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Lyndon Johnson @mpaigning for Congress in 1941 1

Introduction

In 1937, while in the midst of his first campaign for a seat in the United States House
of Representatives, a young Texan by the name of Lyndon Baynes Johnson stood in front of

a gathering of voters at a rural schoolhouse. He promised something that, to those in

attendance, seemed little more than demagogic pandering. Johnsaywed that, if elected,
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air.2 Rural electrification, and the basic comforts that would accompany,vas so

farfetchedOEAO , "* 8O0 Al AEi O Arak Ailsadeindn. This dishdlief OET OA T /
permeated state and federal government, private industry, as well as rur@émericans

themselves.Only 10 percent of rural Americans had electricityin 1937. Contrasted with the
near-uniformity of urban electrification, ! | AOEAAS8 O AAOI AOO xAOA Al l A
technological advancements of the 20 century. Within twenty -£E OA UAAOO T &£ * 1 EI1

promise, 96 percent of rural America was electrified.

Rural America was electrified through a federal government programnafraid of
taking bold stepsz the Rural Electrification Administration. Unfortunately, American
historians and political scientists alike have largely ignored the REA, whose work was the
most successful of an era popularly remembered for government markentervention
O x 1 O EmEnibléngatic of this era of social and economic revolution was the REA, and its
accomplishments have never been paid the attention they deserve. While New Deal
agencies like the Tennessee Valley Authority or the Civilian Conservati€orps are well
documented in the minds of Americans, the Rural Electrification Administration is paid
little mind. It was the REA whose work transformed much of rural America, and in the
process commanded the attention of an American population grapplingith the rise of a
T Axi U ET OAOOAT OEITTEOO 'i AOEAAT (Cihibshedpdak] 08 4 E
that after barely two yearson the ground it couldboast thatrural Southerners were
AEOOACAOAET ¢ OOEA OACOACA GifichtioniingeiddwAsds06 ET 1T O

A
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2 Dallek, Robert. 1991. Lone star rising: Lyndon Johnson and his times, 190860. New York: Oxford University Pres$.178.
3 REA,Annual Report1937 (Washington 1937), p. 13.
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how, bytirelessly and prudently working toward success on the ground, as well as

relentlessly marketing its triumphs to all who would listen, the REA was able to build

enough support to ensure its survival and ensuing success. Its success ought to serve as an

ET OPEOAOEIT T A& O Olbdthiittiriodel @dd thctca dhould Befsdriouayn A O

AT 1 OEAARAOAA &I O Oil O6ETC TATU T &£ Ol AAUudO DPil EAU
Formed in 1935, with the intent of producing economic stimulus nationally and

social benefit locally, the REA created over one thousand rural electmember-owned

cooperatives. The governmenfinanced cooperatives with self-liquidating loans for the

construction of electric lines and for the wiring of rural houses® REA cooperatives

provided rural Americans with electricity at far lower rates thanhad ever been thought

possible by the private utility industry. That the majority of rural America could be

electrified was considered to be an economic impossibility by private utility companies at

the time z that it could be done without significant govenment losses was thought to be

s a0~ £~ N
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for rural electrification. ¢ They argued that theycould correct a national market failure,

achieve nearuniversal electrification, assistthe ailing national economic environment, and

get their money back with interest. Whether it was significant expenditures in the raw

materials needed for electricity, @pliances and efficiency for the newly electrified farmers,

or the labor to do the job, rural electrification served as an economic boon to multiple

4Brown, D. Clayton. 1980. Electricity for rural America: the fight for the REA. Westport, Conn: Greenwood Prps97.
5 The principal of selfliquidating, also known as amortized, loans is paid back over time with interest.

6"Cash Income of Farmer Higher." 19360s Angeles Times (1923urrent File) Sep 20, 2121.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/164700330?accountid=10 267.
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could provide made it imperative that the government do all it could to bring about its
arrival in rural America. Electricity meant indoor plumbing, refrigeration, safety, and so
much more to those who would receive it. It ended an era wherein the drudgery of farm life
was at its most dichotomous with the convenience of urban life. In an era of Keynesianism,
the REA was perhaps the most creative means of dealing with theeiifects of the Great
Depression. In an era of relative rural dilapidation, the REA stepped in tosare that nearly
all Americans could benefit from the conveniences of the ZOcentury.

4EA 2%! 1T AOAOOCAA 1 OAO OEA DOAI EAGO T PDPETEIT
patriarch and first Administrator, originally envisioned an agency of modest means and
temperament. A freemarketer through and through, Cooke mistakenly believed he could
count on private utilities to work with the REA in its early days. Despite believing that
rural electrification was a losing proposition, the private utilities fought tooth and nail
ACAET 00 OE Azbéathen thégrodndE4ead 0 Gepublic square. Theiearly
opposition made it clear to Cooke, and the rest of the REA, that the enormity of their task
would require a determined spirit and an aggressive public disposition. Knowing that its
good work would not be enough to assure its survival, the REA foughback against its
adversaries with an unyielding barrage of positive marketing on its own behalf. Their
efforts included ubiquitous branding, posters, radio and television advertisements, a
feature-film, spoon-fed newspaper articles, traveling exhibits, ad more. Its gratification
did not just come from the results of its work, the REA wanted recognition for its good

deeds as well.



This thesis will first provide an overview of the work previously done on the REA,
EECEI ECEOET C EI x | OAE 1T &£ OEA 2% 80 x1 OE EAO A
unexamined. After the historiography, a scientific framework for determining the
popularity of various forms of government market intervention is provided. Through this
AOAI AxT OE 1 OAE T £ OEA 2% 60 OOAAAOO AAT AA Ag
2% 60 AOAAOEITh AT A T OAOOGEAXx 1T £ EOGacikdii@ECT h A
REA in its first twenty-five years, a sampling of the many forms of REA opposition is then
DOl OEAAA8 #OEAO 1 &£ OAT T 1 OTEOGI 6 AT A OOI AEAI EOI
in the form of positive marketing done on its own behalf. This nd section shows how, by
strategically targeting the various populations affected by it, the REA was willing to fight
for its own survival. The final section of this thesis will demonstrate the work done by the
REA, provide evidence of its economic and sat successes, and show how it was able to
achieve its goals with a record of achievement almost nobody believed feasible.

| OOAT AAARO T &£ ,"*80 OPAAAE EAA AOAOU OAAOGII
AT i PAT EAOR Al AAOOE A E G, ,biddeeindd kthem ubviofhk of @ Elike D OOOA
their urban countrymen, they were too poorand too few in number to merit the
investment. While the market had failed them, the federal government refused to socialize
the rural electricity industry, and fought off calls for heavily subsidizing private action.
)T OOAAAh EO AAOGAIT T PAA Al EIT1T OAOEOA OOOAOACU
failure. Showing a healthy skepticism for the supremacy of the free market, the REA was

able to accomplish its task. Whe we think back to the NewDeal,as an era when

Cil OAOT I AT @ @EiAOBRAA 1T OCEO OF AA AEOOO 11 1060 i



Existing Historiography

It has long been thought that there were two simpleeasonsas to why rural
electrification was accomplishedThe first was that the government simply decided to do it.
Thetrain of thought essentially goes that private industry was wary of spending the money
necessary to expand their lines to ruracommunities, especially considering thatven the
best-case projections refected thatthere waslittle profit to be gained’” The second reason
is that farmers desperatelydesired ekectricity and once it was made available to them the
electrification process was relativelystraightforward . The farmersessentialyOAEA Al 1 OEA
coul A OTT TEMRG @66 AO NOEAEdThis idht@ badie lkelof thoughtO E AT U
one would establish based on a survey of tHamited amount of work published on the REA.
Ryan Stockwell,in his Ph.D dissertation published in 2008,took a limited look at the REA
and developedthe very sametwo reasons/El O OEA 2 Ysted abovODA AEBGAIT 1 6 O

account of theREAIs not incorrect per se butit doesreflect the uncritical eye ofthose

whose footsteps he folloved.

Much ofthe work on the REAIs informed by studies of itsfirst two administrators
whose personas and accomplishments gave them a legacy | can only assume prevented
those who later studied them from accurately narrating their time at the REA. Morrisddke
AT A *TET #AOiTAUGO OAT OOAO AO OEA 2%w!' xAOA 1A
accomplish his goals. They both played significant roles in the New Deal, and their personal
accomplishments drew a large focus on their tenures. However, Carmody & #1711 EA6 O OE

at the REA onlylasts until 1939, almost twenty years before neatuniversal rural

72UAT 301 AExAT 1 h O4EA7IGAIIA1UAGAOI ®IAPEA HOD®DOEATI EUAOEI Th OEA #11 A 7/
University of Missouri-Columbia 2008).p. 52.
8 |bid.



electrification was achieved. The REAnder Carmody and Cooke was an independent

agency with a large amount of latitude given to it. In 1933he REA was made part of the

United States Department of AgricultureThus far,minimal examination has been done on

OEA 2%!' 60 AEAEAAOEOAT AOO xEOEET OEA AOT AA AOOA
Another limitation of focusing on REA Administrators is that such examinations

leave a tremendous amountoncealed. In broad strokes, theREAwas partially

consolidatedin a national office, but it alsccontrolled an army offinancial experts,

engineers,home economists, appliance salesmen, and other field representativiesrural

communities across the country Furthermore, one could equate the cooperatives the REA

supported as part and parcel of the REA itself. The RES it existed would not have been

without her cooperatives, and the cooperatives would never have come to be without the

REA. From early on, REA officers understood that actions taken on the part of their

cooperatives would be attributed to the REA itself. Bignoring much of the historyof

individual cooperatives, OEA 2 %! § O EE OO @dstAciedthebrkadih of @AT AOAIT 1 LU

story they were able to tell.

Furthermore, historical examinations of the REA display a large reliance on the
agency reportsas well as publications by th(REA.Agency reports arequite useful for
understanding what the REA was trying to communicate to Congress and REA publications
tell us much about how the REA worked with the communities they operated in. However,
the institutional obstacles highlighted in ageng reports were only those that the REA

wanted to share.Rather than the full reality,they paint a rosy picture of an REA whose



agenda was only minimally opposed by greedy private utilities and a handful of paranoid

anti-communist politicians.

There havebeen two historians, Ronald Kline and Mark Stauter, whose work on the
REA dove deep intsts EE OOT OU 8 &dndtimelsdn@he Eduitrifsidmends significant
OEiI A 1TTTEETC AO OEA OI xEITEICI AOGO T £ EAOI AOO
el AAOOEAURh AO xAl1l AO OEA EAEI OOAO T &£ OEA 2%! 6
rural Americans.Kline alsotakes a lookat the work performed by the REA Information
SAOOEAAS O Gtesplnbiblexdt disBdminatiy advertisements ané¢hformational
materials on the REAand its cooperatives. The Information Services unhas goneall but
ignored by nearly every other researcher of the REAVhile Kline did bring light to the
work done by the Information Division, his workwas by no meandocused on it.The
YT £ Of AGET 1T S$EOEOEI 180 x1 OE xAO Oi i A 1T &£# OEA |
i AOEAOETI ¢60 EIi PAAO 11 OEA 2% 80 OOAAAOO AT A b
3 O A O Rds©rs thesisfocused largely on the national REAfter its incorporation into the
53%$!'h OPAAEEAEAAI T U 1 lthehQ@l 3 IAAEDADWDA OO DIBO GA
tenure was marked with significant turmoil, yet had never been significantly studied until
30A00A08 0 OEAOEO sA®O AAMEAD EOESAtheEDEkdilkeBA OE T 1
2 %! I6AWC AT EUAOCET 1T Al AE A££E A Gorgénizdiahal érliciure masindk O OEAO
immune fromET OAOT AT AT A A@OAOT A1l OOOEZAR AAUITA AO
thesis.3 OAOOAO08 O xT OEO C¢i A 111T¢c xAU O xAOA AAIT T
REA painted for itself was quite a bit more complicated than it ever let oStudies of these

two authors revealthat significant portions T £ OE A  2s¥ét b e eRpfo@d
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The REA was fundamentally differenfrom much of the work done by the

government during the New Deal. Instead A EOAAO C1T OAOT I AT O ET OAOOAI

founders chose to invest almost exclusively in capital, instead of labor. Their attempt was
to not engage the government in direct control of the ruraiitility market, but to facilitate

the creation ofcooperative enterprises, and facilitate thenwith the tools necesary to do

the job. By choosing this path, the REA was able to closely oversee the development of the
cooperatives, without needing to manage every bit of thevork on the ground.Had the REA
chosen to simply fund the existing private utilities, rural eleatfication would have likely
proven a far costlier enterprise. Government owership of the lines, toowould likely have
proven untenable. Theorganizational structure needed to compensate for the work done

by over 1,000 cooperatives could have easily bogd down the REA and prevented it from

achievingits task as efficiently as it did.

