  

Did you get involved with what he was—with all the work he was doing right away? I mean, did 

you stay in touch with him? Or what was— 

 

TC:  

Yeah. Oh yeah. Ever since the Tractorcade, we’ve been boozing buddies. He and his wife stayed 

a week with me at Thanksgiving, and then, for Christmas, they were there several days. And 

their kids—my granddaughter put me on Facebook, which I wished she’d never done. [RW 
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laughs] And David’s kids all jumped on, and I hadn’t seen some of them for thirty years. But 

anyhow, I had two good, young farmers in their thirties. Bill Rowe [?] [0:37:11] and Jim Zeeb.  

 

RW:  

How’s that—how’s that—Jim? How’s that last name spelled?  

 

TC:  

Z-e-e-b.  

 

RW:  

Z-e-e-b.  

 

TC:  

I’ll give you his phone number, if you want it.  

 

RW:  

Yeah, I’ll get it after we’re done here, if you want.  

 

TC:  

He’s sharp.  

 

RW:  

So, I’m going to sort of work back and talk about farming itself, I think, because we talked about 

the movement, but the big part of that is obviously what was day-to-day work and living. So, you 

were born in ’28. Were y’all affected at all by the Dust Bowl, that you can recollect, there?  

 

TC:  

Yeah. We had a one-year drouth. One-year of chinch bugs One year of grasshoppers. I had a 

hatchet, I just stuck in a post, and the grasshoppers chewed up the handle. [RW laughs] And the 

corner wasn’t going to do for harvest, so they cut it for silage. And the men had to wear long 

sleeves because that jagged edge of corn stocks could rip their skin off. And the heat, and the 

bugs, and I really enjoyed the tractors and calves. And what was disgusting, people not 

[inaudible] [0:38:38]. I said, “You don’t need this modern equipment.” “Well, my granddaddy 

had an M tractor [?] [0:38:44].” I said, “Yes, your granddaddy had a price.”  

 

RW:  

Well, you know, that’s a good question. Modern equipment. Did you see, from those early years 

on till—what was the first big change you saw in it? Is what I’m thinking.  

 



Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Oral History Program 

 

 
22 

TC:  

In the war time, machinery was hard to get, but prices were higher, and I get—I’ve planted—not 

very much—but I’ve planted corn with horses. And then, the tractors come along. My dad had a 

tractor, but also had a couple of teams. And then, it progressed to the combines. Boy, they were 

wonderful. Before that, the thrasher machine, where you’d cut a pike on a rack wagon [?] 

[0:39:46] and threw it in the handle [?] [0:39:50] about three or four times. But land, in our area, 

was good land. It hung around three hundred dollars an acre. It didn’t skyrocket. If a farmer own 

a hundred and sixty, he can support four or five children.  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] So after, you said that technology started changing, there, in the forties. Did it just 

keep—did things keep getting more advanced? Or what did you see over those years? Because 

you have—we’re talking forty, fifty, sixty years.  

 

TC:  

There’s more farmers squeezing off and the children going to town. Jim Zeeb, for example, a 

sharp individual. He’s got two sons. Jim’s been a success farming. Neither one of the boys 

wanted to farm.  

 

RW:  

Really?  

 

TC:  

And so he’s retired and renting it out to somebody else now.  

 

RW:  

So—go ahead.  

 

TC:  

Martinez were raised up the neighborhood and they’re—one’s seventy years old now, but he’s 

took in a nephew, and they farm more land, and they get a—had a twenty-four row corn planter, 

and get late [?] [0:41:16]. They bought a sixty-row additional, and leased some more equipment, 

and they get done planting by the first of June. Now, we’re not—we’ve been having bumper 

crops to keep this going. Well, this is not a bumper crop, but a decent crop. But there’s parts of 

Illinois, a family I know got a thousand acres and only planted eighty. It was dry enough. All this 

disaster, plus low prices, I don’t know what’s going to happen. This Jackson County, where I’m 

working, the Panhandle, two farmers have told me they don’t think they’re going to make it. 

[Talking to someone] Hello, how are you?  
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RW:  

So, an interesting thing you do—you were talking about children leaving, going to do something 

else. You said that was happening more and more over time?  

 

TC:  

Yeah.  

 

RW:  

Do they ever come back?  

 

TC:  

I don’t think so. Just like, I got two grandsons. They were raised in Flo—they—raised until 

teenagers in Illinois, and then, they moved to Florida. And both were policemen. And the boy 

with me, there’s a man for you. He got out of high school, he enlisted in the 82nd Airborne. He 

parachuted a grenade [?] [0:42:48] in the dark. And that was a—somebody said the news media 

there for the army was—I don’t know how true it is. But anyway, I tease him about conquering a 

nation, and then he was in the Peace Corps. And he’s a rookie cop. And they radioed him, said, 

“Suspicious car parked behind a laundry mat.”  

