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INTRODUCTION

Michael J. Birkner

“The main-travelled road . . . has a dull little town at one end, and 
a home of toil at the other. Like the main-travelled road of life, it is 
traversed by many classes of people, but the poor and the weary 
predominate.”                      —Hamlin Garland

Among the few diversions Charles Wiltse enjoyed during his 
year of toil on a small family farm in Depression-era Ohio, one 
stood out. He would occasionally hurl old, unsalable eggs against 
a wall. Throwing those eggs reminded him of childhood games 
and provided a momentary respite from the vexations of his daily 
life. The egg throwing may be seen as a metaphor for the futility 
Wiltse, and others like him, attached to their earnest but mate-
rially unavailing labors. It is one small episode in this affecting 
account of hardworking citizens caught in the unyielding grip 
of something large and terrible, with no white knight poised for 
their rescue.
 The travail of the American farmer during the Great Depres-
sion is a familiar story, at least so far as the Dust Bowl experience 
is concerned. But the number of published memoirs, diaries, and 
secondary works on farm families living east of the Mississippi 
River during the Depression is surprisingly small.1 Wiltse’s af-
fecting account of his family’s struggle for survival during the 
first year of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency enhances this lit-
erature. It provides a valuable window into life on one family 
farm and reflects the experiences of many others, in and beyond 
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Ohio. In an era well known for its many experiments in economic 
policy and the decision to supply direct government aid to indi-
viduals, FDR’s famous safety net for millions of Americans simply 
did not extend far enough to help families like the Wiltses.2

On the face of it, Herbert and Mary Wiltse had the basics needed 
for what in earlier days would be described as a “competence”: 
close to sixty acres of mostly hilly land that included a good field 
for corn, ample pasture, a woodlot, and ten acres of bottomland 
across a creek that could be planted in wheat and perhaps a le-
gume to rotate periodically with corn. Two cows provided for 
the family’s dairy needs, while a flock of more than 250 healthy, 
egg-laying hens was meant as the farm’s profit center—assuming 
profit could be made when a middleman paid the Wiltses less 
than twenty cents per dozen eggs.
 Despite work habits that would impress even a proponent 
of scientific management, prosperity for the Wiltse family was 
a distant dream, premised on the chimera of rising commodity 
prices and increased stock to nurture and sell. In the case of the 
Wiltse farm, in the Sunfish Valley of south-central Ohio, hard 
work paled against economic forces that even the smartest minds 
in Washington could not readily ameliorate, much less tame. The 
Wiltse family farm was both a haven in a time of national distress 
and, in the minds of its owners, a profit center; but it was in reality 
at best a subsistence enterprise. On this farm, as on many others 
like it, tasks were endless. Mother Nature was capricious and the 
federal government proved unhelpful. It is a familiar story, set in a 
particular time and place. What makes this diary distinctive is the 
background of the diarist and his gift for capturing the texture of 
life in a farming environment that is now extinct.
 The author of this diary, Charles Wiltse, was twenty-six 
years of age when he moved to Ohio to work with his parents. 
He did not seek the life described in these pages. From childhood 
forward he was bookish, determined to pursue an education 
his parents lacked and thereby to lift himself out of the work-
ing class. There were obstacles to achieving this objective. Even 
during the prosperous 1920s, Charles found it difficult to pay 
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for his college education. He completed his degree in stages, 
with time off to help his family and a transfer from one West 
Virginia university to another. Always he worked to pay his way. 
By 1929, however, a BA in hand from West Virginia University 
and enrolled in a premier PhD program in political philosophy 
and history at Cornell University, Charles believed he had found 
the road to Damascus. Like others in his cohort, he planned on 
teaching history or political science at an accredited college or 
university and living the life of the mind.3

 The Depression of the 1930s, however, gripped the nation 
during the years of Charles’s matriculation at Cornell and dic-
tated a different future for him. His parents had been unable to 
make a living in West Virginia. More out of necessity than naïve 
faith they left Charleston and put their modest life savings into 
the purchase of a Pike County farm, signing a note in 1932 for 
what they hoped would be a fresh start in a difficult economy. 
Unemployed and with little prospect of securing a salaried po-
sition, Herbert Wiltse could not accept a life of urban penury, 
especially if a more independent, healthful, and potentially prof-
itable life in the country was possible.4

 Despite his impressive academic credentials, the Wiltses’ son, 
Charles, also found himself unemployed. Whether he joined his 
parents on their farm out of a sense of filial obligation or be-
cause he lacked any viable alternative for paying his bills, by 
late summer 1933 Charles had moved to Pike County, Ohio, and 
was fully engaged with his parents in running the family farm. 
Charles’s only sibling, Clara, was back in Charleston, working as 
a teacher. An occasional visitor to the farm, she would carry none 
of the burden of making it a paying enterprise.
 When Charles’s parents signed the note for their farmstead, 
they used one of their Liberty Bonds to purchase and move an 
old house to the property, began planning improvements, and 
at the same time came to appreciate the dimensions of the chal-
lenges facing them. They were fortunate to have their only son 
join them, because so much of the daily farm work required 
strength and stamina, such as a young, healthy man could bring 
to bear. The Wiltses were not so fortunate in the broader scheme 
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of economics. What they had to offer the market—their hens’ 
eggs—fetched prices that oscillated but rarely exceeded sub-
sistence levels for the Wiltse family. The farm spurred hope 
but never provided an income sufficient to meet their financial 
obligations.
 Charles Wiltse remained on the Ohio farm for close to a year 
before making his break with it. His education proved his libera-
tion from this physically taxing, hardscrabble world. Indeed, so 
far behind did Charles leave his farm experience that he appar-
ently never mentioned it subsequently, much less took note of 
his diary. We do not know if the experience on an Ohio farm 
simply receded in his memory as the years passed, or whether 
Charles, by force of will, repressed it. This book rectifies that gap 
in his biography.5