Theoretical Apparatus

It has long been a preoccupationf progressivesabout why Americans who stand
to gain from government administered economic and socialbenefit programs, oppose them
on principal. Popular works like4 ET | AO ZBADEOHOOEA - Ad@bdan 7EOE
why Americans vote against their beseconomicinterests. Oftentimes it has been thought

that this was due to cultural preferences and remntments, whichis certainly part of the

story. Political scientists have also spent considerable time establishing the importance of

s o~ A s s s A

policy minuta ET  OEA AOA 1T £ OI1 A ROUdhsieriAditiagre kadStinaj@ity OA OT |

9 Hacker, Jacob S., and Paul Pierson. 20@nner-Take-All Politics: How Washington Made the Rich Richeaind Turned its Back on the
Middle Class. New York: Simon & Schuster. 44.
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of Americans will never be &le to fully inform themselves of the finer details opolicy,
easy-to-digest marketingis invaluable in the public debate over government programs.
Failure to successfully communicate the true nature and benefits of its programs catall

OEA cCi O Aagénllabhéfabedit@ven begins.

Susan Mettler, whose work recently culminated in the bookhe Submerged State
haswritten extensively about popular awarenessof government economic and social
benefit programs and how it impacts politicalsupport for them as well as future initiatives
- AOOtede@rénfias foundOEA O AT  labilid © FEefodrizé the government as the
provider of the benefits shereceives will play a strong role in determining how positively
she will feel abouttheCT OAOT I AT 660 O1 AEAT AT AThdsdwhbi i EA AAT
recognizethe government asthe force behind the programsare far more likely to support
the O O A éffArfs @ do so broadly.Of coursethis is all be predicaed ontheCT OAOT I AT 06 O
ability to do an effective jobaccomplishing its task.Otherwise, any promotional efforts
would be nothing more than lipstick on a pigUsingthis theoretical apparatus, this thesis
will provethat OEA 2 %! 8§ O A A E lukiversal rdvdl elebtdfidation Bvds Baddsl in
large part on its abiity to make its work known to all Americans rural or not.

)T EAO PADPAON O7ET 3AUO 4EAU (AOA %wOAO 50
211 A T £ 01 1 Nefles deScEBEhAVE WHErA kaihdom sampling of American
citizens was askelE £ OEAU EAA AOAO OOOAA A cCci OAOT I AT O O
respondents answered in the affirmative with 57 percent of respondents responding that

DOEAU EAA 1 RThAoplewhb despahiles that they had never used

3 QUATT A ZRIOOIADE DHDEAU (AOA %OAO 50AA 1+ T OAOT T AT O 31 Aediy. 001 COAi e 4
(2008), p. 2
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government social programs had significantly more conservative beliefs regarding the
provision and raisingof funds for government programs. Unsurprisinglythose who
claimed to have rever used a government program were far less likely to support
government programs and the requisite tax increases used to fund ther should go
without saying but without public support for government benefit programs, itwill be
exceedingly difficult to construct them.
After givingtheir EEOOO OAODPT T OAh @éskell abbuA BAYE K &athol OO x A
21 specific social policies, ranging from Social SecuritArOE OAT AT O AT A OOOOEOT «
to Pell Grants to the Earned Income Tax Creditd ! AO Aked ahodktiHese poficiesit
turned out that 96 percent of respondentsadmitted to having used at least ongovernment
social program, 53 percent more than hadriginally believed they had benefited from state
action.11 Examiningthose who thought they had never used a government program, when
in fact they had,Metter found that those individuals hadlargely been the beneficiaries of
Gubmergedsocial programs.OB A 1 A O §pdidhgrograms areA E AT T thiodgih O
indirect means, including the tax code and subsidies to private actors and organizations,
rather than through the more traditional form of direct payments or provision of
OAOORAAOS®D A réndudedithéxhe opinions of whether an individual has

AAT AEEOCCARDARDITIAT®OO 61 ABDAI 10O GadsEhikitatA OAOOI ¢

—

person has actually received theminstead OET OA | DPET ET 1T O vidblithof AAOAA 1

Ci OAOT | Ain@é&BDl 10 AIIB tx cuts are no differentthan governmentally

1 bid., 3
21bid., 5
13 |bid., 23
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administered programs as far as the budget is concernethey allow the government to
bend@ DEEI | Ol PEEAAT Al 1T OAOOAOE®I 6 xEOE O1I PAOAOE

TheREA O A E Awele iniméhdeGandits opponents numerous At nearly every
turn its activities were publically derided by the private utility industry and its allies. In the
face of all this opposition, it survived. Itobviously, andquite rightly , would have not
survived had its work been inadequateBut it also would have likely not survived had it not
worked tirelessly to marketitself.. T EEOOI OEAT EAO OAEAT A OECIT E/
work done to counter the opposition it facedThisargument OEAO OEA 2%! 60 AT 1 O
existence is largely due to its fighting spirit is a new one and an important one. Those who
designed the REA, whether they intended to or not, worked tirelessly to ensure that all
those whose opinion of the REA could effect its ability to do its job had the bgxissible
impression of it. Thar preoccupation with public approval ought to serve as a reminder as
to the necessity of government not just performing beneficial work, but also
communicating its good work.Through this canmunication, the REA was able toonvey its
existence andavoid being lostET - AOOI A0S O IGW@aAdisdaDIE B pronO® A OA 8
itself in the public battle for hearts and minds.

-AOO1I AO6O x1 OE 1T £#0AT AOAxO OEA Al 1Al OOCETI]
direct action in order to awid the pitfalls of the submerged state. fis conclusion would
seeminglywarrant government programs that look similar to the Civilian Conservation
Corps orWorks Progress Administration, wherein the state takes particularly direct action

in the market. ThRA 2 %! & O prAudsihatidlidy makers need not choose between

14 |bid., 23
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indirect and direct action. Creative capital-focused efforts,empowering socially-beneficial
market actors, allows the government to avoid submerging itself while concurrently

bypassingthe kind of direct intervention thatEO T 1 1171 CAO BT OOEAI A CEO£

constraints.

The IncompleteNational Power Environment Before 1935

There were several early proponents of rural electrificationput none were larger or
more important than Morris Cooke. Cookgan engineer by tradewho practiced for much of
his life, was a steadfast believer in scientific managementie believed that by écusing on
each stage of production, and making it as efficient as possibl&n expert in administration,
Cookespent years workingwith various companies on improving the efficiency of their
operations > In 1911 he was appointed the Director of Public Wixs in Philadelphia and
during World War | worked on negotiating power contracts for government munitions
factories.16 The Governor of Pennsylvania, Gifford Pinchot, later tasked Cooke with
conducting a statewide survey of power. Cooke, interest sparked,gduced a power report
xEOE A OCOAAO AAAT ET vEO AAIT OO OOOAI Al AAOGOEE

Beginning to make a name for himself, Cooke found himself appointed by Governor
Franklin Roosevelt to be a member of the power authority of New York Staiie 1930.18
#1 1 E A & ah th®goiver authority yielded little in the way of action, but itestablished

Cooked @laceat the table when it came to discussions of public power in the Roosevelt

15U.S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, #€£ongress, ™ Sess.Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for other
Purposespp. 2.

16 |bid., 2-4

17 |bid., 4.

18 |bid., 5.
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White House. Roosevelt himself was forced to deal with the difficulties of rural
electrification when he received his first electricity bill for his resort in Warm Springs,
Georgia and found that it was four times higher than the bill for his house in Hyde Park.
Cooke the lifelong Republicanendorsed Roosevelt for Presidenafter working with him in

New York State

Once Roosevelt was elected, Cookegan aferocious lobbying campaign for the
establishment of a federal program fosolving rural electrification. Cooke was, by every
account, a freemarket adherentwhen he began studyng the rural electrification problem.
(A EAA DPOAI EAAT 1T U AAAAGAA .1 01 Al 4ET I AOh OEA
Presidentand a great advocator of cooperativesdisagreeing vehemently with the
Ol AEAT EOOB8 O DOT bl O AAronicglyh it viad Codkie ®hordtHohg aftdr OT OU 8
the debate would instigate a decadeslong war with private industry.

In 1935, at the annual meeting of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers,
Cooke gave a presentation arguing simply that cost accounting btilily companies was
OZFZAO mEOI I AAANOAOGAG AT A ET OEOOAA OEAU AAT PO O
thereby allowing for cheaper electricity rates?! It was a relatively minor charge.a far cry
from radical socialism.Cookewas simply using hisexpertiseto find and correct
inefficiencies.Nonetheless, A OAOAT AOOAT AAAO AAAOOAA #11 EAGO
more than anti-industry propaganda. One such attendee was R.T. Livingston, a Professor of

Nz £ A~ s o~ o~ o~z

Mechanical Engineering at Columbia UBAOOE QU8 , EQOET ¢cOOI 1 AAAOOAA

19 Brown, Electricity for Rural America32.

20U. S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, 7€ongress, ¥ Sess.Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for other
Purposespp. 9.

21"Engineers Clash Over Power Ctss" 1935New York Times (192&urrent File) Dec 06, 6.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/101285941?accountid=10267.
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an erroneous impressiondHeAT T A1 OAAAhR O0) 0 EO bPOI BPACAT AA8 OE.
x AOOAT O OAOET OO Ai1 OEAAOAOQCEITS8 )0 EO EAOAI U b
ET OEA DADPAOS8 06 adg hoimentidn Of codbperatveds mOsiniply argued that
private companies could do better on rates. This simple proposition was met with a
furious response awaiting the REA. It was a response that was only going to become more
i ATEA AO #1171 EAG&dandmole of A dedlitk.i A 11

The pre-REA National power environment was a story of two distinct worlds. While
urban residents had almost universally forgotten the nuisance of the kerosene lamp, rural
residents knew little else. Rural children were forced to d their homework by lamplight,
which glowed an inconsistent orange. Reading iyreselamps meant straining your eyes
against the pages and often meant fighting over the one or two available lamfz$-lush
toilets, a fixture of urban America, were impossibleéo install without electricity to allow for
water pressure. Without indoor plumbing, families bathed once a week, sharing the same
water as they took turns bathing from oldest to youngest. Typhoid and other diseases ran
rampant as the outhouse reigned sufgme 23 Furthermore, the inability to access electricity
deprived farmers of not just indoor fixtures, but of appliances that would significantly
reduce working hours.Making matters worse the Depression hit American farmers
especially hard.Farmers simply could not afford the upfront installation costs, let along the
high rates many companies chargedinally, farmers by and large could not afford to
purchase the appliances necessary to make electrification worthwhile. Meanwhile,
urbanized areas of Americdenefitted from near ubiquitous electrification and all the good

that came from it.

