
In terv i ew with Marion Powers
with comments by Dave Powers

Interv iewed by Dianna Hunter and Ken Meter
Minnesota Farm Advocate Oral History Project

Interv iewed on June 14, 1988
at the Powers Farm

Grant County, near Elbow Lake, Minnesota

Marion Powers: MP
Dave Powers: DP
Dianna Hunter : DH
Ken Meter: KM

KM: Okay, tell us your name, and tell us about your farm and your
f a m i l y .

MP: Okay, I'm Marion Powers. And our farm is located in West
Central Minnesota. We're about for ty , forty-f ive miles from the
North/South Dakota border, as the crow flies. This is predominantly
small grain country. We happen to be dairy farmers, and in Grant
County we are defini tely a minority. The major i ty of the da i ry farms
however, in Grant County, are located within about a two mile radius.
And interesting, I don't know why, but that seems to be the way it
is—from here west the terrain gets really f lat . You really end up out
on the prairie. We call it "the Flats." And when you say you're going
out on the Flats people know where you ' re headed—west .

KM: How many acres do you have here?

MP: We have 320.

KM: Okay. And what grains are you raising?

MP: Well, our main crop, of course, is corn and hay, for the cows.
Some small grains. Oats, wheat, soybeans. Dave and I have always
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enjoyed soybeans. I can remember the '70s when to have a bin of
soybeans was better than having money in your pocket, you know?

DH: Because they were worth a lot of money then?

MP: Yeah.

DH: And now they are again.

MP: That's only because nobody has any. [Laughs]

DH: You included?

MP: Us included. [Laughs]

KM: And just tell us again for the tape, the names of your sons.

MP Okay. We have three sons. Our oldest son, Dan, is thirty, and he
and his wife Diane and their two little girls live next to us--just a
quarter of a mile away. And I can't see who comes in and out of
their place and they can't see who comes in and out of our place, so
that's nice. We're next door neighbors.

Our second son, Jim, has just been back in this area, staying at home
with us, temporarily, until he gets his business off the ground in
Morris. And he's just in the process of renovating a building and
getting it ready for his lab equipment. Hopefully, in the next week
or two, we'll see some real progress, and he hopes to have the doors
opened very soon—by July 1st. We'll see what happens.

Our third son, Rob, is seventeen. Just graduated from high school.
And he's our right-hand man. He was raised with cows. He knows
what to do. He's going to be going off to school in Alex in the fall.

KM: How did you first get exposed to the Advocate Program?

MP: Well, we came here in 1978. Bought back the family farm. The
farm that we had in Maple Lake, we sold for $1000 an acre. The
farm we bought here, we bought for $1000 an acre. The only
problem is, we bought more than we sold. So we had a big debt.
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When we came here we didn ' t owe anybody anything, and we had
owned $106,000 worth of assets. Not a charge, account, not an
anything. And we had cash to put down. And it just didn't take long,
with the high interest, to be in trouble. We had to borrow to buy our
cows and forage equipment. We had a full line of machinery, but we
needed forage equipment. And so that's what we had to finance, and
we went to PCA to do it, and we were just fine. They had a dairy
assignment .

We were fine until interest got up to 16, 17, I believe it even hit 18%
there. And our loan officer said that we were not paying back our
10-15% on principle, like we had to do. And we were going to have
to do something else. We had to get more cashflow through. And I
said, "How do you suggest that we do that? Expand? To expand, that
means we have to build more buildings. Isn't that sending good
money after bad?" "Well, got to get more cashflow. Got to have more
cashflow."

So, we didn't take it real serious at first. And then he said, "I t h i n k
maybe you should look for different financing. Why don't you go up
to FmHA The interest rate is so much better." So we did. First week
of September, we went—wasn ' t that in '85?--yeah. We went up to
FmHA with our application in our hand, and waited and waited and
waited. And nothing happened. Never heard anything. So we had a
neighbor who'd said if you wanted anything from FmHA you got to
keep calling every week, 'Till they get so tired of hearing from you."

So we started calling. "What's happening with our loan? Wha t ' s
happening? What's happening?" Finally we were told that we were
denied, and "For what reason?" Poor management. Well--

Dave took that to heart. He thought they really meant it. He thought
they knew something he didn't. I mean, after all PCA didn't w a n t
him anymore. Nobody else around us was in trouble. Not that we
knew about any way, I mean, everybody looked aff luent except us.
And so, Dave really was upset. I mean, he was working to the max.
He was doing the best job he knew how. He was trying to be using
the resources available to him. You know? We had crop monitoring,
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we had D.H.I.A., feed testing. I mean, what more can you do? He
was trying to do it right, and they say he's a poor manager.

So, it said on the letter that we could appeal. And he said, "Well,
what good is that? You know? They turned us down once, they'll
turn us down again." And it made me mad. And I said, "Well you
can lay down and roll over if you want to, but I'm not gonna.
They're not gonna say you're a bad manager. 'Cause that's not true."

So we had heard about another couple that had had some t rouble .
They were also with PCA And they had heard about a fellow by the
name of Bruce Lubitz. I didn't know who Bruce Lubitz was, and
didn't know what the Advocate Program was. Never heard of it.
And we called. We talked to Lou Anne. And we never did get to
meet, because they were having training. Advocates were having
training when we had to have our appeal. [Laughs]...There wasn't an
Advocate in the state that you could get a hold of. [Laughter] I
didn't want to postpone the appeal because PCA was real ly putt ing
the pressure on. They said our renewal date was March 1, and if we
didn't have different f inancing, they were going to just take it all
back. And, of course, not knowing that it wasn't going to happen on
March 1. You know, if I had known then what I know now, maybe it
wouldn't have been so easy for 'em. [Laughs]

But anyway, we decided--!'said, "They say we're a poor manager. By
God, we're going to prove them wrong." So we got some letters of
recommendation. Our veterinarian wrote a four page--I mean,
really, I saved all of those letters, but the one from the vet was
really nice. And from the feed store. And he's the one that tested
our feed and tested our hay. And one from our dentist. [Laughs]
Just because he was a nice man and he knew us and our family , and-
-who else did we have? Oh, Doug, the druggist. Two professionals I
didn't think would hur t .

KM: So you took these letters to the appeal?

MP: So, we took the letters in, and we took our D.H.I.A. records. I
took the milk sold, from the creamery report from the last five years .
And showed them how consistently, you know, we had bought this
herd in '78, taking a cow from here and here and here, putting it all
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together, going through the trials and t r ibula t ions of putt ing a herd
together. And how we had consistently increased our milk
production every single year. And they were telling us we were bad
managers? I'm sorry, but I wasn't going to take that.

What else did we--oh, we had also enrolled in Central Crop
Monitoring.

KM: Is this Centrol?

MP: Yeah, through CENEX. You know, they help crop moni tor ing and
so on. So, I put all those things together, and I called our pastor the
night before the appeal, and asked if I could come over to the church
and make copies. Because I decided if there were three committee
people, and the supervisor, if they each had their own copy, you
know? So I made copies for everybody. And these friends said, "Be
sure you take a tape recorder. If it doesn't do anything else, it will
keep them honest." So we lined up a tape recorder. We borrowed it.

And I was so nervous. Dave said, "You do the talking. That's what
you do best." And so, I wrote it all down. Everything that we
wanted to say. We put together the night before, and we put it in
writing, in the order we wanted to say it.

»

So when we went in there, I asked if we could record the meeting,
and they said "Fine." And we sat down, and I passed those things out
to the committee members and the supervisor. And then I explained
that I was really nervous, and that they had our future in the palm
of their hand. And that I didn't want to forget anything or overlook
anything, so if it was okay with them, I'd read what we had put
together. It was fine was them, and I read it. And as soon as we got
that out, then Dave warmed up, and every question they shot at him,
he shot right back again. [Chuckles] And I think, I don't know if I've
still got that tape or not, but when we walked out of there, we said,
"Win, lose or draw, we gave it our best shot." And by God, the four
that were sitting in that room know that you're not a bad manager.

And so we asked when we could find out, you know, we were
anxious to know what the verdict was going to be. Well, we could
call the next morning. So we did. And they said it was approved.
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[Laughs] You know, at that point you think, "Well, we got t ha t hurd le
over. Now what?" [Laughs]

But we got a buy-out price from PCA. And then we went with FmHA.
You feel like you're signing your soul away, which is something Dave
and I had never had to do. We'd been married a good many years
before we came up here. Never before have we had to put
eve ry th ing , abso lu te ly e v e r y t h i n g in jeopardy, just to keep going.
But, I mean, they've got everything but our socks and underwear. So
be it.

The interest rate's great. We happen to have a supervisor, I'd like to
mention his name. Darrell Strand. He's a decent supervisor. He
really cares about people. Or at least that ' s been my experience thus
far.

KM: So-

MP: So he hasn't been a problem. He hasn't been hard to work with.

KM: Did Bruce Lubitz work with you?

MP: Well, we wanted to submit another Farm and Home plan.

KM: To FmHA?

MP: To FmHA, because that had been a problem. It hadn' t been
done right. Because our PCA officer helped us do it. So Bruce was
our nearest Advocate, and he was 90 miles away. And he was
booked solid, but he had this evening off. We said, "Well, can we
meet you half-way?" Half-way was Battle Lake. So we met at this
little cafe in Battle Lake, and we brought all of our figures and all of
our records, and Bruce sat down and he did a new Farm and Home
plan for us, and he showed us on the back. "This has to be able to
take care of this, you know? And if that's all right,, why it should
go." By gum, it did.

And that's the only time that we had met with them, face-to-face.
But we have a telephone bill that was u n r e a l . And, bless their
hearts, they would just talk, anytime we had questions. Because we
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got this turned around. And as far as we knew, the money had been
ordered, and we were going to have our closing date, and three
weeks had gone by or more.

«

And I got a call one day. Marty Heider? Is that his name? The
Assistant Director. And he didn't know that he liked the looks of
everything. And it was down to his signing it, and he, he wasn't
comfortable with it. So he started shooting me questions on the
phone, and I said, "Wait a minute." I said, "Can't my husband and I
come to talk to you about this? Do I have to do this over the
telephone?" "Well, yeah, you can come in." And I said, "Fine. Tell us
when." So we went in then the next day. And you tell--

DP: [unclear]

MP: I was a little angry. At this point, I had had it. And I thought,
"You son-of-a-gun, you aren't going to do this to us now. We've corne
too far." And so, he was being very, very curt, very business-like,
very cold. And shooting these questions, and trying to intimidate,
and it made me mad. And I handed it right back, and I finally said,
"Now, are you going to sign it?" And he said, "Yeah, I guess I will."
[Laughter] So he signed it and we had our money in three weeks,
and we've been going ever since. Now with the drought, we'll see
what happens next.

KM: At some point you became an Advocate too. How did that
h a p p e n ?

MP: [Laughs] That day when we were fighting for our lives, I guess.
I don't know.

KM: But, when did you become an Advocate?

