
UNITED STATES DEPARTI'!fENT OF AGRICULTURE 
Soil Conservation Service 
Upper Nississippi Region 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin 

January 28, 1944 

To : All Ranking Field Officers 

From: R. H. Musser, Regi onal Conservator 
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There has been quite a l ittle said r ecently about the use 
of the moldboard plow, and a t time s there has been dis cus sion 
as to what the Chief of the Service may have said about the 
use of the moldboa·rd plow . 

In order that you may be i nformed as t o the Chief' s state­
ments , we are a ttachirig a copy of an article from the 1\'E~·J 
D.EPUBLIC of J ctober 4, 1943 , for your information. 
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THE ABOLITION OF THE PLOVV 

Like firie Wine, · f ast aut~mqbiles and cussin ' words, the old moldboard or 
'turning pl ow is· somethii1g· that serves us .best when used with moderation, 
But . i~·take·s a strong man . to·'-resist the ter.1p t a tion to excess , and .an 
exper ienced ·man to see the wisdom of discriminate use. 

F'or the ·past two hunQ.r:.~Q. years··~ Il'JOre or iess, we . in the United Sta tes 
have ~.E~e n ·on sornething · that might be called a moldboard-plow .jag . Young 
and healthy , wit.h . p~enty of · land, we were able to take it year in and 
year out f or a long tim~ , rettiiriirtg to .ovr farm labors each spr ing Mith 
little more .: than a. . mild . hangover. Ultimately, . however, excesses re.ach 
a climax . · ·· There comes a. t:Lme when .. the hangover bee ins to r esemble an 
unha_py delirium • . Some ·twenty years a go we went out with turni ng plows 
on a particula rly l~vtsh ·· ~ pr~~, and ·awok~ tb find ourselves in a de lirium 
of m6ns t r ous dust storms ·and ya-vvning ·gullies. . Tha t was when we rea lly 
began t o lear n from experi_ence. and s~e the handwriting on the wall of time. 

Now I don ' t mean . .to . . con~,emn the · t urniJ1g pl ow o·u t of hand . It is a ha ndy 
and serviceable instrument.- I t· ougbt. to continue as an honorable servant 
of mankind · for · generq.~ions t o come, but t here's a time a nd place fo r e very­
thing .· ·. Turning soil ups ide down--vrhic h has been one of t he main fun~tions 
of t his plow~-is no. t . ge_ne.rally one of the w.isest s t eps i n agriculture, 
a lthough we·' ve been indul·ging: "in i:t for well over a century. It put.s 
the vege tati'-:e: materi al.; ·inc"luding · grain stubble, corn stalks, gr~ss and 
l egumes , as,.:well as .weeds," anyv\rher~ . f r om·. $ix to t vre l ve inches under-:­
ground, and :turns fresh : loose earth . to .. the top. . .. . ' .. . . 

When t he g.ras s .. ancf ·other vegetat.iv~ li:tt.er · is lodged a foot under ground:, 
it car) ' t protect the surfa.ce . ·And· f r esh , . l oose soil exposed to · t he s.un, 
wind·. and Tain on ' top .of a field is a rank invit a tion to t r ouble . The sun 
bakes ·· the 1ife out . of · j:,he tlnprotected s oil, at least temporar i ly. v~-hen 
it is good a.nd . dry , . the wind ·can · b low it . away. And when any kind of rain­
f all heavi e·r ·tha n -a d;r~zz le · · hi'ts · i t, you · ge t soil wa shing-sheet erosion 
an~l g1flTies-and an aft(;3rma t h ·Of muddy. river s and silt in reservoirs and 
harbors .· Also., if the larid happens · t o be s loping--and about 90 percent 
of · t .he': cropland, of · the United·. S ta t.es slopes enough t o erode readily~you 
may 'ge t ·such .a rush of vva:ter ~and soil. downhill t hat crops go along with it. 
It . is· ·.only adding insult · to inju·ry '· of . course, t o realiz e that the :. down-

. hi~l - was h of water and . fopso·il . also carries away with i t the fer t :i,lizers 
a nd natural · pla~t. fqod . ~D the soil t.~a t Cl"OpS must have in or~er t o thriVe. 

'rn ·hj_s. · Y:e cent bo~l~ , i!Pl~'Vvman . ' s Folly)~;: 1/ E. H. Faulkner produ.ces an 
assortme't1t of. ovidenc~ on· the: e vils o.f . the turning pl ow . As counsel for 
tne ·pros e cution , · he h~s.plenty o.f .a rru:nunition to wor k with, . to' .be sure. 
The. ~r dictment could run ·t o ·many _pages .· ... 