22 Brown, Clayton D., Smith, Ephraim K., and Walter Cronkite. 200®wer for the Parkinsonsresno, CA: Heritage Productions, Inc.
2 |bid.
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A handful of successful cases of rural electrification were found across the country
in the form of member owned cooperatives. The Alcorn County Electricity GOp was one
such example. Based in Mississippi, a state where only 1.5 percent of farmers had
electricity and poverty ran rampant, the Alcorn CeOp received loans from the Tennessee
Valley Authority to begin offering services?4 The farmers it served were not forced ¢ pay
OEA OUPEAAI OOOAEAOCA EIDPIOAA 11 OEAI mEOIT T AI
electricity needs were greater than those of urban consumers. Farms required lighting for
multiple buildings and electricity to power heavy machinery. Alcorn Countgaw an influx
of spending on appliances once the eop started operating. Cooperative proponents were
buoyed by the fact that solvency was not an issue, as 37 percent of thelc® 8 O OA OAT OA «x
income. Early estimates were that it would take 1214 yearstob AU AAAE OEA 461! 60
they were paid back in just over four years> There were a handful of other successful eo

ops nationally, but they were by and large poorly designed and suffered from

organizational chaos?¢

Still, progressivessaw thes cooperatives as the solution to the rural electrification
guestion. Prominent rural liberals, like Senator George Norris of Nebrask#&ad a distinct
interest in rural electrification for their constituents. Norris had long been a proponent of
public power, long ago giving up hope that private utilities would come through for rural
Nebraskans In 1925, Norris toured the Hydro-Electric Commissionof Ontario, whichhad
in 1908 created a vast network of locally owned powerutilities . Norris proclaimed that

Ontario was the most wonderful demonstration of the possibilities for the generation and

24 Brown, Electricity for Rural America36.
25 |bid., 37.
26 |bid., 15.
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distribution of electric current tEAOY EAA AAAT CEOAPR AtdricaDEA AEOE]
private utilities, in response to thepositive attention the Ontario project received,
distributed al Ax O1 AOOAOh AAIl | AR anGaehpt © triddrained. BitDET AO6

was toolate; liberals had found their model.

[P— EEL

MR CARMODY

Anticipatio n for rural electrification was w idespread .28

TheBirth of the REA

The REA wagreatedon May 11, 1935 when President Roosevelissued Executive
Order 7037. The order authorized $100 million of the $5 billion appropriated by Congress
in the Emergency Relief Appropriation Acto go to rural electrification, administered by a
Rural Electrification Administration.2 I T O A Ordel a6 abthorized the Administrator of

OEA 2 twitiateGérmutate, administer, and supervise a program of approved projects

27 Brown, Electricity for Rural Americal?.
28 http://newdeal.feri.org/images/s34.gif
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with respect to the generation, transmission, and distribution of electric energy in rural

A O A R Tha drder gave no specifics on what terms the money was to lyéven on, nor did

it proscribe what the structure of the REA was to be, aside from the Administratevho
would lead the agency Roosevelt quickly, andinsurprisingly, appointed Morris Cooke to
AR OEA 2% 8 O /AEdDKeWasledséntalyBadde®aA$D00dlion check, with

little to no plan to speak of. He was flying by the seat of his pant@nd everybody knewit.

Cooke knew aremendous amount was at stake ruralel AAOOEAZEAAQEI T xAO
work and this was his shot todo it right. On one hand, Cooke had theuplic power
advocateswho saw this as their opportunity to achieve their electrification agendaOn the
other, he had private utilities that were concerned that they wouldbe cheated out of any
potential profit for rural electricity . The private utilities also worried that the public
electrification push, if successfulmight continue into the urban energy sectoR® Cooke
believed that rural electrification would be relatively easy toget off the ground. His belief
in the principals of scientific management led him expect a supreme prudence from private
utilities. He did not immediately agree with public power advocatesabout the supremacy
of the cooperative model. He also did not agree that the money should simply be turned
over to the private utilities. If anything, Cooke was a pragmatisiVvhile industry opponents
like Senator Norris mistrusted the private dilities, Cooke was cautiously optimistic about
the rationality of the private utilities . HeGssumed that the low cost construction loans
offered by the REA would be readily snapped upy the private power companies336Cooke

believedthat the Fedeal Government needed to have an activieadershiprole in

29 "Franklin D. Roosevelt: Executive Order 7037 Establishing the Rurlectrification Administration.." The American Presidency Project.
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=15057 (accessed April 10, 2013).

30 Brown, Electricity for Rural America49.

3173 0A00A0N - Ah® RurakHlebfidaiioh Admibistration, 195-1945 a New Deal case studyPhD diss., Duke University, 1973),
7.

20



administering the fundsand was unwilling to just turn the funds over, but did not foresee
the private utilities objecting to reasonableoversight32d T EAS O x E enteBdinCT AOO Ol
private industry worried liberals that their dream of public power would diein# T T EAS O

Hands33

Cooperative advocates, sensing their dream of public power slipping away, began a
public campaign in opposition tothe private utilities working with the REA. Judson King,
the director of the National Popular Government League group of little impact outside of
advocating for rural electrification, wrote a well-circulated newsletter titted, 07 ET 7 E1 1 ' A<
the $100,000,000 for Farm %1 A A O O E A£E Ad\woridd ithat the mohey &pPropriated
to the REAmight just go straightinto the pockets of theprivate utilities. King wrote that if
the money was to®e siphoned off into channels which can only serve to step upe
revenues of private power utilitiesd ~ Od@hdA program of rural electrification probably will
not be o very much value to the farmeréwhom the REA was created to helpt He
cautioned his liberal readersthat the private utilities areO1 T E Whshi EOT 1T 6 AT A
trying their best to get the money King believed that cooperatives, being in but not of
capitalism, would be able toemploy the self-reliance of Americans farmersn place of the
unguenchable thirst for profits that plagued private industry.

)T +ET C680 xOEOET Ch rHgled ihdividualsk Akl ApiodderA 1T AAA
spiritd ET  AEAdE dleEt@idativi ThiGhlighting the belief that there was something

OPAAEAI AAT OO 'i AOEAAT AEAOI AOOS AAtHhetinedf O AA

32 Brown, Electricity for Rural America49-50

33 |bid., 49 o o 3 § . o
#JudsonKingD7ET 7EI 1T ' AO OEA Ap nnh ne bdionat RPopuBl Govegakedt Leagpie Bulle®rOng. APAI ASDE T 1
1935). P. 10.
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OEA 2%!' 80 & O1 AET ¢ch OOAAT EUAOETT EAA AAAT CAE
the rise of factory laborand the reduction of work to the widget and theman-hour.
Supporters of ceops believed that by empowering farmers through cooperation they were
not simply improving the agrarian lot, but also striking a blow for the old way of doing
things. Echoingthe yeomen farmerrepublican ideals of Thomas Jefferson, an REdgency
report once noted that,03 1 | AOEET C EO 11 00 xEAT AAkdyin AEOEUA
O1T AEAOUB O 3cOAADO xEAAI 856
+ E T bfe @lso sought to preempt the criticism he knew would swiftlycome from
any sort of public power pushKing warned farmersto anticipate politicians and utility
spokesmenderiding any move toward cooperativesas | OEET ¢ [TATJA GEEAQIT 8O
destOOAOEOA O1 OE AKingpréictdddnatds th©rhoBekWa® gMersto private
utilities it would be (praised as proper ecouragement to business in helping recoverg.
King dismisses theseategorizationsoffhand as nothing more thanGncient twaddled OE A O
eed disturb no intelligent persond  Kifig this was a simple equation(he farmers need
electricity and thisisOEA TT 1T U xAU OET OOAT A€EmMbodiedBEA K+ EA LB OC
writings was the primary rationale for the use of cooperatives in ruraklectrification. There
had been a market failure on the part of the private utilitiesand cooperatives were the
most prudent means of solving it If private utilities had failed,King argued,why should the
American people entrust them with the responsibility toright their own wrong? Public
power advocates like King who would later become a senior advisor to the RA,believed

that electricity could only be brought torural America through government-managed

% REAAnnual Report1947 (Washington 1947), 32. 3 ~ 3
+ET Ch O7EI 7EI1 ' AO OEA Apnnhnnmnhnnnehd pm
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electricity cooperatives. King knew that his planwas not socialism it was socially

responsible capitalism, andhe wasprepared to defendit against any who agued otherwise

Morris Cooke stillneededto be convinced, he was not ready to abandon the private
utilities . He had his $100 million, but he needed a plarCooke,during his nomination
hearings in May of 1935before the Senate Appropriations Committegoutright dismissed
the prospectof nationalization but remained skeptical of private utilities. He told the
senators thatthe only people who wanted the Federal Government to dall the work itself
were nothing more than a handful of0 %@ O O0OAT EOOO E AsEookeldisnTisBed EET COT |
charges that he wasin advocate forcooperativesand instead told thecommitteeOx A T OCE O
Ol GCEOA OEA ET AOOOOU AOAOU DI OBEchKedmphadixed OO OT E
time and again thathe would pursue the most economically sensible patiCooke was not

swayed by arguments of Jeffersonian democratic idealbe was a rationalisthrough and

through.

As Cooke saw it, there wer@ive options on the table toachieverural electrification,

eachwith an element of support behind it in Washington The first wasto simply turn the

Apmm [T ETTEITT OI OA ST secoBdWasid\dd Busidettbirobgh theEsfae-

owned municipal utility districts and have them extend their lines out to the countryside.

#1 1 EA6O OEEOA 1 DOETT x A®leadtiadourit dfddtailddingA 2D OAOOAA
OAOOET AOGO OEOT OGCE Al T BAOAOE (hd ddementideell £ OOOE x

P z A oz =

owned lines. This was the only option that Cooke dismissed offhandaying,0) © EO O /£FAC

37U.S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, #£ongress, X Sess.Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for @h
Purposes13.
38 |bid.
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OAIT T OAA &£O01 1T 1TU Tx1 OET OCEOOh OEA®#) T EAGHA 1
preferred option wasloans to private companies that would simply correct the market

failure electricity executiveshad themselves createdHe explained that sincepower

companies supplied the overwhelming majority of powerand had the most experise,we
oughttoad OEAT OET A O AMoweei, i2@if dot sBbscribk th#né idethat

simply turning over the $100 million to the utilities would yield successThe private

utilities needed to earnthe moneyby offering rates andconstruction estimatesthat would

prove economically feasibleenough forboth farmers to be servedand profits to be had

In front of the appropriations committee, Cooke introduced a metaphdor the
current state of private rural electrification activity, OOEEI | ET ¢ OEA AOAAI 86
the private utilities had been greedy, extending lines to the handful of farms that could
afford their steep entry costs In doing so they largely shunned the farmers whose accounts
would not prove profitable immediately. Cooke saw this aakin to the process of skimming
milk to sift out the richer cream.Cooke told the committee that he believes that the private
utilities are ready to admit that they avetaken too much of the cream andhot enough of
the skimmed milk8®1 T EA AT 1T AEAAT Ol WeaBy@ohgd ¢hAiddistance@ OE A U
that they have notbeen ready to go in the past*! After addressing a few more
organizational stumbling blocks, Cookevrapped up his testimony byexpressing his
anticipation for a meeting the following week with representatives fromthe private
electricity industry. Cooke fully expectedhat meetings to yield an economically viable

offer from the utilities, which would then begin anamenableperiod of rapid rural

39 U.S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, #£ongress, ¥ Sess.Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for other
Purposes12.

40 |bid., 13.

41 bid., 30.
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electrification. For the task he envisioned, Cooke testified that he would need about 100 to

150 people employed at the REA?