*       *       *

What was it like to live in rural, southern Ohio in the Depression? 
What were the expectations? The challenges? The disappoint-
ments? What were the day-to-day pleasures and pains? Why 
would a strapping young man find release not in drinking or ca-
rousing on weekends, but in tossing worthless eggs at a wall? 
The answers lie in the Wiltse family dynamic, and also in the 
unrelenting demands on their time—fourteen-hour workdays, 
six days a week, with always another chore to perform, problem 
to solve, or emergency to attend.
 Writing letters to potential employers, Charles had earned 
the right to put “PhD” at the end of his name; the immediate 
responsibilities he had shouldered, however, made such letters 
moot. Hens didn’t care about his education. They wanted to 
be fed. Young chicks also needed to be kept warm during the 
cold-weather months, which extended, with occasional welcome 
breaks, from late October into the following May. The family 
home, typical of those in this region, was constructed of green 
wood that split and warped in winter. It opened cracks where the 
wind whipped in, requiring the Wiltse men to work in highly 
unpleasant conditions completing the necessary patching. Fixing 
drains to remove wastewater from a house lacking running water 
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demanded similar physical exertion, as did the unending task of 
getting water to the house, gathering eggs, husking corn, and 
tending to the animals’ well-being. Finding, dragging, chopping, 
and splitting firewood were ongoing responsibilities, regardless 
of weather conditions.
 Young people today are virtually incredulous when they learn 
that an elderly relative grew up without amenities like a telephone, 
electricity, or indoor plumbing. But for millions of farmers, includ-
ing the Wiltses, this was the reality. They owned no cars or ma-
chines to ease their labor. Nine in ten farm families in the 1930s 
lacked running water in their homes. If one lived in the hill coun-
try of west central Texas, this meant backbreaking labor fetching 
and carrying water from a nearby stream to the family home for 
heating and use in the daily cooking and the weekly bath. In rural 
Ohio, it was simply taken for granted that well water was essential 
to daily sustenance and hygiene (the latter through weekly baths, 
the water heated by a wood-burning stove), as well as irrigating 
the large family garden when the rains did not come.6

