I n t e r v i e w with J a n i c e D a l e y
Interviewed by Dianna Hunter and Ken Meter
Minnesota Farm Advocate Oral History Project
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I n t e r v i e w e d in August 1988
at her farm near L e w i s t o n

Janice Daley:

JD

Dianna Hunter:

DH

Ken Meter:

KM

JD:

Do you have the tape on Dianna [Laughs].

DH:

I just flipped it on. [Laughs] Well you were t a l k i n g in such a n i c e

natural voice. Usually when you ask the question you do change, everybody
gets real stiff an careful...
Guarded.

DH:

Yeah.

KM:

On tape, are you kidding?

Well maybe the right people will listen to it and understand it. I think
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JD:

we do new people even an injustice because we went over such a hard road,
and there is no need for them to have to do that again. I really feel that we can

be doing a better job of helping new people to get started.
KM:

How?

JD:

How?

KM:

Yeah.

DH:
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JD: Well I think within our own program we need to organize a couple of
people that do the training. I think there are a couple people in our project
that could work on that. I don't think it is fair to expect that Anne de Meurisse
should do it other than the m a t e r i a l t h i n g s that need to get d o n e for our
program for the Ag Department, the stuff that has to come out for records and
keeping track of salaries and that kind of stuff. Other than that, I don't see
anything anybody would a...she can't help us, she's not a farmer. That is one
of the biggest complaints I hear from the new people is that they come out
there and in the first year or six months they start calling Anne de Meurisse
t h i n k i n g they are going to get help from her and all of a s u d d e n — t h e r e ' s
nothin' to get there, folks!
Better to see an advocate you mean?

JD: Right, right. Who asks that question and finds out you know, nobody
does, nobody is really going back that much and getting the information from
those people and finding out. Let's not keep doing this over and over again,
lets do a better job of what we are doing. We have learned. There are a couple
people who are very good, are supposed to be very good at it in addition to some
of those who already have been, you know a part of some of that stuff. I don't
think its fair to expect the same people to do it all the time. Just think of the
great writer we have in the bunch. [Chuckles] Oh now Diane, don't be so
modest.
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DH: Well tell us some more about what we could do to improve the Advocate
Program.
JD: Oh Dianna [Laughs] I draw a blank on that right now. I can't think of
anything else right now. I can think of a lot of things [Chuckles] I don't know
if you want to hear because it's political. It's gotten to be part of the problem,
part of the difficulty in working with it.
DH:

What do you mean, legislature getting involved?

JD: Yeah, and people that are leaders of the program feel political pressure
all the time, so defensive of everything, and I don't think that is explained to

new people either. That, hey, there is sort of a game plan here. Either you are
politically smart enough to catch on to it or you are going to find yourself sort
of out the door, shuffled [Unclear] over the edge.
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DH: What do you mean by that, that you are going to find
yourself out the door?
JD: Well there are thirty people who are in charge of our program with a
certain idea of what that program should be, and we every now and then get
other people to come into the program and have a hard time trying to figure it
out. What is expected of them. Sometimes I see them as a child that goes to first
grade or fifth grade and trying to figure out what it is the teacher wants. I see
people having difficulty with that. I think we give mixed messages. In the
program I see, for example what happened to Marion. You know, nobody
really...she got one set of instructions on what was expected of her. It wasn't
all that serious. They really didn't explain to her as an advocate what was
expected and that was difficult.
KM: It would seem like it would be really simple to explain that to people
when they join the program, why doesn't that happen?
JD: I don't know. Why doesn't that happen D i a n n a , why isn't that
happening?

Do you feel it, do you see it?
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I don't know.
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DH:

DH:

Oh yeah, yeah.

JD: People really flounder around trying to figure out where their place is
and what is going on and what is expected of them and where the leadership
lies and who is the leader, you know all that. That's been real difficult. And
for some people who have had a p r o b l e m with not f i g u r i n g out what is
expected, I think they have kind of w i t h d r a w n . They have kept more to
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themselves or else just went off and did their own t h i n g and forgot about
anybody and everybody that come together for the training and didn't really
mix that much with the group. That cornes 1 think as the time goes on. There
are those of us who started with the p r o g r a m and k n o w what some of the
original intent was and how we were started and purpose and all that, but
there are the new people that come in that do not. They don't remember the
COACT days you know, and Bobbi Polzine and the rallies, all of the groups that
sat in FmHA offices and surrounded the FmHA offices and groups that paraded
up to Capitol for years before the Advocate Program, probably two years. They
don't [Unclear] what was the advantages of the Advocate program.
DH:

Were you involved in that?

JD:

Yep.

DH:

Tell us a little about that.
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JD: We were involved with a number of families who were having difficulty
probably two years before the Advocate Program started, or ones we knew
were...you know you got talking...my husband talks a lot and meets a lot of
people and knew a lot of people, and he had done sale work before so he knew
a lot of people. They opened up and you knew there were problems, and people
were searching for what to do or what they could do and somewhere along that
same time COACT in this area came on the scene and was actively trying to get
people involved in the l e g i s l a t i v e p r o c e s s . We both a t t r i b u t e our own
involvement to that organization. They took groups of people to the Capitol to
really introduce them, this is how your legislature works. They took people to
hearings, took people around to all the rooms to visit the legislators, and for a
lot of farmers around here that was the first time they ever had been into the
Capitol and hearing the slightest idea of went on there. For some you know
that were having difficulty they went to the Capitol thinking they would make
a request for an instant fix and when it didn't happen, they were disappointed.
There were others who knew it was just the start of learning for yourself and
finding out how the process works and try to figure out how you are going to
get something done up here. We really both give a lot of credit to COACT for
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educating.
KM: How did you hear about COACT?
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JD: My husband did first t h r o u g h a family who was h a v i n g difficulty.
Bernie [Unclear] was involved at that time. There was another guy who was
involved. How many, some others, different ones. Some of the first people
that went down were trying to get people aware of what was happening.
KM: Was that the first time you got politically active in the farm issue?
JD:

With COACT?

KM: Yeah.
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JD: Well it was sort of, you know, like probably two years before that for the
most part. We had always been active community-wise with one thing after
another, so this was nothing new. We were always trying to figure out how to
do a better job with anything and everything, you know. Trying to learn how
the system works and how you can make it work for yourself. The energy that
the COACT people brought, I think, to the community from the people, their
dedication. They were all excited about the different issues and hey you can do
something, you know. This is how it works, this is how stuff gets passed, this is
how it gets introduced, this is where this comes from and that comes from and
this is where it goes through the process. I think it made people feel that
maybe for once in their life they could have a say in the things that were
happening to them, that you didn't just have to sit out there and let it all
happen. I know John was more involved in the beginning than I was. He
went with a... well they had a busload of people who went out to Milan. They
had some kind of big rally out there. I remember paying attention to when
the farmers were in Washington, D.C., and of course how upset you get when
the only thing you heard is they tore up the lawns around the White House.
[Chuckles] You didn't remember hearing that?
DH:

I don't remember that part. I remember them being down there.

JD: And then finding out later that Anne Kanten was their head speaker
and...[Laughs]. And also finding out that it was just common ordinary people
who were in the C a p i t o l that were doing t h i n g s and t h a t other common
ordinary people could also be doing things.
What do you mean by common ordinary people in the Capitol?
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DH:

JD: As far as legislators. That it wasn't necessarily a n y t h i n g really
standoffish about three-fourths of them that I saw [Laughs].
KM: How did you meet Anne Kanten?
JD:

[Unclear]

DH: You were telling us about the COACT people, how inspiring it was to
learn that common ordinary people could get things done, go to government
places, Washington or the legislature or whatever and get things done. I was
just wondering, why is it that you were interested at that time? Do you think
maybe you could put that into perspective as far as your farm and what was
going on in the general farm situation?
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JD: Well my husband...! guess I give him a lot of credit. He figured in the
beginning that what he saw happening to the first people that were going out
of business and going under, he said it's just a matter of time, you know the
federal policies that were in place, are going to get us all. So last year we had
two foreclosures. That was like 1981 so he was right because everyone has a
place and eventually the way things are going with less income, you know,
rising expenses. We just aren't going to be farming. You farm for as long as
your money lasts or your equity lasts or whatever it is that you have or your
relatives all stop dying or whatever [Chuckles] you know until its all gone, you
have used it up because if you are not making a profit on what you are doing,
you are not going to be able to keep doing it, and that all came about with
change of philosophy, change of administration.
DH:

Tell us a little bit about your farm and your family.