 

RW:  

And where was he?  

 

TC:  

In Tallahassee, Florida.  

 

RW:  

In Tallahassee.  

 

TC:  

He was out of the service and a policeman. The other one is state trooper.  

 

RW:  

Also Florida?  

 

TC:  

He got to escort Nancy Pelosi one time.  

 

RW:  

Oh wow. Both of them in Florida?  
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TC:  

Yeah.  

 

RW:  

I’m sorry, and what are their names? What’s the state trooper’s name?  

 

TC:  

Greg Armstrong.  

 

RW:  

Greg Armstrong. And then, the one you were telling the story about?  

 

TC:  

This is Greg.  

 

RW:  

This is Greg?  

 

TC:  

Gary’s a state trooper.  

 

RW:  

Gary was the state trooper? So, you said Greg got a call.  

 

TC:  

A cop named Panch DeLeon [?] [0:43:57], eighteen years of service, overheard. He said, “I’ll go 

back up the kid.” So, they pull up, and Panch DeLeon [?] [0:44:07] goes around to the passenger 

side. Greg goes up to the drive, said, “Can I see your driver’s license?” He said, “I think it’s in 

my duffel bag in the back.” Greg says then why, I snapped the holster [?] [0:44:20]. He went 

back, the guy raised the trunk, and grabbed a gun. And somehow, Greg got behind the corner of 

the laundry mat and he wounded all three of them, but the guy in the passenger seat shot the 

other cop pointblank and killed him. Greg got the Medal of Honor and they shipped him and his 

wife to Canada for a documentary.  

 

RW:  

Really?  

 

TC:  

He said it wasn’t too accurate. But he hung the award—his wife found out—in his garage. You 

know, he couldn’t celebrate, “I’m a hero,” when this other cop got killed. And he refused to talk 



Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Oral History Program 

 

 
25 

the media and they blasted him, but he stays in contact with the family of the cop that was killed. 

Oh, he’s a man, I tell you. And so, he retired from the police, and he’s adventurous. After being a 

hero, he could take anything he want, so he took canine, and he had two dogs. He had to push his 

feet [?] [0:45:36]. No more of that. So, he got a job at the airport, security of the airport. He had 

an office like a—put a lawyer’s office to shame. Mahogany cabinets, video. Well, that was too 

boring inside, so he transfers to traffic duties, you know, motorcycles. And then, he retired, and 

he got a job as guard of the federal courthouse. [Phone ringing] And his mother-in-law has a 

farm in the edge of Georgia. He’s raising Angus cattle. And the wife used to have a top Angus 

herd years ago. And so, kind of a chip off the old block, but I never jumped out of an airplane. I 

used to fly them, but I never jumped out. No, he—I’m—luckily, I can travel by myself, but he 

enjoys meeting people. After all, he’s raising cattle. And I tell you, he and his wife, you’d think I 

was their baby the way they look after me.  

 

RW:  

[laughs] Where are they raising cattle? Did you say?  

 

TC:  

At Edge Hill, [?] [0:46:45] Georgia. [inaudible] [0:46:48], up in that area.  

 

RW:  

Okay.  

 

TC:  

Well, let me see. I can’t think of much else. But like I say, that my dad worked out of 

moratorium. And of course, I can barely remember. Mom and I were feeding the hogs, and dad 

was milking, and a shiny car drove in. And at that time, they kept one car license and one 

telephone in the community. And she—mom said, “That’s the man that’s coming to take the 

farm.” Of course, [inaudible] [0:47:29]. And dad said, “Unless we can work something else.” We 

worked out that moratorium. And the odd part, after they did that, they wanted him to just sign 

the papers for an additional farm that had good improvements, but the land wasn’t. Dad said, 

“No. If they get this paid for, I’ll be doing well.” But they got the farm program through and he 

was out of debt in ten years. And so, I got where I am because of them. And one other big—my 

first forty acres I bought with no co-sign. I was thirty years old, probably. I was close to it, 

anyway, with no down payment and no mortgage. I had, probably, a mortgage. I don’t 

remember. No cosigner. But that old banker knew I was farming daddy’s farm. Unless I screw 

up, I’d still be on daddy’s farm. So I had very forced and good credit.  