 Lack of an automobile, or even a horse, reduced mobility to 
the ground a family member could cover on foot or through se-
curing a ride from a neighbor to the closest town. Absence of a 
radio kept the Wiltses out of immediate touch with current events 
in state and nation. No radio meant no direct access to Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt’s famous Fireside Chats. It also deprived fam-
ily members of the small but meaningful benefit of listening to 
popular comedy or adventure shows. Buck Rogers, The Shadow, and 
The Jack Benny Show were all staples of popular culture in 1930s 
America—but not for those who had no radio. At the end of each 
day of intensive physical exertion the Wiltses shared an evening 
meal. Afterward, Mary probably did minor chores, while Herbert 
took a few minutes to read the Portsmouth paper by kerosene 
lamp. Charles was usually assigned to wash the dinner dishes. If 
he had energy left after completing this task he would spend it 
reading, whether a classic novel (something by Joseph Conrad or 
Charles Dickens, for example) or magazines friends from Ithaca 
would occasionally send him. But this was, as a rule, a brief re-
spite. After all, he had to be up with the hens, if not the rooster.
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 Watch Howard Hawks’s Oscar-nominated 1941 film Ser-
geant York, much of which was devoted to evoking rural life in 
eastern Tennessee during World War I, and you can better ap-
preciate life as lived by a southern Ohio farmer in the 1930s: 
no electricity, no phone, no car, no indoor plumbing. It was 
taken for granted that family members would sacrifice privacy 
in keeping clean and dressing themselves and in their sleeping 
arrangements. Treats in the cupboard were few, and basic ele-
ments for cooking palatable meals often lacking. In one scene, 
Alvin York’s mother totes a half-dozen eggs to the nearest gen-
eral store and places them on the counter in exchange for a 
pound of salt. This scene in a Hollywood film conveyed reality 
in Depression-era rural Ohio as plausibly as it did for a farming 
family in the Cumberland Gap a generation earlier.
 In terms of labor, Alvin York’s life in 1914 and Charles Wiltse’s 
struggles two decades later had much in common. The land was 
hilly, the plowing difficult, and the weather unpredictable. The 
former’s life, though, seemed to have elements of recreation and 
“letting loose” that Wiltse’s lacked. York periodically enjoyed 
drinking and card playing in town and availed himself of op-
portunities to hunt or participate in shooting contests. He found 
the time to court a pert neighbor. For Charles Wiltse, who was 
largely housebound, there was virtually no opportunity for such 
leisure pursuits.
 The diary mentions not a single foray into town (some thir-
teen miles distant) for a few hours’ respite at the movies. Nor does 
it include any mention of the kinds of enjoyments that twenty-
first-century Americans take for granted. True, there were occa-
sional visits to the academic world that Charles had been part of 
once and hoped to be again. Seeing old friends doubtless lifted 
his spirits. At Thanksgiving, owing to a particularly healthy pro-
duction of eggs and a good price received for them, there was 
the special treat of mince pie and salted almonds. But by and 
large the Wiltses’ diet was spartan and their quotidian life defined 
by poorly recompensed toil. Of quiet pleasures, like consuming 
alcohol or smoking, there is scant evidence, despite an allusion 
to homemade elderberry wine that wasn’t table ready.
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 When money was especially tight, Mary Wiltse might make 
a foray to town to cash a $50 Liberty Bond. Or Charles might 
find a ride into Portsmouth (in neighboring Scioto County) to 
make his best case to a local banker or government representa-
tive for a bridge loan that would carry the Wiltses through an-
other season on the farm before the mortgage came due. There 
was no spare cash to enjoy a drink or two in the city, even with 
Prohibition’s end.
 Sundays, which should have afforded time for rest and gath-
erings with neighbors at church, were only modestly less oner-
ous than the other days of the week. This was partially due to the 
Wiltses’ lack of mobility, but perhaps even more owing to their 
personalities. The Wiltse family does not seem to have tried very 
hard to make social connections. Aside from several references 
to Charles stopping in at the Bethel country store to purchase 
an item, check on egg prices, and watch a game of marbles in 
progress, there is virtually no reference in the diary to the kind 
of socializing that is generally associated with country living. 
Herbert and Mary were dissatisfied with the doctrinal approach 
of a local church they joined on moving into Sunfish Valley. 
After diligent efforts to make connections there, they dropped 
out, seeking no alternate spiritual or social outlet. For his part, 
Charles had long since parted ways with Christianity; if he had a 
free hour, he would spend it reading.
 The diary occasionally mentions interactions with neigh-
bors, but it is usually in the context of an annoyance like a 
neighbor’s hogs trampling on the Wiltses’ crops or pasture. (Her-
bert Wiltse would shoot two of them.) The diary also refers to 
a mentally unbalanced neighbor brandishing a pistol and shout-
ing incoherently. To judge by Charles’s daily entries, the Wiltses’ 
most significant social contact was with the local general store 
owner, “George,” who also marketed their eggs in Portsmouth. 
But George is portrayed less as an ally than as a somewhat dim-
witted middleman, in whom the Wiltses had little confidence to 
get the best possible price for their eggs, the foundation of their 
livelihood. As Charles described matters, his family lacked a 
better option.



xxiv   *   Introduction

 Standing back from his daily duties, Charles tried to be re-
alistic about the small farmer’s lot, concluding, as many observ-
ers before and many since have done, that family farming had no 
future in the United States. Extended bad weather brought out 
his “gloomy” side, as he readily admitted, and contributed to his 
conviction that the Wiltses were “not a lucky family.” But he also 
recognized that whatever help the Roosevelt administration in 
Washington might be providing some Americans, it was not, at 
least not by 1934, doing much for the fellow trying to eke out a 
living on a small patch of good earth.7

 Charles’s armchair musings about American capitalism and the 
farmer’s fate resonate noticeably with the felt experience on the 
prairie a half-century earlier. Perhaps no writer better captured 
the “endless drudgery and the loneliness of the farmer’s lot” than 
Hamlin Garland in his best-selling short story collection, Main-
Travelled Roads. Garland’s fiction drew on his experience growing 
up on farms in Iowa and South Dakota; hence parallels with the 
life that Charles Wiltse’s diary depicts are inevitably imperfect. 
Yet stories like “Up the Coolly” and “A Branch Road” contain vivid 
descriptions and emotional truths that resonate strongly with the 
painfully isolated and “work weary” lives the Wiltses were living.8