#1 1 EA S OalmodtAninkdiately proved ill fated. Theprivate utilities refused to
offer a viable plan for rural electrification.Instead, hey insisted on costghat would be
untenable to the vast majority farmers Building lines in the country required large
amounts of work to be done in advance. Insteaof preparing just a few city blocks of line,
rural electrification required substantial investmentsin wire for even a few housesTo
keep it cost effective, the work needed to be done in stages, with poles being set and then
long spools of wire strung to connect them. Private utilitieplanned on doing the work
piecemeal, as if they were aanecting city blocks. Furthermore, private utilities were wary
of how much poor farmers could spend on electricityPrivate utilities estimated their
building cost per mile would be $1,356:3 In comparisonh 2 %! AT T PAOAOEOAOS
expenditures ended up osting around half of that#4 Prior to the REA private utilities
required substantial down payments from the farmers, something few could affordcas a

means of ensuring early profits Cooke was wrong, the private utilities were perfectly

content to continue skimming cream.

After several months of negotiationsGt became apparentto Cooke] that the utility

industry would not borrow any substantial portion of the funds available for rural

by the REA would be readily snapped up by the private power companies, which already

42 bid., 28.

43 Brown, Electricity for RuralAmerica 50.

44 REA Annual Report1947 (Washington 1947), 20.
45 REAAnnual Report1937 (Washington 1937), 14.
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held franchiseinmatd 1T £ OEA 1 A OBsilnithe énd, oniy o bercAnCoRAREA 8 6

loans went to private utilities in their first year of operation4’# 1 1 EA8 O OPAOEAT O A/
with the private utilities were ultimately fruitless.48 Private utilities were perfectly content

to ignore the fact tha the averagefarmerd iBcome wasrising and that,even in areas with

00T T A 1T £ OGEA 11 xAO&urdl detritaton WakalrdadlyprovirgT AT 1 A
tenable® As far as they were concerned, their profits would not be high enough. Rural

electrification just was not worth it.

Next Code turned to municipalities, with the hopes that they might be willing to
extend their lines to rural communities. Again,he was left wanting. REA negotiators found
OEAOh AU AT A 1 AOCAh OIi O1 EAE adpdwerdineditisrurdl AAEAA O
areAO806 4 EA E @@ States hall GnadieH ledislatidn to make possible the
distribution of electric energy to farm people through the operation of public bodieg5oIt
was clear toCookethat the municipalities had little interest in extending their linesinto
rural communities. After all, they had little to no profit motive andfelt no obligation to the
farming communities left untouched by electricity.For those reasons, municipalities can
largely be excused for their unwillingness to extend their ies.There never appearedto be
any real expectation on the part of the REA that municipalities would be willing to handle
OEA ET AOAAOGAA 1T AAnh AOO OAOEAO A n&kbehthdEAO OE

there wasno hope of themof building on an existngD OET EOU 1 O orhaditafioAdE D A1 E O L

463 O A O ThA Rutal Electrification Administratio® 6 x 8

47 McCraw, Thomas K. 197TTVA and the Power Fight, 193B939. Philadelphia: Lippincott.87.

48 |bid., 86.

©2%! h O- Al T OAT AOI & O OEA 3AAOACAOUDOA] - MUAADDEEEAAQET &1 FARS QO0DKkADC
16 Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture. Gen. Corr., 1906 NARA.

50 REAAnnual Report1947 (Washington 1947), 12.
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infrastructure. If they were going to get the job done, they were going to need to do it

themselves.

100%
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Percentage of REA Loans Distributed

in 1936
. 96%
1 4%
NE—— | -
Loans to Private Utilities Loans to Cooperatives and

Municipalities

McCraw, Thomas K. 1971. TVA and the Power Fight, 19331939. Philadelphia: Lippincott. 87.5%

A worker adjusting e lectric meters before they are shipped to REA farms52

51 http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/owi2002050903/PP/
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Cooperatives g the Answer

Whether the REA would have ever considered socializing rural electricity is a
guestion we will never know the answer to, but what is clear is that cooperatives were not
OE A Zist!ctiiCe. Cooke, the freemarketer, would have been happy to work withthe
private utility industry. However,in late 1935 it became cleato Cookethat funding
cooperatives, the plan public power advocates had been pushifgr years,was the only
tenable one forward for the REA to pursue?3 The selection of cooperatives for theéask of
rural electrification was not due to their inherent superiority to other utility providers. The
REA would eventually use the rich history of farming cooperatives as well as the
Jeffersonian agrarian ethic to justify the superiority of its rural coperatives. But the fact
remains that cooperatives were only selected after all other suitable options were
Al 1T OEAAOAA8 (AA OEA POEOAOA OOGEI EOU ET AOOOOU
would likely have been no attempt by the REA to facilitatthe creation of electricity
cooperatives. Once it selected cooperatives as the means by which it would complete its
task, the REA was more than willing to evoke the rich tradition of democratic economic
AAOEOEOU AiTT1TcC¢c ! i AOEAAQ3XdseaKiOg aAdiBémge Rderisl A 1T EAAO

argued this from the beginning, the architects of the REA only adopted this line of thinking

after determining it was the most efficient path toward nearuniversal rural electrification.

As early as 1937 Cookewas publically stating that cooperatives werealwaysthe

best answerto the rural electrification problem. He called memberowned cooperatives the

52 http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/owi2002050903/PP/
53 Brown, Electricity for Rural America47.

28



Oil1 AAGO OEI Pl AOGO xAU 1T £ AT ET ¢ AOOET AOGOhd AT A
become overly complicated withOT EAAT A 1T AT AT A ACAT 666 AT A OEA
companies, and then more layers of holding companies piled on to phase, until in a number
I £ AAOGAOG OEAU Al 1 OOI Al A#Codké at leastinbhi®EritingFhédA O O 01 O
fully joined the ranks of George Norris and Judson King.

The REAestablished a preliminary plan for the establishment of rural cooperatives.
In order to address concerns aboutEA O | fh&nhce§ twenty-year loans would be given out
at a 2.88 percentnterest rate, for the entre cost of building electric distribution lines.The
ET OAOAOO OAOA xAO OAO O1 Oaditiorlly,dive@dalilohnsO6 O AT O
xAOA T AAA AOAEI AAT A 001 Z£ET AT AA OEA xEOEIT C 1 &
Pl 01 AET C 550he@BAadcapidapplicationsfrom proposed cooperativesand
AgAl ET AA OEA DOI BI OAI O &I O OAUpbriapproaAREAT A AT CE
x] Ol A OEAT AEA OET PAOZAAOCEI ¢ AT AAANOAOA 1 0Cc¢C
I B A OA Dne REA&dNnnecteds borrowers with engineers, contractors, and sources of

Z A N N~ A s oA A ~

power.6The REA wouldthen Geviewcl T OOOOAOQEIT T Dl Ahd@ warkgotoAT T OOA A

the ground helpOE A AT T bvitdotAed prébikeras olmanagementAl A T BAOAOET T 86
EveryOOAD 1T £ A AT T PAOAOEOAG O AAOARoigbtheRAT & xAO T O/
responsibilities, the REA had to approve anynanagementappointments the cooperatives

made, audit their books, andfacilitate the ordering of their supplies>”

54 Rural Electrification News 1 (Januaryz February 1936): 8.
55 REAAnnual Report1937 (Washington 1937), 5.

56 |bid.

57 REA,Annual Report1937 (Washington 1937), 12.
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In order to establishthe REAas an independent agency, Congress passed the Notris
Rayburn Actin 1936.In 1944, the Pace Actwas passedextending the amortization period
to 35 years andfixing the interest rate at two percent>8 This loosing of the berowing
terms was prompted by the good health of the REA O Adbetatives# | T EA86 O 1T OECET .
vision of a federal loangranting agency that only needed betweed00-200 employees

disappearedbefore his own eyes.

By 1937, the REAwas up and running.Ilt had accomplished very little until then, as it
took considerable time to establish its strategy and begin distributing resourced. EA 2 %! 8 O
OUPEAAI DOTEAAO xAO ATipPi OAA T £ 0&AOI AOO xEI
cooperative experienceexce ET | AOEAOET ¢ s0reAr@geicdpefatvé O A CCC
required 250 miles of power lines, at a cost of $230,000t was composed of 800 member
customers, 600 of them farmers, taking up a space of over 300 square miles. The REA
estimated thatthe average customemwould buy $1,000 worth of electricity at a rate
consisted of onesuperintendent or manager, a bookkeeperand aboard of directors of

sevento fifteen members, drawn from the membership.

The REA insisted on maintaining a substantial presence in its cooperativd$ie REA
1 EEAA O1 [NidA&t dirediyEfatagetpdjedts. It onlycounseledin the
management of projects as they get under way and wiitoward a sef-sustaining basisd°

In its 1947 Agency Rport to Congressthe REA downplayedts responsibilities. REA

58 Garwood, John D., and W. C. Tuthill. 1963e Rural Electrification Administration: an EvaluatiariWashington: Published and
distributed by the American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research.71.

59 REA Annual Report1937 (Washington 1937), 12.

60 |bid., 9.
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cooperatives, accordingtothe AT OOh xAOA OET AADPAT AAT Oh 11 AAI
AT OA O aodadthe matureddD EAU x AOA M AuDiEdap&ndénily a x |

DOT BT OOETTAITT U 1 AOCAO 1 @inkdiy,the natiotsEREEpyell x T DO
enough of a role in their operations to merit qualifying the REA cooperatives as at the very

least quastpublic. The REA may have believedthda AAE Al T PAOAOEOASO 1 AAA
OPOEI AOU OAODBIT 1T OE BuEthek as0 kndal tiiat the Gifure FAGRVYA A OO 6
cooperative would jeopardizethe existence of their agencyREA readily admitted to takng

certain responsibilities when it cameto assisting cooperatives

The REA bragged about being able to approve the appointment of superintendents,
managers, and bookkeeper& Controlling the appointments served a dual purpose for the
REA. First, it allowed thento vet the potertial candidates br competence. Second, it
fostered a relationship between the national REA office and the leadership of the
cooperatives they were responsible for. Theventualamount of OCOEAAT AA Ad A AOOE
OEA 2%! DOI OEAAA EdaA A bdoReldOR DA OBRTRAIRED 1 A O
establisheda managementtraining ® O1T COAI ET T OAAO Oi OAOOEOO Al
sound concept of how their organizations can operate efficiently in providig high quality
electric serviced%44 EA 2 %!  E h thexmajoriyditasésFthe people who are
responsible for the development of policy and the management of rural electric
cooperatives have not had previous experience in ehoperation of electric systemés and

it did not want to risk their eventual success ora handfu of untested executivesTo this

endtEA 2%! AAOAI 1 PAA A Ai OOAODPI T AAT AA AAAT O1 OEI

61 REA,Annual Report1947 (Washington 1947), 13.
62 REAAnnual Report1937 (Washington 1937), 9.
63 1bid., 7.

64 |bid.

65 |bid.
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AT OO0T xA0OO8 DPAOOITT AT A x Al OORA 63 24! O DM O %!1T AD /
provided instructionina3-x AAEO8 OOI i AO Ald aecu@d eqaipmertt &t GO A E

.1 OOE $AET OA 3 OAOA REA réplspitatiiesiverle ghvialisihpede@ 8O A 8 6
cooperative meetings and other official eventsThe REA might have been enthusiastic

about the potential of its cooperatives, but itexpended considerable efforimaking sure

their leaders, and their cooperatives by extensionwere ascapableas possible.