 

RW:  

Well, is there—is there anything else you’d like to say about the American Agriculture 

Movement? I mean, you described a lot of good stories, but is there anything else you can think 
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of before we close up shop?  

 

TC:  

Well, it was quite refreshing, to me, to see farmers stand up and be counted. My wife, a pretty 

conservative woman. One thing—we were both raised up during the Depression. We clicked 

together. We didn’t waste no money. We didn’t sacrifice too much, but we didn’t throw no 

money away. And we loved the land. It wasn’t the money you make. We loved the land. We 

loved that Angus herd. We loved our neighbors. And when the farmers started gearing up, we 

formed the organization of the county because we were striking, then. But then, the Tractorcade 

came up. My wife said, “I suppose you want to go to Washington with the farmers.” I said, 

“Yeah, Helen, but I don’t have time, I’m too busy.” She said, “Why don’t you go speak for 

yourself for a change?” Well, I was a pretty good nature. I probably wouldn’t stand out if you 

stepped on my foot. I went up there to think and I saw the crowd. Senator Percy was our senator, 

and he got so riled up, he went out of the room. He started to walk out. I’m in the back of the 

room and I holler at him, “Senator Percy, remember the state fair on Republican Day when the 

farmers in DeWitt County put a float together on Bush Clint’s [?] [00:50:46] truck?” Who was—

he knew who the chairman was. And we said, “We’d like Chuck Percy for our senator. Now, we 

helped you. It’s your turn to help us.” A young thirty-year-old kid from Newman, Illinois, got 

him up to a blackboard and had Percy—asked Percy the figures. We all come out, agree we need 

a parity. [RW laughs] And you understand parity?  

 

RW:  

Yeah, yeah.  

 

TC:  

And the government made a profit every year we had parity. And we’re—they’re—Jerry 

Morrison already closed the factory. We’re not buying no tractors or combines. What irritates me 

in these farm papers, that you don’t pay a subscription, the chemical companies send you the 

farm magazines, increase production. Increase production. I heard that every year I farmed. 

Don’t say anything about increasing price. And that GMO scares me. I had an interview from 

some financial about—a magazine—about GMO. I said, “I’m not a scientist. I know nothing 

about it. I know two things: that you and I are the guinea pigs.” And I have farmers call me the 

name that they call when sickness in their herd [?] [0:52:22]. Well, farmers [inaudible passage] 

[0:52:27] he put GMO on one end of the lake, and non-GMO on the other, and when the wild 

geese come in landing, they eat the non-GMO first. And I paid twelve dollars for twelve-thirteen 

years of corn to feed squirrels. And I know that some basket of corn, they eat right up and some, 

they don’t. Whether that’s GMO or not, I don’t know. But anytime you put enough chemical in 

this grain of corn to poison insects throughout a growing season, I think some’s going to go into 

that ear of corn.  
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RW:  

It would seem likely. [Laughs] Well, I know, so we’ve been talking about an hour now and I 

really appreciate it. If you think of anything else that you’d like to share with us, I’ll get you my 

card. Well, and you’ve got David, who can get that for you. But—oh, are you—  

 

TC:  

Show you, here. You can take this.  

 

RW:  

Sure, show me these letters that you sent to D.C.  

 

TC:  

They don’t make any difference if I get this back or not.  

 

RW:  

So, these are the letters, copies of them that you wrote to Washington? Or that you—  

 

TC:  

These were what I wrote first. I tried to correct most of my— 

 

RW:  

So these were the— 

 

TC:  

I sent them to Chuck Ashley and Pat Robertson. They remember me, or should.  

 

RW:  

So, and this is a copy of that letter? The farmers whacked again and again?  

 

TC:  

I mean, that’s not the copy I sent, but— 

 

RW:  

So, it’s a transcript?  

 

TC:  

I revised it, yeah.  

 

RW:  

Of the copy that you sent. And do you remember when you sent it? Looking here— 
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TC:  

Back in the farm bill. Oh, it was right—during the tariff deal.  

 

RW:  

During the tariff deal? Okay. Here, in the last couple years.  

 

TC:  

And I’ll read this to you. Do you know to hand on that—not the swamp? The last page, there.  

 

RW:  

“I hope you have life jackets. I think the swamp is getting deeper.” Did you get a response, by 

the way?  