JD:

Well we have five c h i l d r e n , two boys and three girls, three

grandchildren, two boys and one girl. We have one 16-year-old still at home,
and the other four are gone. N o b o d y farms with us except our 16-year-old
part-time, and there probably will not be anybody farming.
Would you rather there was?

JD:

At this point, no I don't want anybody to farm.

DH:

Why is that?
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DH:

JD: They have to make a living at it D i a n n a . They have to be able to feel
there is an award for what they are doing, and if their dad can't make it or can
barely make it, why would you encourage your child to want to be in that same
scenario especially when they all have friends who have money, have cars.
We live on a road that goes to campgrounds, that goes to parks, and I stand by
my kitchen sink and I see boats go to the river and boats go to the lake and
campers go to money creek. Our kids see those things, and it isn't fair to make
them feel guilty that they have to carry something on j u s t because it's your
dream and maybe you would like to.
DH:

What if one of them did want to. Would you discourage him?
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JD: No, No, No, I would never discourage them. But my husband is also very
strong minded and strong-willed. I have always encouraged the kids to go on
to school, go do something else. Learn to be able to make your own decisions
and stand on your own two feet. I don't want what I see in the Advocate
Program, some father/son relationships where the father dies and the son is
in his 40's. He can't handle it because dad made all the decisions ever since he
was a child. That is bad. They never got to make small decisions, so how in
God's creation are they ever going to be able to make big decisions later on
when you're not there? So rny husband is one of those, too, that when a son
would be 70, he would still be the kid. If they go somewhere and do something
else and know they can make it somewhere else out in the w o r l d , they have
lots more c o n f i d e n c e i n t h e m s e l v e s a n d t h e i r a b i l i t y t o o v e r r i d e m a y b e
mistakes or bad times and not feel that they were dumb, should have known
better and all those kinds of things. Just realize they did the best they could

7

and that's that.
KM: How do you explain yourself w o r k i n g so hard to keep family farms
going when you feel that way about your children and their wanting to...

•.

M
in

ne
s

ot
a
M Fa
in rm
ne A
so d
ta vo
H ca
is te
to O
ric ra
al l H
So is
ci tor
et y
y P
ro
je
ct

JD: Well I sort of have a two-pronged reason for this. One is if they want to
stay there, I am here to help them stay where they want to stay. Now that is
what they want and that is what I want for my kids, too, is what they want.
These people have m a d e t h e i r choices, and I am j u s t here to help them
continue with it. The other reason is where are they going to go and what are
they going to do? If they go somewhere else, who is going to pay for it, who is
going to provide for them? They are going to be on welfare. The lady that I
was with...that I say here yesterday, $236.00 per month social security. Where
is she going to live, how is she g o i n g to live? You k n o w her two sons
have...everything is gone from the farm and we are trying to figure out a way
to salvage and save part of it. I mean they don't have health insurance, many
of these people. I have seen people where the wife would get $19.00 in social
security and the man $165.00. They haven't made money the last years you
know, in their late 50's and early 60's when most people had a higher income
so that they take those last five years as their social security base. Losses you
know they don't have nothing. Their best hope and chance is that they stay
there. For a lot of the dairy people their health insurance was t h r o u g h that
dairy. If they had i l l n e s s of a n y t h i n g , they aren't g o i n g to get h e a l t h
insurance you know. They can't get jobs. Even people 40 or 35 are finding
they can't get jobs. So very difficult. If they can sustain themselves and
support themselves and do what they like doing and what they are good at
doing, then why shouldn't they save it?
DH:

You must encounter a little opposition to this along the way, though.

JD: Oh yeah, yeah. There are people that figure they all should be shuffled
off the farm somewhere else. Of course, they don't want them on their welfare
rolls in their county, in case they are a county officer. Rochester and the
Twin Cities, that's the place for you to go. When you have lived many miles
from town, they do not have the skills to function, to survive even, in a large
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town. They don't even know what to do, find out how to live, and it's not a good
situation. You know we all get in a rut and you can't teach an old dog new
tricks, but an elderly person its too difficult. It is an emotional strain to lose
everything that has been comfortable around them. I related to times when
have been taken somewhere where everything, all the stores I knew where to
go shopping, and you just sort of wander because you feel just at a loss or
overwhelmed by all the new things and different things, and nothing appeals
to you.
DH: Tell us a little bit about what happens when people call you. What is
your usual way of working with a client? Do you have a particular method
that you follow?
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JD: Well a lot of people call. I used to wonder why so many people call and I
finally carne to the conclusion they must think they are getting something out
of it. I must be doing something to help them. Sometimes you don't know.
Sometimes some of the happiest people are those you have done the least for,
you know, you gave them an idea or whatever. I guess when people call you
have to try to figure out what the problem is, what they are calling about.
They are usually quite upfront about that most of the time. I guess mostly I see
people need to get everything together and know where they are at. They
don't have the papers together, they don't know what's mortgaged, they don't
know who has security and what, they don't even know who they owe. Usually
everything from open accounts to not knowing they signed this mortgage and
not knowing that this person has a lien on something, getting all that straight
in their mind first, who they owe, what they have got.
KM: You have them bring their file and stuff in and you just sort through
that and show them what they have?

JD: Not necessarily bring...I kind of have them go and get their stuff you
know. Most of them don't even know where their stuff is. It's been a big
education for a lot of people to realize that they can go to the courthouse and
pull out the UCC's and get the mortgages and all that kind of stuff. All that is
on file for the public. You would be surprised how many farmers were scared

to death to go and do that. They were even told by some lenders that you can't
go, that is against the law. They won't let you get that. And then how rnad they
would get to find out that an attorney can call to have a lien search done and
find out everything.

ot
a
M Fa
in rm
ne A
so d
ta vo
H ca
is te
to O
ric ra
al l H
So is
ci tor
et y
y P
ro
je
ct

Anybody can walk in there, it is a matter of public record. That is what it is put
in the c o u r t h o u s e for. So it goes back to u n d e r s t a n d i n g our g o v e r n m e n t a l
process, how it all works. That's a l e a r n i n g process for them. Kind of a crash
course learning process. Very worthwhile just the same. Some of the people
who are very adept at p u t t i n g all t h e i r p a p e r w o r k t o g e t h e r and p l a n s and
proposals today, have come back and told me that when I told them to go to the
courthouse and get their papers together, talked about UCC's and financing
statements and liens and all that stuff, they didn't have the foggiest idea of
what I was talking about. They pretended that I did. So it's starting out from
scratch and d o i n g one t h i n g at a time and g e t t i n g e v e r y t h i n g t o g e t h e r and
finding out what they got for collateral, w h a t they have for e q u i p m e n t and
getting it all down. That's where we start. Who has what. That can be a big
job, let rne tell you.
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People I was in mediation with yesterday, they couldn't get any records out of
the FDIC. They didn't have any idea what they owed. I ended up having to do a
Freedom of Information Act to get the entire FDIC file. So I am saying to people
who made p a y m e n t s on b a n k s t h a t h a v e been closed. Now FDIC have the
records. All payment records are totally gone from those files. There are no
record of any p a y m e n t made. They are s a y i n g t h r e e y e a r s ago you had
$105,000 loan, now the l o a n is $75,000, you m u s t h a v e m a d e p a y m e n t s
somewhere, but we don't have anything to show it.
DH:

Gee what a mess.

JD: A lot of that. I don't know where the records went. Probably more than
one person was responsible for seeing to it.
KM: So you think this is mostly an e d u c a t i o n a l process that you work with
people in? Are you also trying to teach them how to negotiate and how to get
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their way? What all do you try to teach them?