 Charles’s diary lacks both the plot twists and portents of 
promise that characterize some of Garland’s most affecting sto-
ries. In the diary incessant labor, often under grim conditions, is 
the major theme. Rains would sometimes lash the farm for days 
on end, provoking floods and threatening the animals’ well-
being. Winds periodically “howled” in the “most appalling way.” 
Harsh winter weather left Charles’s bones stiff during nights 
largely sleepless because it was so cold, even sleeping only a few 
feet from the stove. Adding insult to the injury of chattering lips, 
the stove too often clogged, spewing smoke heavy enough to 
force the family to put out the fire and seek relief in the chicken 
shed. During spring 1934, when a large new brood of chicks 
was being acclimated to life on the farm, Charles and his parents 
took turns sleeping in the coop to make sure the temperature was 
stable and no chicks running loose froze to death. As it turned 
out, the chicks did well.
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 Life on the Wiltse homestead was not consistently grim. 
For days on end the weather could be glorious, sometimes when 
least expected, as during Thanksgiving week 1933, or late March 
of 1934. On a sunny, seventy-degree day the world took on a 
different complexion. Even the saturnine diarist and his parents 
would become “reasonably cheerful again.” He quickly added 
“cheerful, that is, for us.” Beyond the optimism that good weather 
could bring, this life built muscles. All the hauling, chopping, 
and other daily exertions made Charles strong and healthy. At 
twenty-six years of age, he was physically in as good a shape as 
he ever would be. That this fitness came at the cost of his reading 
regimen and his professional goals is self- evident. Nonetheless, 
this gifted writer developed skills and “country smarts” that could 
readily be registered on the positive side of his life’s ledger.
 There were, moreover, serendipitous moments of pleasure 
enumerated in this account of the rural life. Eating a freshly picked 
fruit or nut, watching the family’s kittens frolic, or completing a 
major task—say, repairing a badly battered old fence, or building 
a new chicken coop—each of these experiences raised morale. On 
a warm and breezy autumn or spring day, the Wiltses might walk 
the property and take note of the surrounding natural beauty—the 
crops either just planted or coming to harvest, the woodlands, the 
pasture, wildflowers blossoming and a cloudless sky overhead. 
When the Thanksgiving holidays in 1933 provided several days 
of warmer than normal weather, Charles enjoyed showing his sis-
ter, Clara, then on a brief break from her teaching, around the 
farm and hearing tales of her professional life. There were “gor-
geous” sunsets and the satisfactions of a healthy egg harvest in a 
given day. The kittens, whose job was to keep pests away from the 
chickens, provided ample comic relief. Even Creamy and Clover, 
the cows, afforded farmer Wiltse moments of mirth, as when one 
of them seemed to be communing with a neighbor’s bull, which 
prompted Charles to make a brief, emphatic intervention.

*       *       *

At bottom, farming was about self-reliance, hard work, and per-
severance. There was little in the way of state or federal support, 



xxvi   *   Introduction

directly or indirectly, to help the small farmer. When Charles 
calculated the family’s income from egg sales during the winter 
months of 1933–34 (and he toted it to the penny), he determined 
that the hens had cost the family in feed and related outlays at 
least $50 more than they brought in—and this without factoring 
in the three Wiltses’ labor! If the Wiltses had sold off the flock for 
meat, they could thereby have balanced the books; but then they 
would have defeated the purpose of their enterprise.
 It’s worth noting in this context that a typical factory or 
clerical worker during the Depression years earned between $15 
and $20 a week. Even a sixteen-year-old high school dropout 
starting an entry-level job in the cutting department at a shoe 
factory in an eastern industrial city could earn $15 a week in the 
year 1936 for a forty-hour workweek. Yet the three Wiltses, in a 
typical month like March 1934, earned for their collective effort 
all of $23.27.9 This was for workweeks that doubtless exceeded 
sixty hours for each adult. As Charles noted in his diary, “in in-
dustry this would not be tolerated, but on the farm having no 
union to back us, we are expected to take it and like it.”
 Not surprisingly, given his background and thwarted career 
expectations, Charles was given to occasional bouts of self-pity 
or suppressed rage. He was convinced that the problems the 
farmer faced were systemic, not based on individual miscalcula-
tions or lack of intelligence and sustained effort. That said, he 
rejected the conclusions of New Deal economists who believed 
they had the farmer’s interests at heart. The answer to the farmer’s 
problem was not, as the experts asserted, to remove “marginal” 
land from production. Who, Charles asked, is a “marginal” farmer? 
Who would determine this status? And once determined, with 
the “marginal” farmer sent off to work in an urban factory, who 
was to say that other city dwellers would not try their hands at 
farming, or that others would not expand, rather than contract, 
their planting? The problem lay in the control by business inter-
ests of the price of farm goods, and farmers’ failure to organize 
through co-ops to obtain higher prices. Saving the family farm, 
Charles told his diary, was a matter of setting maximum profits 
by law for manufacturers, jobbers, and retailers. Let the farmer 
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do what he does best: produce what he can, to the maximum 
degree. And if that happened, with fair pricing, the problem of 
malnourishment in America would disappear. But the overpro-
duction problem, dating back to the late nineteenth century, was 
not resolved, then or in subsequent generations, much less re-
solved as farmer Wiltse thought feasible.10