 

TC:  

No. But when I called in, I got a better response out of Pat Robertson. Not anybody else. And—

oh, the Canadian, or Cuban congressman, Rubio. His office said he was against the tariff. Here’s 

one I wrote back in December. I haven’t got a response either. “Dear Senator, you will not 

remember me, although I was in your office many times during the eighties, lobbying for farm 

programs. As you are well aware, rural America is going bust. Farm suicides are increasing. I’m 

asking for your advice. A new farm bill offers little outlook for fair prices and is now, for a new 

tariff bill, would be as good as what we paid check-offs for, for years. I do not want to see my 

farm value drop along with the grain prices, like in the eighties. Two foreign investors would like 

to purchase my farm. What will you suggest I do? Please respond.”  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] And like you said, no response.  

 

TC:  

No response. And there’s just some things I wrote down about the farm bill. And there’s good 

reading there. The idea of a farm—the Secretary of Agriculture, they joke about the—you heard 

that joking about the two farmers?  

 

RW:  

Tell it.  

 

TC:  

You know, a secretary of produce said. “Did you hear about the two farmers—what they call two 

farmers in the wine cellar? A couple of whiners.” [RW laughs] And he said, “I don’t think very 

many dairies will survive and the trend is the larger farms.  
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RW:  

So you’ve got several of these things written in the last few years that we’re going to add to the 

archive, so we’ll make these available, just like this oral history, to researchers.  

 

TC:  

And take this and study it. Now, I’ve been trying to get a new copy.  

 

RW:  

This is a copy of the congressional record from June 1972.  

 

TC:  

Yeah. So, I pulled up everything I can get on the computer. So, I’m going to call the 

congressmen and ask them to get me a copy. But that was in ’72, and being a study of 

agriculture, guess what the problem was.  

 

RW:  

Not enough production?  

 

TC:  

Excess labor and excess capital. Now, ain’t that a hell of a bad problem to have? And they said, 

“We need to squeeze some of it out and like toothpaste, sometimes you got to squeeze harder.” 

So I want you to take this stuff and read it. If you get a chance to return it to me, great. If you 

don’t, that’s okay.  

 

RW:  

Would you like us to get it back to you? 

 

TC:  

Yeah.  

 

RW:  

Okay, okay. So we’ll get— 

 

TC:  

Especially, the congressional record because I don’t where I can get any more copies or not.  

 

RW:  

I mean, they may have those online, especially since that’s from the seventies, but I’m not 

certain where.  
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TC:  

I went, and I tried to get it, and I couldn’t.  

 

RW:  

Oh okay.  

 

TC:  

But you’re probably a lot more—I just know enough not to go to the mailbox for e-mail. [RW 

laughs] And Zeke happens to be here right now.  

 

RW:  

Oh, he is?  

 

TC:  

I’ll tell you, his granddad was head of American—or American Ag. And I became acquainted 

with him in the Tractorcade, and we stayed in contact, and then when he moved down here, we 

worked to sell memberships. And they were the kind of people, you meet them once, you get a 

lifetime friend. And his old granddad, he had a senator and a congressman. You went in their 

office, they say, “Hi, we’re Fred Williams sales doing [?] [0:59:25]?”  

 

RW:  

[laughs] You said Fred Williams?  

 

TC:  

His grandfather. And we—putting the farm on [inaudible] would say, [0:59:35] “If I can do 

anything to help you, let me know. You hear?” [RW laughs] But they’re both gone now. And so, 

I reestablished with Zeke, and his uncle, and they’re having a rough time.  

 

RW:  

Well.  

 

TC:  

Well, it’s sure been great visiting with you.  

 

RW:  

No, I—I appreciate.  

 

TC:  

I wish I can think a little more.  
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RW:  

Well, let me. I’ll—first off, I’ll turn off the recording.  

 

[Pause in Recording]  

 

TC:  

Well, I—I’m—one of my bylines was the government can’t operate on a credit card any more 

than you and I can. So I guess you call me a conservative democrat or whatever. Anyway— 

 

RW:  

And you—you said this during the campaign?  

 

TC:  

Yeah. But you know, the news media never did label me a political—oh, why can’t I think of the 

term? A means green horn [?] [1:00:32]. The news media was high into me [?] [1:00:38]. They 

never labeled me. neophyte, isn’t that what they’re called?  

 

RW:  

Oh, oh. A neophyte.  

 

TC:  

A lot of times, they like to throw that in. And a couple news media wanted a job at my idea [?] 

[1:00:53]. This one they stuck out to me. Lane Evans, some of my Illinois were personal friends. 

He said, “If you get elected, you go to Joe Biden. He’s a straight shooter.” I never met Joe Biden. 