MP: Oh, okay. Well, okay, our neighbor, and friend, worked at PCA
She was the secretary in PCA And we weren't the only ones that
were being told the same story. We thought we were, but she was
born and raised in this area too, and people she had known all of her
life, men coming out of the office, you know, with tears streaming
down their cheeks, and just not knowing which way to turn or what
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to do next. So she would say [whispers] "Go see Marion and Dave.
They've just been through it."

And so we started getting calls here. People wanting to know, you
know, what we did and how we did it. The only thing we knew was
what we did. And then I had gotten hold of Farmer's Guide to FmHA
And then the couples that we had worked with, Gail Pasche, and he
husband Dale, had come up here. And Gail works in the Resource
Center. And they were going to go up and see Bruce Lubitz. And I
said, "Well, when you get up there, ask him if he's got any more of
those FmHA books. [Laughs]

And so he sent FmHA books back through them. And I was handing
them out, to anybody I knew, that was having trouble at PCA And
pretty soon the telephone rang, and it was Anne de Meurisse, and
she talked to Dave first, and asked him if he would be interested in
becoming an Advocate. Bruce Lubitz has said our area was getting
too hot for him to handle, it was too far away, and he needed help,
and would we be interested? And Dave said, "Well, gee, I milk cows.
I don't think I'd have time, but maybe my wife would." [Laughs]

And so we set up a time for an interview. We went down to St. Paul,
Dave and I both. And interviewed by Anne Kanten and Anne de
Meurisse. And told Anne Kanten the whole story, you know?

I was really angry at the way we were treated. Because I really
thought it was out of line. And I didn't know that anybody else had
ever been treated that way before. And it didn't matter, it was just
wrong.

So it was that day that Anne Kanten mentioned to me that the
Legislature had allocated the $300,000, and that what they wanted
to do was put together some resource centers, pat terned af ter the
one in Thief River Falls. And she has a map of Minnesota on the wall ,
and I said, "Now that makes sense. If there are that many people out
here that are going through what we had gone through, with no place
to go, t h a t makes sense, to have resource centers with i n f o r m a t i o n
for people there to have."

I
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And I stood up and I went to the map, and I said, "This is Elbow
Lake," I said, "I am 32 miles from Alex. I'm 28 miles from Fergus
Falls. I'm 25 miles from Morris, and I am 40 miles from the Dakota
border. It's just a centrally located spot. It would be a perfect place
for a Resource Center in west central Minnesota." And she said,
"Yeah." She said, "Detroit Lakes is interested too." But I said, "Elbow
Lake will take care of that whole five county area."

So then the first training was May of '86, and I went to that, and met
Garnette for the first time. And then came back home, and I d idn ' t
know what to do or where to begin. And there was nothing set,
there was nothing to go by. It was "The Department doesn't w a n t
this to be a Department of Agriculture project. It has to be a
grassroots thing, it has to come from the community. You just have
to go to work and find people who are willing to put it together. But
don't look to the Department of Agriculture to set down the
guidelines, because it has to be grassroots."

So, Gene Wenstrom is a past congressman, Democratic congressman,
and he lives in Elbow Lake. He's employed by the city of Elbow Lake
as an economic developer. And he knew about grants, and he knew
about economic development. I knew this because I'd read it in the
paper. I didn't know Gene Wenstrom personally. I knew his wife,
but not Gene.

So I called him, and I told him what the idea was. And I mentioned
Anne Kanten's name, and of course the light bulbs lit up, "Woo-Woo!
Here we go!" [Laughs] "I'll get on this bandwagon. Any thing you
say." And so, yeah, he thought that was a worthwhile effort. So he
organized the first meeting, and Anne Kanten was going to come up
here with Dee Reily, and they were going to look Elbow Lake over.
And so Gene had the foresight to know which key people to have at
that meeting. And he had Mr. Main Street—you know, the
bus inessman.

KM: Who was?

MP: Harold Norhagen. Second generation hardware and just a pillar
of the community. He was there. The mayor was there. West
Central Community Action, the CAP Agency was there. The
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newspaper office, of course, was there. Extension was there. The
city, had to have the city clerk there. And we all sat down, Gene and
myself, and Anne came with an outline: "What to Do to Start a
Center." But it had been put together because A.V.T.I, people had
been interested in put t ing together a resource center. And they had
all gone with Anne Kanten and Lou Anne Kling up to Thief River
Falls, to take a look around, and see if this wasn't a project that they
wanted to pursue. And they very much did. But there too now, if
it's going to be grassroots, it has to be grassroots, right?

So, from that point, rny own contacts were with Dee Reily. And not
her at first. I was trying' to talk to Anne de Meurisse, and f i na l l y
answered, "Have you ever talked to Dee Reily about some of these
things?" I'm really not qualified to answer your questions." So I
called Dee Reily, and then Dee would talk to rne. I have to say Dee
was good to me, and I think, I don't hold any animosity to Dee Reily.
And it's not because she's sick and she died. But I really do think
that she had some sincere desire to see this thing go. Right, wrong or
otherwise, that's how I really do feel, deep down inside.

And so she said, "In order to please the people who are in charge of
the grant money, there's certain things that they like to see. And
they like to see the community well represented." So, she said, "In
putting together a board you want to have the farm organizations
represented, you want to have some clergy, you want to have main
street, you want to have the agencies, you want Extension, you want
CAP, social services would be nice. You want input from all of these
people. And you put a Board together like that, and" she said "that
will look good."

So I went to work. And I got the president of the Farmer 's Un ion—or
not the president, the local president.

KM: County.

MP: Yeah. And Grant County didn't have an active Farmer's Union,
so I had to go to Traverse County. Vera Fulmers, was the chairman.
I had Farm Bureau chairman. Doug Austinson. I had Groundswell
chairman. Norm Grenwall. I h a d — w a i t a minute now—Farmer 's
Union, Farm Bureau—oh. N.F.O. Mark Myron. And then I had a
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county commissioner, Wally Anderson. Clergy, the Grant County
ministerial chair, Lou Kersleman. Laurie Burns from Extension,
because our Extension agent retired. Mediation was too much for
him. He couldn't handle the extra load and the computer and with
seeing the people that he had been dealing with for twenty-plus
years getting into trouble, and he took his retirement and left us
without an agent. Because they don't replace an agent right away.

DP: [Unclear]

MP: Okay, yeah, Laurie Magnus, yeah, was from extension. Laurie
Burns came to me when she saw the article in the paper that Anne
Kanten had been in Elbow Lake. Laurie Burns was an intervention
counselor. And she had a grant, from West Central Initiative Fund,
for counseling farmers in crisis, the farm crisis situation. And the
grant enabled her to go to the farm. And so, Laurie thought the
resource center sounded like just what she needed to be able to refer
people to. So Laurie was on the board. West Central Community
Action. Chris Baldwin. He's assistant director. Gene Wenstrorn,
representing Gene Wenstrom.

KM: And unspecified others. [Laughs]

MP: Originally though, Gene Wenstrom was—he didn't u n d e r s t a n d
what this was all about either?

KM: Who did?

MP: Gene really didn't. And I think the biggest reason that Gene
even considered getting involved was because he thought poli t ical ly
it could help him. And Gene wants to run again. And I mean, so be
it. I knew that at the time. But I thought, "Fine. You help us. If it
helps you in the process, fine." I had no quarrel with that. And Gene
ended up becoming the chairman.

And then, of course, Dee got really sick. And I was just, I was just
really working hard. And I was so enthusiastic, and this whole thing,
I mean, you start something like this, and then you see it sort of
falling into place, and you see people starting to contact you, and this

11
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was what's supposed to happen,
really going to work!"

"Hey, you know what? This is

And so I hired Gail Pasche as the secretary. Gail had also wanted to
become an Advocate. She had gone down to be interviewed, and it
was between her and me. I don't know what the reasons were. But
they had told Gail that Gail should stay in close contact with me,
because if the resource center thing did materialize, maybe there
would be a place for her anyway. So, on that premise, I thought
"Good," and Gail really enjoyed typing and the clerical part. And
she's a good typist. And so I hired Gail, under the MEAD Program.

That was another thing. Anne Kanten and Dee Reily said, "Well, you
can hire a secretary." I said, "How? I have no money." I mean, to
this point, there were no dollars. Gene Wenstrom went to the Grant
County ministerial, and got the first $100 that the Center ever had,
for the project, so we could put in the telephone. And Gene did that
by himself, and he should be given credit for that. Well, he should.
It took a lot to do that, and he did it. It's hard for me to go to people
and ask for money. It really was. I could do a lot of other things,
but that was hard.

And so we had the telephone put in. Didn't know for sure how we
were going to pay for it. from month to month. But this money was
going to be coming. You know? "Not to worry, the money's coming."

So we opened the doors July 1, 1986. Gail came on board by about
July 15. And the first $100 came from the Grant County ministerial,
and then a second $100 came, a little later, from one church in
Hoffman. And that pastor had been in training with me in May in St.
Paul. Doug Jerseck, Pastor Doug Jerseck. And when he went back
and he talked to his congregation and his L.C.W., they decided it was
a worthy cause and they were worried we wouldn' t be able to
continue, and they donated $100, and $10 came from something else.
But I remember the $100 came from the L.C.W.

And so we had $200. We put the phone in and it cost us $103.
[Laughs] And then had to get a post office box. That was five
dollars. Well, I ended up putting some of my own money in, just to
keep us going. [Laughs] But the money was coming!

12
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And so I couldn't pay Gail. I didn't have to pay Gail. MEAD was
going to pay Gail. But nobody knew about the MEAD Program. Anne
Kanten said "Pay her through the MEAD Program." I called the SEP
office. "Uh-uh. No. We don't know anything about such a thing. No.
You're wrong. That program ended January. There's no longer any
program." So, I called Dee Reily, and she said, "There's discretionary
funds that Anne Kanten lined up. And you bet they're there. You
just haven't talked to the right people. You've got to go to the top."

So then you call the SEP office back, and then you find out from--his
name just left me. Dotmeir. Clarence Dotmeir in Alex. Boobholtz, or
something like that was the state director. And I called, and I f ina l ly
found someone who knew about those discret ionary funds. They
were so discretionary that nobody knew about them, except the very
top. And then one simple phone call told Clarence Dotmeir, that yes,
there is a program that will take care of the secretary at the center.
Then there was no problem.

«

Then the qualif ication was that it was supposed to be a t r o u b l e d
farmer. And that was no problem, because Gail fell into that
category. And she was gaining experience, she needed to get back
into the job market. So she qualified that way. And so I was able to
hire her.

But the telephone didn't ring a lot. And no agent in the county. So
mediations were being taken care of, but kind of in a haphazard way.
I mean, they were being tolerated. They were being scheduled. The
right kind of word wasn't being put out. I mean, nobody knew what
mediation was all about. You know? If we only could have s ta r ted
mediation out, the way it was by the second year. But it was brand
new and nobody knew. We should have had an orientation meeting,
right from the beginning. I mean that was common sense. People
needed to know what the heck it was all about. And I'm all for the
orientation in that people d idn ' t know what they were supposed to
do when they got there.