Sometimes vulnerable cooperatives were seen as préy private utilities hungry to
O1T AT OEA 2%! 80 AAOGAI T bi Al O 8 peekihe f@naiod &F@A AT | B
cooperative, in some cases, they woulsimply attempt to buy them out% The REAknew it
could notcede any of its hardwon turf. This wasnot just a matter of pride. If private
companies were able to administer the lines, they would be able to undo the reductions in
rates that cooperativesachieved for their members The Craig-Botetourt Electric
#1 1 DAOAOEOA E1T 6EOCEI EAh &£ 01 AAA ET pwooeh EAA
1940, the REA cited its bylaws for violating eleven principals of a good cooperative. The
AOOAT AAT AA AO EOO AT T OAl 1 AAOGET (aad]ithéddpooA CAA £A
relatonswe OE ADPDBI EAT AA AAA Ghéxdgpbwet condpny offerddac0 O 1T AOA «
buy the m-opforahaltl E1 1 ET T AT 11 AOOBS8GGREA field repéeéentatives gotA E A O A
into the act and mobilized a publicity campaign against takg the offed 6 4 EAEO AZ£&£I 00

DOl OAA OOAA A€@umidivd okdevkiteerthdndred OE T x Adéfealiie Of1

66 REAAnnual Report1957 (Washington 1957), 14.

67 REA,Annual Report,1950 (Washington 1950), 50.

68 Kline, Ronald R. 2000Consumers in the Country: Technology and Social Change in Rural Am&atmore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press.221.
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takeover.8° There were multiple occasions where he REAwas forced to fightthe

AANOGEOGEOGETT 1T &£ T1TA 1T £ E@dnshddddidnadl o8B ®OAU AT
REAengineerswere tasked with supervising the construction work on scores of

projects and activities. REA engineering advancements reduced rural line costs to less than

to $2,000 a mile As early as1937, the REA oversaw a series of projects where construction

cods averaged to only $850 a mildn 1947 line costsfell further to around $750 per mile.”?

Engineers were ablebring these costs down through a series of technological

advancements and workflow improvements’2 Construction of materialsx AO OBPOO 11 A
constuAOET T AAOEO AITTA xAERAVOA 10O 12040 AtllashigEAFOOA A OT A«
construction,0presumably because much of the line was constructed befoiteeing laid. The

REAS €nstruction processes created design materialthat were far more consistentthan

had ever been used beforst EA BT 1 A0 2%! AT CET AAOO T OAAOAA x/
001 Al OO0k ADOAKEOD OEA OA xolyaAlF affikdd fo priyaeliged’® O h

Span lengthswere doubled, as conductors were giver@teel reinforcementds ET OOAAA 1T £
G@onventional copper and aluminundutilized by private utilities. 74 Engineers were sent

into the field to monitor the construction of the linesmaking sure bestpractices were

constantly utilized. Much of the work done to improve construction costs was simple; it did

not take any considerable technd | CEAAT AOAAEOEOT OCE8 4EA 2%! 80

bring the cost of lines down was not the result of any soof miracle, just awiliness to

69 |bid., 222.

7 |bid., 222.

71 REA Annual Report1947 (Washington 1947), 20.
72 REAAnnual Report1937 (Washington 1937), 7.
73 |bid.

74 |bid.
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innovate that had never been displayed priorWhen the private utilities told Morris Cooke
it would cost $1,356 per mile to extend their lines to rural Americahe rejected their
proposal believing this to be way too highThe REA quickly proved thahe had beenright

to do sa

REAengineersevendevelopedtheir own appliancesin an attempt to make
electricity as beneficial to rural Americans as possibldn 1938, the REA announced the

developmentof an eletric cranberry bouncer. The engineers determined thataO C 1T 1 A

—_—

AOAT AAOOUGSG AT O1m AOCE BIADADAD O EIl RIERDTHeT A8 xEIT 1
introduction of the bouncer allowed farmers to sift out bad cranberriesquickly and

efficiently, passing on savings to consumer$n 1939h OE A 2 %! dv@kedwitiCtkel AAOO
Ontario Hydro-Electric Cooperative, the very same one Senator George Nomvas so fond

of,to developaO OEI D1 A AT A AATT T 1 EAAT ORAGIAD OEM EAIO@AAAIT I(
half the cost of the meter hereofore in use8”®The meter wasconsideredsucha

breakthrough that President Roosevelinsisted on displaying it for reporters himself,

making front-pagenews in the process.These meterswere easy to readwhich, in addition

to being cheaperallowed for farmers to read their own meters. These new meters meant

fewer in-person inspections by cooperative representative, reducing the cost of meter

reading from about 15 cents to 3 centers a month per meté¥.In a further attempt to

reduce costsa low-cost transformer was developed specifically for farmers with very low

incomes.! O OEA AT 00 T &£ 1TTA Ai11AO0 PAO i1710Eh OEAO

75 "REA DevisesCranberry'Bouncer'." 1938lew York Times (183-Current File) Aug 30, 1919.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/102443054?accountid=10267.

76 "Roosevelt shows Farmers how to Weed Out Meter Costs." 198BBe Washington Post (1923954), Oct 25, 11.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/151115740?accountid=10267.

2% h O3AOAT T PI AT O T &£ wNOEDPI AT O £ O 200AiI ,ETAO AT A 200AiI 0AiT PIi Aho j
Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture. Gen. Cor@0&-75. NARA.
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Oi Al 1 Al AAOOEIA dases vihbrét bppeaileditdatitdvould take a longer

amount of time than expecteddi A@OAT A 1T ETAO ET OI T A AOAAOR 2
EAAA A£OT $o asdhicrnotali®aPmint their customers hiey brought in wheeled electric

CAT AOAOT OOh OUDPEAAI liswheBIO[AnA] mérdEhodourkds.of QuykdeaE T ¢ AEA
that could help facilitate cheapetrelectricity was pursued; yielding technological advances

that reverberated nationwide.

yearOD OAT A A &b A O E Which, acéofdiig ttheBigioddn 6f Detroit Edison,

@AOOI OAA ET PAOO A&£01T i OEA DIl EAEAO whee 8 ¢ OEAY
ET O1 OAI £ sA\whild vEry fAWdREApfoj@dis @vere on the ground, private tilities

had to begin lowering rates in an attempt to reach out to rural customersThis effort

yielded the first positive uptick in rural electrification in nearly half a decade. However, the

positive market response of the private utilities beliedthe vicious hostility to the REA and

her cooperatives already rearing its head.

TheRelentlesOppositionto the REA

From its first days, there was political opposition to the REAThe earliestresistance
AAT A E1 OcodstarEhttecks fronfEhe@rivae power companiesfacilitated by

Gheir Washington lobbies38d The political opposition to the REA was centereih (Ghe

78 |bid.

79 Special Correspondence, THE NEW,YORK TIMES. 1937. "Tractors Carrying Power to FaNes"York Times (192&urrent File) May
23, 65. http://search.proquest.com/docview/102211481?accountid=10267.

80 McCraw, TVA and the Power Fight4.
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industrial Northeast and Middle WesB8dThis made sense considering that the rural areas

of the country that had already been electrified were almost exclusively in the Northeast

and Middle West. Rural congressmen in these two areas did not feel the same level of

constituent pressure as their geers whose districts were still illuminated by the kerosene

lamp. The pressure wasnot solely at the national level Private O O E 1 $pénEalgfat deal

of effort in urging state legislation restricting the new cooperatives, mostly through

prohibitive taxation.&23 Many private utility executives no doubt were skeptical of the

feasbility of the cooperative plan.@hy not sit back and wait for the ceops to crash and

bune 6 OEAU OOOAI U OEI OCEO8 (1 xAOAOh pivateAA OEA 2
utilities began awell-orchestrated national plan to inhibit its growth. The publicity

campaign against the REA was relentless, and continued into the late 1950s. For most of

the first twenty-£E OA UAAOO 1T £ OEA 2%! 80 AQEGHAHatAAR EO
hadOAT T OEAAOAAT A AnevEsOOO ROIAET AA Aieo OET &£ OAT AA &
againstOE A %%IOE@ 4EA OAOO | AET OE Owerelatick&ldyabi OAA 29
determined publicity campaign[s]oand were forced to fight for hearts andminds both

locally and nationally 84

O ¥eme skimmingpthe strategic extension of lines only to the wealthiest rural
farms, was adopted as the primarytactic private utilities usedagainst any fledgling
cooperative.Since REA regulationprevented cooperatives from establishing themselves in
any area where a private utility was already operating, the private companies, upon

hearing that a cooperative was formingwould extend their lines into the wealthiest parts

823 O A O ThA Rural Electrification Administratio® 6 -2%, @
83 |bid.
84 REA ,Annual Report1950 (Washington 1950), 20.
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of the proposed cooperatie. Without the initial financial strength of those farms, the
establishment of thecel ® AAAAT A E£AO 11 OA AEAZEAOI 08 4EAOA
and were effective at hampering the early efforts of the REA and in some cases even

destroyed prospective coops8 TheREAS O O Adhinistéator , John Carmodyattested

that, in 1937, spite lines had@eriously EAT AEAAPDPAA AT A AOAT AAOOOI U/
DOl EAAOOS8 6 , aftdr leddring that dAcAopdkaiive planned to establish itself in an

area, private utilities erected spite lines under the cover of darkness, so as to avoid

detection by the local resident$¢ Even after7 1 O1 A 7A0 )) AT AAAh OEA DO
against theREA continued, with spite line buildingand creme skimming picking up rght
whereitleftoffs74 EA ODPEOA 1 ET A0 odhitbdmindukdr®® ALl OEGE A 1 DOE (
utilities, but they were by no means the only means at their disposal.

In Texas, private utility salesmen went door to door telling potentiatooperative
They also warnedif they were built the government wouldbe able toseize their farms if
the lines proved untenablejn exchange for the public investmeng8 These agents of the
Texas Power and Light companj 1 OT OT 1 A AZAOI AOO OEAO All 1T A& O
£ O PI xAO ATiI DATU OAOOEAAG xEAT ET EAAO OFEAXx
prospective members to cancel their contracts with their coopeatives. T.P.&L. also went

about erectingspite lines. T.P.&L. crews worked all night erecting lines neck and neck with

85 REA,Annual Report1937 (Washington 1937), 13.

86 Special Correspondene, THE NEW,YORK TIMES. 1937. "Tractors Carrying Power to Farfew York Times (192&urrent File) May

23, 65. http://search.proquest.com/docview/102211481?accountid=10267.

87 Kline, Consumers in the Countrg21.

82%I h O- Al OAT AOI AAD QEA PAAQABARIDAAD BDOAAAOE EEAAOEIT *AT8 p O *¢
16 Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture. Gen. Corr., 1905 NARA.
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completed REA lines. In some places their lines were as close as two feet from each other

In total, five counties worth of projects werehampered by these effort$®

The private utilities did not like the idea of reducing their profits by offering
competitive service, preferringinstead to wage wars of attrition against the REA and her
cooperatives? Groups like the N&ional Tax Equality Association(NTEA) popped up in
opposition to the national cooperative movementThe leadership of the NTEAvas made
up of executives@acing competitionfrom co-l BO6 AT A -blisibdsAadvodatési The
NTEA was created in response to the competition that the cooperativésought to private
companies. Theirprimary aim was to reducethe federal tax benefits cooperatives received
The NTEAlobbied ferociousy OO01T AOAAOA AEAAAOAIEADI ihExEBA O OEAOD

cooperatively .92

The NTEAlobbied congress to alter the éderal tax code in orderQ | eliminate any
economic advantage farmers experienced through coog&Surpluses run by a cooperative
were not taxed as profits, and could therefore & returned to their members in the form of
lower costs. The NTEA was successful in changing the tax codth the passage of the
RevenueAct of 1951, which required farmers to reportcooperative returns as taxable
income.However, the war on cooperatives ontinued. The NTEAevencommissioned a film

AAT 1T AA O#EOEUAT $AOA $10CI AOhd xEEAE OEI xO Al

89 |bid.

0301 AExAi i h O4EB. &AiI Ei U &AOI 6D8
9 |bid., 137.

92 |bid., 11.