 To peruse this diary is to perceive firsthand the implications 
of an economic meltdown for citizens who, through no fault of 
their own, were thrown out of work or who had to accept that 
their hard-won harvests were virtually worthless. With factories 
idled and millions of urban workers unemployed, consumerism 
inevitably contracted, and prices for virtually everything, from 
foodstuffs to durable goods, fell. For those in a secure job such 
as the civil service and with a paid-up mortgage, the Depres-
sion was not so bad a time. Low prices were advantageous to the 
consumer of everything from candy bars to washing machines. 
Services were cheap (though Charles repeatedly mentions what 
he considers the outrageous cost of hiring a neighbor with a gas-
driven plowing machine). Opportunities for recreation—minia-
ture golf, attendance at professional baseball games, a night out 
for dinner or attendance at the movies—were also inexpensive.
 That was the good news for those with a steady income. For 
the unemployed, the underemployed, and the small-scale farmer, 
the Depression was a disaster. In Ohio, the urban unemployed 
found that state government was reluctant to use its taxing power 
to help those most in need. Farmers, America’s original rugged 
individualists, were disinclined to seek assistance and unlikely to 
receive it when they asked. The extent of what the Wiltses sought 
from Uncle Sam was, in essence, a loan extension. But no federal 
agency took much interest in the Wiltses’ plight, or that of oth-
ers like them. A central element in this book is the focus on the 
impotence of the yeoman contrasted to the greed and power of 
special interests. “It is an old, old story to the tired, resentful, 
rather bitter man who tills the soil that other men may be fed and 
clothed,” Charles wrote. “He has been promised many things in 
glowing words by every administration for half a century. . . . 
In the New Deal, in the beginning, he had more faith; but he is 
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rapidly coming to realize that the game is still being played with 
the same old dog-eared deck.” Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal 
was much more helpful, Charles observed, to the “big farmer” 
with the right political connections.11

 Modern scholars have documented the truth of this observa-
tion. The Wiltse family’s frustration is all the more telling when 
one considers that Charles composed cogent letters appealing 
for government aid and proved both willing and able to follow 
up by visits to regional offices for personal conversations with 
decision makers. His efforts were to no avail.
 Despite the indifference of government officials and ultimate 
rebuff of his parents’ loan application, Charles remained sympa-
thetic to the New Deal. Perhaps he felt he had no other option, 
given that the Republican Party vigorously opposed New Deal 
stimulus measures on virtually every front. Perhaps as Franklin D. 
Roosevelt turned leftward in 1935 he struck a chord with a young 
man who was convinced that corporate power was the bane of 
American democracy. Whatever the cause, Charles would send 
a copy of his first book—a study of the Jeffersonian tradition 
in American democracy—as a gift to President Roosevelt, with 
a friendly inscription. For this he would receive a brief letter 
of appreciation, evidently signed by the president himself.12 But 
there was no direct assistance for the Wiltses, or most of their 
rural neighbors, emanating from Washington.
 Reading deep into this diary one may feel that as the noose 
tightened something would turn up—must turn up—to change 
the game, whether fate, the government, or some other help-
ing hand. These were good people, honest people, hardworking 
people. They deserved better than they were getting. They were 
persevering against the odds, much like the Joads in John Stein-
beck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath.
 But happy endings are mostly evident in romance novels and 
on the silver screen. In Sergeant York, having almost single-handedly 
taken 132 German prisoners on the Meuse-Argonne battle front, 
Alvin York was rewarded with a new home on bottomland he 
had tried unsuccessfully to purchase before he went off to the 
war. No such good fortune attended the Wiltses. Their loan was 
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rejected. There was no money to pay the note owed the origi-
nal owner of the sixty acres that they had so diligently farmed. 
Bolstered by his academic credentials, Charles secured a salaried 
position in the state government in Albany, New York, and de-
parted Ohio, leaving his parents to try some other, more desper-
ate effort to hold on to what they had. What happened next 
is unclear. The farm, presumably, was foreclosed, and his par-
ents forced onto the dole. We do not know the specifics. But we 
do know that Charles’s mother passed away two years after this 
diary concludes; his father died in 1939. Both deaths were listed 
in Scioto County records. How and precisely where Herbert and 
Mary Wiltse lived after losing the farm is unknown.

Distinctive first and foremost in the qualities of the person who wrote 
it, Journal of an Ohio Farmer contributes materially to the literature of 
rural toil and privation during the Great Depression. Although it 
resonates with the story Steinbeck told so masterfully in The Grapes 
of Wrath, the backstory is in some measure brighter. Thanks to his 
education, Charles was able to move on and up. His farm journal, 
however, is anything but bright. It depicts, day by day, how difficult 
it was to make a living as a family farmer in the 1930s and suggests 
the impact on the psyches of those who found no rough justice in 
reaping benefit from what they so diligently sowed.
 Just eight years after Charles Wiltse left his farm, the great 
filmmaker Frank Capra was invited to produce a series of pro-
paganda films for the Department of War. In the final episode 
of Why We Fight, Capra produced a masterpiece describing what 
America was about and how it diverged from the totalitarian re-
gimes American soldiers were then fighting. The film includes a 
cheery vignette of Americans on the run, eating their breakfasts 
of bacon and eggs. Clearly, they were the good eggs, not the 
ones Charles Wiltse sent flying toward his barn door.