So we didn't get a lot of calls. People that I was seeing and helping
came from a variety of places—hotline, some word of mouth, people
that knew me. And we s ta r ted—firs t thing that I did was have a
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program with Extension, and I got Sam Walker to come up, and that
was in July already. So I mean our doors had only been open a
couple of weeks. And I talked about the Omnibus Farm Bill, and--
who else did we have on? Oh, we had a counselor on from Morris,
and we had a little program all set. And it was well attended.

So that was the first thing that we did. And from then on, every
single month that I was the Director of that R.E.R.C., we were
involved in, if not putting on our own program, we were at another
program with our material , and getting the word out one way or
another. Trying to make contact. And the programs that we had, I
felt, were very well attended.

When Dee got really sick, and it was October 10th, and I was
scheduled to be in Alexandria on Saturday and Sunday, I think it was
the llth and 12th of October. And they had a Fruit Farming and
Justice Program. Dr. Dean Freudenberg was there. And it was going
to be really good. And I was going to go with all of my materials,
and I was going to meet people, have a workshop, and show the
mediat ion tape, and all that good stuff. Dee Reily called me that
Friday night, about 10 o'clock. She said, "Marion, we did it. We got
our financing. We got the whole thing from northwest area. Believe
it or not, we got it, and you're the first one to know." And I said,
"Well, Mark Ritchie is going to be at this program tomorrow. Does he
know yet?" "No, he doesn't," she said. "You tell him." And so, boy, I
was all excited I was going to tell Mark Ritchie that this came
through. And I didn't even get to see him. I mean, he came in and
went out so fast.

But, any way, that's really the last time that I was able to talk to Dee
when she was fully coherent, from then on. And that was in October.
From then on, you know, she was really heavily sedated. And you
could tell, you know? And I felt really bad, r ea l ly bad, because Dee
had tried to be a friend, and tried to be there for me, to guide me
through this thing.

And then, of course, she was in and out of coma, and whatever, and
then when everyone realized that she was no longer going to be able
to continue, they'd had the first meeting of the state board of
R.E.R.C.s, those who were interested in developing R.E.R.C.s had all
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come together. I can't remember the name of the church. It was a
Catholic church in the city. And Neal Ritchie was there. And he was
there putting the coffee pot on. And I had gotten there early. And
he was putting the coffee on. And when I introduced myself he said,
"Oh. From Elbow Lake. I've heard great things about you." Well.
[Laughs] Anybody that tells you a thing like that you've got my
vote!

And so that was the first time I ever met Neal. And we had the
meeting that day. And it just seemed like everybody f rom—Thief
River was there. People from St. Charles were there, only it wasn't
St. Charles. Was it more like around Rochester? I think, originally,
that's where it was going to be. And I know Wayne Serada was
there that day. And I think he took the notes. The secretarial notes.
Dan French, I think, was there that day. Some of the key people
were there that day. Mark Abolluel was there. Oh, the lady
attorney. Oh, and the fund raiser. What was here name? Thomas.
Terri Thomas, was there. She was going to help us raise the money.

That's the one thing that seemed so scary. Everybody said we had to
do all this fund raising, and nobody knew, in Elbow Lake, what we
were going to do. You're talking big dollars here. How are we going
to raise that kind of money?

We did not understand how grants worked. We didn't know what
was expected of us, and we didn't know how to go about it.

So, and this was in October, the first meeting. Then, they voted on
letting Guy be reimbursed for expenses, and they voted on some one
to chair the meetings, and that was Gene Wenstrom. And Neal
Ritchie had run around and told everybody [whispers] "Nominate
Gene. He'd be a good chairman." So, and I wasn't the wiser. You
know? Boy, they had a live one with me. [Chuckles]

Anyway, Gene became chairman. And Guy was reimbursed for his
expenses. Wasn't a great deal. But he'd done all this, you know,
work. And I didn't know. Nobody that was there knew. And Neal, it
was his first experience, so he was just getting his feet wet. He was
just Dee's friend that was there in her behalf.
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And so the next thing I know I got a phone call from Anne Kanten.
And she said, "Dee has reached a point where there's no way that
she's going to be able to direct this project any longer." And she said,
"We're going to have to have some one that can take her place. What
did you think of Neal Ritchie, when you met him?" And I said, "Well,
he was charming. I mean, he was certainly nice to me." "Do you
think you could work with him?" "Well, if he's going to be that nice,
yeah, I think I can work with him." "Okay. Thank you." Hung up.

You know, why would she ask me, my opinion? I mean, what do I
know? Nothing. Boy did I know nothing. So, then I had another
meeting in November, and I invited both Guy and Neal to come,
because they had talked about all this training that was going to be
done. You've got to t ra in the board so the board knows what its
function is. Right? So I invited them to come, and the extent of the
training that was done was that they'd brought some things Albert
Lea area, where they had a barter system going on, they were
bartering, and that was working, and t ra in ing—no. The Board still
didn't know what the heck they were supposed to be doing.

So then we got into the Christmas season, and the first weekend of
December, the Bank of Chokio closed. Or was it the last week in
November? And I knew what to do. When a bank closes, you
contact Randi. Which I did. And she said, "Well, get a hold of
someone and find a place and set up a meeting." So I called the
Extension agent for Stevens County, Dougie Killers, and he told me
not to reinvent the wheel. He had everything under control. He had
talked to FDIC., he had talked to F.H.A., everything was going to be
just fine.

And the public meeting was going to be that night, and he really
found no reason for me to come clear down to there for it. I said, "I
think I will anyway." And I did.

And so we went ahead and scheduled the meeting, and he was very
upset with me. And I think he still is. He has never , in two years,
referred one person to me. [Laughs] Never.

But anyway, then Neal and Guy said, "We've got to have a grand
opening. People have got to know we are here." "Okay. What should
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we do in our Grand Opening?" "Well, it would be fun to have a Fair
Share, a Farmer's Fair Share Dinner." "Okay, that would really be fun.
But where are we going to get the money to do that?" "Well, we get
donations, and we sell tickets, and you can do it." "Okay" So, full
bore, we did it.

We have a very successful grand opening. We fed over 200 people.
And a 39 cent Farmer's Share Dinner consisted of meatballs , mashed
potatoes and gravy, corn, ice cream, milk , bread and butter. We had
ice cream for dessert. 39 cents. And I mean the town just absolutely
turned out. And we had a lot of farmers that came.

And so, then I wanted to have programs again. You can't bring all
these people in and not have them get some information. That 's
what we're all about. So Chapter 12 was really new and impor t an t .
November, you know, they talked about Chapter 12. Nobody knew
anything about it. Okay, we'll have a program on Chapter 12. Guy
said, "I'll line that up for you." "Okay. That'd be fine. If you know- - "
"Oh, yeah. Kurt Anderson's office. The gal that wrote the"--I can't
even remember her name now.

And I said, "And it would really"--,something very near and dear to
my heart, was the kids that were being caught up in the middle of
this farm crisis. And how it was affecting them. Far too few teachers
knew what was ac tua l ly going on out here, and they needed to know.
And I felt that e v e r y b o d y needed to know that we had to watch our
kids. Because kids do strange things when they're troubled. And
they had good reason, in many cases, to be doing strange things, that
nobody was understanding. So Guy said, "Well, I can take care of
that." He said, "I'm a family therapist and I've had a lot of
experience in Thief River area," and he said, "I'll take care of that."
So—marriage therapist , fami ly therapist, one of those two.

So, fine, we had our program. And the little gal that came from Kurt
Anderson's office, had to be flown up, and she had to be flown to
Fargo. Fargo's ninety miles from here. I had to pay someone mi leage
to go and pick her up, bring her down here for her program, and take
her back up there. And then we had [tape ends]
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[new tape] getting the attorney here, was really expensive. Very
expensive. I'm sure that I could have gotten some one about as
qualified from Northwest Legal Services that would, have conducted a
very nice workshop. But, neither here nor there. We managed it.
We did sell the tickets. Business men in Elbow Lake on main street
really supported the cause. And we came out just even. Luckily.
We just came out even.

And we opened the doors in July, with $100. The second $100 came,
I suppose, by September. Then, of course, we were supposed to each
get $5000 start-up money, right? We had a training session. Dianna,
weren't you there too?

KM: [unclear]

MP: No. No, this was private. We weren't even supposed to
mention the name of the person who was going to be donat ing
$25,000 for start-up money for the Centers. Should I?

DH: Elida Dayton

MP: Yes. [Laughs] But that wasn't supposed to be common
knowledge. They didn't, Elida didn't want that out. Because it could
have become a political thing and so on. But each Center then—they
had five Centers that they wanted to get s ta r ted—each Center would
get $5000 star t-up money, right? So we knew this was supposed to
be coming. So full speed ahead.

By January we had this open house. To this point we still hadn't
been funded, and the only thing we had gotten was two $500 checks
from the Elida Dayton Fund. So a grand total of $1000. So then the
Northwest Area money was supposed to come through. That was
okayed in October, but it didn't come and didn't come and d i d n ' t
come. Come to find out, it was the 501 C 3. numbers that was the tie-
up. And of course you can't get the funds without that n u m b e r .
Well, now whose responsibility was that? I didn't know. Dee Reily
gave me a number in July. And Neal Ritchie said, "Oh, I don't even
want to know where that came from. I don't even want to hear
about it." "Well, I've got one." "No, you haven't got the right
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number." "That's funny." That's funny because when the right
number came through it was the same number.

DH: Oh really.

MP: It was the same number .

KM: Was it the League of Rural Voters' number?

MP: I think it might have been. That's what Neal thought it was.

KM: He would have known.

MP: I never did find out. Yeah. I never did find out. But is that the
same 501 C 3 number that still exists? I think it might be. Someone
should maybe check tha t out.

Anyway, oh, Northwest money came. We got our first $7000. Wasn't
it? For the first half of the year we were going to be getting $7000.
And by this, of course, the MEAD Program was up for Gail. I had to
start paying her. So that's where that money was going to go. So
then the curious thing was that we had to submit a preapplication to
West Central Initiative Fund. Gene Wenstrorn said, "I'll take care of
that." And then it was, "We need resumes from you. We need to
have things — and three letters of support, or recommendation." So I
got the letters, and we put together resumes. Gave that stuff, turned
over to Gene Wenstrorn, And never heard any more.

So then we have a meeting, and Gene happens to mention in passing
that John Molinaro, who is the vice-chairman of West Central
Initiative Fund in Fergus Falls, was coming to Elbow Lake to
interview Gene. If I wanted to come I certainly could. I was
welcome to. And I said, "Well, I suppose I should."

So, there had been a shake-up in February, I suppose. Someone
came in with a newspaper clipping to me, and said, "What's this?
What are you chopped liver?" And I read the article, and it is this
John Kaskey, who's a mediator in Polk County, going to the Polk
County commissioners and trying to get money for Paul Mahoney, to
support Paul Mahoney's cause because so many people were in
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trouble in Polk County and they had no one to go to. There was no
Advocate in Polk County. And so, I thought, "Gee. Those poor people
don't know that I exist. That's my fault."