93 |bid.
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taxes4

Private utility sponsored opposition to the REA popped up in communities almost as
quickly as REA employees arrived in them. Newspaper advertisements deriding the REA
were published in South Carolina after an REA loan was approved for a transmission
facility. 9> These advertisements were part of a rich tradition of private utilities attempting
to undermine any public power efforts. In 1930, The Middle West Utilities Company
published an advertisement in theWall Street Journathat tried to explain that the lack o
OOOAIT Bl x A OhetinAitations & farmGlectriic@ionhn ¥EEAE EO OAx AO 0D
AAAOO AAOEI U A @b OA &OThdconphny événitddtedhts willingnésgto AOE A 8 6
sendA AT T ETI AO OEOI AA O(AOOAOOO AtokeaditHhgtheé ET AOGd O
dim light of a kerosene lamp, of course). T 6 EOCET EAh O pbi OEOEI 1T APD
DOAOO EOOO DPOEI O O OPAeterOwet@AlsoArailed tettekOET T EAAO
potential membership of rural cooperatives, oftentimescontaining little more than private-
power propaganda.College professors, on the dime of various private power companies,
xAOA AEOPAOAEAA O OET & Oi o Z£AOI AOO T &£ OEA EI
Professorswent door-to-door, speaking to any who wouldisten to them. One such

DOl ZAOOT O OOAOAI AA AOT O1T A 6EOGEIT EAaddshd OEOET C

94 1bid., 161.

95 REA Annual Report1950 (Washington 1950), 20.

9% Wall Street Journal (1923 Current file); Sep 11, 1930ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Wall Street Journal (188®95) pg. 9
97 REAAnnual Report1950 (Washington 1950), 20.
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OEAO OEAU AOOEOO OEA bPi xAO AT I ¥k thélyGabs went OOA A A
on, the regularity of these antiREA tactics increase.?®

The political opposition to the REA came largely from conservativelected officials
who did not have a rural constituency to respond to. Congressmen likdichigan
RepublicanPaul ShaferA A OA A A O buEDdsAintekebts dpp&se®to coops bgharging
coops with Communist associatio® 3 EA AA O & pauid]Aagkdlybé&derted that
this movement (cooperatives), carried to its logical conclusions, would play right to the
EAT AO 1T £ OE ATheré drel kdbivrEGDOMUEBists who hold imporant positions in
natEl T AT AT T DAOACEDAE ABOD ALIAOTE):kéBi@doferalvesAO O
today represent a threat to the solvency of our government, to our system of free
enterprise, and, indeed, to our whole future as a representative replibEL®E Bhémas D.
Winter, aRepublicanCongressman from+ AT OAOh AAAOOAA é&eidcoréb! 1 £ C
I £ A 1 AOCA OGACI AT O T £ 1 O0h7BAORON EtéelniRg 2%DT kKO
with Communists, fellow-travelers and bureaucrats who put ptitical theory above8 OE A E O

~

i 01 ®OU8d
The public relations campaign against REA became especially prevalent after World
7A0 )) OAAAAOOA OOEI EOU AT i PATEAO OAEOAA OEA

during the anticommunist fervor of the eaty cold war to combat the growth of the REA and

% Brown, Electricity for Rural America71. . B . L L o . . .
©®53¢$! h O-Ai T OAT AOGI &£ 0 OEA 3AAOACAONh20QRRAADIOADOORBEAAGE PIQ8* &I 8 AR OOIC
361, RG 16 Records of the Office of the Secretary ofidglture. Gen. Corr., 190675. NARA.

03 01 AExAT 1T h O4EA4 &AI ET U &AOI 6D8

101 |bid., 145.

102"The Reaction: Farmers Working Together or a Communist Plot?." Washington Electric Coop.
http://www.washingtonelectric.coop/about -wec/history/1940s/the -reaction/. Citing the December 4, 1939 Brattleboro Reformer, also
reprinted in the Montpelier Evening Argus.
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I OEAO &1 Of 0 119 The REXiadkrfowl@ifed theagtatks it faced in its 1947
I CAT AU 2APT OO AU NOIT OET ¢ EOIIT AT O11AI AA OAOO
OEAOh O#1 1 bAOAOBGAGcAIFAEIde ds FOBOREBAGopefatives
were forced to combat rampant smears by puate utilities.
Carl Wild, the manager of a cooperative project in North Dakota, told a group of
cooperative leaders that the private utilities attack on hisAT T BPAOAOEOA xAOA OAT 1
being spread through utility advertisingin the press and over the radidgfifteen years after
the creation of the REAThe opposition claimed that ceops werel | Busitessmanaged
tax-paying electric companieshthey were simply massive government subsidie$% Wild
O1 1 A tiifiex|ab@ €ural electric co-ops as socialistic and usAmerican in an attempt to
AAOGOOT U POAIT EA AT 1T EEAAT AR AT A OAOPAAO &I O OEA
O- EOET &I Of AGET 1 ,0ckopeativesiidad@is kcomtddAh® Aumerous
challenges made to theiorganizations. They recalled beindabeled as G slick way toput
the Government in busines§OE A O A& dOCodrauhiim,the product of aloreign
idea brought over here a fewyearsago by a crowd of leftwingers,6operatingOA O OE A
AgbPAT OA 1 motbidg@nbra tiah @®Bdvérnmentsubsidp h AT A ET thOET 1 AQE]
American tradition of businessi AT ACAA A norAes&righiingwoals were
endemic of the mercilessnessvith which private utilities treated their adversariesz either
real or imagined. If a national audience accepted the anfREA narrativeas correct the
2% 60 1 ODBPT OEOETT x1 O1I A | EEAI tinghtAo@stknedd ThO CE DT |

REA simply ould not let the smearslevied against it gounchecked

103 Kline, Consumers in the Countr@222.

104 REA,Annual Report1947 (Washington 1947), 27.
105 Kline, Consumers in the Countr@22.

106 |bid.

41



RONNING WATER — g

RURAL ELECTAIFICATION ADHINISTRATION

WASH DAY

RURAL ELECTRIFICATION ADNINISTRATION Eﬁlﬂﬂfﬂﬂlﬂﬂ“ﬂl ADHINISTRATION

, AOOAO "AAIT 18060 AEOOO OAOEAO 1T £ COAPEEA WAOECT HI O00A0O

Taking the Public Fight to Their Opposition

During the first twenty-five years of its existence, the RE&ngaged in a norstop
campaign of publicity and selpromotion. The majority ofits efforts was geared towardits
direct customers,rural Americans Informational brochures, displays, radio broadasts and
commercials, television advertisement, filmstrips, and more wer@roduced to disseminate
the REA to Rural AmericansThe REAalso made a significant effort to ensure that all

Americans were aware of its activitiesin order to gain national popukrity, the REAcrafted

107 Remington, R. Roger. 199@.ester Beall: Trailblazer of American Graphic Desiddew York: W.W. Norton.
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promotional campaignsto market itself to the rest of the populationand showhow the
program positively affects them as well
4EA 2% 60 AGEAOOOEOA |1 AOEAOET ¢ A&£EE 000 xAO
attacks levied at it, butspread awareness of its potential for positive impacBy broadly
marketing itself, the REA was able to operate in the same arenathg private utility
companiesit was forced to combat While currently there is a broad stigma against
government propaganda, when government agencies arkegislatively required to compete
with private industry they are put at a competitive disadvantage btheir inability to vie in
the battle for hearts and minds. The REA understood that it was in competition with
private util ity companies and that advertising, being the primary means by which private
companies compete, was a necessity. The REA diwored vigorously to show its presence
in the cooperatives it birthed. Its campaignswere not always successful and the REdd
experiencea good deal of rural backlash and apathyfar more thanit ever let on. Yet,
unlike many of its New Deal brethren, it endured long enough to accomplish the task for
which it was set outi%8 It is unlikely the REA would have been able to do seithout its
broad marketing strategy.
There were two audienceghat the REA needed to satisfypotential rural customers
of REA ceops as well as Americans in general. The public image of the REA, as it related to
both audiences, was put in the hands afs Information Services unit. Its first director,
Marion L. Ramsaycame into his position having just published & T T E OE Ol AA OO0 UOAI

Powerd The book wasan account of the battle over the Public Utility Holding Company Act

1083 O A O ThA Rutal Blectrification Administratios 6 OE E 8
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of 1935, also known aghe WheelerRayburn Act19 The act restricted the ability of utility
holding companies to operate in more than one state. In many ways, WheelRayburn
served as the precursor to the fight over rural electrification.

From its inception, the REA maintained relatively consistent messaging

- Az

AOATI AxT OE8 4EAOA xAOA OEOAA | AET DI ET OO Oi

existence owed to the failure of private utilities. The secondhat improving national
economic conditionsis that the primary aim of the REA. The thirds an emphasis on the
moral fortitude of farmers participating in cooperatives and by extension the correctness of
OEA 2 %! 10112 Th&é3&were by no means the only arguments promulgated by the

REA, but they weréby far the most consisent ones!13

109 Ramsay, M. L. 1937. Pyramids of Power; the Story of Roosevelt, Insull and the Utility Wémdianapolis: BobbsMerrill Co.

110 Rural Electrification News 1 (December 1935), 12; Rural Electrification News 1 (May 1936), 3.

113 O A O Tha Rural Efectrification Administratio® 6 ¢ 8

w301 AExAI 1 h O4EA &AIEI U &AOI K3 pps8

113 At different points in tmeh OEAOA xAOA O1 ENOA AOCOI AT OO OEAO EAA O1 AA 1 AAAS
fruitlessly claimed that the REA was hoarding metal necessary for the war effort. S&own, Electricity for Rural America83.
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BURAL ELECTHIFICATION ARMINISTRATION
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Additional graphic posters designed by Lester Beall.114

Marketingto a Rural Audience

In order to spread its message to farmers, convince them to sign up foooperatives
and combat member apathythe REA blanketed the countryside with advertisements,
informational brochures, radio broadcasts and interviews by top REA officials, REA
presentations at farmer or agricultural meetings, and REA traveling exhibit$!5 116 117 118
Very simply, the REAefusedto rest until every rural American knew who they were, what
they did, and how they can help them improve their livesOne could easily fill a lengthy
book chronicling the output of the REA messaging apparatus. REA funded maés ran the
gamut from simple newsletters in the mid 1930s, to posters encouraging victory gardens in
the 1940s, to television advertisements promoting their various cooperatives in the

1950s119 120 There exista few especially notable examples of REA advising worth paying

114 http://www.moma.org /explore/inside_out/inside_out/wp -content/uploads/2012/03/combo3.jpg

115 Rural Electrification News 1 (September 1936).

116 Kline, Consumers in the Countr@224.

173 O A O ThA Rutal Efectrification Administratiolm & Rural Blectrification News 1 (November 1936), 3.
118 Rural Electrification News 1 (August 1936), 23.

119 http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/99400959/
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AOOAT OEIT OiT h AOO AOCOAAT U OEA 1100 EI DI OOAT O
ensure that its name was included in the resources owned and produced by its various
cooperatives. Cooperative building projects featured roadsid®@ ECT © OEAO OEIiI Pl U (
#1 1 DAOAGEOARSG O1 All DAOOAOOGAU x1 01 A- AA AxAOA
employed men working on the linest?! Created by the REA in 1937 in Hayti, Missouri, the
Pemiscot$ O1T ET1 ET %l AAOOEA #1 1 Duked hOREA fogo@bove faAdiN OA OO A
even larger fontthen, its own name. The Callaway Electric Cooperativigunded by the REA
in 1936 in Callaway County, Missouri, plastered a large REA decal on the sides of all of their
trucks.122 The Highline Electric Associion of Holyoke, Colorado, created in 1938, featured
a rather bland black letterhead on its official stationary, save for the bright red REA logo at
the center of the pagd?23 This policy of blanket visibility by the REA ensured that those
who benefitted from its cooperatives knew who the ultimate authority was. Its presence on
the ground extended far beyond storefronts and trucksREA home economists, lawyers,
engineers, management experts, anothers were constantly in the field working with
various cooperdd EOAO8 9AO OEA 2% 80 POAOGAT AA xAO EAO .
marketed itself to both rural and urban Americans.

