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Radio Comes to the Farm

In the early twentieth century a variety of technological
advancements vevolutionized work and home Lfe on the
farm, Wisconsin was a leader in the broadcasting industry,
establishing one of the nadon’s first radio stadons in 1917 on
the University. of Wisconsin campus in Madison, which
hrpadeast both voice and music, [A]t the University of Wis-
consin-Madison, special transmitting tubes were manually
built as needed to keep radio station 9XM, which later
became WHAL on the air, The tubes were designed, con
structed and tested by Professor E. M. Terry and a group of
his studenes o the University laboratories, Some of the mabes
were dlso used 1n wireless telephonic experiments conducted
with the Great Lakes Naval Training Station during 1914,
when a war-time han was imposed on wireless hroadeasts. ™2

Although the advent of radio ranstormed America, radio
ownership was hardly universal. Radio remained a loaey of
the urban middle- and upper-classes well o the 18205
Nearly 90 percent of all urban dwellers had electricity by the
1930z, but for a variety of economic, legal, and rechnological
reasons, rural areas lagged belind. Although only one in six
Wisconsin farms had clectricity by 1930.% the state fared ber
ter than the natonal average of ten percent for rural resi-
dems, 1t was i the mid-1930s before raral elecrificadon
ncreased natonwide.® On newhy electrified American farms
a radio was the mast popular appliance purchase.” For most
Wisconsin farming Families in 1937, radio quickly became the
prime source of news, information, and cotertainment.

The We Say What We Think (WSWWT) Club
Takes to the Airwaves

In 1937 the Dane County agent’s office, a government
agency serving as a consultant and adwiser to the rural com-
munity, began plans for The Dane County Farm Program.
The broadeast provided advice and information on matiers
including  agricolture, educatgoe and home  econonics.
Before long, the aftice received requests for a “ladies” pro-
gram to be broadeast monthly.” Assistant County Agent Bill
Clark explained, “When we started planning a women's pro-
eram all of a sudden it came to me—We men can’t advise
women! Being a married man mysell, 1 knew women didn’t
think the same way as men do.” Rather than hold auditions,
the county agent’s stafl invited “five outstanding rural women
ta try their hand,”7 Sibylle Mitchell, one of the five, recalled
the selection process: “Back in the years when the Dane
County Rural Federation was a wvery active organization
made up of ederated rural clubs, at one Gime over sixey in
number, we five who had all heen ranking officers in the
Fed[eranon)| [four as Federation president] were asked by the
Dane county agent and the Dane county nurses to put on a
program of interest to women over the radic.”8

Mitchell believed strongly in the power of organization o

spread influence: “We cannot accomplhish too much it we go
about it all alone, bur by uniting with others we are working
for the same thing and [in] pooling our ideas and energy we
may accomplish more sometimes than appears on the sur-
face.” She auribured ithe WSWWT Club’s longevity and
effectiveness o hard work, knowledge of the subjects at hand,
and the power of personality. She noted that she and her eol-
leagiies had been active in church as well as farm organiza-
tions. Her orgamzational expenence prior to WSWWT Club
taught her to “preside at a mecting properly. study and scarch
for material w be adeqguately informed on the subject at
hand, [and] enlarged and often changed [her] ideas and
viewpoint lor the better.™ A hstener, whi was also a farmer,
attested o her abilities—and the wide range of the WSWWT
Club audience —when he told Gounty Agent Clark, “You well
those women they sure as hell know what they are talking
abour,™!”

Along with Mirchell, who was from Cotage Grove, the
cast eonsisted of Ruth King of Madison, Isabel Banmann of
Sun Praivie, Grace Langer of Marshall, and Selma Sorenson
of Klevenville (later Mt. Horeb! ! They had much in com-
mon: in additdon o their imvolvement in church actvities and
farm organizadons, all five of these “outstanding farm
wioinen” were marricd, some were mothers. All five had raral
hackgrounds, most lived on farms, and had worked at paid
careers before marriage.