So the commissioner that was named in the article, I called. And I
introduced myself. I said who I was and what I did, and that I was
really sorry that they didn ' t know that , you know, the state had not
forgotten them. There was an Advocate in this five county area, that
was here to help. Well, he didn't know about me. And he was
certainly glad that I had called and wou ld I consider coming to the
next commissioners meeting and tell them the same thing I had just
told him. And I said, "Sure." And I said, "I don't mean to take away
from Paul Mahoney. Paul Mahoney is a good man. I know about his
program. But the state is already providing you with an Advocate in
your area." "Well, we didn' t have the money. It wasn't in the
budget. $3000 was not in the budget. But John Kaskey figured we
could take it from the general fund," and he said, "I'm not so sure
that we can."

So he told me when the meeting was, and I went down, and I went
with all of the different hand-out materials that we give. I went just
to answer questions and let them know who I was and that I existed.
I got down there and John Kaskey came in and he was mad. Because
it was like I was working against him and Paul Mahoney. And I said,
"I'm sorry. Paul is a good friend of mine. And Paul is a good man.
Paul works for Swift County. Paul wasn't supposed to be working
outside of Swift County. I mean, what are you trying to do to him?
Get him in trouble?" I didn't say that. But that's really what was
happening. Because then in turn, this got into the paper that I had
gone done there, and that John Kaskey wanted all this money for
Paul Mahoney, so that he could help people in Polk County, and Swift
County commissioners said, "Hey, what's this? We are paying you
and you're working outside of Swift County? Wait just a darn
minute. We aren' t getting anyth ing from the sur rounding counties,
and if they want any part of you, they're going to pay for it."
[Laughs]

So, Paul's funding was, you know, it just opened a whole can of
worms. I was sorry I ever made that phone call.
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And so, anyway, what happened was that this county commissioner
said, "Would you consider coming down here to Glenwood once a
week, to meet with farmers? We'll give you a spot in the
courthouse." And I said, "Fine." And he said, "So many people are
going into mediation they don't know what it's all about." I said,
"Well let's have a program. Let's work with the Extension Agent,
who had never put an Advocate list in any of the mediation notices.
And so, he said he had. But he never has. To this day, he never has.

So the Commissioner said, "You'll bet he'll do a program with you. If
he knows what's good for him, he will." So he did. And he was
reluctant. And he was afraid of me. He didn't know what to expect
from me. And it turned out that we really had a nice program. I
showed the mediation tape, and he had an opaque projector and
showed the different forms, and we explained everything, and we
answered questions, and it was really a nice informational meeting,
and well covered by the press. Both Starbuck and Polk County.

And so I went down to Glenwood every week for eight weeks. Two
people in eight weeks. And one of those people had come up to
Elbow Lake first, and he just happened to be closer, so he came back.
It just wasn't worth my time.

KM: Were they paying you to--?

MP: No. No.

KM: Did they give that money to Mahoney after all?

MP: Nope. He never did get the money. But neither did the other
counties kick in money. See they wanted Traverse, Stevens, and Polk
Counties to all kick in money for Paul Mahoney. Well Paul is only
one man, too. And he had a heavy workload the way it was.

So, any way, I didn't continue going to Glenwood, after eight weeks,
because it was just too far. And it took too much time, and I wasn't
able to meet with people. I mean, that's what I'm all about, so--

Anyway, then all of a sudden, we're asking--Lou Anne and Janice
were asking, "What happened to the $25,000? I mean, we were told
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T
that we were each going to have $5000 start-up money. And you're
telling us it's all gone? Where did it go?" "Well, it went here and it
went there." Gene Wenstrom said, "Well, you know, things cost
money. I'm sure, you know, that it just took more money than
anyone realized it was going to take." And Dan French said, "Well,
I'm just sure these are all legitimate. I've seen the receipts. These
are legitimate claims. This is where the money went. It's gone."

Well, I'll tell you, Lou Anne Kling, I have a lot of respect for that
lady. And she's got a lot of moxie. And I have never seen Lou Anne
be so frustrated to the point where it brought tears, but it did. And
she was fighting with all she had to try and make a point with this
bunch of well meaning do-gooders that didn't know shit from
shinola, and it was just falling on deaf ears. And she said, "$25,000?"
And that wasn't all. They had gotten money from Farm Aid. And it
was gone. They had gotten money from--Land-O-Lakes money was
coming. Where else? Little bits here and there. It was gone.
Everything was gone.

And this one day, I had walked in a little bit late to the meeting.
And the meeting was going on, so I just found the first empty chair,
and I sat down. And pretty soon I get this note, it said to me. "The
Advocates were at the other table. This was the board." So I got up
and I moved by the Advocates, and I was really angry. Because I
knew I had missed something, I didn't know what. And they had
decided that only the voting board members would be in the circle.
The Advocates were not going to even sit next to their
representation. I mean, where was our input? It was being put
right out the door.

And so, visions of grandeur when this all went national, and it was
going to go national, because this whole movement was just taking a
hold. Everyone's trying to copy Minnesota, the Advocate Program,
the resource centers, everybody wants to get on the bandwagon.
We're the innovators, when this goes nationwide. So, my gosh,
you've got people thinking "I'm going to be on the ground floor of
this. This is wonderful!" You know? "I'm going to get recognition.
I'm going to this, I'm going to that. I've got power." And I'll tell ya,
nice people turn into machines. [Laughs]
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Turned out Dan French hadn't even opened the mail for I don't know
how long. He didn't know what had been coming in or going out.
Neal Ritchie had been paying some part-time secretary $8 an hour. I
said, "$8 a hour? You're kidding!" "Well, if you want a good
secretary in the city--" I said, "Oh, come on. For $8 an hour!" And
that fell on deaf ears too.

KM: That's true in the Cities unless you can just find some old
person to do it. Of course, for a project like this--

MP: Right. It's just, I mean, the money just went. But the real
kicker for me, was when it was the end of the first quarter, the end
of March. Now I had been very careful, of the money, the Northwest
Area money. And the payroll, I had put enough in that payroll
account for Gail's first quarter wages and the unemployment
compensation, and, you know, taxes that had to be sent in. So that
by the time you had written it down, what was left in there was sent
in. Okay. I had that money sitting there. But I had no number. You
can't just mail that to the state without a number. Or to the federal
government. I needed a number. So I called Neal, and I asked him
what I was to do with this first quarter withholding. Well, he said, "I
don't know. I think that's probably going to be taken care of from
the state here. We have a number here some place. I'll have to get
back to you." Well, he never did. And he never did. And he never
did.

The 31st of March came and went. Then there's a penalty of course.
So I called again, and I said, "Neal, we're going to have a penalty."
"Oh, don't worry about it. Don't worry about it. No sweat. The
penalty isn't going to amount to anything. And we're non-profit
anyway. Don't worry about it." And I said, "Well, I say no reason to
pay a penalty. It's just so unnecessary. I've got the money sitting
here. Just f ind the number for me."

Well, then we had another state board meeting at the Sunwood Inn
in St. Cloud, and that was when most all the Advocates were there.
You were there Dianna. Because everything you said made sense and
sounded good. The rest of us were emotionally involved and we
we're not being objective. And Dianna was able to stand up and
make a lot of sense. And they all listened to her. And that was the

•*
i

23

Minn
es

ota
 Farm

 A
dv

oc
ate

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



day that I said I was really angry: "I've got this money, we're going
to pay a penalty, and it so unnecessary. All I need is the number. I
need to know where to send this." And that was my complaint.

Well, that and the next time we had a board meeting in Elbow Lake, I
made it very clear to those board members that it was time to be
accountable. "We have money and a budget. There is no budget.
I've been after you and after you for months. Gene and Chris, the
chai rman and the vice-chairman have gotten together with me one
morning, scr ibbled out"--I've got it downstairs. I've saved it. I
should frame it. You can't even read it. And that was the budget
that I was supposed to put together for all of this money that was
coming. We had done the pre-ap, we had given all this in format ion
to West Central. I had never seen a copy of the grant, and yet 1 had
to go, meet with John Molinaro. Gene Wenstrom isn't whom he
wanted to talk to. He wanted to talk to me. And he was fishing. He
wanted to know what my relationship was with other agencies and
Paul Mahoney. So I just came right out and said right on top, 'cause I
knew, I mean, it was very obvious. I knew what he was getting out.
So I just came right out with it. And I explained the whole thing: "I
have no problem with Paul. Paul and I have always worked well
together." So there was no problem. We got $21,500 from West
Central Initiative Fund.

So, when I told the Board, that they were going to have to act as the
Board, they were going to have put together a budget, they were
going to have to do a few things, Vera Fulmers, got angry. He said,
"From now on I want the agenda and the minutes sent out ahead of
time. And I want three holes so I can put them in a binder." "Okay.
That's fine." I wrote that down. "Three holes." And "You didn't come
with a complete treasurer's report tonight. Now, we've got to have a
treasurer's report." And I said, "Who's the treasurer? Our treasurer
has quit. There is no one to co-sign the payroll checks. I 'm supposed
to sign them, and someone's supposed to co-sign then. There's no
one left to do that. Someone has to take that responsibility. I'm not
going to be out here alone, responsible for all this money." Well, he
didn't like that. And so they said, "Well, could we have a few
minutes alone here? We've got to decide, we've got to make some
decisions here." I said, "Sure. Fine."
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So I went into my office and I closed the door. And I waited, and I
waited, it was about forty-five minutes. And pretty soon I heard all
this shuffling, from everybody was filing out. Jusr like a herd of
cattle. And when I came home that night, I bet it was about 11:30,
12:00, and I said, "Dave, I'll bet you tomorrow morning I'm not going
to be the director of that center anymore." That's the feeling I got.
Nobody said a word, but it was the feeling I got, and how right I was.
'Cause the next thing that happened was that meeting in St. Cloud,
and then pretty soon it was, "Well, we don't need Advocates in
centers. You can't be accountable to the Department of Agriculture
and the board." That was the reason--

KM: [unclear]

MP: The Board said that. Yeah. Gene Wenstrom said that.

KM: [unclear] the Department of Agriculture.

MP: Oh, but I work for the Department of Agriculture. I cannot be
accountable to a board and the Department of Agriculture. So they
didn't see how I could continue as director. They were going to
advertise and hire a director. And I would stay on--I should show
you a copy of the minutes. It would blow your mind. You'd be so
mad just to read the way they worded it. [Laughs] --that Marion
would stay on as Advocate. No mention of hours or pay. I would
stay on as volunteer time, the same as any other volunteer that
would come into the center. That was the way it was worded, wasn't
it Dave?

And that made me mad. Because this whole thing, the whole en t i re
budget, Northwest Area Foundation, West Central Init iative Fund,
they had the same budget. It named Advocate-Director. Half-time
secured by the Department of Agriculture, ha l f - t ime grant money.
That's how they got their stinking grant. Half of our time was
secured already. You match the funds. And the rest was bare bones
down the line.

