(Who Am I to Say? – Northeast Arkansas Business Today – 8/1/05)

When I was approached by the publishers of NEA Business today about writing a column in their agribusiness section, my first thought was, "who am I to say?"  I mean after all, I just report farm news.  I don't really factor into the production of food and fiber.  But, maybe this will provide some insight into how I derive such respect and admiration for those who do.

This may sound cliché, but my father is the son of a sharecropper.  Born and raised on a farm near Kennett, Missouri, he spent a good part of his first 18 years dragging a pick sack and chopping cotton, all the while contemplating how he could go on to bigger and better things.  He opted for a career in the military.  Consequently, I am a military brat.  I spent most of my childhood on military installations in the U.S. and abroad.  But my interest in agriculture was never far from the surface since Dad frequently regaled my two brothers and me with tales of the farm.

"When I was your age..." was how most of the stories started, and they usually related some valuable lesson that could only be learned on the farm.  As I got older, I often wondered why he chose to leave the farm since he recounted those days with an almost wistful tone.  That faraway look in his eye told me, that in spite of the hard work and sacrifice, there was something satisfying in what he did growing up.  Maybe that's what captured my interest.

I never had the good fortune of dragging a picksack or chopping cotton (tongue planted firmly in cheek), but I have had some experiences of my own that have given me an abiding respect for those who feed and clothe the world.  My hands-on experience in production agriculture was gained mostly on the back of a horse.  As a teen in New Mexico, I was lucky enough to live what most youngsters can only dream about - being a cowboy.  

They did things the hard way on the ranch where I worked.  The most modern appliance on the place was a propane [branding] iron heater, and those corrals that could be found were miles, literally a day's ride, apart.  Out there they measure land in sections, not acres.  Just to add a little persepctive, the particular ranch I worked on covered some 210 sections.  As big as that may sound, it wasn't even close to being one of the biggest in the state.  I worked by the day.  20 dollars and found was the rate.  That was their way of saying meals included.  We rolled out the bedroll and slept on the ground, just like in the movies.  What an experience for a military brat who had just moved from England just two years before.  

As hard as the work was, I look back on those days fondly.  And now that I have a son, I'm certain I'll frequently bore him with tales from the farm.  I have no doubt they'll start with "when I was your age..."