The shows strictly adhered to the format established in the
very first broadeast. There was a topic-of-the-day on a wide

WHE Musaum 19783842, Photo by Josl Heiman

Although this radio leoks like wood. it was made of plastic by
Emerson Radio Phanograpl of New York, e, 194960, On newly
electrified farms a radio was the most popular applianece
purchase
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Cluly members perceived urban gender spheres as almost wotally
sepoarate, with women exclusively in the home ol day while the
men worked their desk jobs in the citv, Farm couples had a
lifestyle that still mandated shiring chores, which resulted in o
type of partnership different from that of urban couples.,

range of subjects, like “Better Clubs for Women™ or “Feeding
the Fanaly in War Time,” Once the topic was introduced, the
woren exploced 1t through homey comversation among the

five women. At the suggestion of WIBA management, they
would frequently end the broadeasts by shanng a vecpe, thus
the statdon ganged the size of its audicnce by how many lis-
teners wrote in requesting copies. In-studio guesis were rare,
bt letters from listeners were sometimes read alond during
broadeasts. Although most of the cast members were merely
actpuaintances with the others hefore the first broadcast,
every effort was made to present the five vegulars as old
triends enjoving an unscripted conversation coneerning issues
1o females of all ages and fostering community by sharing
common interests and helping w solve common problems.
A ribute to the show during its thirteenth year of produc-
tion mistakenly reported that episodes were “usnally wnre-
hearsed and adlibbed.” In trath, for arleast the st ten vears,
the seemingly unplanned discussions were carefully orches-
tratecl, On the Sonday before each show, the cast members
and their hushands met for a potoack supper, after which the
men played the popular card game, enchre, and the women
warked up a formal script, The cast members attended prac-
tice sessions and continually modified thedr ines, crossing out
the typescript and inserting handwritten changes. To ensure
the semblance of spontaneity, they peppered the seripes with
directions such as “all ralking together,” “hurting in quickly,”
“ralking over the athers,” and “laugh.” Owver the years, their
confidence grew, and they became close friends, As a resulr,
the scripts were shorter, and they ultimately worked from

" . ir]
more informal notes and outlines, !
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Why A Women's P rogram?

Why was it that, n the words of Bill Clark, that “women
[didn’t] think the same way as men™? The need for a “women
only” approach reflected the increasing separation of the gen-
der spheres that emerged on farms as their standard of living
improved. As in pioneer days, farm men and women on farms
still worked together at various seasonal tasks when all hands
were needed. However, even as they continued to share the
burdens of farming, the two sexes nccupied progressively sep-
arate spheres, Women were ocoupied primarily in the house,
where they cleaned. cooked, canned, and sewed, and also in
the immediate yard, where they raised Howers, fruits, vegeta-
bles and chickens. Some tasks traditionally relezated to
women, such as millang cows, were becoming more and more
a part of the male sphere of field crops and livestock, Although
childrearing tasks continued to be shared by both parents, the
day-to-day supervision of babies, toddlers; voung children,
and older daughters was almost exclusively the mothers
domain. Fathers spent more time with sons who were old
enough to perform significant tasks i the world of male
chores and responsibilities. The rural leaders of the WSWWT
Club viewed these separate spheres as both sensible and naru-
ral. noting on air, “[Ijn the division of labor {and this has
never been written into the law, but it is true just the same),
between man and woman it has been woman's function o
teed, to prepare food, and to do the other things necessary for
the maintenance of the family unic.”?

Their views were influenced by the belief that women,
more than men, were concerned with moral 1ssues: a belief
that had hbeen heavily propagated for more than a century.
By the 1850, “true wornanhood,” or woman's proper sphere,
referred o an idealized domestc eovironment of home
upheld by four pillars: piety, purity, submissiveness and

P

B | [
WHi Image 1D 41452

WHE Image 1D 16991
Wisetmsin was well-knoven for is advanced radio technology
throughont the first half of the tiwentieth century.
WARA s vadio transminter and toeer are pictared here
i the 19305, when the We Say What We Think Club
vones first hroedeast,
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A FARM WOMAN'E CREED
Iam a farm woman
1 live in the country and love iE.
Az a farm woman I can have more complete
companianship and partnership with my hus-
band than I could anywhere alse.
In the country my family can live in closer
fellowship than Is possible elsewhere.
In the cowntry each one of us is important
to the community life instead of being lost
in the crowd.