I thought I was working into a full-time job, doing what I felt
was very important. L knew what I wanted that Center to be. I
knew the direction it needed to take, and I thought I had most of the
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board backing me. And I think I did have. But you know, you get a
couple--and Chris Spaulding, she's a tough broad. But she learned
her lessons well from an even tougher broad, the Director of the CAP
agency. She is really tough. [Chuckles] And I mean that literally.
Complete with a cigarette hanging out the side of her mouth and the
whole bit. [Laughs] A tough broad.

And so, Chris, of course, was dead set against my being director any
more. For one thing, Chris wanted the Center—there was no reason
that the CAP agency couWn't involve that Center and just expand
their own grants. Because that year, 1986, their funders were say ing
the rural crisis is very real, and there's a need, you're going to have
to address this need. One of the other gals said, 'cause I said, "Oh,
gee, they've done so much. They've donated a couple of desks, they
donated a couple of file cabinets, they've done so much." She said,
"Don't you kid yourself. They need you as much as you need them."
And I didn' t fu l ly understand what she meant at the time, but as
time went on I realized that what Chris Spaulding really wanted was
that Center to be a feather in their hat. And so that made her my
enemy.

Gene Wenstrom, I don't know where he fits into all this. Gene isn't
really a bad guy. [Laughs] He just--it sounded pret ty good to him.
"Nation-wide? Sounds pretty good. [unclear], gosh that sounds
pretty good. Maybe I'll go with this." Dan French, he's politically
motivated too. Guy Wolf, he's another grant writer, you know, we
understand each other, we communicate well. That's really how I
think Gene fit into all that. Strictly political on his part.

So, anyway, it turns out then they felt that I could donate my time at
the center. And I said, "If I'm going to donate any time, it's not going
to be to this center. If I'm not going to have any inpu t" - -you know if
they had offered me a position on the board, that would have m a d e
all the difference in the world, and they didn't even do that. I was
going to have no input at all. 'Cause I couldn't be accountable to both
the Department of Agriculture and that board. So I said, "Fine. I'll
just move myself and what I brought to the center home. I can work
out of my home the same way. I'll get paid the same as I've ever
gotten paid here, 'cause I have never taken dollar number one from
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Elbow Lakes' R.E.R.C. and they still owe me about 10 or 15 bucks. But
that's all right, because I'm one up on them then. [Laughs]

And so, anyway, I did move home. And you've never heard such
commotion and clatter in y o u r life. My family was all home over
Memorial weekend, and they said, "Come on, Ma. We're going to
move you home." All the kids went up there, and Dave, and put
everything in boxes and moved it all home. And I mean eve ry th ing .
The only thing I left at the Center, was the center's checkbooks,
account book, f inancial account book—oh, that's another thing.

The C.A.S, accounting service, that they paid in the fall, and we never
heard from them, we never got one doggone thing until like the 15th
of April. Between the 1st and 15th of April. And the bookkeeping
system that was supposed to be in place was not in place. And it was
the worst mess you ever saw. [Laughs] But we had to go according
to the state office. I mean, we were not allowed to just do it on our
own, in our own way. We had to do what they said. And the right
hand did not know what the left hand was doing. And Guy Wolf was
undermin ing me to Gail, and telling her that when she became the
financial analyst that she wouldn't be quite so bored. She was bored
up there. The phone wasn't ringing enough. She didn't have enough
to do. And, you know, it would be better and then when she got out
in the field...

And I overheard this when I walked into the room. And I said,
"What do you mean out in the field?" "Oh, well, you know, we don't
know if the funding's going to come through, Marion. And I think it's
really smart if you keep your job downstairs, just in case." And that
was the first thing. And I called him on it, the next time I was at a
state meeting. "Oh, well, No"--he hadn't meant anything by it.
Baloney he didn't.

So, you know, all of the little finds were there, none of us were
putting it all together. They were creating a monster. We all
contributed to creating a monster. That's exactly what that is.

So then I moved home. Holy Christmas. Gene Wenstrom gets on the
phone the next morning and is he mad. Anne Kanten isn't in her
office, right? "Give me Anne de Meurisse." And he gets a hold of
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Anne de Meurisse and he said, [speaking louder and louder] he could
and he would make trouble for the Advocate Program. He was going
to go to the newspapers and if i didn't get some of that stuff back in
the office, boy he was going to make trouble.

Anne de Meurisse calls me and says, "You better take some stuff
back." I said, "Why? The Center didn't buy any of that. I brought
gverv bit of that. Every bit of it. Why should I take it back?"

DP: Sure. Even your telephone.

MP: Yeah. Telephone was in my name. Still to this day. I signed
for the darn telephone. I suppose if they close the doors and leave a
big bill, they'll come after rne. [Laughs]

But anyway, he was mad. So Anne said, "You will take some things
back. I don't need him making trouble for us. He can and he will
Marion. You take some things back." The bare minimum, of
anything I took back there. A couple of FmHA books and a couple of
lending law books. I didn't want to take any of it. And I wish I
would have stuck to my guns.

But Gail was real angry. In about February, a couple had come in. It
was a man and wife, and they had two little girls with them when
they came. And I didn't know that Gail knew the wife from the
dentist's office that she goes to. And the husband came in, and he
was financed with FmHA And he hadn't made a payment to FmHA
in over two years. He said, "We've had two really good years." He
said, "I've been buying stuff and stashing it at my Dad's, and I found
a place to sell my house, you know, without their name on it." And
he said, "We've been doing really good. But we've got this
acceleration notice, and what can we do now?" [Laughs] What can
we do now?

So I tried to, without being too shocked [Laughs], explain to him the
seriousness of conversion. And that certainly I hope that he had the
original inventory that FmHA thought he had, both the numbers and
the hog house and the machinery that they had claimed to, because
without that inventory, you know, it could really be serious. And
flat FmHA is a federal agency and that I really didn't think it was
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anything to fool around with. And that, of course, once you're in
acceleration—and at that time there wasn't a whole lot you could do-
-because once you reached acceleration, that mean they no longer
had to release any funds, and they wouldn' t .

I didn't really want to get dead center in the middle of that
conversion thing, 'cause he seemed to know exact ly what he was
doing. He said his brother had filed bankruptcy, and his brother was
really in good shape now with his exemptions, and my gosh, he's
really doing good. And that was the brother he was throwing all this
new machinery at [Laughs] that he was buying, with money he
wasn't paying the FmHA. Oh, mercy! I thought this was a tangled
web that I just, you know--

So I suggested that he check with an attorney. And I gave him the
legal services—in fact, we even called legal services that day and
tried to set up a time when they could call and get cleared for legal
services. And I also gave them Phil Kunkel's name. I said, "If
bankruptcy"-- 'cause he came in and wanted to know facts about
bankruptcy. Because his brother had filed bankruptcy, and that 's
what he thought he was going to do. And I said Phil Kunkel, his
specialty is bankruptcy, he's a good bankruptcy a t torney, located in
St, Cloud. And they always say you should refer three, and I can't
remember who else I—it might have been Bob Russell in Fergus Falls.
Bob's a bankruptcy attorney as well,

But anyway, and I said that if they wanted me to go with them, to an
attorney or whatever, I would be glad to do that, But I really did
think that they needed to talk to an attorney, because there was no
way I was going to get in the middle of that one.

So after they left, Gail says, "Well, what can you do for them?" And I
said, "Gail, there really isn't anything I can do. They've been
accelerated and they're going to have to see an attorney. There is
really nothing I can do." So she and her husband Dale, stopped at
these people's house, and she was sure there was something that
could be done, that I didn't know what I was talking about. And she
knew someone who would help. So she calls Paul Mahoney. And she
drags these people down to Paul Mahoney, in Benson, Paul's saw
them, it was like in the middle of the night. Paul saw them.
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And then I was in training, and came back a few days later, and over
a week had gone by, and Gail finally told me what she had done.
And so I said, "Gail, this can't be. First off, you picked an awful time
to do a thing like this. Right now, when we're on the verge of getting
our grant money, and you're crossing over and taking people from
here down to Paul Mahoney. After the shake-up that we just got
through, with Paul Mahoney and the county commissioners and all
the rest of this. Why would you do a thing like this?" "Well, I didn't
know." I said, "You were out of line. And you can't do this. And you
had no right to keep it from me for a week."

So then I called Paul Mahoney. And I said, "I understand that Gail
brought someone down to you." I said, "I was really upset to find
that out." And I said, "She really doesn't realize what she's probably
getting in the middle of here." Paul says, "You mean the conversion."
And I said, "Yeah, I do."

And she said she had made an appointment at Phil Kunkel's office
and she was taking them down to see Phil Kunkel. And I said,
"That's fine. You'll do it on your own time and you'll spend your own
gas. This office will not pay for you to do my job." And she was
really miffed. "Well, he'll buy my gas." Ha! She got hung for the gas.
She found out.

Anyway, she took 'em down there, and the first thing that Phil
Kunkel said too, was his main concern was for the conversion. I
mean, you know, it was just b la tant conversion. And he seemed to
know what he was doing, but he didn't seem to take seriously that
FmHA was smart enough to catch on and do anything about it. I
don't know. But that was the beginning of the end of the relat ionship
between Gail and I.

What else she has maybe been involved in and done behind my
back, or underhandedly, I have no idea. That's the one thing that
surfaced. And when I said that this was wrong, you shouldn't have
done this, that was the end of our relationship. There was no more
tfust, there was no more being able to work together.
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And so, of course, I had been dragging Gail with me to all the training
sessions. And I'd have her stay in my room. She'd ride down with
me. I'd turn in my mileage and she stayed in my "room. That came
off my contract. I was training another Advocate for nothing. Off of
my contract is what it amounted to. And she turned the whole thing
around and, I didn't know it at the time, but Chris Spaulding, the
vice-chairman on the board, is her neighbor and they're good friends.
And Chris knew that if they got rid of me, Gail could take over,
because she'd been trained.

Well, Gail hadn ' t really been trained. Gail liked to go and play. So. I
asked Ben-- [Laughs]

DH: So, then what was the upshot--

MP: I always have a funny feeling about it.

DH: What was the off shoot of that then? Did they hire Gail to
replace you?

MP: No. Nope. They didn't. They kept her as the financial analyst,
and they advertised for a director. Seven to eight dollars an hour.
Part-time position, for one year. And hired Alan Nelson. I happen to
know Al. He's a nice guy. He came in cold. Didn't know anything
about anything. And Al, no, he still doesn't. That's what's so sad. He
still doesn't know what the center was intended to be. And he's had
a bit of an eye-opening at some of these state meetings.

And the only thing that's been done since I left, and it was a year ago
Memorial Day, they had one program that social services asked if
they could line up a speaker for them, because they wanted to get a
nine-county area together and explain about the farm crisis. So they
called Paul Mahoney, and also this fellow communicating for
agriculture out of Fergus Falls—what was his name? Anyway, that's
who the program was.