· .· .BU:t ·.I 1/vouldn '•t ::wan·t t'C) ··a·r gue .. . for.. ., c-ompl ete and ins tantaneous pr ohibit ion in 
thi s case. · A smal~· is l and of use fulne ss remains for t he moldboard plow. 
Thr oughout the country·, ·· tec-hnicia ns of the Soil Conserva tion Service and 
.other a gricultural e:x-perts a r e str~ vin[{ to develop as rapidl y as possible 
t he rie"\~ - methods and. ma chine r y .prec isely. adaptable to the erosion control 

.. . . ~· , 

1/ Pl owman 1 s Folly ; by ' E • . H. Faull~ner, University of Okl ahoma Press. 
161 pages, ~2 . 
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and product i on needs . o( ~ach va rying agricultural locality. ' This·-wdrk i s 
steadily taking the . fOrm of ·.a new agriculture in· our country; an· a:gricul ture 
based on soil-cohse'rvation fa r ming me thods. And to date our pr ogr ess vd th 
it is pa cing the rest of the -· vra.rld. UnQ.er · this ·soil-c o·nser'va tiOn a'ii'ricul­
ture~ it. seems probabl e that .the .. old .t ur ning. pl mT will·be outmoded > fo r 

·general use in ordir;.ary farm-ti~lage 9pe:r•a t ions . If thr'ee- four ths of . the 
c ropland of t he c ountr y never .again fe lt t he bite of the turning plow ·for 

· ordinar y fa r m til~~ge, it would·be a gain to rural America. 
' • 

But' there will still be a place fo r the historic· implement. /ie · shalf ·' 
stj~ll need it, and employ it gainfully, ,in buil ding field terraces--those 

· eart hen· ridges which :0eed to be plovred .. acros;3 slopes, on · the level; t o 
iritercep t the run-off of rainfall~ · We . shall need it i n pl ·ovving certain 
ne-c es~ary contour furrows and for· ditching , too. · We may still wa nt to 
use it on s ome of our truly level land--although there is fa r less. of this 
kind of la~d than most people believe--as a .help in the intertsi ve produc-

··tion of t r uck crops. And t her e may be other us es ~ · 

Across the vast expanse of Ame r ica 1 s cropland, ho-..·vever , ve a r e in need of 
a · new· t;:ipe. of plow . This is not her es y. Is it so fantasti c to· expect 
that th~ agti~ultural operation .of plowin : should nro~res s by refine6~nt , 

.:j us t .. · a~ · r r?.frigeta tion, the automobile , lighting and the airplane ha ve 
progr essed? Already ·many new-type plows are i n the field to ·repl a c e the 
old tur ning plovv . More than t wenty vvere introduced in a r ecent single year. 
$.orne are proving mor e satisfactory thC):n othe r s , but all have a c ommon aim: 
to bre.aJc up compacted soil, kill weeds~ and at · t~ same ·time l ea-{re ·pro-
·te'c'ti ve cr,op r esidues on .the surface of the land ~ 

.sO:me of ·the new plows run alon ; a few inches beneath .the sur fac e of the 
.'r ound . thers ha ve the effect of slicing through . :1 nd there a r e a ll 
mariner . . of variations in be twe.en . Far 1.e rs al ready are beg inning· to -adopt 
t0e no ·r system . In some loca li ti.es·, vher e only .a f eiJ years ago ·95. :percent 
of the· farmers bur ned off their vihea t .stubble· e vt; r y · y ea r so as ··to make i t 
casi~r to plow for .the followine year' s ·crop , . nearly all · the gr owers are 
novv .llS.ing · ·plows that leave a 'cqnsidcr able· part o.f .' .the stubble on the 
sur.f$ce ~ · They h~ve stopped burning. .; and a r r; · .findin tha t · the wheat- stubble 
l itter, or ~traw scatter ed over the .field, has a · p·owerfu1 effect , not only 

· in increa~ing ~ields but in pr eventing soil f r om mshing and blowing~ This 
new system is some times r sferr ed t0 as · "sul;Jsurface . tilla _e ."' · some call 
it "trashy fa llow,, 11 a nr} many . of ys· arq ':. hoping tha t . it will event ually be 
referred to as the "s tubble-mulch" .m:e~hod • . Th new metl;JJd r.vill·,not be a 
cur~-all, of cOurs e , but it i s prqving .to .be a most efficient tG61 in a n 
e ve r increasing number of f a r ming a r eas . 

The soil-an:d-wa ter~cqns erva tio.n experiment s ta ti.ons of the Soil Go·nservation 
Se rvice ':at State s . .v.ille·, North Carolina,. and -Lincoln, 'Nebr aska·, have · proved 
by ,precis e' measur $ments thp t .. · ... whe'n . vege ta. ti ve l i tter- is 'maintained on: the, 
sur fac e there . is much .l ess loss of soil and wa t .er than when t he gr ound is 
l ef't bare . Fo'rty y ears 3

0
0 I l earned, along -Iith many a nothe r soil sur­

veyor, that in s ampling so~l in dry p_.riods it wa s mu ch CC:lS.i er t o bor e a 
hole iq the ground .with the soil auf,e r in tho.s e .pl a ces having an a ccwnu­
latio'n of l eaves' str aw or other vege tative l itter on the sur f a ce ' t han 
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·wher E, th er e was no such covering . The explanation was simple: ther e ':ras 
more moisture under the litter, e itht:;r becaus e evaporation had been r e­
duced or because plants vere not pumping t he soil dry in their struggle 
for the mois ture necessnry fo r survival. 

By pers onal observation, by the r esults of scientific study and by the 
practical experience of farmers, I believe it is becoming incrt";a s ingly 
evident that the pas sing of the turning plow from gener a l us e in fie ld 
cultivation would be a boon. Some day it may be r egarded a s a no table 
event in his t or y . 

H. H. BENNETT 