On the farm our work, both lnslde and ouf-
side, is creative and I, as a [arm woman,
have a share in the great task of putiing
agriculture on a sounder basis and in mak-
ing rural life all that we want it and expect
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domesncity, Witlin the home, women were described as
innately dependent, aftectionate, gentle, nurturing, benevo-
lent, and sacnficing, Morally and spiritually superior to men,
women {mothers, ideally) within this sphere maintained a
high level of purity in all things and bore the complete
resporsibilivy for inspiring and colovaing purity within all of
the home's inhabitanis, #

During the progressive era (circa 1B 1917, many middle-
class fernale reformers—primanly but not exclusvely white
uscd their established “innate” moral authorty
1o claim that male dominaton of business and
technology had resabted in a skewed value sys-
tem. Profit had replaced morality, they
charged, as men focused on financial gain as
the sole measurement of success and progress,
In the factonies where profits tnmed a few indh-
viduals into millionaives, workers wiled long
hours for low wages in unsafe conditions only
toy go home 1o urban ghettos rile with poverty,
crime, and disease, Addinonally, precions, non-
renewable resources were ripped frome the
earth with no thought w their conservanon, et
alone preservation.

Environmental  acowvise Lycha  Adamos.
Williams, Forestry Chairwoman of the Gen-
eral Federation of Women's Clubs, spoke for
many woinen when she charged in 1908,
“Man has been too busy building railroads,
construcing ships, engineering great projecis,
and exploinng vast commercial enterprises”
to consider the fitare, 1t fell to woman,
Adams-Williams concluded, “in her power to
educate pubbc sentiment, to save from rapa-
cious waste and complete exhavstion, the
resources upont which depend the welfare of
the home, the children, and the children’s
children.” ' In the face of somuch LTOSS 1N115-
tice, women, long prescribed to be the civiliz-
ers of men, staged protests and orgamzed
reform oflfors,

The cast of the We Say What We Thing Club, like woren
all across the country, grew up in a cultare steeped in the
helief that the masculing drive caused men to foeus more on
the short tepm—to support their families by exploiting nature
i order to acquive profits.” Women, on the other hand, were
perceived as natarally driven by altruism and the desire o
ersure atd protect future generations, When exatmined from
an environmental history perspective, the Club’s program
revealed that the cast believed their own lives, and the lives of
their listeners, were shaped by the emvironmental forces of
rural living and what they perceived women’s roles should be
i profecting that eiwvironient,

The University of
Wisconsin's annual Farm
and Home Week Program
offered farm women the
apporiumty to get off the
Jarm, socinlize, and attend
hanguets, plays, round eble
discussions, demonstraiions,
exhibits and speeches by
lereding farmers,

Radio as Powertul Moral Tool

Especially for women lacking nearby neighbors, vadio
hrought much-nesded adult companionship as they per-
formed chores that consumed more than sixty-five hours of
their time each week. '™ At the time the WSWWT Club was
formed, s members mned 1o their vadios o hear dramas,
soap operas, music, news, and advice, Many programs pro-
vided local news as well ag farm and weather reports, Orthers
were national broadeasts, enjoyed by rural and urban audi-
ences across the country, A pardcular favorite
was Ohre Man's Family, which was characier-
ized by Ruth King as “merely presentfing]
the daily happenings of a real ife honest 1o
goodness family,” and praised because “all of
us like something which 1s natural to us and
which we do ourselves,” Nationally broadeast
comedy programs like Fibber MoGee and
Modly broughe langhwer and variety shows
including The Fred Allen Show and The fack
Bermy Program showcased a range of tal-
ented performers. Let's Pretend and  Jack
Armstrong: All Amicrican Boy offored whole-
some entertainment for children. Radio
opened  the world w previously solated
Americans, spurring Tural imaginations anc
offering unprecedented opportunities, Club
leader Sibwlle Mitchell pointed oo i 1937,
“A few yoars back a lot of us had never heard
altopera—probably thovght we never could
hear one. Now we have opera broughe right
into our kitchens, "%

Club leaders agreed rthat “the larm
woman—the woman i the home, appreci-
atcs all the valuable informaton she gets over

LW Archives

the radio.” Because they ook the power of
radio so seriously, they were offended by pro
grams they lound condescending,  dull,
larded with commercials, sloppily edited, or
ton farcical (Ruth King termed Amos and
Andy, a once cnormously popular comedy
program based on racist stereotypes of African Americans,
“rather broad and superficial.” adding “a lile goes a long
wiy" 1. They also disdained programming too heavy on the
“rooey, bovey-dovey stufl,” They believed themselves to be,
by virtue of their domestic sphere, especially well qualibed to
offer such critiques: “Since the woman’s work confines her to
the home more than any other member of the Gy, she
hears more radio programs and isn a better posifion o ana-
lyze and eriticize them than a man,"2"