DH:
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JD: Well I think that just comes from their observing how I handle it. That
you can ask for things. You know if you know what he has for collateral, what
y o u have g i v e n h i m f o r s e c u r i t y , w h e r e y o u sit, w h a t p a p e r s h a v e been
properly drafted and which ones haven't. That is all part of negotiating. You
know, what you can afford to pay. This is how much your debt is, how much
debt can you handle. Each person needs to know that. Where we are looking
at negotiating, some people, 1 am sure Dianna sees that, cannot h a n d l e any
debt. They are s p e n d i n g more t h a n w h a t they earn at all times. There are
other people who have just too much debt. There is some level somewhere that
they can handle, and it's c o n v i n c i n g lenders, w i t h i n t h e i r means, what they
can handle. That's part of the farmer learning, too. That, hey, you know, this
is all you can pay. When you took the loans out the lender thought you were
going to make money and you thought he was going to make money. It's all
different today. That was a different set of circumstances.
Did the lenders take this all pretty much in stride?
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JD: Oh some do and some don't. There are some that refer their c l i e n t s to
rne. I know that's hard to believe for some people sometimes, but they do.
Especially I k n o w one p a r t i c u l a r lender that I have all his difficult ones, I
know. He hasn't been able to ever get past the d e n i a l stages that he has a
problem. I know I have one man, he must have called me about three times. I
don't know why he keeps telling me to call you. There is nothing wrong with
my situation. There is lots wrong with his situation but he wouldn't admit it
and he didn't want anyone else to know it. It usually takes me about six months
to get people from the beginning to where they...maybe it doesn't take you that
long Dianna, but a lot of people that are pretty bad about admitting that there
is a real serious problem. Unless something drastic happens that they have to
face it now, it takes them a while to come around to the r e a l i z a t i o n that they
have a problem, this isn't working, that they have to do something different
and what. What are the priorities? You are not going to be able to keep it all.
There are a few stubborn ones who are determined that they are going to keep
it all. I have had some, really, ones that were very deep in debt and have kept
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it all, but it is a rare situation that they have been able to convince a lender to
really drastically write it down or write it off without making serious changes.
Keeping all the land, keeping all the beef cattle, all of whatever. They have to
come to that realization. Some lenders feel threatened by you of course.
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KM: What do you do when they are threatened by you, how do you...
JD: Well they have to just...they have to learn to, I suppose, they sit there
and figure me out. Try to see where I am coming from and after a while, most
of them get over that. I haven't had a real problem with a lot of lenders. I
really haven't. For one thing I try to be very upfront, very honest, and this is
the way it is and I want t h a t f a r m e r to be t h a t way and I w a n t you to stop
pretending that everything is hunky dory when it's not. I want him to know
all his rights, his alternatives and options if we are going in there. You can do
this, and you can do that. You can't do this, and you can't do that. Maybe you
can do this, that or the other thing.
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You know, no t h r e a t s o r . . . y o u k n o w u n l e s s s o m e b o d y w o u l d consider a
bankruptcy to be a threat. A bankruptcy is an option, just a fact of life. It's
not a threat, it's j u s t the way it is. You know it's no m o r e a t h r e a t t h a n a
foreclosure is. If you are seriously delinquent, a lender after a loan is so many
days overdue, he has to take action on it. Especially when they are 90 days
sitting there. He has to do something. The auditors are going to make him.
A n y t h i n g he tells you. He has to do it. The f a r m e r , for his own s e l f preservation, also has to be looking at doing something, and that's where the
bankruptcy comes in. I know I recently had somebody tell me, "If I file a
Chapter 7 bankruptcy, I am not going to be able to leave the farm and buy a
house if I get a job." I said, "With all the debts, judgments and bills you have,
you're not going to buy a house anyway, so what difference does it make? You
are going to have all those people chasing you. At least you put an end to that
and start over from s q u a r e one again and go on with y o u r life and not be
threatened with s o m e t h i n g that is r e a l l y an impossible s i t u a t i o n for some
people."
DH:

Besides people do buy houses after bankruptcies.
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JD: Oh sure. It just depends on the lenders. Its not as difficult as...some
people think you are done forever, but you just have to pick yourself up and
start your life over, that's all.
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DH: I always call bankruptcy the 'B 1 word. Farmers are so scared of it. I
always use it like the bottom line for negotiating or for figuring out what your
options are and then negotiating. It's hard often to work farmers into it. Do
you think that is part of the denial of the problem or how do you think not
wanting to look at bankruptcy figures in?
JD: Oh I think a lot of that has to do with culture. You know they have been
raised...especially people of certain religions have a more difficult time than
others of certain nationality seem to have a more difficult time. You just have
to be honest about it and say what it is and point out what the other alternative
is that is going to happen to you. You are not going to have nothing. You are
going to have to go somewhere and you are probably going to have judgments
and people chasing you for years, and you have to face the reality that you
may not have a choice. It may not be something you want to do, but for the
good of your family, yourself or whatever, you may have to do that.
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For a lot of people it's been the IRS for IRS problems they have had to do it. It
hasn't been a choice. I think it is a lot more acceptable now among lenders,
that once they realize that you may have to do it. I have even seen lenders in
cases recommending it, because they don't know what else to do, either,
because they aren't going to get anything from people as long as there is all
the threat of other judgments and things out there. You know, j u n i o r lien
holders and all that, titles get all goofed up. Clear the whole mess. And they've
turned around in a couple of incidences and re borrowed money again to
people. Probably the biggest thing people have to realize is they're going to
look at your income producing capability. If you were somebody that milked
cows at 10:00 at night after you were running around and didn't get up until
noon the next day and you know, you had that kind of a track record, then
don't blame bankruptcy for not getting out there and not getting a loan again.
You know, sometimes people use that as a crutch, the wrong thing.
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KM: When you go to mediation or negotiation sessions, how do you get what
you want out of the process? How do you line up your ducks and how do you
present your case?
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JD: Not as good as I should I'll tell you that. I have a difficult time, in the
beginning. I don't like to rush and write proposals, because I find each lender
and each loan officer in an organization has a different method and style and I
try to wait a while and see where he is corning from. How does he feel about
this farmer? What kind of a person does he think he is? Does he think he is
somebody that can make it? How is he viewing the assets here? Is he going to
sit here and say, "Hey, we can sell dairy farms. They are a hot item, so we
aren't w r i t i n g a n y t h i n g off." You have to k i n d of get a feel of the battle
ground first and then see what...
DH: Do you alter your proposals then according to what the lender might be
willing to accept?

M
in

ne
s

JD: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Because you try to find out, you know...about half the
time I suppose the lender is probably doing the same thing that I am doing. He
is just trying to figure out where this farmer is coming from, how serious is he
about staying on that farm. I tell farmers if you go in there and say, "Well it
sure would be nice to farm but I realize, you know, I have this big debt and I
suppose I could get a job in town." As long as you come w i t h t h a t k i n d of
attitude, you might as well forget it because he is going to j u m p r i g h t there
and say, "Oh yeah, you are going to get a job in town. Well, great, you can turn
everything over." But if you say, "I arn going to farm" And you do have a
half-way decent track record and you are making money. "I am going to farm
no matter what, with or without you." You know, you have a positive feeling
about yourself. You're not sitting there in a hang-dog attitude apologizing for
everything you have ever done.