But Ted Kennedy—I never was a Kennedy fan. Boy, he—first time in his office, you had a 

buddy. I knew he and David become close friends. And his help used to come have supper with 

us at night. They said Ted would still be working. First thing he said to make us feel at home, he 

said, “Boys, I don’t know much about agriculture, but I know two things. My constituents like to 

eat and you guys being crapped on.” [RW laughs] Oh, the other thing I wanted to tell you. We 

had a mock foreclosure at John Block’s farm. That tickled David Center more than anything. We 

had a licensed auctioneer, had a vid—news media, and we pulled up at John Block’s farm. We 

never stepped foot on it, just on the road ditch. His hired men would peek out the machine shed 

door and then go back in. We had a mock foreclosure and sold John Block’s farm to the Arabs.  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] When was this? When did you do this?  

 

TC:  

In the eighties.  
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RW:  

In the eighties? Okay.  

 

TC:  

John Block was a good state director.  

 

RW:  

That’s B-l-o-c-k? Not spelled a different way?  

 

TC:  

Yes.  

 

RW:  

Okay.  

 

TC:  

He, marrying a judge’s daughter, I think that’s how he got the job director of agriculture. He 

promoted ethanol and got—I had a ’55 Chevrolet. My uncle gave me the twenty-four thousand. I 

drained the gas and put ethanol in it, and we had a big sign, “This car runs a hundred percent 

farmer produced ethanol. To hell with OPEC [Organization of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries].” [RW laughs] So, we had that all over the country. [Clears throat] And anyway, 

[clears throat], he got the state of Illinois using ethanol. [Clears throat] He got—in Washington, 

he couldn’t do what he wanted to. He turned into an alcoholic. He got a gal pregnant, but his 

wife wouldn’t divorce him for a while. The reason I know this is because my wife’s cousin has a 

daughter in Washington, who lives next door to John Block.  

 

RW:  

Oh.  

 

TC:  

And—oh, it’s been some real experiences and—one of our members—well, several, I remember, 

for Strong County [?] [1:03:54]. One year, they had me reading from the side pulpit [inaudible] 

[1:03:59]. And what else? Oh. By not going to college, I spoke to two colleges on parity 

economics.  

 

RW:  

Oh. Where’d you speak?  
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TC:  

One in Washington. George Washington, in western D.C., and U of I. And Dr. Gither [?] 

[1:04:18] had me on calls and I spoke [inaudible] about [inaudible] [1:04:24] John Block to some 

gal to his back room. Said, “Oh, I’ll throw his ass out.” [RW laughs]  

 

Greg Armstrong (GA):  

I’ll be back in about five minutes.  

 

TC:  

Okay, Greg. So, I’ve had some really real experiences. And I was called up for an interview—

Channel 7 in Chicago. A guy from the USDA [United States Department of Agriculture], an 

economics professor from De-Cal [?] [1:04:57], and a Farm Bureau County President. You have 

your good days and your bad days. I had a good day. It was colder than hell. And we get ready to 

leave, the county—Farm Bureau President wanted an AAM cap. I offered to give him one to 

wear. He said, “No, no. I thought you had an extra.” I didn’t get to work at home in the blizzard 

and they called me, wanted me to come back up to meet John Block. I say, “I’m not in John 

Block’s caliber. You call David Center.” But it’s—it’s been a real education for me. But I’ll tell 

you, it looks so damn bleak. I’ve lost my wife, which I knew I would. But that kills your 

ambition, your foresight, but you’ve got to make the best of it. And then, this economic situation. 

Unless it keeps on going, I’m okay, fortunately. But many farmers aren’t. I leave them farmers 

and my heart’s broken.  

 

RW:  

Well, you’ve seen a lot of these ups and downs. I mean, do you think it can get better? Or how 

would—how would that work?  

 

TC:  

We’ve got to have some supply management and a parity price. They used to say a rule—

economists said a rule of thumb was [phone notification] every dollar of profit a farmer made 

multiplying seven times through. Well, think what it does anymore. My wife and I put together 

eleven hundred and fifty acres of top land. Every inch still. And I got one-tenth at seventy 

years—two-tenth is seventy-years old. And then, a thirty-four-year-old and a seventy-year-old. 