*       *       *

Charles Wiltse’s Depression diary came into my hands by acci-
dent. To this day I am not sure he ever meant for me—or anyone 
else—to see it.
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 Charles had taken care in preparing his will. Lacking heirs, 
he wanted to leave different parts of his estate to friends he felt 
would most appreciate them. Consequently, he willed artwork 
on the walls of his home in Hanover, New Hampshire, to a 
cherished neighbor. Popular literature, both fiction and nonfic-
tion, in his personal library, was designated for another neighbor. 
Perhaps because of our common interest in Jacksonian-era poli-
tics, Charles willed his scholarly books to me. The bulk of the es-
tate—his financial assets, home, and furnishings—was accorded 
to a distant relative in Arizona he had not seen in decades.
 Among the boxes of books that began arriving at my Get-
tysburg College office in the summer of 1990 I noticed a time-
beaten black binder. In it was the typescript of the work you now 
hold in your hands.
 I read portions of Charles Wiltse’s journal shortly after dis-
covering it. It was a revelation on two counts: first, Charles had 
never said a word about it in our many conversations; second, I 
was awestruck at the emotional wallop his daily jottings packed 
in describing the challenge of scratching out a living on a small 
farm during some of the worst months of the Great Depression.
The fact that Charles had not destroyed the diary, as he had his 
other personal papers, suggested he had something still invested 
in it. Perhaps that investment consisted of happy memories of 
his long-dead parents. Possibly the diary served as a still-raw re-
minder of the privation that someone privileged to earn an Ivy 
League PhD experienced as he concluded his formal education 
but had not yet found a professional niche. A more likely pos-
sibility was this: he had stuck the typescript somewhere in his 
library and as time passed simply forgot about it.
 Charles was one of the smartest people and best writers I have 
ever known. I learned much from him about writing history dur-
ing my years as an editor at the Papers of Daniel Webster project 
at Dartmouth College (1981–83). About his life I picked up bits 
and pieces over time, especially during the frequent weekends 
I spent at his home in the winter of 1988, when I had returned 
to New Hampshire to report and comment on presidential poli-
tics at the invitation of another former boss, C. Mike Pride, the 
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Concord Monitor’s editor. During our ritual pizza supper on Friday 
evenings, Charles would recount his best—and worst—days as 
a scholar, recalling his frustration trying to break into the aca-
demic world. This did not happen until his late middle age, in 
1966, when Louis Morton, chair of the history department of 
Dartmouth and a longtime friend, invited Charles to join the 
faculty as editor in chief of the Webster Papers project, which 
had commenced several years before but was not gaining trac-
tion under a different editor.
 Charles’s years in Hanover were among the happiest of his 
life—perhaps the happiest since his youth growing up in a much-
traveled but close-knit family, the family to which he would re-
turn in 1933 after completing his doctorate at Cornell. Charles 
was twice married, though the first marriage he simply never dis-
cussed and thereby willed to nonexistence. What I learned of 
Charles’s life during the decade he devoted to researching and 
writing his masterful three-volume biography of John C. Calhoun 
was basic: it was a frugal, monastic existence in a small Washing-
ton apartment, punctuated by one open house annually that he 
sponsored for his friends and associates.
 In 1950 that life changed, thanks to Charles’s courtship of 
and marriage to Kelly Tooks, an African American librarian he 
met in Washington, D.C., while researching the concluding 
volume of the Calhoun trilogy. An exuberant personality, Tooks 
helped Charles with research at the Library of Congress. More 
important, she broke Charles out of his shell, both before and 
during their happy marriage. Childless, the Wiltses were social 
butterflies—or rather, Kelly was, pressing a man used to and in 
certain respects comfortable with the solitary life into a more 
expansive lifestyle. That included extended vacations and con-
spicuous consumption. From the start of his relationship with 
Kelly, Charles was as devoted a companion as a man could be. 
He attended social events with her friends and relatives in Wash-
ington, D.C., threw parties (for which the Wiltses became well-
known during their heyday in Hanover), and supported various 
liberal causes—especially women’s causes, including Planned 
Parenthood and the campaign for the Equal Rights Amendment.
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 During Kelly’s active years Charles did her bidding. He co-
authored plays for community theater in Hanover, researched 
information for Kelly’s investment club (periodically dragging 
scholarly associates into this endeavor), and did both the design-
ing and the cooking of meals she was assigned to contribute to 
her gourmet club. No whisper of complaint about any of this 
ever reached my ears. Early on in the Dartmouth era, Charles 
even insisted that Kelly co-teach a course on Southern History 
with him, arguing to members of the Dartmouth History De-
partment that her personal experience and expertise as a student 
of psychology well qualified her for the task. (The course was 
not a success.)
 Throughout their marriage Charles was exceedingly consid-
erate of his spouse, especially during her final years when she 
suffered severely from diabetes and related illnesses. In Kelly’s 
presence, Charles was as sweet-tempered as a man could be. This 
was in considerable contrast to his gruff demeanor with profes-
sional associates and astringent assessment of scholarly work 
produced by his peers. Because Charles was already in his mid-
seventies when he hired me to edit the final volume of Daniel 
Webster’s correspondence, he was not heavily invested in the 
historiographical shoptalk that tends to consume younger scholars. 
Insofar as he discussed historians and historiographical issues, it 
was to point out what he saw as the lamentable flaws in works on 
Calhoun and Webster by modern scholars. Charles reserved his 
most vituperative comments for the work of Margaret L. Coit, 
a popular historian whose 1950 biography of John C. Calhoun 
won the Pulitzer Prize for biography, in competition with Wiltse’s 
deeply researched and more penetrating Calhoun volume. “They 
gave a Pulitzer to a person who cited the Ladies’ Home Journal, for 
God’s sake!” he once expostulated in disgust.
 By contrast, Charles recalled with much happier sentiment 
friendships forged at the Library of Congress with fellow schol-
ars Dumas Malone, Irving Brant, Constance McLaughlin Green, 
John Hope Franklin, and Holman Hamilton, each of whom 
worked extensively there on projects that made their names in 
the field of history. Of these luminaries, Franklin was his closest 
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compeer, no doubt partly because Charles and Kelly developed a 
social relationship with John and Aurelia Franklin that continued 
long after the Franklins moved to Chicago, and subsequently to 
Durham, North Carolina.
 One subject that Charles never discussed with me was his life 
as a farmer. This volume changes that equation. It is the work of 
a young scholar of literary sensibility, situated for a brief but tell-
ing period in the eye of the hurricane that was the Great Depres-
sion. Prosperity Far Distant will not affect Wiltse’s reputation in the 
field of history. He will always be best known as the sympathetic 
biographer of John C. Calhoun and chief editor of the finest edi-
tion of the Daniel Webster papers. Yet this distinctive account 
of life on a struggling farm in Depression-era Ohio enriches our 
understanding both of a remarkable American character and the 
times that shaped him.