Nonng in their very first broadeast that “radio has become
the most powerful educational weapon for good or for evil in
this country,” the Club’s cast inembers wok thelr mission

22
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sericusly, perceiving themselves as a positive moral influence,
and thus, sirove to educate their female listeners for good.
They emphasized the unportance of mothers in monitonng
their children’s listening habits, stressing that. even more than
newspapers and movies, radio had become sach an inimate
part of rural lives “that every wornan should be alert o the
kind of things her children and family listen to."2! “We're just
here to say what we think,” said Selma Sorenson in an early
broadeast, “and maybe what we say will get other folks . . . o
think themselves. "

Advantages of the Rural Environment

In “Do I Want My Daughrter to Marry a Farmer?”, one of

the Clul's fivst broadeasts, the five vead portions of letters
eheited from country mothers and daughters. Rural hife was
seldom discussed on its own merits but presented in contrast
to urban lving, Between 1860 and 910 the number of peo-
ple living in American cities increased sevendold, while the
rural population hadn’t even doubled = By 1920, the major-
ity of Americans no longer lived on farms but in cities, which
were celebrated for their skyscrapers, vibrant immigrant pop-
ulations, and cultural and entertainment opportanities,
Farmers were no longer celebrated in popular culre as liv-
g out the Jeffersonian ideal, bur often denigrated in jokes,
songs, and literature as “hackward,” “yokels,” and “hicks
from the sticks™ In Sinclair Lewis’s 1922 novel Babbar, for
example, a city dweller speaks condescendingly of “these
small town boobs, with nobody but each other to talk to, [its]
no wonder tiey get so sloppy and wnculiured in their speech
and so balled up in their thinking.” His companion agrees:
“No sense excusing the rube burgs | | . easily. [It's a] fellow’s
own fault il he doesn'e show the initative to up and beat it to
the city . .. they're jealous as the devil of the ety man.” Con-
firms a third companion, “What I mind is their lack of cul-
wure and appreciation of the beamiful*2* Clearly stung by
such assumptions that Bivm life was inferior, the comments by
the Club leaders and their listeners fairly brisded with right-
eous indignation, Rejecting the stereotype of farm woimen as
worn out drudeges who emvied whan women's ives of con-
venience and sophistication, they firmly established the supe-
rior featres of their rural lives, clainung their righiful place
as participants in the natonal scene, not wishfil onlookers.®
Club members—histeners at home as well as the women in
the studio—agreed thar “[(Jhe girl who marries a farmer ., |
will kniow and love namre ., - wall know the joy of labor and
tasks well done,”™ and *will live a full, well rounded hife”
While they acknowledeed that no lifesevle guaranteed happi-
ness, they were confident that rural women had many advan-
tages over their sisters of the same socioeconomic class in the
city, a superiority wrought by environmental differences.
With running water, electricity, and other cooveniences all
available on Wisconsin farms, the farm wife “has more

opportunities to enjoy life in her work than the city wife whe
has o coop herself up in some small, hot stafly apartment in
a large city” 20

Ciity life came under particularly harsh criticism when the
subject wrned o childrearing, “The farn” the Cluly mem-
brers agreed, “surely isa far healthier place w rear children.”
with “wide open spaces , . . in preference to the dusty, busy
city streets,” Heavy street trallic was a menace that "almost
drives mothers insane.” but “one can’t expect to kéep a chald
cooped up in a wee little apartment most of the day” Even
maothers formunare enongh w Gnd wban housing with a vard
or garden had w worry about potenaal damage o plants,
shrubs, and lawns that would alienate the rare landlord will-
ing torent to families with small children in the first place, By
contrast, “there 1s no better place o raise children than in the
country,” they asserted repeatedly. They scoffed at the notion
that farm children lacked educational opportuniiies, The
one-ronm schoolhouse of yore had been replaced by a con-
sohdated systemn guaranteeing all Wisconsm students the
same high standards of education: “School advantages are so
much improved now that no one has to fear disadvantages n
the -;cm.ulrj.-.“g?