Attitude is a lot of it, because he is going to have confidence in you. Why
s h o u l d he h a v e c o n f i d e n c e in you if you d o n ' t even h a v e c o n f i d e n c e in
yourself? He's not. If you don't, why should he lay his money on you? No, not
going to happen! So people have to have a good attitude. Sometimes that's hard
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to do for people who have been beat down by a complicated legal system or
lending system. I probably see more problems with attitude among FmHA
borrowers, because that system is designed to be so demoralizing and the
people are so tied up. It's not so bad if they just have one loan there with
FmHA, but if they are all tied into FmHA, or even I have noticed that if they are
all tied into one lender, their options are so n a r r o w . That one p a r t i c u l a r
lender has a stranglehold on. They can't do a n y t h i n g . They r e a l l y are in
control of their farm and their lives and e v e r y t h i n g . Their options are so
limited.
DH: Well then what kind of things have you been able to do for people after
you figured out what the options were? What are you able to do? Do you get
money written off the notes? Do you get interest rates dropped? What
happens?
JD: All of those, every one. This winter I had to be on a panel in Rochester
and I went back through all my files and at that time I had something like 425
© 450 different farmers that I have worked with. I wanted to go back there and
see where those farmers were so I went back through. Only 25 of that number
of farmers have left the farm, gone somewhere else, done something different.
All the rest are still out there.
KM: Great.
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JD: And you know I didn't stop and think about that u n t i l the reporter at
that thing brought up that. He said, "Well, that's a good track record." I really
hadn't thought about it that way. I also feel that when they realize you are
somebody that's in their corner and want to know what kind of a chance do
you think I have got? Is there a chance that I can make it? You are going to
be there to help them do battle, to work through this thing, that that gives
them confidence. That somebody else out there is willing to stand up, stand
with them, and be there for them.
I know, a week or two ago I referred a farmer and son to Connie, and I tried
different methods of referring clients to other people who feel uncomfortable
sometimes. We went over to this farmer and I told him, I said, "I have two FDIC
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cases. One at 1:30 and one at 1:00. I said I can't be in mediation with both of
you people at the same time." I said, "Connie will have to take one." It was kind
of funny. He looked at her and he said, "Well Connie are you going to fight for
me like she does?" That's the only thing he wanted. I don't know what it is.
Sometimes I...Different times reporters and people have asked me don't...you
know all these macho farm men, don't they really have a problem asking you
to help them? I have had many different responses from people. They come to
me and will say, "Now, you are a lady. You can get away with that. You can say
these things and get away with it. You can do this, and they won't j u m p on
you. If I say it, and I am a man, a n o t h e r man w i l l say, 'You are just a big
baby.'" So they will sometimes have me say things or do things that they feel
they might get put down or intimidated by, it's not a problem. Plus I always
tell them if I can stand here and do this, you ought to be able to. Isn't that
awful? So we have all these different little tactics. But whatever works in
every situation. They are all different. Mostly not letting people get rushed
into decisions when they're really down or depressed.
Do you find people want to rush?
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JD: I find lenders want to rush, and w h e n l e n d e r s w a n t to r u s h , t h e n I
think there is something haywire somewhere. There's a reason they want to
rush. Once in a w h i l e . . . w h e n people want to rush is when they are r e a l l y
upset and depressed. If they take their time and not rush, you know, you are
going to have much better results. Don't be in a rush to make decisions. The
way you feel today may not be the way you are going to feel two months from
now. That's a mistake. Besides, things are changing all the time. Especially
legislatively. You know, what's going to be there, next week, won't be there.
It isn't there today. I keep pointing those things out. This is past, and that is
past. FmHA has got this rule, and they didn't have it a year ago. It makes
people aware of those things, makes them watch what's going on. Start paying
attention that there may be a c h a n g e for you coming here, there or the other
place so time is on their side. What difference does it make if you h a v e a
$100,000 loan you can't pay, or a you have a $500,000....
DH:

Yeah that would have been a good idea.

16

KM: How has being an Advocate changed you?
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JD: Oh I don't know if it ever really has changed me. Of course I live in this
big mess. I told Lou Anne and a couple of others, I am the oldest of a large
family and rny husband is the second oldest of a large family, and we are so
used to doing for other people all the time. I t h i n k that's why we got involved
in this, because we have always been doing those kinds of things. So change
me, I don't know, this job makes me more nervous, I know that, because I feel
too responsible for people and I don't like that. You know you know things,
and you know other people need to know them. That just can grind on you.
KM: Yeah.

JD: You know, and you don't r e a l l y a l w a y s k n o w at w h a t level they are
understanding you, w h a t level they are at in their u n d e r s t a n d i n g , so it can
really be hard. It's hard seeing people who don't owe that much, have a good
chance, throw it away, too. That wears on you.
DH:

What do you mean by that?

JD: Well they get r u s h e d i n t o m a k i n g a d e c i s i o n , r u s h e d i n t o s i g n i n g ,
rushed into deeding it over, you know. Just get rid of your debt. Just sign
here, here and here, and you won't have to worry about it anymore.
What else is hard about the Advocate work, anything?

JD:

Well your family life certainly changes, I can tell you that.
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s

DH:

M
in

KM: How?

JD: Well you are doing this out of your house and I don't know how the
other Advocates handle it, but some times of the year is really bad. Spring is
always very bad for me from about the 15th of April, and this year because of
the drought it's still going on. People are just here. There is always a certain
number of people who can't get in the field, can't get money, or they start to
get in the field and the lender cuts them off, all of those kinds of things. They
get very hyper. They are c a l l i n g , and they are here. They just come here.
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Our family, for the most part adjusted to it, but they don't like it. That's really
hard. They don't get into it I suppose then, that's the other thing. They want
attention sometimes. You have all these people wanting attention and they
just see their own. They are so totally consumed by their little farm problem,
their just one little farm problem. They don't realize that you have a family
and that there are m a n y , many farm p r o b l e m s that you are d e a l i n g w i t h .
That's hard.
DH: Tell us how it goes on a typical day. How many times does the phone
ring? How many people do you see? What kind of hours do you put in?

M
in

ne
s

JD: Well I put in more hours than I should. I keep telling myself that I am
not going to keep doing this, that I have got to change it, do it different. I
haven't been able to. Anne de Meurisse tells rne it's my personality, I have a
problem. I have a problem telling people no. I suppose rnaybe it's because we
are somebody who has always tried to schedule everything in, take care of
everybody and work it out and try to work around things, that you have a more
difficult time. Usually there is somebody or something everyday, seven days a
week, unless I j u s t make up my m i n d I h a v e to get out of h e r e and go
somewhere. If I am here, there is going to be somebody calling or there is
g o i n g to be p e o p l e c o m i n g or t h e r e is g o i n g to be p e o p l e w a n t i n g an
appointment or whatever. It's a rare day that there isn't. It doesn't matter
what day it is. For some people some days are harder, too, you know holidays
and stuff like that, if they have a problem. When somebody calls you on
Sunday morning and you are going past the phone to go to church and you
hear this guy talking. You know it's an empty room, there's no f u r n i t u r e
because his voice is echoing off the walls, you know you don't go to church,
you just stay right there and listen to him on the phone. You find out yeah,
his wife has left him and she took all the furniture, and, you know, maybe it's
a half hour down the line, but you knew it was coming. The two girls are gone
and they're seven and eight and you know all that kind of thing starts coming
together. Somewhere they saw your name and n u m b e r , somebody said. I
remember r u n n i n g across one guy who when I met him he p u l l e d out his
billfold, and he said, "I kept your number, I saw your number in the paper and
I have had it in rny billfold for two years just in case I needed it." It was all
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Those things are kind of funny. Just like on Monday I had a farm wife here.
She was referred here by another farmer. She said, "Well, he told me that I
wasn't suppose to pay any attention to all the papers you have piled up all over
your dining room table, that you k n o w what you are d o i n g and you know
where everything is at." [Chuckles] No it's the farm grapevine. People are
really...you know they do that. They do that in small communities. They talk
amongst themselves and they make a decision on whether you are acceptable
or not and there is nothing you can do about it. I knew that when I ran for
school board, too. You know, everybody had it all figured out how we took care
of our kids and how we disciplined our kids and when teachers did things in
school, and all that kind of stuff. People make decisions about you, and you
don't even realize it. They sort of store it up in case they need it. It's different
in a big town, but you know out here there's just nothing we can do about it.
KM: So what would you say is the impact of the Advocate Program?
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JD: Well I think it has had a great impact. I think it has given a lot of
people the courage. Even if they don't call me, I know that they have decided
if I am doing this, that they can do stuff for themselves. A guy told rne that one
of the people said he made up his mind he would never call you and would take
care of his own problems. I thought, "Well that's great." But see, he still had to
mention me, that he didn't have to call me or that he was never going to call
me, that he could do it. B u t , see, I t h i n k w h a t we h a v e d o n e , we have
challenged people. We have made them aware that they can do something and
that you can do something for yourself with or without an advocate. That an
advocate can help you, but there are things that individual people can do on
their own for themselves.
KM: That's what you said about COACT too, but it seems like COACT and the
Advocate Program say that to people in much different ways.
JD:

I think the Advocate Program, the people, they do it by example as well
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as do it. COACT comes in as strangers into a community, and that's where it
becomes more difficult. People feel threatened by a new r a d i c a l or whatever
you want to call them. They feel that this person doesn't know what they are
talking about. They corne from somewhere else. But when local people like
the farm advocates—they are all farmers out there in their own communities-stand up and do things, they c h a l l e n g e the other local people. I have seen it
h e r e in this area w h e r e we h a v e had p e o p l e who w a n t e d to be a d v o c a t e s ,
wanted to be involved in things. They figured if she can do it, I can do it too.
That's all right, that's great. You know if you give other people the courage to
stand up and do something, I don't care what they do, hooray. They go off on
some other t h i n g . I think we have given courage to other groups to form, to
be involved in a little bit different way and do things, but all along the same
line of just t a k i n g responsibility for yourself and what's h a p p e n i n g to you.
Quit sitting there and thinking somebody should always do it for you.
DH: Well one thing we haven't gotten to yet is the RERC's, and that was an
opportunity to get your work out of your home and into a Center, but it didn't
work out. Could you tell us a little about it, what you think went wrong?
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JD: Absolutely no p l a n n i n g went into the process of starting t h a t project.
Everybody thought that somebody else was doing it, and in the end nobody was
doing it, so none of the necessary steps to make sure clear messages were
g o i n g to be put out here. A clear, concise purpose was going to be
communicated to the other people that were involved. M a n y , m a n y t h i n g s
never happened that should have happened l o n g before there ever was any
grant money. Maybe that goes back to us b e i n g f a r m e r s and back to t h a t
trusting thing. We trust everybody else to do stuff for us and we just assume
that they have our best interest at heart, like the farmer who signs all the
notes and mortgages you know. Why he w o u l d never foreclose on me, no
matter what, and that was very naive, very naive.

Nobody took the time, either, t h a t w a s n ' t i n v o l v e d , the l e a d e r s h i p of the
program, to see to it that those things got done. When issues were raised in the
very b e g i n n i n g , they weren't paid attention to. I am not t a l k i n g about after
the Centers were started, I am talking about a year before they were started,
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when they were first getting going. I know I realized here in two meetings
that Guy Wolfe had no concept of the Advocate Program. He did not know what
he was really doing. He was t r y i n g to figure out as he went a l o n g what he
should be doing, and that's sad for him. That's not his fault either. That is sad.
Somebody somewhere assumed that he knew what the Advocate Program was
about and what he was about, and he didn't.
People get carried away in being do goodies you know, and end up doing more
harm than good. Now, consequently, we have a lot of very angry people who
were told many different things out in the different communities, and they
feel deprived. Number one, they were told that Anne Kanten is not going to be
in the Ag Department, and we are going to be running the Advocate Program
and be in charge of the Advocates. Who knows how long she is going to be
there and how long the legislature is going to fund them. They feel that that
sack of candy has now been taken away from them and they are very mad.
They wanted to run the Advocate Program. Of course it makes no difference
that most of them didn't know an advocate and hadn't met one. They didn't
know what they were doing plus the assumption was made that all the people
in the Advocate Program just couldn't wait to have Joe Blow who got picked up
off the street be in charge of them.
DH: Are you talking about the board members?
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JD: Board members and people who got i n v o l v e d from different
organizations, or farmers, or people, whoever they were. They got carried
away by some heady t h i n g , d e l u s i o n s of g r a n d e u r . S o m e o n e may h a v e
mentioned to me that maybe they feel so powerless a lot of them in their own
situations that this idea of being able to be in control of something really was
exciting.
KM: There are some opportunists out there who saw a good thing and wanted
their share of the action.

JD: Yeah, yeah, but I think, to, we have to remember that this was a political
t h i n g . There are a lot of people who are very, very k n o w l e d g e a b l e about
politics and how things happen and get done, and without a doubt they were
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determined that there was no way that this thing was going to be a part of the
Advocate Program. They saw what happened in a short period of time. I don't
know, what do we have? We started out just as something out of the blue, and
we took off and got recognition just because of the quality of the people that
were in there. You know, they volunteered and they killed themselves to make
the program work in their communities. Their name was on the line in their
communities and they weren't going to let that down and they didn't want to
let Anne Kanten down or the Governor down or anybody that had struck that
initial $50,000 into what they were out there to do. So there were people who
did not want the Advocates to have any more limelight or credit or a n y t h i n g
else. That if there was going to be something, it was going to be them.
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We had different ideas on what should happen here too. You would say, on one
hand, it was supposed to be a place to get the office out of your home and
somewhere else. Well they saw it as you were to b r i n g y o u r work there and
then, for me locally, we would just take it over for now. We would take it over
and go from there with what you are doing. Like one of the board members
said h e r e l o c a l l y t h a t I had s e r v e d my u s e f u l n e s s . [ C h u c k l e s ] V e r y
convenient. Forget about her. She served her usefulness. For him I probably
had it. [Chuckles] I guess probably the most upsetting thing for me is that it
has left a lot of people who were friends are enemies. People feel deprived of
something, assumptions are made, you've got ideas. They feel that something
has been taken from them that they never had in the first place. They didn't
understand that, and that all goes back to the communication that went on in
the beginning. Communication that did not go on.
DH: We will talk some more about that. What could have been done that
w o u l d have made it better? C o u l d it h a v e w o r k e d if it had been d o n e
differently?

JD: I feel that it could have worked, yes. I think that is the danger that we
are going to c o n t i n u a l l y have in our Program. I started several letters to
different people on this whole subject because I feel we have a repeat of that
legislative money that was appropriated this year. That's g o i n g to happen
again. We have got money and either the people that s h o u l d be doing the
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p l a n n i n g i n v o l v i n g other people are not, they h a v e n ' t got time or they are
trying to do everything, they are trying to do way too many things, and they
are not taking care of it. The other people are very frustrated I think in not
having the input. I look back and I can remember the frustration in myself
when this w h o l e Center project was started and A n n e K a n t e n was m e e t i n g
with Dan French, Wayne Serada, Neal Ritchie, Guy Wolfe. Not rne, not Jack. We
were supposed to be the directors, we were supposed to be the ones t h a t were
going to bring all of our work and work there and yet we never sat in on one
solitary m e e t i n g that they had in the b e g i n n i n g and put some of t h a t stuff
together. F r a n k Qualm was a n o t h e r one at a number of d i f f e r e n t meetings.
That is the big mistake, and its a danger.
DH: I can see why others would get the impression that you were secondary
or you weren't the central focus.
JD:

Right, why should they, right.

KM: You have never written that letter to Anne?
JD:

Saying this kind of thing?

KM: Yeah.
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JD:
I have talked about it numerous times. I don't see that it registered. I
don't think she is hearing me, I don't see that she is hearing rne. That comes
from h a v i n g too much g o i n g on, too much to do I t h i n k . Somebody either
needs to be appointed to be in charge of those things, to see to it that the bases
are covered and the i's are dotted and the planning is clone. For us, Dianna, it
has to be an A d v o c a t e because there is not one solitary other person that
understands, to me, w h a t we do as an a d v o c a t e . If p l a n s are m a d e for an
Advocate, it has to be other Advocates that do that. We can't b r i n g in a Neal
Ritchie or a Guy Wolfe because its not fair to them ,because they are r u n n i n g
around scrambling trying to figure out what the heck we do or how to address
what we do or whatever. It has to be from our own program that are doing it.
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You know, other people can do things like write grants or all that kind of stuff,
but there has to be an Advocate that oversees that. I know when I am sitting
here and saying one thing and Dianna is h e a r i n g one thing and
u n d e r s t a n d i n g one t h i n g , but I feel Ken you are p r o b a b l y h e a r i n g and
understanding something different. I has nothing to do with you. Its just that
we talk about some of our work. You know if you talk to me about your writing
that Dianna will understand it and it will mean something entirely different to
me.
KM: I have talked to all the Advocates now so I have that much to go on
[Chuckles]. I know what you mean.
JD:

Yeah you know and it's not their fault and I don't think it is fair.