No, I’m getting screwed up. The main part of the land, I got a seventy-year-old and his nephew 

farming it. And then, I got some land I bought later that I didn’t move—let the tenant, and he’s 

seventy years old. And they’re both—all doing a good job. The tenant on the big part, I told you, 

he went out and bought more equipment to get it done, and they’re financed okay unless it 

continues. He can’t go on with three dollar corn. Parity price is eight dollars and five cents a 

bushel. I think I wrote down. And beans, I think, fourteen dollars. Well, we’re operating with 

half parity. Half price. Who else sells everything at that 50 percent discount? And this chemical 

deal, it cost us a hundred thousand dollars. A tenant and I combined just my farm for seed. And 
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then, the fertilizer. And we repay everything we possibly can a year ahead of time to get all the 

discount we can. And I get a check from Trump for eleven thousand, and the tenant for eleven 

thousand. Oh, I’m so bitter against that guy and the senate president [?] [1:09:00]. How anybody 

could vote for him, morally, I can’t understand. This guy is raising my yard, he’s a Trump man 

[?] [1:09:15]. I said, “How in the world can you vote for Trump?” And he said, “Oh, I’m a 

Christian conservative.”  

 

RW:  

You hear that.  

 

TC:  

Christian conservative. Oh boy.  

 

RW:  

Well, since we got one last opportunity, are there any other things you’d like to share? Anything 

now? Because I saw ideas coming back, or stories coming back into your head? Or again, you 

can get ahold of us later, or we can get ahold of you.  

 

TC:  

I can’t think of everything. I mean, I wasn’t in on the soybean deal. I helped Wayne in other 

ways, but I wasn’t there physically to help deliver the beans. There’s a family making a hell of a 

sacrifice and they couldn’t get him for anything, except not identifying who helped him. How 

you arrest a man for stealing his own beans? He published in the paper, “If you can’t prove to me 

those are not my beans, I shall assume they are, and I shall retrieve them.” [Clears throat] Wayne 

told me he thought what caused the most trouble was the first time they blockaded the elevator, 

the police told them to move the truck. Wayne said, “I can’t start it.” Cop said, “What do you 

think is wrong with it?” Wayne said, “I don’t know. It might have a bent dipstick.” Wayne said, 

“Next day, the newspaper said, ‘Bent dipstick thwarts judge’s order.’” [RW laughs] He said, “I 

think that, being him, is [inaudible] [1:10:58].” Now, Grassley and Dole get Wayne out of jail to 

go to Washington to testify. And then, of course, the judge let Wayne roam, why, people call me 

a newsman, but I can give them Wayne’s number to jail, they can interview him. And they 

locked him up a night. His wife made him a birthday cake. The barbecue place presented 

barbecue ribs every night. And the federal marshal that was there at [inaudible] [1:11:37] tipped 

Wayne off whenever they were coming after him. And when he died of a sudden heart attack, his 

wife had Wayne Cryts for one of the pallbearers. But you just—these farmers can just amaze you 

when they—but what got me—I maybe—I didn’t tell you. During the eighties, I hated for the 

phone to ring at nine o’clock, be some farmer, his back to the wall. I said, “Did you go in to 

AAM?”, “No.”, “Did you go in to the Farm Bureau?”, “Yeah, them son of a bitches won’t do 

anything.” And then, there’s a lawyer friend of mine that, pro bono, he helped some farmers 

postpone foreclosures. And then, one of our members, the bank sold out to big bank and then 
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they wouldn’t loan him operating money. Going to foreclose, and he said, “If you foreclose, I’ll 

have a hundred farmers stop the sale. But if you let me voluntarily sell out, I’ll do my damage to 

pay you.” So we went up with power washers, and washed the equipment, and spray-painted the 

wheels. He had a good sale, paying everybody off every penny, but new capital gains is 

bankrupted him. And he ended up driving a truck for the county, but he didn’t live long 

afterward. Now, I don’t know of any farmers I knew that committed suicide. There was one 

young farmer in my area that crashed via truck when his wife was gone. And some people 

thought he might’ve. He had a financial problem, but whether their truck slipped of the jack, or 

whether it programmed or not, I don’t know. But anyway, I know how I’d feel, if they come to 

take the farm I inherited. During the eighties, the generations changed and a lot of estates were 

settled, and the guy on the farm bought out the other heirs, and that was trouble.  

 

RW:  

So— 

 

TC:  

Well, Jim Zeeb—I had two guys, Bill Rowe and Jim Zeeb. And of course, this professors that 

was my secretary for a while. And some good backup people in our organization that made me 

look damn good. Jim Zeeb, the one that got the idea of farm congress, and he went to St. Louis, 

and got an auditorium, and so forth. And I was in Washington. [Clears throat] I told David, 

“We’re going to have a farm congress. Does the national want to be involved?” He said, “Yeah, I 

bet Willie Nelson will.” So, my member was the cause of getting farm aid started, in a way. No, 

maybe start—no, farm aid already started good. I was on the committee. But this was after farm 

aid was established. David said, “Oh, I bet farm aid would be interested.” They come and took 

over. But Jim Zeeb was the brains behind the farm congress. And we went and got—had small 

meetings and got people’s signature from whatever organization, or whoever they were. And 

then, Tom Harkin was senator, and the Ag committee wanted to know how many farmers felt 

that way. Well, Tom called David, and David had this pile of signatures to take in. Tom Harkin 

was a good worker. On my campaign, one of our members from California bought a little 

caboose and fixed it up like Roosevelt’s campaign caboose. [RW laughs] And the fertilizer 

dealers, and so forth, would take them state-to-state. So we, six farmers, all used that caboose. 