And I was at the community building, of course, at the nutrit ion
center. And Paul came down-stairs and he said, "Aren't you coming
'o the meeting?" I said, "What meeting?" "Well, they're having a
meeting in there." He said, "I'm supposed to be the speaker, aren't
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you coming?" I said, "I didn't know anything about it." He said, "I
think you should come." And so I went upstairs, and I said, "I'm
working. I just can come and sit in here."

So I sat for a little while, and then went down, and I came back up
again. And the long and the short of the whole thing is that these
were the people who worked for the various social service agencies
and do the financial assistance for people. And they had a lot of
need in knowing who to call. When people are in this situation, who
do you call? They'd never heard of the AG's hot line. So I gave them
that number. I said, "That's the best place to start. And it's free, no
matter where you are. If there's a phone, you can get through." So
they all copied that number down. And I said who I was and that I
served the five-county area and that there were at that time 22 or
23 of us throughout the state, and then I went back to work.

Well, that was one program that they've had. And the only other
thing that they've done is Gail had a market ing man come in—what ' s
his n a m e ? - - F a r m Journal supports him, and they've done a lot of
write-ups. He has these private marketing meetings and you have to
pay, you know? It sounds to me like Adult Financial Management
and Extension for a fee. You know? So anyway, she's had some of
the farmers in the area that do some marketing were interested, so
fine.

And the only other thing is they had SPEAR come in, a few weeks
back, about six weeks ago. Commissioner of Economic Development,
and of course that was just a feather in Gene's hat, I mean he came in
and there was not one farmer there. Every C&C person from Elbow
Lake was there. They were well represented, I bet there were 100
people there. But not one farmer. For a number of reasons. Number
one, the paper comes out on Tuesday, but it doesn't get to the farm
until Wednesday because it comes in the mail. Well, it was in that
Tuesday's paper, the farmer didn' t even get it unt i l Wednesday, and
Wednesday at noon was when they had the luncheon. It should have
been in the week before. And the other thing was, most farmers
aren't as involved in Economic Development. You know, they don't
realize that it can even help them. So, because there were no
farmers there--! was there.
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And, oh, I got an introduction! And the resource center refers all
their people faced with foreclosure to me! Did you know that? I
didn't. [Laughter] The curious thing is, it was right after the
legislature was through, and the extra $200,000 had been allocated,
and the word was out, "You've got to be working with an Advocate."
So, boy, I got this fancy introduction and then, curiously, I get two
referrals from that office, in about 2-3 weeks time. First in a year.
Isn't tha t in teres t ing?

KM: How did you get back into the resource center?

MP: I'm not back in the Resource Center. No way. I work out of my
home. I make house calls and people come here, I go there. Works
much better. Much, much better. There's more confidentiality.
When a farmer comes here, nobody knows he came here. He can sit
downstairs, and he knows if that word gets out it's because I said it,
because it's him and me. So, there's no files that anybody else can be
rifling through. It's a private thing. And I've scheduled around my
own schedule.

The telephone can be a problem. You know? At supper time, when
you've got company. That hasn't been too much of a problem here. I
have an answering machine, and it works well with some people.
Some people just haven't been exposed to it, so they'll hang up. I'm
sorry for those people. I can't be every place. But I have had people
leave messages for me. "I called and they told me thus-and-so and
we'll need such-and-such a time." You know? So fine. It cost them
50 cents where it might have cost $2.00 if we had talked, and I got
the message. So the answering machine works pretty well.

DH: Hindsight being 20-20, what could have been different?

MP: About the resource center?

DH: Yeah. What would you advise other groups to do that would be
d i f f e r en t ?

Okay. Let's face it. Someone had an idea about what the
resource center was suppose to be. That shouldn't have been a
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secret. And it was.
Agriculture. And--

Best kept secret in the Department of

fl
KM: Why wasn't there a discussion about that?

MP: I love Anne Kanten dearly. She didn't want it to become a
political thing. Because she thought that if people associated the
resource centers with the Department of Agriculture, it could kill the
resource centers. Because they would think it was just another
government agency. She felt so strongly about it having to come
from the grassroots, it had to be a community project that people
would have faith in. So, you know, she knew what she wanted it to
be. I knew what I wanted it to be. There was a lack of
communication there.

Now that it's over and done, said and done, everybody realizes that it
did come out of the Department of Agriculture, and it was a good
project. And it was something we could have been proud of. And it
probably wouldn't have killed the project, and that if there had been
an outline, you know, "This is what we hope to accomplish. If you're
interested come aboard. If this isn't your bag, go do your own thing."
[Laughs] You know? And it should have been, rather than the
chairpeople of all these various organizations, we should have had a
lot more farmers, that had been in trouble, that identified and
understood what the problems were out there. They're the ones who
have worked harder, who would have [side ends]

[Tape 2, Side 2]

It all should have been an open communication, and it wasn't. You
know? It was, "You got to do it on your own. You've got to muddle
through so that it's your project."

KM: Sort of a double message.

MP: Yeah, it really was. It was hard. I spent hours just trying, just
with the MEAD Program alone, not to mention forming a board and
trying to portray to that board what we were going to try to do, what
their place in all of this was.
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r

KM: But the board was chosen because it was political people--

MP: Of course.

KM: --even though it was supposed to have been non-political.

MP: Right.

KM: Neal and Guy were treating the state office as if it was a
centralized project [unclear]--

MP: That's right. Yeah.

KM: --[unclear] I mean, the problem I see was that there was all
these competing visions of what was going on--

MP Oh sure.

KM: --since the Ag. Department, really, had never pinned that down
through a process of discussions so a lot of people felt good about it,
what it actually was. There was no way to hold the board
accountable [unclear]

MP: And who convinced Anne that this shouldn't be a Department
project? I don't know for sure. Probably a combination of maybe
Dee, in the beginning, and certainly Neal and Guy, would chime in
with that.

KM: Kind of hit or miss, when you've got that kind of support.

MP: Yeah. So, it's a dirty, crying shame. It was a good project. It
caused so much heartache, and it caused so much dissension, and
they nearly accomplished their goal.

Which was?

: To infiltrate and separate the Advocate Program. I believe
that. Put it to bed, once and for all.

: Why do you think that?
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MP: Why? Well I'm really not sure. I really don't know what their
motivation was. Did they want to come with something better? I
don't know. Did they had a vendetta? I really don't know why they
wouldn't want to do that.

KM: I just think, personally, I think it is just simply that they don't
like when other people have started projects, 'cause it makes it look
like there are other people willing to assert leadership.

MP: Maybe so.

KM: It gives them less power over the situation.

MP: But, I really, you know, I know how close we were. Dianna, you
know we never knew enough to quit. I mean, we'd have training
sessions all day long, and we'd be dog tired. We'd congregate in
somebody's room and hash the whole thing over again. We were
learning. And we were networking. And we were strong and we
were tough. And they blew some holes in it. And I think that's a
shame.

But we're going to recover. We have come a long way back again.
And sometimes, if we could just have a training session that was just
like that circle at the Sheraton Thursday night. We came back from
the banquet, and everybody started to congregate, you know? And
then you start rearranging the lobby. We like doing that best.
[Laughs] And the circle got bigger and bigger, and pretty soon we're
talking about what's happening. How are you handling it?

That's what's valuable. And we start networking and we s ta r ted
coming together. And that's important. That has to continue. And--
when was it? We had about three months when we didn't meet. We
were all going to pieces. We really were. We have to come together,
we have to know that the others are still out there, and how they're
doing and how they're doing it.

I'll tell you, nobody is doing great things right now. Farm Credit
's absolutely intolerable. And somehow we've got to do something
about that. I don't know how. But it's really frustrating.

36

Minn
es

ota
 Farm

 A
dv

oc
ate

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



I find private lenders much easier to deal with. You know? They're
concerned about people, they're concerned about their own
community, they want to do the best that they can do to come up
with a solution. They don't want to just get rid of you and take over.
And Farm Credit does. They don't care what it costs. That's no
farmer-owned cooperative. Never has been for a long time. Maybe
it was in 1930-whatever it was, when they started, but--

KM: What else could have been done in the early stages of the
R.E.R.C. thing to keep this from blowing up like that?

MP: Well, what really is too bad is that it happened the way it
happened, with Dee being removed from the picture and the other
two being put in. There had been warning given from Thief River
Falls. I didn't know about it. But there was warning about Guy Wolf.
That Guy was trouble. And that if he was going to be on board, Thief
River Falls wanted nothing to do with the state project at all. Thief
River Falls was assured that he wasn' t on board, by I believe Anne
Kanten.

KM: But what was the warning from Thief River about?

MP: Well, that—he didn't put his money where his mouth was. And
there was supposed to be a grant that he wrote, that the money was
supposed to have come, and it was supposed to have been $30,000.
And it was never accounted for. The Center never got it. There are
accusations that Guy took that money. Now, Guy claims that that's a
dangerous allegation. That he can prove he did not take any money,
and that if the whole thing wasn't dropped, there was going to be a
lawsuit, because it just had to be stopped.

I don't know. I have no idea, you know, if it was or if it wasn't. But
those were things people were saying. If Guy Wolf is going to be
involved in this project, we want no part of it. And that was what
Thief River was saying.

to Anne?
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MP: I believe so. And Lou Anne Kling, too. And then Lou Anne
said, "The next thing I know, here's Guy Wolf and Neal Ritchie." You
know? And they're going to be our state directors? (

KM: So there was no process of choosing them?

MP: Yeah.

KM: What do you think motivates Guy?

MP: Well--

DP: Money.

MP: [Laughs] But he doesn't make any money, Dave! His wife has
the good job. She supports the family, and he's the house husband.
And I think maybe he needs his identity. [Laughs] So, you know,
maybe being a house husband isn't wonderful. I can identify with
raising small children. [Laughs] I remember what it was like. The
conversation wasn't challenging. Maybe, you know, I really don't
know. He claims that—was it his grandfather? Was supposed to
have been shot. Now you've got the real story there. I remember
you telling the real story. And it wasn't the way Guy tells the story
at all. And I don't know what motivates him. I don't know.

I really do think that the whole project wasn't thinking very straight
when they were willing to pay Guy mileage to corne from LaCrosse,
Wisconsin, to St. Paul, to be a director in this project. I mean, now
r_eall_y_. That was expensive. And was unnecessary, uncalled for. But
it went on. Because it was all in the hands of the board, not in the
hands of the Advocates. The Advocates were not asked for an
opinion, you know?

: No applications were taken from the Advocates? You were not
offered an opportunity to be part of this?

Oh, no. No. And the original by-laws said that the Advocate
would be a voting member. The Advocate/Director would be a
voting member. And the one person that got rid of that was Jerry
proust and Charvick. And they both said, "Oh, no. You can't do that.

38

Minn
es

ota
 Farm

 A
dv

oc
ate

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



Because the director is going to be paid by the center. And anybody
that's paid sits on the board, there's a liability that doesn't exist if
you're all volunteers." That was the real reason for getting rid of the
Advocates on the board. Or that's what they said.

