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THE FIGHTING GOVERNOR 

Cash wheat prices at Minnesota terminal points boomed upward five cents 
the first day the embargo was in effect. The following day, they jumped 
another five cents. The beneficial effects of the Langer embargo were in­
stantly felt. 

North Dakota produces by far the largest amount of hard spring wheat of 
any state in the union-a type of wheat high in protein content necessary to 
make first-patent flour. Withholding the huge North Dakota supply from 
the market really hampered the plans of the millers. Removal of the hard 
northern spring wheat from the market upset all market-manipulating plans. 

The North Dakota move also "jarred" Washington into action. The day 
after Bill Langer announced his wheat ultimatum, Harry L. Hopkins, relief 
administrator, and Henry Morgenthau went into the \vheat pits and pur­
chased 11,000,000 bushels of surplus wheat for relief needs. 

Previously, Langer had sought to have the governors of Minnesota, South 
Dakota, Montana, Iowa, Nebraska and Kansas join him in declaring the 
\Vheat embargo. The six governors immediately wired Langer commending 
him for his courageous action and lauding the plan, but none of them found 
courage to match Langer's. They all found some excuse to keep from joining 
the embargo proclamation. Their failure to take action seriously hampered 
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the effectiveness of the plan, but Bill Langer had made up his mind, and went 
ahead. 

"The embargo goes into effect as announced," the farmer's governor 
announced, "If necessary, North Dakota will 'go it alone' but the wheat em­
bargo sticks. 

"North Dakota, ,vith one-eighth of the nation's wheat crop in elevators in 
the state, will set an important example to other producing centers." 

Langer's dramatic embargo focused the attention of the whole nation on 
the farm problem. National farm organizations commended his stand, and 
farmers every\vhere wired their support of the militant governor. The effec­
tiveness of the embargo was immediately demonstrated. Fifty million bushels 
of Dakota wheat \.Vere dammed behind its state borders by the governor's 
order. The National Guard was held ready to enforce the embargo. 

The temper of the farmers is best sho\vn by a telegram signed by more than 
100 wheat farmers in Sargent county. 

"Your action in placing an embargo on wheat is the best thing that has 
been done in this state in forty years. We are with you until hell freezes over.'' 

The embargo ordered by Bill Langer caught the imagination of the 
American public. Ne\vspapers and magazines devoted reams of paper to 
telling the story of the only governor in the wheat country willing to risk 
the wrath of opposing factions to "go to bat" for his wheat farmers. 

The embargo continued in strict force for a month. No wheat moved out 
of the state. 

In mid-November, a crisis devdoped. North Dakota raises three-quarters 
of the nation's supply of durum wheat, a softer grade used in macaroni. With 
three-quarters of the supply off the market, prices rose steadily. When prices 
presently increased markedly, Canadian producers of durum discovered they 
could pay the 42-cent duty on each bushel of durum, and still ship to the 
United States at a pro.fit. Bill Langer foresa\v this possibility, and appealed to 
President Roosevelt to increase the tariff a full 50 per cent, as he \Vas em­
powered to do by law. But President Roosevelt, evidently follo\ving Wal­
lace's advice declined to assist the daring program. 

To forestall Canadian shipments, and because the price of durum had risen 
to between 89 and 92 cents a bushel, high enough to bring a small profit to 
the North Dakota farmers, Langer decreed a relaxing of the embargo on 
durum wheat for a ten-day period. This move not only blocked threatened im­
portation of Canadian wheat, but relieved the tension on wheat storage 
facilities in North Dakota, choked to capacity by the impounded grain. 

Wheat prices continued their upward trend, and Langer lifted the em­
bargo entirely on December 5. Farmers at last could get a living price for 
their wheat. On the same day the wheat embargo was lifted, Governor Langer 
clamped down an embargo on the shipment of beef animals from North 
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Dakota~ judging the market beef price then prevailing to be confiscatory. 
Late 1n December, although the wheat embargo had been relaxed, thirty­

five. el.evat~r opera~ors filed an action in District Court against Langer seeking ! 
an 1n1~n.ct1on against the embargo. Attorneys for Langer and the railway 
comm1ss10~ contended the embargo was a proper exercise of the police powers 
of a sovereign state. The federal court opinion declared the embargo was in 
violation of the interstate commerce clause of the constitution, and that a 
state, regardless of economic conditions, had no right to interfere with the 
interstate flow of goods. 

But, even though outlawed, the Langer embargo served its purpose. The 
desperate plight of the middle western farmer was dramatized on a nation­
,vide scale for the first time, and the necessity for farm relief was graphically 
sho,vn. The practical results of holding one-eighth of the nation,s ,vheat off 
the market were also salutary. No. r Dark Northern Spring Wheat was quoted 
at 49 cents a bushel t\.vo days before the embargo ,vas made effective, and 
five \.\'eeks later the price had boomed to 72 cents a bushel. 

The farmers of the middle west still remember the North Dakota embargo. 
Efforts to organize a farm strike were attempted by farmers in other states, 
but North Dakota was the only commonwealth with a governor with courage 
to make a positive move. 

Bill Langer was that governor. 

His embargo really started fireworks on the middle-western farm front. 
Two days after his embargo proclamation, Milo Reno, president of the 
Farmers, Holiday association, called a national farm strike. He protested that 
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THE STORY OF WILLIAM LANGER 43 
the federal government had kept the farmers waiting like stepchildren at a 
family reunion dinner, dangling a post-dated check for relief before their 
eyes, but doing nothing now, when the immediacy of their need dwarfed all 
other considerations. 