The REA also published a number of informational pamphlets with titles like
O7TEQEIT C UT 60 &AOI AT A (11 ABE AAT-AraBTES@riEr %l AAOO
was abasic11l-page booklet, detailing simple instructions and guidelines for electrical

wiring, ending with a list of over 200 uses for electricity. It also explained to farmers that

120 Kline, Consumers in the Countr249.

121 Smith, Ephraim K., and Walter Cronkite. 2008. Power for the Parkinsons. Fresno, CA: Heritage Productions, Inc

122’ Your Cooperative | callawayelectric.com." callawayelectric.com. http://www.callawayelectric.com/content/yourmeter-0

123 Highline Electric AssoE AOET T h O, AOOAO Oi OEA 1 AT ET EOOOAOI Ohd jpwttqgs8 &ITAAO O/ ¢
RG 16 Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture, General Correspondence, Z@)ENARA.

124 United States. n.d. Wiring Your Farm and Hiee. N.p: U.S. Govt. Print. Off.].

125 United States. 1938Rural Electrification on the MarchWashington, D.C.: Rural Electrification Administration.
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the REA would provide them with loans of ugo 80 percent of the cost of the job for wiring
anentireareal2607 EQET C UT 00O nhedar iwith AtheApurely ddécational
publications, allowed the REA to spread important information regarding electrification
while continuing to spread awareness bits supreme roll in the existence of any local rural
electrification goings on.

The primary REA publication geared toward Rural America waRural Electrification
News a monthly magazine purporting to accurately detail the actions and progress of the
REA. In reality,Rural Electrification Newswas something of a cross between an appliance
catalog and blatant propaganda for the REA. The first edition of tural Electification
Newswas published in September 1935 and reflected the relative infancy of the REA. The
pictures and graphics that were staples of future issues &tural Electrification Newswvere
nowhere to be seen. Instead the magazine featured a simple bann€he Electric Home and
Farm Authority was given a great deal of attention in the first few issuesThe EHFA was
another governmentlending program, whose board of directors happened to be chaired by
none other than Morris Cooke Working alongside with theREA, the EHFA provided
individual loans for farmers to purchaseelectrical appliances. Farmers would then repay
the loans through their electricity bills. Rural Electrification Newg eaders were told how
OEA %(&!' 860 POOOEAx xAO A@mekio wokkiwithie REAGAAOOE OA
Nationally to promote the use of appliances in rural area%’ In later issues Rural
Electrification Newsincluded articles written by EHFA personnel. George D. Munger, the
#1011 AOAEAT - AT ACAO T &£ w(&!'h PATTAA AT AOOEAI A

~ A N Lo~ N

I £ %l AA O Onhidhiekplained fordadérs how the selfsupporting loans provided

126 United States. n.dwiring Your Farm and HomeN.p: U.S. Govt. print. off2.
127 Rural Electrification Nevs, 1 (September 1935), 4.
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Future editions of Rural Electrification Newswvould further highlight the danger of fire to

AAOI O 1 AAEET ¢ xAOAO POAOOOOA OUOOAI 6h Awbi AEI
prevent half of nightA OEOET ¢ AAAEAAT OOhdé OAITT T &£ TAxI U Al
POl OEAA OEA OAAAAO xEOE 1 EOCOOGBPm1OTRAAWRE Al A £
frequently offers for the reader to request filmstrips from the REA to explain te benefits

and specifics of the progrant32 An early edition of theRural Electrification Newseven

featured a complaint card that was preaddressed to Morris Cooke. The Administrator

pledged to personally go over each and every complaint card. The card ingal a level of

accessibility one does not typically associate with government bureaucracy. Yet, it was

apropos of an agency trying to market itself as more empathetic to the concerns of farmers

than the villainous private utility companies, as well as diretly responsible for the welfare

of each cooperative member.

128 Rural Electrification News 2 (April 1937), 32;Rural Electrification News 1 (Januaryz February 1936).
129 Rural Electrification News 1 (March 1936).

130 Rural Electrification News 2 (April 1937), 16-17.

131 Rural Electrification News 1 (November 1936), 20.

132 Rural Electrification News 1 (November 1936), back cover.
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Marketing to a National Audience

In May of 1937, residents of New York Citwere treated toan exhibit set up by the
Rural Electrification Administration in Rockefeller Center Behind glass display cases were
models of an electrified farm, with its modern convergnces. Also on display were facts and
figuresregardngOEA 2 %! 60 AAOECIT h O BATAske@AiDento ndT A AEOOOC
REA activity in New York, including rural upstate New Yorkrhis was not Washington D.C.
there were no politicians whose votes peded swaying. The presence of the REA, so far
from any of the direct actors relevant to its existencenade little sense Yet, there was a
purpose to the REA exhibii to present the best possible image of the REA to all Americans.
From its earliest daysthe REA spent considerable energy not only ensuring that it was
performing its duties as efficiently and effectively as possible, but also attempting to make
sure every American wasnformed about its efficiency and effectiveness
While the majority of REA marketing was diected toward rural America, its most
spectacular productionwas most certainly not. Power and the Landvas afeature film
purporting to be a documentary4 EA 2 %! AT 11 EQOOET T AA 0AOk , 1 OAl
tel OEA OOT OU T &£ TTA OOOAI £AT EIl UGBS énovina@liofe® OAT AT O
the country. The script was designedor a national audiencewho knew littte of OE A 2 %! 6 O
painstaking efforts to persuade farmers to join its causePower and the Landpoon-fed the
2 %! 6 0 1 daudwhgitcénde to be, ad how wildly successful it was, to the public.
AEA | £EEZEAEAT AOT AEOOA A& O OEA bDOi AGAOETT &AAO

its cover, and everything about the presentation of the filmvas designed to make it feel

135 Rural Electrification News 2 (April 1937), 32.
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that just that way.136 To the national audiencethe farmers in the film were marketed as
symbolic of our national identity, industrious and selfreliant. Any connection the audience
might draw between private utilities failing the farmers, and private industry failing
America as a wholeon the road to the Great Depressiowas just fine by the REAInstead of
addressing rural electrification in representative terms, the REAdevised a strikingly simple
storyline to sell itself to the American people.

The film follows two daysinthel EAA T £ "EI 1T AT A &ndtoekl O0AOEE]
interactions with other local farmers. The first day depicts life orthe Parkinsonfarm
before electricity, and the second shows life with electricity. The Parkinsons lived miral
Ohio and were served by the Belmont Electri€ooperative The official brochure, which
was distributed to communities wherein the film was scheduledto play, described the
OAOEET O 10 AT A OEAEO T AECEAT OO AO APPAAOEI C E
OAODPI 1 OEAEI EOQUS O1T ET &I O '1i AOEAAT O OAAT OO 00
AOi OCEO O1 OEAiI 86 4EA AOI ABEnQBPdvergidth&ElalAO EOO A
OET T AOO6 AT A OA OAOU OAAT PEAOOOA T &£ OOOOAU !
AAi AOA EOCOO AO WEAU AT ET OAAl 1 EEZEAS8O

In reality, Bill Parkinson was reluctant to participate in the filming. His first concern
was that the fivedollars per day offered to him was far too low. His neighbors, the ones the
AOT AEOOA OAI1 O 00 EAI O OEAO EO xAO OEAEO OOAO
Parkinson a fool for agreeing to such a low fee. However, the director of the film, Jdrisns
convinced Parkinson that five dollars a day was the best he could do. After all, it was an

REA job, and cheap distribution, not profitswas paramount. The second problem was that

12 %! h 001 xAO AT A @bA Tt nAIQBH &1 ji 'AR/Oh ORHOAT %l AAOOEEAEAAOQEIT ! ATl ET EOOOAD
Information, NARA.
137 |bid.
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the Parkinsons had onlyreceived electricity a few monthsprior to fil ming, and like most
recent recipients of power, only had a few applianceand no indoor plumbing. In order to
show the full potential of electrification, the REA arranged for numerous appliances,
including indoor plumbing, to be installed.Indoor plumbing was especially expensive and
required an additional bathroom built onto the house, as builders of prelectrification
farmhouses assumed that outhouses would bare that particular loa@ill Parkinson
arranged for his family to keep many of the appliancesnze filming finished.
7TEET A OEA Z£EI T xAO 1 AOEAOCAA AO A ,GdwkerAOi AT O
andtheLandA1 1 T xAA ) OAT O O1 OEi x OOEA O1 ABKor AAT A &Er
his part, Lorentz, the director of the U.S. Film Service agreemmake the film partly
becausethe REAQvas developing a reputation as oa of the best New Deal progran@sand
he wanted to see it succeetb? Ivens preferred to direct the subjects of his films in camatic
reenactmentsin lieu of filming their lives as they actually happened.This allowed him to
OFEI I OEA OO0®0tks agpdack Aeshddiwell vitidtBednformation Services
unit who wanted to display the positives of rural electrification while glossing over
unfavorable realities like the typicaltwoUAAO xAEO EO OT T E OO 1 OCATE
OEA C1 OAOT I ATO 1TTATh AT A # OO0AI1T Al AAOOEA xEO
4EA EET1 180 1 AOOAOET T h xOEOOAT AU o0fl EOQUAO
the REA chos®ver John Steinbeck to write the script), was more than willing to

editorialize at certain points as well. As the Parkinsons sit down to dinner at the end of the

first day, we are told that even though their norelectrified lives are hard OOEA OEET CO x A

138 Kline, Consumers in the Countr§92.

139 Snyder, Robert L.Smith, Ephraim K., and Walter Cronkite. 200&ower for the ParkinsonsFresng CA: Heritage Productions, Inc.
140 Kline, Consumers in the Countr$92.

141 |bid., 194.
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AEAOEOE 1100 AAT OO0 ! i A®EW Ane Apechic giokiicafion i e OEEO O
Parkinson family was emblematic oPower and the Lanés a wholez a full-throated

exclamation of the moral superiority of the American farmer. Andter scene depicts Bill

Parkinson and his neighbors imis field cutting stalks of corn. In a poeticadence the

T AOOAOT O OET CO O0) 660 OEA OAI A ET A OEAO xA OOA
7EAT xA CAO OI CAOE Ave can Aased crdp AnO Barvést the OrGpil/ B T 7

xA AAT CAO OEA bl x AO mint;Anis @ak Supposedito thké gld&eed8 6 + AAD
before any discussion of forming an electric cooperativhad taken place, yet the narration

EO Al OAAAU ANOAOET Cenéds AfsarédAndetcanplinOitles. Al AT A @O
message was loud rad clear: this is not socialismthis government-enableddemocratic

capitalism in its most American form.

Farmers working together to make their lives better was a constant theme in Power and t he Land.143

142 lvens, Joris, Edwin Locke, William P. Adams, Fritz Mahler, and Doulgas Moore. 182®ver and the LandBurbank, Calif: Discount
Video Tape.
143 |bid .
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Power and the Landvent to great lengths to highlight the failings of the private
OOEI EOEAO8 wAOI U 11 ET OEA Z£EiI i h xEEI A AAPEAO
electrically assisted farm labor, the narrator made a point of telling the audience that the
reason therewasno electricity available to themwasOEAO OEA ODBPI xAO AT 1 BPAT |
POl AFEO86 " AAAOOA T £ OEA COAAA 1T £ @l AGEOOAEDA
the dark,6pun certainly intended.! £#0AO0 A AAAOh OEA OEAxWAO EO O]
OOAOOO NOT h OOA Ahe@lisugLbtér 6n irCitie fiild, Eftexthe farmers have
finished working together to cut the corn, they sit and discuss how much easier life would
be with electricity. One farmer points out that their local private uET EOU Ox1 180 Al E
OEAO EA8O EAAOA T &£# A 1T Ax OI OOAA 1T £ Pi xA0g OCI
ACAT AU &£ 0 O0O0AT Al AAOOEEAEAAOGEIT 6 EAO AAAT A
Oi EETA 1T00 I10A AAT OO OICODROT O ADBA POIXAIOhT Ak @I
from all around gather to hear from an REA representative about the prograrihe
OAOEAAT OO EAAO A OEIT OO OUI APOEO 1T &£ EI x OEA 2%
Ol1T A OEAO OOEAOA AOA AEID D ateEb @& diskis$oA, &1 OOh 11
townspeople decide to form the Belmont Electric CooperativeThe message is cleaprivate
industry has failed these farmers and the government has come to their rescue.