KM: Did you ever talk to Dee or Anne or anybody about why the
R.E.R.C.s wasn't started from the Advocate Program, be more integral
with the Advocate Program from the start?

MP: No. I guess. After it was said and done, I put in writing, last
summer, what I thought and what I felt. I really didn't pull any
punches. And I just felt that the project had started in the
Department of Agriculture. And we all say the vision. We all knew
what we wanted to accomplish. And then when it went sour, we
were out there alone. I mean there was no one backing us or coming
to our rescue. And I'm still angry that they are able to use the name
R.E.R.C., and they still have their funding. It's unfair. Because, they
haven't, in Elbow Lake, they have not followed through with
anything that was on that grant proposal. Item for item I can go
down the line.

But you see, what's the matter with our grant people? Why aren't
they a little more selective? And maybe, McKnights out to know
what's happening out here. That all of these many millions of dollars
that are compounding—Bob Leach was telling me last summer in
Marshall, how it's mind-boggling that the money, just the interest on
the money, is just growing so fast they can't spend it fast enough.

DH: Oh really?

MP: Yeah. That's what he told me last summer.

KM: I feel bad. [Laughter]

Yeah. And that he meets with the family, and maybe the
family needs to know a little more than they know, about just--
cause I'm really angry. Because the money was allocated. I had
never seen a copy of the grant. And yet I was the one who had to be
responsible and do the interview and all the rest of it. And so here
C0mes Pat Conroy, Chairman of the West Central Initiative Fund,
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waJks into my office one morning, has a camera around his neck, and
he says, "I thought maybe we could go down to the Herald office and
have a picture taken of you accepting the check. I said, "I think
that's a little premature, because I don't believe I'm going to be the
director here." And he got this funny look on his face, and I started
to explain the whole thing to him, and that the board was saying that
I could not be accountable to both Department of Agriculture and the
board of directors, and that the Advocate Program felt that there
were moneys that were not being accounted for the way they should
be. And we wouldn't be a party to it.

"Well, we make it our policy not to get in the middle of these in-
house squabbles. The proposals can be changed, you know. All they
have to do is call us and we'll go over it, and, you know, if they need
to make a change in your budget, why we can do that." And I said,
"Okay." And that was the last time I ever talked to him. But I tried
to explain it to him that day,

So I think McKnights ought to know how their money is being
handled. 'Cause Northwest didn't mess around. They pulled theirs
back. Because they care.

And then the interesting thing, Lori Burn, who was funded by West
Central Initiative Fund, isn't funded any more. Her funds were cut.
I'm not sure why. Maybe her numbers were down, I don't know
why or what happened. But her funding was cut.

DH: Is that the counselor we talked about?

MP: Yeah. And she was doing a job. Justify it. I can't.

DH: Marion, you started talking about how the Advocates network.
You seemed real positive about that process. What else about the
Advocate Program do you think works pretty well?

MP: Works pretty well? I think we work pretty well. [Laughs] I
said it last Thursday night, I'll say it again. There's one important
ingredient that we've all had in common. Every one of us, to the best
°f my knowledge, have had trouble to one degree or another. And
when we meet with a farmer, we know what he's feeling, because
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we've been there. Someone who hasn't experienced that horrible.
empty, helpless, frustrated feeling, can't possibly identify with wha t
that farmer is feeling or saying or going through. And so that's
something that we all have in common. And it's kind of been a
prerequisite. And I've always been really proud of that. That we
have come together, to help others, because we had a problem
ourselves. So I think that's a real important ingredient.

I think maybe that 's why the farmer trusts us, and I think that 's
maybe why we're able to talk to them. You know, if you've been
there, you know the feeling. You can walk into an office, and the
feeling isn't the same. The communication cannot be the same. And
it's just like when you walk in with a farmer to a banker, you level it.
Otherwise the banker is up here, and the lender is down here, and
the banker is always taking the god position. And when you go in
with that farmer, all of the sudden that banker isn't so sure of
himself as he used to be, and you level the odds out a little bit. And
what happens, instead, is usually the two of them can talk. At least
that's what's happened. In most cases, not in all cases, but in most
cases. [Chuckles] That's what happens when you go into the banker.
You go into Farm Credit Services, that's something else again. One
lies, the next one swears to it. Same with FmHA. They're tougher.

I think that the fact we've had some really fine training, gives us the
background we need.

KM: What about the support the Advocate Program gives to you in
your work as an Advocate?

MP: The Advocates give each other support. The Advocates
themselves are the ones that give other Advocates support. I mean,
that's where it is. I don't see anyone else giving us support. Do you
Dianna?

DH: What about FLAG?

MP: Oh, yeah. Yeah. But that's not the Advocate Program.

KM: What about Anne de Meurisse too?
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MP: You check in with Anne. You account to Anne. Anne manages
the business end. But she doesn't really want to get involved in
advice and, you know, that sort of thing. That you have to find from
the other Advocates. You know, if you've got a problem case, and
you don't know for sure if you're handling it right, you're more apt to
get good advise and support from another Advocate, than if you call
Anne de Meurisse. I mean, Anne doesn't know. She's just the
director that takes care of the business end.

KM: Do you think that the program, that Anne's office, should do
more? I mean is there--

MP: Anne de Meurisse's office?

KM: Well, I guess, the Ag. Department,
more support back up to you?

Should they be offering

MP: No. I don't know, un-uh, I don't think so. No. They offer us
great training. All the resources that we need. No. I don't, yeah, I
think the support that—the only place that I think, if we run amuck
they shouldn't pretend they don't know us. [Laughs and Laughter]

KM: Run amuck? What do you mean?

MP: Well, I mean with the resource centers, when that went so sour,
and all of the sudden, well, you know, nobody wanted to touch it.
[Laughs] Other than that, I've never experienced it, other than that.

KM: Well, now that we know that whole era was a real test of --

MP: Oh, it was a horrible experience. For the whole program.
Everybody got involved. People who had nothing to do with
Resource Centers got pushed right in the middle of the darn things.
And they were sick of it, because it monopolized our training
programs, it monopolized our networking, nobody was talking about
anything else but Resource Centers.

KM: I couldn't talk to Anne de Meurisse on the phone for months
without getting the whole thing.
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MP: Yeah. Sure.

KM: There was a little bit of a crisis about whether or not Anne
Kanten was going to support the Advocate Program or the Resource
Center. How did that get resolved?

MP: Well, she did. Anne Waterhouse looked her right square in the
eye and said, "This is. your responsibility. You're the Director of this
project." And she accepted it, she said, "Well, then I'll meet with
every board." Which she did. Anne Kanten did. You bet ya, she did,

KM: What came out of those meetings?

MP: Nothing. [Laughs] Well, the only thing that I had was the
satisfaction—you see, it was too little, too late. It should have been
done by June. No later than July. Not in October. I mean, months
had gone by. Who cared anymore that I wasn't there? Had it been
done right after that, it would have carried more clout. It was
definitely the thing to do, to set some people straight, and to let them
know that I did have some backing. I wasn't just out there on my
own. But it came too late, and it was just--

And I think Anne Kanten really felt like pickle in the middle.
Because she was going to be damned if she did and damned if she
didn't. And politically she has to be concerned. It's her business to
be concerned. So, I just really like that lady.

DP: You weren't supported very well.

MP: No. No.

DP: You weren't supported at all.

MP No, But that's what we're saying.

DP: [unclear]

MP: But, you live and you learn. I wouldn't stick my neck out so
fast again, you know? But I really was a novice. I just assumed that
everyone had the same goal in mind and everyone was going to be as
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honest and forthright about it as I was. It just never occurred to me
that anyone would try to do what they did. I guess, I really was
surprised. Hard for me to believe, in the very • beginning, even at
that first meeting when Janice and Lou Anne were saying, "What
happened to all that money?" And when Gene was saying, "Well, you
know, these things cost a lot of money. I'm sure it did take that
money to organize." And I was thinking, "Well, I suppose it did." It's
easier to think that, "You know, I suppose it really did. Gosh, that's
too bad." [Laughs] But Lou Anne and Janice were r ight . Absolutely,
100% right on target. They've been around a lit t le longer than I
have.

The one thing that I should not have been allowed, I guess, to start a
project like that with so little background. I had a three day t ra in ing
session. That is as much of an Advocate as I was.

KM: But you got snowed less than people that had a lot more
background than you had.

MP: Well, I don't know. I got snowed plenty! [Laughs]

KM: When someone's out to snow you, unless you can arrange it so
that you don't have to work with them, it's very hard, [unclear]

MP: And see, what actually was happening--! know there is one
more thing. I was following the wrong drummer. Because I started
in the program, and I was an Advocate. And the Resource Center,
sure, that was an extension of the Advocate Program, supposedly.

KM: [unclear]

MP: Yeah. [Laughs] And Guy Wolf is the one that was offering
support, offering advice, offering counsel, offering all to me. I was
not talking to other Advocates, 'Cause I didn't know I was supposed
to. I assumed that Guy had the authori ty, because he was in the
know, and he worked with Anne Kanten. He was in the state office,
He had done this before at Thief River, he knew what was supposed
to happen. I was listening to what he had to say. 'Cause I thought I
was supposed to, when in fact I should have been listening to Lou
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Anne Kling, and I would have been a whole lot further ahead. 'Cause
nobody snowed Lou Anne.

KM: Part of the thing was that you started at the same time the
resource center was coming in. If you had been an Advocate with
the scoop for six months before you started, it would have been a
whole different process for you, because you felt like you'd come
from some...

MP: Yeah. So, you know. And that's where Ben says, they hired me
and they threw me to the wolves. That's what he means. They hired
me, they didn't give me any support or background or direction.
And then, when it didn't go the way it was supposed to go, they
deserted me. They left me high and dry. And he says I ought to be
madder than I am. [Laughs] I don't know. [Laughs]

DH; It makes me wonder, when you say that there's nothing wrong
with your preparation or your training, that that's all wonderful, and
your support is fine, then you say--

MP: For the Advocate, for the Advocate work that I do it is, Dianna.
But for running a resource center, that's a whole different ballgarne.
Because what we do as Advocates we are, we do receive training for.
We do know what we're supposed to do. But when you talk about a
Resource Center that's an extension of the Advocate Program, and
you're going to incorporate all of the existing resources that are
available to people, and you're going to be a one stop informational
center, to whoever walks in, that means that you're going to do a
whole lot of outreach. You're going to know these people. They're
going to know you. You're going to--I mean it's just a whole another
job that would have taken care of the other four hours in the day
very easily.

KM: The problem wasn't that you didn't know how to do the job, it's
that when you started doing your job, you got fired. [Laughter]

MP: [Laughs] I guess maybe that's true!

KM: 'Cause you were the only one who was taking responsibility for
all that stuff that was happening.
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MP: Yeah. Well, and I was getting a little tired of absolutely no
involvement. Do you know that there's not one person that sits on
that Board of Directors for the Elbow Lake R.E.R.C, that eve r referred
one farmer to me? And do you know that none of them ever just
stopped in to see how things were going? They were just totally
removed. They just weren't involved. And then, when you started
crowding them a little bit, and saying, "Hey, we've got a lot of money
to account for here. We have to be responsible. We have to have a
budget. Then who was I to tell them? This was their center. Okay.
If they wanted it so bad they've got it. And I'm still doing my job.
And I never stopped doing my job. I just have a whole lot less
hassle, A whole lot less stress. A whole lot less spreading myself
thin. And for what? Never did find out what for.