For the next two months, embattled middle western farmers joined in em­
bargoes at scattered points throughout the middle west. Milk trucks were 
dumped and fired. Heads were broken in rioting to keep farm produce from 
moving to market and depressing prices. The farmer was on the move in 
the fall of 1933, and a national farm rebellion was very near that year after 
Bill Langer brought the need for concerted action home to the farmers ,vith 
his wheat embargo. 

The administration finally realized the temper of the farmer, and the first 
AAA was hastily passed and initial benefits went into the corn-hog and ,vheat 
areas that year. The action of the courageous North Dakota executive finally 
got results from the lethargic New Deal. 

They will remember the wheat embargo a long time in Washington and 
the mid-west. It touched off forces which not even yet are quiescent, and gave 
hope that someday real government aid, along the Langer line of guaranteed 
cost of production, might one day be forced from the federal government if 
farmers were sufficiently well organized . 
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CHAPTER IX 

I 

HE governors of eleven farm states met in Des Moines, Iowa, on 
~c~ober 30, r933 to discuss the problems of agriculture and the in­
c1p1ent farm rebellion. 

Leading officials of the farmers' organizations of the country .also attended 
the governors' conference on agriculture. Out of the two-day conference 
came a 10-plank platform for farm relief which it was decided to transmit 
to Washington. 

Bill Langer, still fighting, was in the thick of the conference. His reiterated 
proposal f~~ a guaranteed price for farm produce, to be pegged at a fair 
level, prec1p1tated the only real difference of opinion at the conference. Gov­
ernor .Floyd B. Olson of Minnesota also supported the pegged price plan, 
de~lar1ng that the prod~ction ?~ food should rank as a public utility, and 
enJoy the benefits of pr1ce stab1l1zation accorded other utilities. 

Langer also plumped for a joint embargo by the governors of all the states 
at the conference. 

"T~e way to get action is to declare an embargo of farm goods from every 
state, Langer declared. The huge audience of farmers present cheered the ! 
~oung North Dakota executive frenziedly. Milo Reno, E. E. Kennedy, na­
tional secretary of the Farmers' Union, William Hirth of the Mi · F , p . ssour1 

~rmers rotect1ve Association and other farm leaders staunchly supported 
his embargo proposals. 

T?e othe~ governors present refused to join in the embargo declaration. I 
Their ~o-point program asked fixed minimum farm prices; regulation of 
marketing of raw food products on the domestic market; licensing of pro­
ducers and processors and dealers in basic food commodities· asked ware­
house .surplus deter~ation to keep surplus off market dom:stically; tariff 
~xclu~1on of all agricultural products grown in the United States; currency 
mflauon under proper safeguards; payment of Fourth Liberty Loan in new 
currency; asked no advance fee on federal farm loan applications· lowered 
fe?e:al £~rm loan interest; reappraisal without cost to borro\ver' on com­
m1ss1oner s loans when commissioner has recommended loans less than 

75 per cent of the appraisal. 

Governor Langer submitted a minority report urging an embargo on farm 
products. 

G~vernors Ols~n, Langer, Berry of South Dakota, Schmedeman of Wis­
cons1~, and Herring of Iowa were named to take the conference report to 
W ash1ngton. 

44 

THE STORY OF WILLIAM LANGER 45 

The governors asked, in a three-hour conference with Secretary of Agri­
culture Wallace, that minimum prices be fixed for basic farm commodities, 
$1.02 per bushel for wheat; 75 cents a bushel for corn; $8.50 a hundredweight 
for hogs; $6.70 a hundredweight for beef; 36.6 cents a pound for butterfat 
and $2.08 a hundred pounds for milk . 

Next day, while the farm world was literally "holding its breath" at the 
importance of the negotiations, President Roosevelt turned down every pro­
posal of the farm-state governors. F. D. R. said the plan would be "unwork­
able" and "unacceptable" to the nation's farmers. Farmers, he said, were 
highly individualistic and resentful of regimentation. The president placed 
his faith in the old AAA control program, and time has shown that program, 
and its AAA successor, as having failed to solve the farm problem. 

The governors' committee, forced to go home empty-handed to their 
· farmers after their flat rejection by Roosevelt and Wallace, declared they were 

"disappointed and disgusted." 
There was continuing violence in the other states outside North Dakota, 

as farmers sought to take matters in their own hands and enforce a produce 
embargo. Cheese factories in Wisconsin were dynamited; men were killed 
in several farm sectors. Only in North Dakota, where Bill Langer had invoked 
the embargo, was there peace. Bill Langer had done something besides talk. 
Action appealed to the League farmers. 

But the failure of the governor's committee to get more than a brief hear­
ing and a curt admonition to "run along and let us settle it" from Roosevelt 
and Wallace definitely soured Bill Langer on the New Deal. He had gone 
along with the governor's spirit of cooperation, anxious to give Wallace and 
Roosevelt the benefit of their knowledge of conditions in the middle west. 
They were "shushed," albeit smilingly, by the man with the famous smile. 
But the smile didn't help the condition of the farmers. Henceforwardly blunt 
Bill Langer was an unrelenting foe of pious Henry Wallace whenever the 
secretary of agriculture preached one of his nebulous sermons on farm relief, 
telling the farmers with mortgages to meet and children to clotho that "every­
thing will be all right, just you wait." They wait, the farmers, with increasing 
impatience. Baloney has buttered no parsnips, nor paid any interest on the 
mortgage in the farm belt. There has been temporary alleviation of certain 
emergencies by outright grants, but Bill Langer's reiterated statement that 
there has been no basic solution of the problem is not now questioned, e,•en 
by the most rabid New Dealers. 

Bill Langer, after mature deliberation and bringing one of the keenest 
minds in politics to bear on his analysis, has formally charged that the appoint­
ment of Henry Wallace as secretary of agriculture has cost the farmers of 
North Dakota twice as much in cold cash as they received from the federal 
government in AAA and soil conservation benefits. 
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