My opponent accused me of using illegal campaign vehicle. But we had—he had a fixed up an 

air compressor and a speaker. A tape of [inaudible] rebel engine [?] [1:16:11] climbing a hill. 

We’d go puffing into these little towns, where the railroad tracks had been tore off for years, and 

blow the whistle at the crowd. And my wife had a barrel of bubblegum candy to throw out. It 

was quite an experience. Too bad one of us couldn’t have been the victim. But like my buddy 

said, “You know what they spent to keep you from being elected? Think what they’d spend to 

get rid of you.”  

 



Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Oral History Program 

 

 
36 

RW:  

Yeah, yeah.  

 

TC:  

Well, I’ll round up Zeke, here, to get you two together.  

 

RW:  

Sure. I can definitely talk to him.  

 

TC:  

I mean he’d—they got a different farm programs down here than what I’m used to. I’m court 

appeasing [?] [1:17:01]. They got so many things.  

 

RW:  

You mean, here, in South Plains? Lubbock?  

 

TC:  

Yeah. Jackson County and South Georgia, their crops just absolutely blew out of the ground. 

And the irrigation equipment run—and Zeke told me some deal. Said his dad filed for 

bankruptcy and died the next day. And he and his dad were someday [?] [1:17:22] partners on 

the irrigation system, that apparently, Zeke had to pay for his half over again to save it. And then, 

it blew away.  

 

RW:  

And what do they—what do they grow? And I don’t know if I asked.  

 

TC:  

Peanuts, and watermelons, and corn beans, and cotton.  

 

RW:  

I figured peanuts. Okay. Well, if you want to hunt him down. I’ll go ahead and wrap up this 

recording, but I want to thank you, again, for sitting down. I mean, we’ve talked for a good long 

while, and we appreciate.  

 

TC:  

And there’s—I probably forgot more than I remember. But this helped me—the emotional 

condition I’m in—as a little diversion.  

 

RW:  

Sure.  
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TC:  

And I like nothing better than saying, “I hope you got lifejackets.”  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] That’s the way the swamp is going.  

 

TC:  

And this buddy of mine, he’s passed away now, but he used to go to Washington. Strong 

Catholic, which I like and admire, of course. But he wouldn’t say nothing until they made him 

mad. And this congressman said, “You price yourself out of the market. [inaudible] [1:18:41].” 

Stutters three times, said, “Are we selling any water equipment out of this country for less than 

the cost of production?” You know the congressman can already think of an answer for that.  

 

RW:  

The answer is no, I assume.  

 

TC:  

I had a good friend, a major in the air force, has put in his twenty years, retire, and he said, “I got 

tired of flying arms to both sides of the Far East, and the Iran [inaudible] deal [?] [1:19:07].” I 

was raised a Republican. My wife was, like I say, she was county clerk on a Republican—under 

Republican. Then, when she run—she runs Republican. Our whole families were all Republican. 

And I spoke to the Tijuana [?] [1:19:33] campaign and the president of Tijuana [?] [1:19:37] 

said, “Tom, your dad would turn over in his grave if he knew you were running a democrat.” I 

said, “Paul, I don’t think he would. I actually know he was damn glad to vote for Hoover—or for 

Roosevelt after Hoover.”, “Oh, oh. I didn’t know that.” [RW laughs]  

 

RW:  

Well, let me ask you this, did a lot of people remain Republican while you were running and 

doing all this? Or did—was there a shift that you knew of? Or did people keep it private?  

 

TC:  

When I started, it looked good. Bush wasn’t too popular, you know.  

 

RW:  

Bush, number one?  

 

TC:  

Senior, senior.  
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RW:  

Senior? Yeah.  