The rest of the film showsa day in theParkinson® newly electrified life. They
perform many of the same tasks they did the day before, only this time they are completed
with great ease. Thesecond dayserves as somewhat of a videcatalogfor a bevy of
APDDPl EAT AAO8 4 EA [E lelonghlay&r@sthingsWill be@asigrnowe 1 Ah O4 E
conveyingto the viewer that the era of farm drudgery is being ushered out by the arrival of

the REA and rural electrificatiors that a new era of rural life is beginning.
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Power and the Lanapened on August 31, 240, in St. Clairsville, Ohio, in the theater
T AAOAOGDO O1 OFE A neka migsingain bppotunitfodrargl itself, a large
banner reading ower and the Landan REA Productiodhung outside the theaterIn
December the film opened in New York and Washington, D222 It was a hit. Movie critics
APpPil AGAAA ) OAO AAEI EOU O1 DOl AOA&KTh®Natickdd EA O1 U
Board of Review of Motion Pictures awardedPower and the_Land honorable mention as the
second best documentary released in 194347 The New York Timesnnounced its New
York premiere as the top event of its local events write up'8 It received wide distribution
thanks to a deal the REA signed with RKO Radio Pictures, one of the Big Five movie studios
at the time. The deal stipulated that movie theaters did not have to pay RKO the fee
typically charged in order to show a movie. Within a month of its release more than a
thousand theaters bookedPower and the Land#?

There is no way of knowing the full impat of Power and the LandWhat is known is
that it was a wildly popular film designed to advertise the REA to not just rural audiences
but a national audience as weh>0 The film was highly engineered to communicate to its
audience the thhee main messagesfahe REA: is existence is due to the market failure
AOT OCEO 1T 1 AU inBolercé) ACREA Wb makiEgdHe Aalldas a wholebetter,
the actions of the farmers behind the fledgling cooperatives wasot government

overreaching, its wassimply an extension of the time honored, sel§upportive tradition of

144 Kline, Consumers in the Countr§95.

145 |bid., 193.

146 |bid., 195

147" Grapes of Wrath' is Deemed BegRicture of Year." 1940The Washington Post (1923954), Dec 23, 22.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/151253367?accountid=10267.

148 "Of Local Origin." 1940New York Times (192&urrent File) Dec 10, 33.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1053112607?accountid=10267.

149 Kline, Consumers in the Countr§95.

150 U."U.S. Film Unit Gives 3 'Hits,' but Loses Out." 1920e Washington Post (1923954), Mar 26, 21.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/151220135?accountid=10267.
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' I AOEAAGO A£EOI T OEAOOI Al 8 4 xPhiveddnd theA dndG ADEAOCODOET E O
I AAAOGEI T AT T U AAEiIse OEI x1 6 ET OEAAOAOOS

Power and the LanDAOOAA AO OEA 2isplaponatioral@@reabtQi | E £E A
buttwAO AU 11 1T AAT O EOCO 111U A&EAI 008 4EA 2%! 80
nation® attention on rural electrification by makinga point of highlighting various
humorous or outlandish staies that came across its deskdhe such example appeared on
the front page of theChicago Daily Tribuneén August 1938. The REA reported to the media
OEAO A OOOAI x11T AT ATibpl AETAA OF OEA AcCAT AU O
i AEET ¢ EAA AOAAO Oi 1 A @d&Bodld staly itvzed, ishek Aadid OAT AET C
take the trays of ice out and try to make use of them and then replaced the trays with fresh
water.152

Perhaps the most bizarre story publicized by the REA wam the lengthsthat J.D.

Murphree, a farmer in New PortArkansas, went to secure electrical service for his house in

pwtx8 (EO I TAAl Al Tl DPAOAOEOA EAA OADPI OOAAI U O1
OEA T ETA O AA OAOOAA8BS6 5bDi1T EAAOETI ¢ OEA AAA
under his houseE EOAEAA A OOAAOI O OI EOh AT A i1 O0AA OEA

enough to receive servicés3 The story was published in newspapers across the country,
and served as a powerful account of the rural desire for electrificatiof?* The idea of a
farmer would move his house, which one would imagine was built deliberately near his

cattle or crops, half a mile away ought to draw the veracity of this story into question. As

151 Kline, Consumers in the Countr248.

152 "Housewife Registers Kick; Refrigerator Too Speedy." 1938hicago Daily Tribune (1923963), Aug 28, 11.
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1819324147?a ccountid=10267.

153 REAAnnual Report1947 (Washington 1947), 7.

0571 AAT A OF ' A0 i AAOOEA 7EOAO 30 Nabata Falls Gatelteulels, 10.1 OAO (1 OOCA 61 , ET A0l
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we know, the REA was particularly good at crafting stories in order to create posigvpress
for itself z whether or not the Murphree tale is trug it certainly made for a good story.

TheREAS O 1T AOEI T A1 AAOAOOEOET ¢ AEAI OO0 AOAT 1/
world. In 1937 and 1939,the REAcommissioned avantgarde graphic deigner Lester Beall
to produce two O A O E A@derh-#& s@ziakOA Al EOI BT OOA 0®" A IOl ®E ALERQC
posters were shown at the New York Museum of Modern Aralmost immediately after
their releasein November 1937156 Thei OOAOI 6 O A E OA A Oir.,BelledthdmZEOA A ( 8
AO OFAO 11T OA x1 OOEU 1T £ OAOET 6O Ai 1 OEAAOAOQEIT I
| /E/EE AE Adnd weAt OrBdEIEICET ECEO OEA OAT 1T AT AOO T £ OUI Al
distinguishing features of the posters:5? The commissioningi £ " A A l-ga@eartoxAT O
was true to form for an agency that wanted to be on the very cusp dié national zeitgeist.

Since therewere no national opinion pollsmeasuringOEA 2 %! 8 0 A&£&£I 000 O
itself to as wide an audience as possible, we can only rely on hints as to the success it
garnered in the processReports ofPower and the Landbeing popular nationwide, or of
, AOGOAO " AAT 180 bl O00A Qeem © Adirdbératethe prEpaskion@hatAT CT EOE
the REA enjoyed a great deal of publicity outside of just rural Americh.is highly unlikely
that it would have been able to achieve this popularity whout a promotional campaign
Furthermore, absent its positive marketing the REA would have likely succumbed to the
attacks made against it by its opponentslhe constant negative messaging utilized against

the REAcould have easily convinced voters who had no experience with and knew

155 Kline, Consumers in the Countrgg9.

%FAl D1 AO 1T £ " A Afoundod pabes 8GAd@® AAT AA

157" ester Beall and the Rural Electrification Administration." MoMA. www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/03/22/lester -beall-
and-the-rural -electrification-administration
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nothing of its work. Throughthe work of its Information Services division, the REAever

allowed it to come to that.

Below are mages displaying the branding arranged by the RE#Aseveral of its cooperatives:

A truck belonging to the Callaway Electricity Cooperative in Fulton, M issouri
features an REA logo on its door158

158 "Your Cooperative | callawayelectric.com." callawayeleciricom. http://www.callawayelectric.com/content/your -meter-0

58



The office of the Vernon Electric Cooperative in Westby, Wisconsin featured an REA
sign over its front door .159

<)
f

Vi,
N

A truck belonging to the Southern Maryland Electricity Cooperative .160

159 The office of the Vernon Electric Cooperative in Westby, WisconsiBmpowered by the Past: Red State @ps Go Green by Brooke
Jarvis? YES! Magazine." YES! MagazmePowerful Ideas,Practical Actions? YES! Magazine.
160 http ://www.smeco.coop/images/truck.jpg
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The office of the Howard Electric Cooperative in Fayette, Missouri featured an REA
banner on the side of its building. 161

DUNK

LIN

The office of the Pemiscot-Dunklin Electric Cooperative in Hayti, Missouri displayed its REA affiliation in larger
letters than its own name .162

161 http://howardelectric.coopwebbuilder.com/sites/howardelectric.coopwebbuilder.com/files/page -images/oldoffice.jpg
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A Pemiscot-Dunklin Electric Cooperative truck, complete with REA door decal, erecting REA lines in Missouri.163

REA as$ocially BeneficiaEconomic Stimulus

On a bitterly cold* AT OAOU 11T 0T ET ¢ ET ,AAATTTh )T AEAT A
across the Boone County flatland6500 farmers gathered around a narrow hole dug five
feet deep into the frozen groundSix months earlier, the Rural Electrification
Administration had granted a$567,926loan to the Boone County Rural Electric
Membership Cooperative (REMC). The REMC had spent the next six mohis E OE T C

employees, setting up an office, purchasing materials, and signingupimd AOO86 4 EA

162 Hayti, Missouri. Member of the U.S. Rural Electrification Admistration (REA) cooperative at the annual meeting. Rothstein, Arthur,
1915- photographer. Created/published: 1942 July. Library of Congress reproduction number: EESW3006592-D DLC (b&w film
neg.)Digital ID: (intermediary roll film) fsa 8d07508

163 http://l cweb?2.loc.gov/service/pnp/fsa/8d07000/8d07400/8d07473v.jpg
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2 %- #06 O E offedeigidinga @ddest @ miles of linewas starting that day. Morris

Cooke dugthe first shovelful of dirt and watched asworkers placed the firstOA OAT OT OA A
OOEI EOU.4EIAl AdOnsENers Baved into the Lebanon High School auditorium to

watch a short playdepicting the future benefits of electricity164 Following the play, Cooke

Ol OA O1 ObAAE attesfted 6 Axplain the AissdA @ the REAs socially
beneficialeconomic stimulus. 4 EA 2 %! AAI 1T AA EOO x1 OE AO CAAOA
economic advanc®@4 EA 2 %! 6 0 ' 11 OAl 2 AgheG®@ialZ£l O pwoy OO0/
OAODPI 1 OEAETI EQEAO | £ OCEAADPOI GOAI BOAEAT GE Bk O A D
AAOGAT 1 PEAED8DWoOAGCAT AU OAPT OO OOOAOGOAA OEA A,
AAOGAT 1 bi AT 06 OECEO Al T1COEAA OEA OO1T AEAI O0OAOD
electrification process16é The REA, in this sense, always considered itself agaailitator of

socially beneficial cajtalism.

In his speech, Cookérst addressed the locakconomic gains that will come fronthe
REMG OAI 1T ET ¢ OEA AOOA i-dbwikhheaneinidyAeotdor ItIAO OOEEO
artisans, laborers and clerks, increase in the business of local merchantsnarket for the
I OOPOO T &£ I ETA 1 AOCAOEAI b ®IHA ddiAuedD expiidthedd CET OO0
local economic benefis by emphasizing the increase in business local contractors will see,
AT A Ei x OEA OI AEAOO 1T £ xEOET ¢ OOPDPIEA® xEI 1l b
Furthermore, through the work done byEHFA the purchase of appliances and equipment

for the newly wireA A£AOI O xEI 1 AAT AEZEO OEAOAxAOA OO OAO]

164 Emily Schilling,Power to the People, A History of Rural Electrification in Indiad885, 14-21.
165 Garwood, Tuthill i Th&Rural Electrification Administratiofn 0.

162 06! § O AT 1T OA938 ©LD,IBDAEI £ O

167 Rural Electrification News 1 (Januaryz February 1936): 7.

168 |bid.
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