DH: How do you feel about your job?

MP: I like my job.

DH: Do you feel like you're having an impact on the farm situation?

MP: I don't know about that. I think — there's been times when I've
gotten really discouraged, you know? Because you can work with
someone and put so much into it and it still doesn't matter. They still
don't win. Dave always says, "Yeah, but they're better off than if
they never would of called you." And that's true.

You kind of have to come to grips with not being able to come to a
good work-out. Because we've reached the point where the game
playing is over. You know, the mediations started in '86, May of '86.
Oh, mercy. Everybody went in and everybody was playing games.
Nobody was leveling with anybody, you know? And everybody was
holding out, everybody was borrowing time, everybody was doing a
whole bunch of foolishness. Nobody's doing that any more. We all
know what the rules are. We all know what the options are. And
the lender likes it the best when the farmer is still the novice who
doesn't know what his options are. And when you walk in with the
farmer, "Oh, ker-ripe, here we go. Now it's going to take the whole
ninety days." You know?
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And yet you still don't come out with the wonderful work-out.
That's hard to take. It really is. And if there's anything that makes
me get down in the mouth, it's not being able to do what we're
supposed to be able to do. It's inexcusable, Dianna. That Farm Credit
puts a m i n i m u m of $150 an acre more than anything is worth on--

DH; Is that what they're doing out there?

MPi Yep. Exactly. 'Cause I've got a couple, that are not delinquent,
yet. He's getting very close to retirement age. And he has a 160
acres free and clear. And he has 420 acres, I believe it is, financed
with Federal Land Bank. Well, his interest rate is still 12%. And he
bought, you know, it's way undersecured. He owes a lot more on it
than what it's really worth. They won't work with him. They won't
even talk to him. Now, as far as I know, according to their policy--
and I'm sure it's there, because I've had other people get their tier 1,
2 and 3 interest rates—and they should be entitled to at least 10.85,
But they aren't budging from 12. I mean, it makes a big difference
in this guy's payment. And so they won't even work with him, until
he commits the 160 acres. And try to talk him into not doing that.

So he went to his private lender. The private lender wants the 160
too. And I said, well at that rate, don't give anybody anything, and
go for the lowest interest. [Laughs] I mean, Federal Land Bank, if
you could tie something down for 9.75 or 10.85, go for it. What's the
private lender going to do? He's going to take it away from you as
soon as Federal Land Bank will without batting an eye. Don't give
that 160 up. And he said, "Well, that's what I thought," And he's
been saying it for months, and he's getting weaker and weaker.
'Cause these folks couldn't bear to have their name in the paper.
They'll lose it all first to try and make that point.

You know, it's criminal. They're going to be delinquent July 1st. And
I've put them in contact with everyone I know that can help them.
I've given them copies of everything I've got. You know, even the
secondary mortgage markets he didn't understand. I dug through
that and got that for him, 'Cause that's what the local lender is
talking about. MAC.
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DH: Marion, for people that don't understand why it would be good
for Farm Credit Services to put a lower value on farm land--

MP: Just a fair market value.

DH: Why is that good?

MP: Why is it good? Fair market value is a fair market value.

DH: For farmers to restructure debt.

MP: Fair market value is fair market value. [Laughs] It--okay--if
you can only, in reality, get $500 an acre for a parcel of land, and
that's based on the last 12 to 15 month's sales in your county,
comparing apples to apples, land type to land type. And if tha t ' s the
average, $500 an acre, then where does Farm Credit get off at saying,
"No, it's worth $650." It's still an inflated value. We are not talking
about fair market value. You know, it's good for them. It's not good
for anybody else. They say tha t they're stabilizing their land prices,
that t hey have s ingle-handedly stabil ized land values , because
they've hung tough. But then what do they do? Turn around and
put all this stuff together and sell to investors and shared
partnerships and things I don't believe in. So? We're going to see
more Chapter 12s? That's what I think it's looking like.

[Laughs] Dianna almost created a riot this last week. [Laughs]

DH: Just mention the word bankruptcy to these bankers and see
what happens. I mean-- [Laughs]

MP: They become unglued! [Laughs] Especially with Chapter 12.
Oh my goodness! They got excited! [Laughter] Oh, mercy! [Break in
the tape]

KM: How do you get your way in a mediation?

MP: You don't. Not any more. You just go prepared.

KM: What does that mean?
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MP: It means you know the numbers that are there, you know what
the farmer wants to do. The whole thing is, it's got' to be the farmer's
decision. It's what the farmer's got a stomach for. It's real easy to go
in and threaten all sorts of things. That's game playing. And that's
over. Nobody buys that anymore. When you go in and you sit down,
this is what we'll do. Okay. This is what we'll do. Who's going to
hold out? Because Farm Credit's not going to let a mortgage exist if
they can help it. The only thing in my area that they want you to do
is to deed it back and they'll sell it to you on a contract for deed.
That reinforces their position and it takes everything away from you.
That's the only work-outs that they're interested in.

In fact, I worked with the same guys over and over again, and they
get to know you and you get to know them. That's why there's no
more game playing any more. You've been across the table from 'em
too many times. You know their style. Dave Rupp is the Federal
Land Bank loan officer in Fergus Falls. And he knows how I feel
about this contract for deed thing. And I'll fight him tooth and nail
on it, And we've gone to Credit Review over it. And— [Break in
tape]

But any way, my first question when I went in, of course, I
apologized for coming in late, you know, after sixty days of mediat ion
were up. And that I had a few questions, and I hope they didn't
mind my trying to catch up. And the first question I asked was,
"This proposal means $140,000 at 9.75 % interest to balloon in five
years. Now is that a mortgage or is that a contract for deed for that?"
And he said [low voice] "It's a mortgage." [Laughter] And I--"Oh.
Okay. I just wanted to be clear.". And I said, "A mortgage then at
9.75. That's what the proposal is. And you're willing to set aside the
delinquent interest to be brought in at five years. Now," I said, "is
that going to be a shared appreciation thing?" "No. It's just going to
be brought back in." I said, "It's not going to be like the state
program then, the R.F.A. program." "What program do you mean?" I
said, "Were you set that unsecured aside and bring it back in eight
years, and if land prices have gone up, fine, you bring it back in and
reschedule the debt. If they haven't, if they've stayed the same or
gone lower, it's dismissed." "Well, no, this will be brought back in."
So, I said, "I just wanted to be clear."
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So when it was all over the farmer did accept that proposal, simply
because it was the last day of this mediation. He wanted to have a
crack at it, and he knew that was the best he was going to get. So
this was going to give him time enough to see if it was going to work.
It looks like it will work on his cashflow. And that's the only thing
Farm Credit is concerned about. If it looks like it will cashflow, they
won't come down another cent, no matter wha t the fair market value
is. Whatever you can afford to pay is what they want. And if you
can't afford to pay anything, those are the ones that are getting
anything if there's anything to get.

So, any way, Dave Rupp held back afterwards, and he said, "I just
want you to understand why that's saying mortgage." I said, "Oh.
Why is that?" "Because we couldn't get clear title to it if he did deed
it back." [Laughs and Laughter] He had sold some off on a contract
for deed with this bizarre off-the-wall agreement involved in the
contract. So, he said, "I just wanted you to understand that." And I
said, "Well, Dave I'm glad you know how I feel about mortgages." I
like mortgages. I don't like contracts. [Laughter]

KM: Is he related to Bob Rupp, the farmer?

MP: I don't know. Could be.

DH: It's Rupp? R-U-P-P?

MP Yep.

But, you know, you just go round and round and round with 'em.
Before you even go in you've got a pretty good idea of what they're
going to say.

DH: Have you had any deals that worked out pretty well?

MP: Yeah.

DH: Want to tell us about your favorite?

MP: [Chuckles] Yeah. I guess. When you got a friendly banker. I
had one FDIC. The people were just so upset they were sure they
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were going to lose it all. And they had a menagerie. They had some
with Federal Land Bank, they had some with on contract with real
estate, and they had all of their chattel, you know, with the bank t h a t
went down. FDIC had second mortgages on every th ing . And, oh, my
God. Talk about unsecured debt. Oh! There was l ike—well , I'm sure
there was over $150,000 unsecured .

So, I have an attorney that I work with pretty well in Fergus. He's
referred an awful lot of people to me. Just because he says it's
easier, when I can work with them too. It's easier to get the point
across. They understand what he is trying to get at, and it just works
better. So he and I work pretty well together. And I also told these
folks that Phil Kunkel is really a good bankruptcy attorney. So they
went down and they talked to Phil. And they decided to go to this
little attorney up in Fergus. Decided he could do just fine. They
liked his style.

And we went up and then had to try to negotiate with FDIC. And
really, they're easier to work with than Farm Credit is. [Laughs] As
far as--I mean, they know they're going to take a kick in the pants
when they walk into mediation. I mean, the bank wouldn't have
gone down if they had secured loans. So they're prepared for that .
As long as they know you're leveling with them, you're not holding
back, and that this is all there is, there ain't no more, I've found them
to be fairly reasonable. Now, in some places they aren't. And in
some cases they aren't .

But anyway, we had a fr iendly banker, that was will ing to back this
farmer to a point. And buy out FDIC. And then, that would give the
farmer the option of either reselling the machinery, on a price value,
or farming one or two more years. He was that close to retirement.
And it worked. You know, a little battering back and forth, and it
worked. We found an acceptable price, and it all worked.

DH: How come you happened to be dealing with FDIC?

MP: Well, the bank in Elbow Lake closed.

DH: When was that?
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MP: May 14, 1987,

That's interesting. They closed May 14th. And then there was
a state R.E.R.C. Board meeting in St. Cloud, at St. John's University.
Was it St. John's? No it was St. Benedict. Gene Wenstrom, of course,
was the chairman. And at this time everything was in an uproar,
and that was the day that Neal and Guy were let go. But before that
had happened, Gene sat there and he said [speaking loudly]: "Now,
we need some help in Elbow Lake. We've had a bank go down. And
nothings been done!" And I said, "You know, Gene. If he had any
communication at all, you would know there's a lot been done. The
meeting's been set. Things have been taken care of," And, "Yeah" he
said something to the effect that I had mishandled, or I had given
out bad information in Chokio. That's what it was.

KM: Nothing like Charlie Berg gave out [Laughs].

MP: And I said, "That's where you better be able to substantiate
that accusation. 'Cause I didn't say anything in Chokio." [Laughs]
But anyway, "1 know what to do when a bank closes. And I went
ahead and did it." And we did. We had everything in place. And I
don't know. There has been some fair ly decent work-outs in Elbow
Lake.

DH: We're just about out of tape. Thank you for the interview.
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