Marriages oo, they asserted, fared beter in the counry,
Although rural gender spheres were increasingly: separate,
and Club members acknowledged that women spent most of
their time in the home away from the outdoor world of men,
they emphasized the overlap that remained. As a result of a
lifestyle that stll mandated the occasional sharing of chores
and afforded the cppormnity to share meals and ineractions
atvarious times throughout the day, country couples enjoyed
“a spirit of comradeship that never seemed to exist in town.”
Club members perceived urban gender spheres as nearly

The necessary collaboration between hushand and wife on the
Sarm s demonstrated by this couple using @ Qeo-person. sa o
elear fand in Marineste Connty, co. 0I5,
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totally separate, with the women exclhisively in the home all
day while the men worked their desk jobs i the city, “On the
farm.” they bragged, “the woman works hand in hand—side
by side with her hushand.” They agreed that such comrade-
ship was spiritual i natare, for “nothing binds people so
close together as common interests and common work ™2

Club members emphasized that “farm people have a bet-
ter owtlook on life” because they were in tune with the
rhythins of nature ather than consnmed by the ardhealicy of
urban living. “We love to watch things grow, little cabves, pigs,
lambs: baby chicks—o say nothing of enjoying fragrant
spring Howers: the garden. the sun the song of the birds, the
hum of the mower and binder. We would teel so cramped up
in the city.” Selma Sorenson approvingly quoted from a letter
by a listener who had lived in town for eighteen years before
moving to the country: *l feel now as if I never actually Bved
before 1 moved on the farm™ Bural living, they agreed,
unbued a spirimality woioue o Groing Bmilies becaase
“they are closer o nature, their religon seems to mean maore
to thern, and there is a genuine spirit of friendliness and help-
fulness hetween most neighbors in farm communites, ¥ In
support of the contention that “the farm woman has an
opporiunity 0 put more ino life than the average ciry
wornan,” lsabel Bammann noted the balm for the soul sup
plied by the act of gardening, conchuding, “[A] garden—and
Isay this in utter reverence—is an ambassador of Gad, and
can do miracles, "

Dring World War 11, the Club pointed out some decid-
edly pracical advantages of rural life. Gity women could by
only what their local stoves were able w swok and were fur-
ther restricted by the point syseem attached to rationed items.
Farm women, on the other hand, as long as “the weather
man 14 at all cooperative,” could plan for the year ahead at
planting time. Because of the ability of farm women to raise
and preserve their own food. WSWWT Club lisieners were
reminded in 1943, *You won't need w spend sixteen of those
precious [raton] peints for a No. 2 can of tomatoes,” !

Education Programs for Rural Women

Like their sisters throughout Wisconsin, the Club's cast
and listeners actvely sought w broaden their intellecinal,
social, cubtural. and scientific horizons. A variety of programs
and clubs supphed learning opportunites for rural women
thatwent bevond the formal curriculum offered by the state’s
colleges and universities. Participation in such learmng
opporanities was appealing for a variety of reasons,

The one drawhback to raral bife that the Club®s cast reluc-
tantdy acknowledged was that the farm was no respecter of
the need for time away, The demands of raval living did not
cease on holidays or birthdays and made vacanoning svirt
ally impossible, The Club did not intimage that farm women
pined for lengthy famly vacations, but rather that they wel-

A woman from Marinette County holds o farm-groten squash,
ci, 1920, Selfsufficiency was a significant benefit of farm bife as
Jamilies did not need to rely on local stores or ration points in
arder to feed themselves,

comed more modest, shorter breaks inwhich they could wme-
porarily escape from the demands of farm and family, Selma
Sorenson staunchly defended rural superiority even on this
topic, wondering aloud “if vacations are all they're supposed
tor be,” and arguing that “what one needs on a vacation is not
a change of places so much as a change of mind.” Rewried
Sibwlle Mitchell, “Mavhe you're right. but Tll sall ake ny
vacations away from home iFyou please.” Vacations brought
more than a break from the endless round of chores: "My
farmly appreciates me more and Pl bke them better after we
have been separated for a ime."”