KM: You are really suggesting a sort of change in structure of leadership of
the program. How would you like to see it run?
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JD: We need either an Advocate or a committee of Advocates, maybe one or
two or three or whatever, I don't care, whatever seems necessary to be in
charge of some of those. These are the things that need to get done, decision
things that need to happen in St. Paul or whatever, wherever it needs to
happen, to make sure that the Center mess like what went on doesn't happen
again. That we are not repeating ourselves in this last $200,000 worth of grant
money that was awarded, that people hear bits and pieces of what the money is
possibly used for. I am seeing people assuming again that those dollars that
were appropriated go for this, that and the other things, and it isn't just
outside people. I mean it isn't just people in Centers. It's people within our
own program that don't understand, either. Nobody is taking the time to see to
it that they do, and it's causing hard feelings. I don't see why preliminary
work can't be done. If some people don't have the time, then I think they
ought to be appointing somebody else that does or is willing to take it on,
because I think we are going to have serious problems within our program. I
see too much frustration among people who are always trying to figure out
what the game plan is this week when something new comes up.
KM: Well how do you get to that point?
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KM: You h a v e some s t r o n g o p i n i o n s a b o u t t h i s b a s e d on very good
experience. You've tried to raise with Anne, and n o t h i n g really happens. It's
not such a large organization it should be that hard to get a proposal like this
discussed and wrestled with.
JD: I have tried to figure out why it is that when different ones of us in the
program have talked about different t h i n g s , people feel threatened by it or
nothing happens or whatever. I know we are afraid of c h a n g e because you
know we want to keep the program the way we had initially planned to have
the program, that it stays being an Advocate Program and that we are doing
Advocate work with farmers and all that kind of thing. Still, in order to grow,
you have to make changes. Only I don't know where or what. The leadership
of the p r o g r a m has to feel c o m f o r t a b l e and has to feel those c h a n g e s are
needed and necessary, too. They don't. But sometimes if you don't make those
changes as you are going along you know, you are going to have problems.
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Now, I know when the Center thing started we had people who felt left out
because they d i d n ' t have a Center in their area or they w e r e n ' t h a v i n g an
opportunity to be a part of that. I think if part of that p l a n n i n g would have
been sitting down with a whole group and saying, "Okay, we are going to try
these pilots and this is what we are going to do." I t h i n k that w o u l d have
alleviated a lot of that part and parcel of people feeling left out. This is the
road map, this is what we what to accomplish. This is what year one, year two,
year three.
KM: Would it be possible to get a group of the Advocates to basically take a
position that that should be done and be sort of a l o b b y i n g force within the
program?
JD:

Yeah.

DH: Well what do you think about the committees. You're on that steering
committee aren't you?
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JD: I am on one of the committees, yeah. I think that was partly formed to
do some of that, and I think we have had some success with some things on
getting some of that done. But somehow I don't see that the planning gets done
that needs to get done. [Chuckles] All right. Well I arn thinking back to that
we used to have a steering committee. We don't have a steering committee
anymore. We have a committee that was described as being a suggestion box,
and there is a lot of difference between having a steering committee and a
suggestion box. It's a question is what it is. What do we have for input? I don't
have the sense that our suggestions aren't listened to, I do feel they are, but...
KM: To some extent.
JD:

Yeah, but then...

KM: If they fall within a certain range of possible questions, but when it
comes to structure or leadership or planning it, it doesn't seem to happen.
DH: Yeah. But what happened before we had this big meeting. Remember
when those guys from Colorado came and all this stuff got drenched up about
the problems in the program. We set up committees to deal with it, and they
just kind of dissolved. There was no follow-through on that. They met a couple
of times and then they just kind of disappeared.
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KM: You have no staff person who staffs those committees to make them
effective, you have no one in the program that takes leadership to make sure
those committees really do their job. There's not the c o m m i t m e n t in the
program to make them work.
JD: Yeah, there's not the follow-through in the program. We have the
initial meeting, and then we each go off our different ways. There's nobody
that holds it together as a cohesive Center. To see to it that this was talked
about, this needs to be done or whatever. When I am saying these things, I am
not just saying them to be critical. I am trying to help. I see we go through
these stages of frustration and I think I see in Anne de Meurisse, too. She
finds it hard to work with us because she doesn't know half the time where she
is at, what she can answer us on some t h i n g s as far as w i t h i n our own
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programs. And that's frustrating.
KM: Not only that but h a v i n g two bosses and so l i t t l e support from the
administration.
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JD: Right, very. You know, her main boss is so busy that she can't half the
time talk to her when she needs to and feel that she also has been heard when
she needs to be. I know we all have the p r o b l e m of communicating our
feelings and our thoughts too, getting that out.
What else would you like to change about the Farm Advocate Program?

JD: Boy, she's nailing me down, isn't she? [Chuckles] I don't know. I guess
I always want to feel I have the support of the people in St. Paul on being able
to do as good a job as I can for people out here, and I don't always feel they
understand what it is we do.
DH:

Which people in St. Paul?
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JD: Anne de Meurisse or Anne Kanten or anybody that we need to look for
that support. Part of this process we are talking about is sitting down and
doing planning. A lot of that planning should center around what do you need
to do your job effectively with the farmers that you are helping, and I t h i n k
we need to look at people at different levels. A new person in the Advocate
Program needs one thing. People like myself that have been going on five
years needs something different.
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KM: The other t h i n g we are finding when we ask that question of most
people they say, "Things are fine. There's nothing that needs to be changed."
From the St. Paul perspective, I can see that they might feel like they don't get
a lot of input about that. It may be different if you're not asking on a tape
recording.

JD: People want to be nice, I am sorry but I arn not going to be real nice. I
don't feel that being nice is going to get the job done, and getting the job done
is what I am out here for, to help the farmers, and I need the tools to do that
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with. I think for us to do our job, we have to be hollering for those tools or
nobody else is going to hear us. If we say that everything is w o n d e r f u l and
then we are mad because is ain't, you know because you can't get the job done
out here that you need to do for people, it's really a problem. The longer we
are out here, D i a n n a , the more k n o w l e d g e we have and so the more
complicated things we are doing for people, the more people are expecting of
us because they know we can do it or they know we know what or whatever
you want to say. The more time consuming this whole t h i n g becomes, you
know, the amount of time that you put in with a farmer, the kinds of t h i n g s
that you get involved with doing, so you need assistance with doing that kind
of thing. You only have so many hours in a day, so maybe you need somebody
else to do those copying jobs and mailing jobs and something else.
I also see new Advocates that we have coming on and it's not their fault either,
but they feel intimidated by the older Advocates. There's no way that they feel
they are ever going to get up to speed to somebody who has been out there five
years, and we can't expect them to. I think until they feel more secure with
themselves as far as taking a whole problem on or whatever, unless they're in
an area where there isn't anybody. They do the things that they can h a n d l e
and do well and not expect that they are going to within a year be up to Lou
Anne Kling because you never, you know. Lou Anne probably had three to
four years on all the rest of us, and there's no way we will ever get to where
Lou Anne is. There is always going to be that.
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DH: A lot of people have mentioned the t r a i n i n g of new Advocates as a
problem, so you are in agreement there.
KM: Really, new Advocates don't have the b a c k g r o u n d of k n o w i n g w h a t
happened with COACT and some of the earlier foreclosure actions and stuff.

JD:

And Groundswell and Bobbi Polzine stuff.