N O T E S

1. Studies of the Great Depression in the Corn Belt, California, and 
the Dust Bowl abound, and there are a number of illuminating mem-
oirs treating this period from the farmers’ perspective. Of these, several 
of the most useful include Pamela Riney-Kehrberg, ed., Waiting on the 
Bounty: The Dust Bowl Diary of Mary Knackstedt Dyck (Iowa City: Univer-
sity of Iowa Press, 1999), Ann Marie Low, Dust Bowl Diary (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1984); and H. Roger Grant and L. Ed-
ward Purcell, eds., Years of Struggle: The Farm Diary of Elmer G. Powers, 1931–
1936 (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1976). Pertinent also are the 
Depression chapters in Carrie A. Meyer, Days on the Family Farm: From the 
Golden Age through the Great Depression (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 2007), which draw heavily on diaries of family farmers 
in Guilford Township, Illinois. The experience of independent farmers 
east of the Mississippi tends to get short shrift, as exemplified in Derek 
Scott Oden, “The Great Depression in the Countryside,” in Great De-
pression: People and Perspectives, ed. Hamilton Cravens (Santa Barbara, CA: 
ABC CLIO, 2009), 3–21.

2. Farm issues receive an obligatory chapter in most surveys of 
the Depression, though not many of these works accord farmers—one 
quarter of the nation’s population in 1930—as much attention as the 
circumstances of the urban and suburban working class, both employed 
and unemployed. This despite the fact that farmers, as Arthur M. 
Schlesinger Jr. once noted, were the hardest-hit interest group during 
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the Depression years, with the possible exception of African American 
workers. On this see Schlesinger, The Coming of the New Deal (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1959), 27. Important works on the Roosevelt admin-
istration’s efforts to solve the farm problem include Van L. Perkins, Crisis 
in Agriculture: The Agricultural Adjustment Administration and the New Deal, 1933 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969); Christiana McFadyen 
Campbell, The Farm Bureau and the New Deal: A Study of the Making of Na-
tional Farm Policy, 1933–1940 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1962); 
and Theodore Saloutos, The American Farmer and the New Deal (Ames: Iowa 
State University Press, 1982). David E. Hamilton, From New Day to New 
Deal: American Farm Policy from Hoover to Roosevelt, 1928–1933 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1991), highlights the overlap be-
tween Hoover administration farm policies and New Deal programs. In 
the process he emphasizes the rise of interest-group pressures affecting 
New Deal farm programs, which, ineluctably, favored wealthier and 
politically connected farm interests at the expense of the independent 
small-scale farmer. In this he revises the traditional view of the New 
Deal as a break from the past and a support system for the workers and 
independent farmers.

3. Wiltse’s biographical information has been gleaned from a “State-
ment of Personal History” he filled out, evidently as part of his applica-
tion for a position with the Army Medical Historian’s office, circa 1954, 
in editor’s possession. It indicates that after graduating from high school 
in Charleston, West Virginia, Wiltse commenced his undergraduate col-
lege career at Marshall University in Huntington. After completing a 
year and a half there, he enrolled in West Virginia University, where he 
matriculated for one semester before dropping out to work for a year, 
most likely in order to pay for his tuition. When he returned to Mor-
gantown in September 1927 to complete his studies (after being offered 
admission at Columbia University but apparently receiving insufficient 
financial aid), Wiltse came under the influence of historian Charles Am-
bler and was encouraged to pursue a PhD. He entered Cornell University 
in 1929 and received his PhD in 1933, having studied modern history 
with Carl Becker and political philosophy with George Sabine. His dis-
sertation focused on Thomas Jefferson’s “philosophy of the state.”