The desive for intellectual simulation, sellMmprovement,
and a refreshing break from rowtine chorves and faces ren-
dered farm women eager to attend events like the Llmversity
of Wisconsin's Farm and Home Week Program, which
offered banguess, plays, round table discussinns demonstra-
tions, exhibits, and specches by leading farmers, Noting how
happy her colleagues looked as all five WSWWT Club cast
members prepared to leave for Madison in 1938, Ruth King
noted, “I den't think there’s a farm woman amywhere wha
doesn’t look bright and cheerful when she takes a day or two
off from the [here the word “drudgery™ 15 crossed out of the
typewritien seript and “routine” writtien by hand above] of
howsehold chores and gives herself 2 meat o something ke
the Farm and Home Week Program,” The cast, and many of
the listener members, of the WSWWT Club seldom missed
Farm and Home Week, It was during such programs, as well
as at conferences, meetings, and in adult education classes,
that rural women learned of and sharved concerns about rural
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problems, environmental and otherwise, Additionally, they
sought o be part of the solution and to learn abourt broader
ssues as well, Grace Langer endorsed University of Wiseon:
sin Schoaol of Agriculure head Dean Christiansen'’s philoso-
phy and qguoted him in a 1438 WSWW'T Club broadeast,
“These days, perhaps more than ever, we need w know what
15 going an beyond our own lence lines.” 3 Igabel Baumann
praised women's clubs for giving their members “something
creative and worthwlile” and making them aware of their
role in the larger scheme of things, A swong advocate for
rural women, she resenied the general socieial devaluation of
women's work and was concerned that even women thene
selves did not sufficiently appreciate their own contributions
to the community and beyond ¥ Baumann had long been
active in the Farm Bureauw Women's Comumittes, an organi-
zanon designed o promote and protect the business, cduca-
tonal, and social interests of the farm family, She would
ulamately becorme its chair in 1959 and dee Arst woman w be
seated on the Wisconsin Farm Bureau hoard of directors, 4

What Women Should Know
Ahout Soil Conservation

Inn 1943, WEWWT Club devoted two broadeasts to “What
Women Should Know About Soil Gonservanon,™ “Adter all.”
ohserved Sibylle Mitchell wryly, “we women do know some-
thing about dirt.” The women's claim to authority on the
subject of soil conservation was, n fact, quite sound. It was
horne out of their experiences, but alse based in sophisticated
analyses of the results of past and current farin practices; The
Clubys broadeases reflected 2 growing appreciation for the
importance of resource conservation fostered by the percep-
tior o rural women as especially attuned o nature, maorality,
and spirituality. Cast members were caveful to poant out that
the dirt they and their listeners cleaned out of their houses
ancl muned over while ending 1w their flower and vegerable
gardens was not the same as the dirtin the felds cultvated by
their hushands, Women's gardens tended to be heavily fernl-
ized, consisting of relatively small plots of level land. As such,
the plots were less hkely to he subjected o erosion and soil
exhaustion. “Perhaps,” worried Isabel Baumann, “the very
fact that we pwomen] are working in gardens blinds us w
s of the things which arve taking place in the felds which
are devoted to crops.™"

Baumann, who had just completed teaching a unit on
Dane County soils at her local raral school, led the Cluby’s
frst discussion on sedl crosion, She nowd that there were
thirey-six differcne kinds of so1l 1o Dane Cowney alone, bt
emphasized that the character of the soil. whether sandy,
loamy, or otherwise, was not the farmer’s only important
cotsideration. Astomished that in less than one hundred years
of farming, “hetween 25% and 75% of [the original topsoil]
the Good Lord gave us s gone,” Bawmann detailed how tea-

ditional farming methaocls had led to such devastating erosion.
“IW]le Americans,” Selma Sorenson put it succinctly,
“haven't used soil wisely, "%

The problem. chimed in Ruth King, was that twenty-five
years ago Cmost farners thought all ithey had o do w get
good crops was o keep a herd of dairy cows and pue the
manure back on the land,” As a result, explained Baumann,
“Today we have to use lime and . , . conmnercial Fertilizer and
«o« plow under crops for green manure and . .. a lotof things
that farmers didn’t have w do 25 years ago™ in order to got
cood crops. The biggest problem, according o Bawmann,
which she carefully explained in erms the Club’s listeners
wolilld nnderstand, was soil erosion: “[O]ur oeefathers wha
came o Wisconsin started farming in a climate which was
uifamihar 1o them, Ours 15 a viclent chimate. The rams
which fall in this climate are sometimes hard twrrential rains,
When these rains fall, the soal can’t soak them up so they
runofl the fand and carry dire with them. This process is
known as erosion 98