KM: If someone were to ask you to describe briefly... Maybe you could just
talk about what you think new advocates should know, that history, we could
put it on tape.
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JD:

Okay,

KM: Put a little brochure together for new Advocates.
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JD: That maybe isn't a bad idea. You know it's just like when you go back to
the Depression and they talk about the Holiday movement and all those kinds
of things. That got hidden in history, got lost, doesn't get talked about. Or like
during the 30's when people talk about the abolitionists or the people who
didn't want alcohol, what were they called?
Prohibitionists.

JD: Prohibitionists yeah. Abolitionists is against slavery. [Chuckles] I
knew it wasn't r i g h t after I said it. [Chuckles] You see my relatives, my
husband's aunt, were all involved in that.
DH:

In Prohibition?

JD:

Yes.

DH:

My relatives were too, they were bootleggers. [Chuckles]
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JD: Well these were the ones who used to march around town, all the women
together and get everybody out of the tavern. [Chuckles] M a k i n g sure the
men got home, because they used to go in with all the wheat and not come
home for three or four days. Oh dear. No I think that is a good idea. I arn
trying to think how to explain it, I don't know. We would have to sit down and
put all those pieces together, what happened...
KM: It may not be fair to ask you on the spur of the moment like I did, but it
might be something that we can pursue.

JD: Yeah I think so, but we would have to take the dates this happened, that
happened, you know, when Groundswell was formed and before Groundswell
there were other things that went on at certain times.
KM: Yeah.
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JD: I don't even remember what that was that my husband went in a bus
full of people out to Milan that time. I don't know what that was, who did the
different things that got people active. You know, if you travel around at all,
people look to Minnesota as leaders, and that's all because of that initial work
that was done. We didn't just get to where we are today just because we had a
wonderful idea. It came from all that way back then—with Anne Kanten going
to D.C., and the American Ag Movement, and what went on with those people
out northwest, and southwest with Bobbi Polzine and those people. All that
activity stirring up in different parts of the state all came together and caused
the pressure to be r o l l i n g to where our legislature figured they had to take
action and do something, and that should be a message to people. If you get
enough things going in enough parts of the state, enough people saying the
same thing, that they have to listen. There has to be something that you
should be listening to, at any rate.

M
in

ne
s

It's really a good program. I always come off I know criticizing and people
shouldn't take it that way, I don't mean it to be that way because I really think
it's a good thing. I am always impatient for things to be better. I just want it to
be better, because I think it can be better. We just have to figure out how to
make them better, that's all, and they are never going to get better if we don't
figure out how to make them better. Then we have come a long way too. We
need to stop sometimes and take credit for all the different things we have
done, too. We are just rushing on always to the next crisis, the next mess, and I
forget that there have been many many good things that have come about. I
mean like myself sitting there and going back through the files and you know
when I realize those 25 that were gone, a lot of those guys were people that I
started with in the very beginning. At least a half dozen of them were too far
gone already, and I couldn't help them. Either I didn't know enough soon
enough or they needed to have made some c h a n g e s six months before or
whatever, or they needed to have been aware of some changes. Some of the
good things are all the publications that we have gotten out for farmers that
are available now just because of our clamoring and screaming and yelling
that we need these different things. Farmers will read them. Yes, they will.
They will take them home and pay attention. They do want to know. Before
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that we had educators. Farmers aren't going to read none of that stuff, corn
magazines and dairy pamphlets, that's going to be it, you know.
KM:

Yeah.
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JD:
...that they didn't want to know. They wanted to know, that's one of the
main reasons I got involved, because I saw people who wanted to know, who
wanted to know what was bankruptcy, and they couldn't find out anyplace, and
that was really, really frustrating.
It's always good to see people when you help them and they can get going and
they come back and call you up and say, "Well, I got my deal settled, I don't
need you a n y m o r e . " [Chuckles]. You know, they don't mean it to be bad.
They're just happy, and I am happy for them, you know.
KM:

Sure.

JD:

Sort of bragging on both ends [Chuckles].

KM: Now you want to help someone else, right.
JD:

Yeah right.
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DH: I feel like we have covered it. Do you have more you
want to say?

M
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Do you want to tell us how you got into the Farm Advocate Program?

JD: Well t h r o u g h my activities with COACT, I had heard that the Farm
Advocate project or program or whatever at that time was going to be started.
They were trying to get some people together to be Farm Advocates, and I know
people in COACT and a number of other organizations were telling me, "You've
got to go to this meeting. You have to go to that meeting. They are putting this
together. They are looking for advocates." People locally were encouraging
me and different people were trying to get me to become part of that program.
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I thought, "Oh, I have enough to do. I don't need to have something else." One
more volunteer thing, especially, because that is all I was doing, spending a lot
of money d o i n g t h i n g s that I had to put a h a l t to after a w h i l e . Because
through a lot of the information meetings we attended at COACT or other farm
organizations or whoever or whatever had, we would put together some of that
information and bring it back to people. If we went to something in St. Paul,
we w o u l d b r i n g it back to local people. I k n o w we had a t t e n d e d a OOACT
workshop that they had at St. Thomas and brought back that information and
put on a similar workshop for people locally.
DH:

When was that happening?

JD:

That was like a year before the Advocate Program.

DH:

So in 1983?

JD: Right, right. And we just tried to duplicate what they had in St. Paul for
people and we had 65 people come to that meeting that time.

DH:

Wow.
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JD: So we k n e w t h a t we were r i g h t . We f e l t p e o p l e were h u n g r y for
information and they were on FHA and bankruptcy and all those kinds of
educational things. Then later on I went to an ag policy meeting that was held
in Rochester. Washington, D.C., was coming out holding hearings, USDA from
Washington, h o l d i n g h e a r i n g s in the state on the new 1985 farm bill. The
story in the paper was they were going to take input from local areas and local
people. What it turned out to be was economists and experts from Washington,
D.C., coming out and t e l l i n g us w h a t the 1985 farm b i l l was going to be. It
didn't take next to no input from anybody, and that wasn't what we understood
the hearing was supposed to be about. It was kind of irritating to say the least.
Here were these people writing the farm bill and they were going to come out
and tell you what the farm bill was going to be for you farmers.
At that hearing I sat behind Anne Kanten, me and a friend. I talked to her just
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a little bit briefly and found out who she was. I had met her before in my trips
to the capitol. At any rate, I gave her this little note, and I asked her if there
was anything that we could do to help her help us, the farmers, out here.
After we had a break, she says, "Oh there sure is." She said, "Here's my card.
We are putting together this Advocate Program. We are having t r a i n i n g s on
Monday," and this is Friday. She said, "We do not have anybody here in this
part of the state. Do you know somebody that could do that work, could take on
that job, or could either one of you.? Would either one of you consider taking
on that job?" So my friend and I drove home, and we were talking about it. I
asked her if she would consider it because I knew they were trying to get into
FmHA She had said, "No." She didn't feel she could, because she knew that the
Farm Advocates were going to be putting pressure on FmHA to follow rules and
regulations. She felt that it might ruin their chances of getting a loan so she
didn't want to apply. Well later on that night, like 9 o'clock, Martha Ballou
called rne and said she had been told by Anne Kanten that maybe I would be
interested or I would have somebody else. She said, "I have to know because I
have to get your name down for the training, if you are coming or not." So she
explained to rne what it was about, and I said I guessed I could handle that, 14
weeks for 20 hours per week as long as it wasn't any more than that, and that's
how all that started.
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DH: That was the first contract they offered you, 14 weeks for 20 hours per
week?

M
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JD: Right, right. It started the middle of March to the 1st of July. There
were either 35 or 36 of us put on it at that time from all over the State, and a lot
of them came through their organizations or activities that they had heard of
this program. I can remember being at St. John's College, and they were
having all those workshops off in these different rooms, and I remember
seeing the sign "Farm Advocate Program." I t h i n k it was like J a n u a r y or
maybe December, and they were explaining what they were going to do and,
boy, no way was I going to that. [Chuckles] Get talked into doing something
you know, but that's how it goes. You take a chance and...
DH:

So what was it like in the beginning?
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JD: Well there were a lot of us from all over the state. There were like I said,
35 or 36, and it was really interesting to meet all the different people, different
types of farming. For me, I just felt like so many of these people were so
intelligent and knew so much already about so many things that I didn't. I
realized that came from Lou Anne and her involvement, especially FmHA
borrowers. She had been out there. A lot of them were people she had helped
save their farms.
So she had sort of brought them into the program?