 

TC:  

The last tail end, I ran contra deal. I had a speech to run our country like a Banana Republic. And 

anyway—I talked to a lot of people. Republicans said, “I’m going to vote for Bush in the 

primary because I want him beat [?] [1:20:46], and I’ll vote for you in the general election.” And 

I had no trouble—we had to get fifteen hundred or more—I forget—signatures. I had no trouble, 

personally, getting most of them. And it looked good. And like I—I carried the northern part of 

the state. [inaudible] [?] [1:21:10] and the governor went to jail. He was a young man, and he 

campaigned, I carried his district. I carried the labor unions. And Catholics had—I’m not a 

Catholic. They had a fundraiser for me in the nicer Columbus [?] [1:21:26]. [RW laughs] And 

them ladies in Sterling, Illinois, who had  a lot of bankruptcy. The ladies made a quilt auction, 

raffling it off for [?] [1:21:38]. And—so we carried the northern part of the state. But down the 

state, so much straight Republicans, but when caucus throw the tank [?] [1:21:45]. I see it 

happening. And of course, like I say, the campaign wasn’t that important after my daughter’s 

illness. We were here when she needed us. My son-in-law, of course, remarried, and fortunately, 

he married a nice lady, who is family oriented. And he said, “You were here for me and I’m 

going to be here for you.” So, I’ve got a good support group. Plus, a lot of good advice. One 

neighbor, a bachelor, he tells me what TV programs I ought to watch. [RW laughs] My son-in-

law’s wife, we go out to eat together, she tells me where to sit. But they live across the golf 

course from me and I told her about somebody hacked into my—oh—Facebook. She jumped in 

the car to come right over to fix it for me. But this group out here has my heart, in Jackson 

County. So, I’ll round up Zeke for you. He’s—nothing special about Zeke. But he can explain to 

you—the way I understand it, they got a disaster payment that was signed under Obama. And 

then, Trump wants it back. Claims there was more rainfall, or something, I don’t know. It’s just 

absolutely heartbreaking to see what’s going on. Just like these bastards won’t even answer my 

letter because I’m not in their district. But—it’s a complete new ballgame. When I was up there 

in the eighties, I was having dinner with a Democrat congressman from Iowa. On Easter, a 

Republican congressman came. So, he invited himself, and introduced us, and said, “We want to 

reintroduce this farm bill in our district to different label when [inaudible passage] [?] [1:24:01].” 

“Sure.” I mean, it used to be able that so bi-partisan as it is [?] [1:24:05]. This emergency 

meeting they had twenty-seventh of November, I think, they almost had a fight among a Florida 

congressman calling another congressman a fascist. [RW sighs] And they said, “I’m going to 

expedite the payments,” but they haven’t.  

 

RW:  

They didn’t do it. Well, I’ll go ahead and cut this off. But again, thanks for sitting down.  
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TC:  

I’ll tell you, I spent a lot of money and a lot of people spent more than I have. My wife hated for 

me to be away from home when we were together, a couple. But she believed in what I was 

doing, and I didn’t tell her how to run the county and she didn’t tell me how to farm, but we 

talked everything over. And in 2016, we bought a hundred and fifty acres more that I used to 

rent. [RW laughs] And oh, she said, “We don’t need any more land.” And then, she said, “Well, 

do whatever you want to. Whatever you think is best.” Well, we happened to be in the position to 

almost paying it off, but something told me to hold back and see. Helen fell and got a 

concussion. Things went downhill, so we had round-the-care help. And bless her heart, the 

caregivers got her up and dressed—helped her dress, took her to the bathroom, she brushed her 

teeth, and then, they always brought her in the wheelchair to breakfast. And then, from breakfast 

to the easy chair. And then, had her walk with a walker some in the afternoons. And they—she 

brushed her teeth, they put her in the wheelchair, she passed out on the way to the group kitchen. 

Yeah. But it happens to everybody, but a nicer evil. Boy. I got the radio on and the TV on. 

And—[laughs]—I don’t sleep well. I keep thinking back and lay awake, there, until two or three 

in the morning. The doctor is next door. I said, “Doctor.” He said, “How are you doing.” I said, 

“Okay, but I just can’t sleep.”, “Well, I’ll give you a pill,” and it don’t help me get to sleep.  

 

RW:  

It doesn’t do anything.  

 

TC:  

And the side effects can cause weird nightmares. So far, I haven’t had anything, but kind of a 

stupid dream that I come in the door, and I got in. There’s a man behind me. He wasn’t bothering 

me. I said, “Well, how’d you get in? The doors are locked.” He said, “Your grandson, Greg, told 

me how to walk in behind people.”  

 

RW:  

[Laughs] So it might be giving you weird dreams.  

 

TC:  

I may have to get off that pill.  

 

RW:  

Yeah, you might. Well— 

 

TC:  

Now, I’m going to carry that off if you don’t watch me.  
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RW:  

Sure. Well, thank you. And then— 

 

End of Recording   