“Surely we can't stop the vains,” exclaimed Grace Langer.
“No, we can't,” agreed Baumann, “but as farmers and farm-
ers’ wives, we can do something about the erosion, ™39 In their
next broadeast, Selma Sorenson explained in greater deail
why erosion was a relatvely new problem, emphasizing that
it was a result of modern farming technigues, not the state’s
natural flora, *[W]hen our fore fathers took this Jand away
from the Indians,” she began, “trees and grass provided the
land with a protective coatng, Leaf mold, in particular, read-
ily absorbed ground warer, Keeping the soils moise and secure.
Clearing the wees and leal moeld and plowing the grass
removed that protective cover,”

Like their husbands, the Club women were concerned
about the short-term repercussions of soil loss: the hagh labor
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Members of the We Say What We Think Club celelrate
the thivieenth anniversary of the show,
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‘5 Women Have
Won Thousands
of Radio Friends

By HELEN MATHESON
+ (Biate Journal Sunday Editor)

1f a friend sticks with you for
13 years, that's a preity good
friendship,

And if you and your friend have
never had a chance to visit . . .
never even seen each other . . .
that's really something.

This week five Dane county
‘women with hundreds of friends
like that got together to talk over
an adventure 13 years ago.

Enow Them? .

Probably you know them on
first-names terms, or feel you do.

They are Selma, Sybil, Grace
and Ruth — rurzl housewives
whose chatlty observaiions on
everything from world affairs to
candy recipes have kepl their
monthly radie ronndtable '‘going
far beyond the six-monik “run”
origimally planned back in 1837,

The women whose conversation
has run on cheerfully for these 13
years are Mrs. -Cornelius—Soret-
son - (Selma), Mt.. - Horeb; §
George  Mitchell—(Sybill—Cottage
~Grove; Mrs. August Baumann (Isa-
bel), Sun Prairie; Mrs, John Lang-

er (Grace), Marshall, and Mrs

Howard King (Ruth), Madison.
. No Holds Barred
Their program, pointedly en-
titled the “We Say What We Think
Club," iz broadeast at 11:45 a. m.
the last Wedneday of each month
over WIBA, ° ]

and material costs of extensive {ferilizaton. But the women,
in keeping with their role as the civilizers of society and as
mathers in tune with generational concerns, also emphasized
more long-term and ethical considerations. They called for a
“return Jol] some of our land o s nawral condinon o .
which Nature originally provided.” They warmed thav il such
calls were not heeded because of men’s relentless quest for
immediate profit, lesser crop vields would lower the standard
of living for fature farming fammbes, Club leaders ook the
limg view, asserting that every farm woman was obligated to
recognize the dangers of soil erosion, as well as the sirategies
o comnbat i, for the sake of “our children aond oore children’s
children on the farms, ¥

Farm women, the Club broadecast urged, should make
every effor! to learn more about soil conservation. Grace
King swressed the shared power and authority in farm mar-
riages: “Where changes in farming practices are o be made,
it is just as necessary w get the cooperaton and approval of
farm wives asitis the husbands . . . [because] we farm women
o generally have as muach to say about our hoshand's busi-
ness as he does” ¥ Accordingly, the Club leaders offered
their listeners remedies for soil crosion. They described and
advocated each remedy in considerable detail: the cover prin-
ciple, which itnvelved keeping sieep land in grass and wees w
avoid runoft; the contour principle, which involved plantng
crops in stripes on intensively farmed sloping land; and the
principle of diversions, which involved constructing terrace
ridges to divert surplus water in ficlds during hard rains.
“MAN MUST WOREKE WITH NATURE.” they con-
cluded, “NOT AGAINST HER ™

Conclusion

In 1957, after twenty years, the cast of the We Say
What We Think Clab decided “enough is enough” and
ended the show of their own accord, bar their legacy
remaing. ' The seripts reflecting the thougles of the cast
and listener members give insight into the way rural
women perceived their Bives as shaped by their environ-
ment as well as by their gender, For two decades Sibylle
Mitchell, Buth King, Isabel Baumann, Grace Langer, and
Selma Sorenson encouraged rural women w take them-
selves seriously, especially in their role as a moralizing influ-
ence. They urged their listeners to recognize that
envirommental problems concerned not just the men in the
fields, bat also their wives and daughters in the home
women who, by virtue of their gender, had a umigue and
important role w play in resource conservation and preser-
vation, Because the cast “said what they thought,” rural
women were encouraged 1o see themselves not just as sup-
port staff for their husbands and chaldren, but as independ-
ent and valuable individuals taking their righedul place as
reformers in the larger world, w4
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