JD: They must have been invited, yeah they must have been part of it. You
know it's like getting...for some of the people I think realizing they could have
some control. And maybe I agreed to it after that meeting because I just felt so
powerless. You know after the article in the paper which blew up how we
were all going to have a say in this 1985 Farm Bill and how the economist and
people from the USDA were going to be coming out and they were going to be
in Rochester on this day and here on that day. It was that frustrated feeling
that there's nothing you can do about anything. When that opportunity arose
to do something, I just did it. You just felt compelled. Here was a chance to do
something about what's happening.
DH:

Did people start calling you for help right away?
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JD: Oh yeah. Really there were a lot of people that I had been involved with
helping already, getting information out to. So really we were all part of that
same group. So when the word went out that the Attorney General had this
hotline and t h a t t h e r e w e r e g o i n g to be p e o p l e out h e r e that had some
information for you, we got a lot of calls. In the beginning a lot of the calls,
people thought you had the right to get them FHA money. There was a lot of
misunderstanding. Even today sometimes people t h i n k I can p r o v i d e them
with $500.00 for an attorney or something. Once they find out what it is you do
or at that time did, we weren't out there to give them an FrnHA loan. That was
some of the very basic misconceptions in the beginning. You know we could
help people with the FmHA loans, but not to give them a loan. We didn't have
that power.
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DH: Did people accept you right away, or how did you feel your business if
you will, was built?

Do you ever tell people what to do?
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JD: Well it's the farm g r a p e v i n e I guess. I feel t h a t people talk about
whether they have a good experience or not and share it with other people.
When you get in these small communities, everybody is related to everybody.
You help one family and they probably have 20 or 30 relatives and another 20
or 30 friends and they know everybody, and the word just spreads that way. If
they had a good experience and felt that you did help them in some way and
that you did know something that was of benefit for them. People are really
looking for things and ways to help themselves. That's all I do you know. I
can't make those decisions for them. Whatever they want with their life has to
be up to them. I'm not here to do it for anybody. I can provide them with the
tools to help themselves, and they have to go from there. I may think a lot of
things are great, or would be great, or you could do this and you could do that,
but if they don't feel comfortable with it, what I think is absolutely immaterial.
I think that's a basic part of it, that they have control of their own destiny and
there are choices that they know what the consequences of those choices are,
whether it's bankruptcy or a type of debt restructuring or signing and giving
mortgages. I don't care what they do, just so they know what the consequence
of that action is. You can sign all the papers you want as long as you know
what you have done, what you have given up or not given up, given away, and
you agree to that.

M
in

JD:
I tell them what I would do if I were them sometimes, if I feel people
don't seem to know where they are at. Then I tell them why, and I tell them
what the consequences of that action are. I tell them what the consequences
of no action would be, you know, what's going to happen. Then it's left up to
them. Very rarely do I tell somebody that you should do this, that, or the other
thing. Probably the one time that I really tell people what to do is when they
want to sign papers that they haven't even read. Then I just get very excited.
That is one big area. I don't care who it is. You do not sign papers you have
not read and don't understand. That is a big no no, and there still are people
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who do that. I had somebody last week.
DH: Why does that stand out for you? Has that happened, that people have
signed things and...
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JD: Yeah, we hear it all the time in our work. Then they come back to rne
and, "Get me out of this. I didn't give a mortgage on my home farm or I didn't
know I was pledging all my income. The elevator gave me all the money to put
to the crops in. Why do I have to give the money from the crops to the bank or
to PCA? They never gave me a dime." All that kind of t h i n g , so you need to
know what you are signing.
Do you have other things that you want to get in?

JD: Well the only other thing was about our own farm and our family. I
know I talked on the tape about how I feel about our kids. Our farm is basically
a grain farm. We do not have any livestock. We raise corn, have some hay and
alfalfa and oats, but almost all corn. We rent most of the land, and we farm
around 1,000 to 1,200 acres a year. Right now we own 70 acres. We did own
another 160, but last year we went through two foreclosures. First the second
mortgage holder foreclosed and then the second mortgage holder foreclosed
because there was no sense in keeping up the second mortgage, or the first
mortgage after the second mortgage holder foreclosed, so that's about it as far
as our operation.
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DH: Tell me if you don't mind saying a little more a b o u t what you were
saying in the car about your philosophy on that land as far as its value and the
sense of keeping up the mortgages or letting the land go.

JD: Well we had two mortgages. We felt that even the first mortgage was
over and above the value of the land and we tried to get the second mortgage
reduced. My husband could not see being a slave to that piece of land, even
though we did have it paid for at one time. The interest was so high, and he
worked himself to death and ran like a lunatic trying to drum enough money
for three years trying to keep those payments current. He couldn't keep it up.
The second mortgage holder wanted the entire p r i n c i p a l balance paid off
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because the mortgage was due. It had ballooned, and there was no way could
we do it.
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Maybe we could have mortgaged here. At one point we tried to mortgage our
40 acre homesite that we now have free and clear, and the Federal Land Bank
had turned us down because they felt with the cash flow it was not a good idea.
When it came time for the foreclosure, that had been three years before the
foreclosure, f o u r y e a r s before the f o r e c l o s u r e . W h e n the f o r e c l o s u r e was
imminent and we had this 40 free and clear, the economy the way it is, we
were too leery of m o r t g a g i n g our home in case e v e r y t h i n g w e n t down the
drain. We wanted to at least have our home and the 40 acres with the buildings
here as a base. We could rent other land we felt and still farm if there was land
a v a i l a b l e to rent, but if we m o r t g a g e d this and then lost e v e r y t h i n g , we
wouldn't have anything.
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I guess I see that in my advocate work. I see people who try to save e v e r y t h i n g
and they're not willing to admit that they need to look at the situation and see
if they can continue to make payments and what is important to you, what are
your priorities, what is it you need to keep, what's more important to you. I
guess my husband's age, health history of his family and the very possibility
of illness which I see in my work and see in my neighbors from people who
are overworking trying to milk too many cows, run too much land to continue
to pay the b i l l s . We d i d n ' t w a n t to h a v e t h a t pressure. My h u s b a n d went
through a very bad adjustment of knowing, first of all, that he wasn't going to
be able to make those payments and that the inevitable was coming. But after
it happened, and it took some months to adjust to the foreclosures and all that,
but I know he has accepted it now a year later. It's what has to be, and you
have to do that sometimes. You have to look at it as a business decision and
not...it's like mortgaging your whole f a m i l y just to have something. It isn't
worth it. It's just not worth it. It's not as if the land had been in our family for
125 years or there were any of those k i n d s of ties or g u i l t trips or
commitments. You do feel guilty because you take out a mortgage and you owe
somebody money. You want to be able to pay them. But when the scenario is
set, high interest rate, principal amounts that are way over and above value.
Value that has plunged, income that has plunged, expenses that have went up,
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there is no way you can do anything different. You are caught in the middle.
You have had it. So you need to look at cutting the losses and getting out with
what you can, salvaging what you can.

Good comments.
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For some people, it's very, very important that they hang on to everything or
even for as long as they can. I know that with my work every now and then I
will run into somebody, whatever he can do to hang on to it all. He would
rather lose it all and there are people whose mentality they just feel they have
to give it everything they have got for as long as they've got. That's up to each
individual person, but it's not the end of the world to rent. At one point we
thought it was. We hated renting and we still do. It's not the best scenario, but
we are still farming and that's another priority. Keeping your home was a
priority and keeping farming was a priority. So what do you have to do to do
those things? Unless land goes astronomically high, we figure we can buy
another farm, some more land, some other day. People shouldn't look at things
being concrete, set in stone, that if it doesn't work today, it won't work five
years from now or ten years from now. If you make yourself sick over trying
to make it work today, it won't work ten years from now. You have destroyed
your health.
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