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How Advertising Created the Myth
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When coming across the inspirational words of Thomas Jefferson and Hector St. John de Creve Coeur, which speak of an idyllic agrarian society of family farms, a modern reader is likely to lament the untimely death of the “yeoman farmer” due to land-grabbing consolidators and the cold efficiency of the industrial revolution. The ideal of each man intimately attached to his own piece of land and drawing from it his own subsistence would sink into history as a noble, but failed, experiment.
Like the narrator in Jonathan Raban’s Bad Land, we wish to revisit the abandoned family farm in the Plains of America and see the death of a dream. He comes to an old house that “had been built to last. Its frames were stout, its cedar floor laid like a yacht’s deck. It had been meant for the grandchildren and their children’s children – in what? 1915? 1920? – a rock solid investment…though it had sunk in value to a few dollars’ worth of firewood and a convenient nesting box for the neighborhood birds” (p. 11). Inside, he finds a ledger that records the crushing bank debt that turned this family’s aspirations into bitter disappointment. This is nothing like the image in the readers in the run-down schoolhouse, which taught nothing but optimism. The narrator sees that “the America of the schoolbooks was a realm of lonely but invigorating adventure, where poor farm-boys grew up to be President; land of the brave, the true and the clean, where a beckoning star stood permanently above the western horizon and poverty and ill-health were mere tests of one’s American mettle” (p. 15). 

 It was unfortunate that the dreams of so many were ruined by the economic realities of the factories and the railroad. Or were it? The Narrator pauses to look back at what actually transpired when the railroad came through the Montana Badlands. With hubris and greed, the railroad placed cities at will on a purely utilitarian basis – “The company said, Let there be a city: and there was a city” (p. 21). The narrator comments that the “capricious way in which the company attached names to the land, then withdrew and replaced them, is a nice illustration of how the West was still thought of as a great blank page on which almost anything might yet be inscribed” (p.22). To the railroad executives in the East, cities were nothing more than refueling stations along their lucrative travel networks.

Of course, cities need people. The Homestead Act, which was strongly supported by the railroad companies, gave the land away for a nominal filing fee. Now it was time for a full-scale advertising campaign to sell the West. Pictures showing gold coins flying from behind a plow and endless fields of grain and livestock soon came flooding in. The lack of rain was transformed from a liability to a great asset by quoted pseudo-experts. Riches and happiness was there for the taking, according to the official propaganda. The narrator astutely points out that the Homestead Act was specifically written to include foreigners, in part because: (p.26)

“The farther the pamphlets traveled, the more indefinitely suggestive they became. Minnesotan readers could measure the distance between themselves and Montana – they could imagine a dry and open country, and give a name and shape to shivering twigs of sagebrush. They had grown up with the language of American advertising and regional boostersism, and knew a sales pitch when they saw one. Faced with an astounding free offer, they looked, out of habit for the small print. But in London, Oslo, Kiev, where the text of the pamphlet was unpolluted by firsthand experience of the United States, the conjured world swelled before the reader’s eyes, free of the restrains of skeptical realism.”

  The Railroads had everything to gain if they created the illusion that moving to the West was a return to Paradise. Raban asserts that the greatness of the “Great Plains” was, in reality, little more than a concerted advertising campaign to benefit the railroads. Some fooled my this cleaver marketing scheme would soon find out the truth about the aptly named “Badlands.”

When ownership of each “homestead” was established, it became “the season of the smiling bank manager” (p. 191). Each homestead represented a huge amount of equity, which the banks were only too happy to lend against so that everyone could have their own gas tractor and other supplies. The stakes got higher and higher as farmers excitedly dug themselves into debt.

But the same natural conditions they had been promised would provide their substance proved to be harsh and unforgiving. Antarctic cold, followed by severe drought and tornadoes, decimated crops, and with them, hopes.  Farms that had grown “too big too fast” (p.232) were soon looking at foreclosure.

Ironically, the railroad companies and banks destroyed Jefferson’s vision for America by making in come true – on their own terms. By exaggerating the fertility of the land and financing the descent into debt, the East was responsible for creating the illusion that prairie would be the paradise foretold by Jefferson. It should be no surprise that those who chased this mirage did not find an oasis – only disappointment.