4. The Wiltses’ peripatetic lives are alluded to in the diary and in 
their son’s “Statement of Personal History.” After departing San Fran-
cisco the family lived in several different California communities and 
for a time in an Arizona mining town before moving to Charleston, 
West Virginia, in 1919, where Herbert found work as an engineer. That 
position evaporated early in the Great Depression, some “five or six 
years,” according to Charles Wiltse, before he intended to retire.
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5. Dwight W. Hoover’s A Good Day’s Work: An Iowa Farm in the Great 
Depression (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2007) resonates with the Wiltse story, 
both in Hoover’s depiction of everyday farm life near Oskaloosa, Iowa, 
during and after the Depression and in the author’s determination to 
leave that life. Hoover pursued a PhD program at the University of 
Iowa in 1950 and, after earning his degree in 1953, forged a successful 
career in academe, earning a professorship at Ball State University and 
serving twice as a Fulbright Professor in Hungary.

6. On farming life and the lack of modern conveniences, see gener-
ally Joan W. Musbach, “Life on a Farm during the Great Depression,” 
Organization of American Historians Magazine of History 16 (Fall 2001): 33–
43. For a vivid account of the rigors of daily life in the Hill Country 
of West Texas during the Depression, pre-electrification, see Robert A. 
Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson: The Path to Power (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1982), 502–15.

7. Don Paarlberg, who worked on his Indiana family’s farm before 
moving into academics and subsequent service in the Department of 
Agriculture during the presidency of Dwight Eisenhower, noted that 
the Roosevelt administration’s failure to extend direct help to the lowest 
quadrant of farmers was unchanged by subsequent presidential admin-
istrations. See Paarlberg, American Farm Policy: A Case Study of Centralized 
Decision-Making (New York: John Wiley, 1964), 23. It should be added 
that the state of Ohio was no more helpful to the small farmer than was 
the Roosevelt administration. Its policies in combatting the effects of 
the Depression were deliberately limited. On this see David J. Maurer, 
“Relief Problems and Politics in Ohio,” in The New Deal: The State and Local 
Levels, ed. John Braeman, Robert Hamlett Bremner, and David Brody 
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1975), 77–102; and Frank P. 
Vazzano, “Harry Hopkins and Martin Davey: Federal Relief and Ohio 
Politics during the Great Depression,” Ohio History 96 (Summer/Autumn 
1987): 124–39. Governor Davey’s hostility to New Deal relief efforts in 
Ohio bears a striking resemblance to conservative Republican gover-
nors’ response to Obama administration stimulus measures.

8. Hamlin Garland, Main-Travelled Roads (New York: Harper, 1899). 
See also Garland’s best-selling memoir, A Son of the Middle Border (New 
York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1917).

9. In his study of federal agricultural policy, Paarlberg noted that 
the average annual net farm income on 500 Indiana farms in 1932 was 
only $208. During three of the ten years of the Depression era, as prices 
for farm commodities declined, the actual net earning was in negative 
numbers. For independent small-scale farmers, he observed, it was a 
“dreadful decade.” Paarlberg, American Farm Policy, 17.
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10. It is necessary to add that the New Deal’s many farm initiatives 
did pay off in key respects, notably in soil conservation, rural electri-
fication, and for many farmers, expanded credit and marginally higher 
returns for their crops. See, for example, Saloutos, American Farmer, esp. 
254–70. T. H. Watkins highlights the “functional symbiosis” estab-
lished between the federal government and “mainstream” agriculture 
during the New Deal era. Watkins, The Hungry Years: A Narrative His-
tory of the Great Depression in America (New York: Henry Holt, 1999), 361. 
Paarlberg cites a variety of New Deal initiatives that made farmers feel 
the government cared about them. He adds that prices for most farm 
commodities rose from 68 percent of parity in 1933 to 77 percent of 
parity in 1939. American Farm Policy, 24. That said, for all the innova-
tion evidenced in New Deal farm programs, they did not succeed, as 
R. Douglas Hurt has observed, either in reducing the overproduction 
problem or making farming profitable. And by 1939, as farm commod-
ity prices were on the rise, the Wiltses and many other families were no 
longer farming the land. The trend towards fewer and larger farms was 
already evident. Hurt, Problems of Plenty: The American Farmer in the Twentieth 
Century (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2002), 93–95.

11. This and other expressions of frustration with the farmer’s 
plight resonate powerfully with the writing of the influential Progres-
sive historian Vernon Louis Parrington, whose memories of sitting by 
the kitchen stove and stoking the fire with “great ears of corn that were 
cheaper than coal” informed his discussion of the rural “Middle Border” 
in the late nineteenth century much as Hamlin Garland’s writing did. 
The farmer, he noted, was “in the grip of a complex middleman orga-
nization that gouged him at every turn. . . . It was the money power of 
the East, the grip of Wall Street, that was strangling him.” Parrington’s 
observation that farmers felt that “all the exploiting classes had their 
hands in his pockets” could just as easily have come from Charles 
Wiltse’s pen. See Parrington, Main Currents in American Thought: The Begin-
nings of Critical Realism in America, 1860–1920 (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
& World, 1930), 261–62.

12. “Thank you very much for the copy of your book, The Jeffer-
sonian Tradition in American Democracy and its fine inscription to me,” the 
president wrote. “I am delighted to have it for my library.” Franklin D. 
Roosevelt to Charles M. Wiltse, July 5, 1935, in the editor’s possession. 
This letter was one of several historical documents in Wiltse’s estate gift 
to the editor of this volume.




