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			This book is dedicated to the memory of my friend Jim Benson, Poland Township, Iowa, farmer (February 20, 1947–December 10, 2017). Jim died of complications from ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease). His sage advice: “Keep ’er between the ditches, Art!”
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			Author’s Note

			Never did I seriously think of writing a book. Editing a country twice-a-week newspaper in my hometown of Storm Lake, Iowa, was plenty for me. But about a week after I won the Pulitzer Prize for editorial writing in April 2017, a couple of New York publishers asked me on the same day if I would like to write a book. I laughed at the first caller and took the second more seriously but still thought it ludicrous. I could not write much more than seven hundred words at a time. But a third and most important publisher, my big brother John of The Storm Lake Times, told me to call them back. I always listen to John.

			We struck up a conversation with editor Wendy Wolf at Viking. I suggested a series of essays and personality sketches that would paint a picture of how rural Iowa had morphed since my career humbly launched thirty-eight years ago in Algona, Iowa. She wanted to know more about the family story, of how the second smallest newspaper (we think) in the Pulitzers’ 101-year history won for taking on corporate agriculture over pollution and local government secrecy.

			So it became the story of a hometown newspaper founded in 1990 by John in a tempest, joined by his little brother as editor, and how we interpret this place on the broken prairie with a pretty (but polluted) lake. A patchwork expanse of corn and soybeans, peppered by industrial-scale hog and poultry confinement buildings, surrounds us while the steady slice of the meatpacker’s cleaver occupies us. People stream in from around the globe, from Cuba to Myanmar, speaking thirty languages, searching for the first rung on the American ladder to a dream. While much of rural Iowa is emptying out of people and aspirations, our little town is revitalized by immigrants to whom we introduce you. Some of us blame the newcomers for problems as old as the railroad, and succor it with a brand of radical politics steeped in resentment that finds voice in Donald Trump and our congressman Steve King.

			The story goes back to Algona in a 1980s rural depression that saw farmers hanging themselves in barns. Could the rural places we loved survive? It goes back to Mexico in 2005 to find Storm Lake’s twin city and font of our new neighbors praying for a shot at freedom. In the people we find the spirit that draws us to them, and which eludes so many others building a political pitch on running them off.

			Our story dwells mainly in the here and now of Storm Lake—buffeted by the currents of corn markets and wind and rain and political sleight of hand. We explore how we can maintain the world’s most productive agricultural complex without destroying ourselves and the people downstream. The challenge is even greater with climate change bearing down on Iowa’s—and everyone’s—way of life. Change is underfoot against that horizon that should sustain our special little place. That’s a story of hope, which is what farming and family newspapering are all about.

			My thanks to the staff of The Storm Lake Times, especially John and my wife, Dolores, for supporting me while I was off writing a book. Also, thanks to Todd Case of Iowa City, Martin Case of Minneapolis, Minnesota, and Michael Gartner of Des Moines for helping to guide me. And of course to the readers of The Storm Lake Times for getting me this far.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The First Question: Why?

			A good reporter’s first task is to ask questions. It’s a family habit of ours, learned early on.

			My first memory is of waving good-bye to Dad on our sun-drenched lawn one Sunday morning a hundred yards north of the sparkling lake. I was two. Dad piled into a car bound for Madison, Wisconsin, where he would be a guinea pig for a potential cure for tuberculosis. The year was 1959.

			Why did he leave me there? Where was he going? Would he come back?

			A childhood friend of his from Whittemore, Iowa, Lloyd Roth, head of the department of pharmacology at the University of Chicago, was working on this project at the Veterans Administration hospital. Roth was also a physicist and had worked on the Manhattan Project, which developed the atomic bomb.

			Dad had picked up TB during World War II while stationed in Sicily with the Army Air Corps. He was a captain in charge of a supply depot at an air base; it’s a wonder the planes could fly, because he didn’t know a screw from a screwdriver. The disease didn’t fully manifest itself until after the war. When it did, more than a decade later, our family was in quarantine in Storm Lake, Iowa, a meatpacking town of about seven thousand with a small college and, yes, a lake.

			There we were, Mom alone with six kids, I the youngest.

			Brother Bill let loose hamsters in the basement that spread throughout the house.

			Brother Jim and I painted the basement red—including the clothes and bedding drying in the furnace room.

			Brother Tom, the eldest, tore the screen doors off the Corral Drive-In theater with a beery buddy.

			Brother John wanted to run away.

			Sister Ann was taking care of me, after a fashion.

			Mom called Dad in the hospital hoping for sympathy. He laughed.

			They took out a lung and he wasn’t supposed to last more than a few months. He made it fourteen years, just long enough for me not to understand him.

			Meantime, Mom had been battling the VA ever since the war ended, trying to get him promised benefits. The records building in St. Louis burned down and with it the evidence that Dad contracted TB while in service.

			She had been through an endless siege for information before. Her first husband and father of my oldest brother, Tom, Omer Kelly, was shot to death in a Chicago bar when Tom was about two. Mom spent years trying to find out how he died. Her father, Art Murray, traveled from Bancroft, Iowa, to Chicago with his lawyer, Luke Linnan, to find justice. Linnan had an old friend who was a judge there. The judge told them to go home, and to quit asking questions.

			She never quit asking.

			Our mother reared us to do the same.

			Sometimes your questions get answered. Which means, of course, that often they don’t. I have been a reporter and editor for Iowa newspapers for thirty-eight years, and I’ve spent a lot of that time asking questions about little towns and about quiet people who also ask the same questions amid a patchwork of corn and soybean rows.

			I didn’t mean to wind up in Storm Lake at all. I was driving to the big city and bright lights but took a U-turn to come back home where brother John had just started a weekly newspaper, The Storm Lake Times. I did not want to go back. But the journey led me to the story of a lifetime, to a Pulitzer Prize in 2017 for taking on corporate agriculture over river pollution, and down a road to a place where I finally realized that I belonged.

			Worlds are built and worlds are buried amid the tall grass here in Iowa. You plunge your finger into the soft black soil and expose a seed, a kernel of knowing where you are, a story, an idea, a myth of who you are, and it grows out here against all the odds. It persists against the hail that comes sideways. It preserves itself frozen in a January gale out of the northwest that makes you wonder how you ever survived. It gets flooded and scorched and comes back. No matter what you do for the next ten years, it comes back. It demands you pay heed to it, heel to it, nurture it, and hope for it. It’s the land, the story, an impulse to take a rough first draft of history, a drive to divine some truth in a place that lays it bare, by asking and listening. To love a place and be its chronicler, to commit yourself to it, to prick its conscience and make it aware that we have bucked up against its limits, and to leave your mark for posterity. The seed becomes a song, its verses written in this expansive green garden, and you are left to discern them and write one anew. To be a friend to the place and not to spoil it.

			These are the questions I start with.

			Who came first, and where did they go?

			What is our place?

			When will I live up to him?

			How do we live against that horizon?

			Why am I drawn or pushed here?

			Where are we going?

			Into the pink sunset, down Buena Vista County blacktop C-49, as the combines spew dust and corn stover, you can almost see the lights eleven miles west as dusk enshrouds Varina, home to St. Columbkille Catholic Church and a grain elevator outpost with a smattering of weathered frame houses.

			Home beckons.

			Storm Lake, Iowa.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The Next Question: Why Not?

			The phone rang where I sat for another hot and dank August evening in 1990 at the Mason City, Iowa, Globe Gazette. I was the night editor. The job and life were everything the glamorous title suggests. I was the one responsible for getting the paper put to bed before a 1:00 a.m. press time.

			I had just finished my supper of a cold sandwich; I was sitting in the break room in the basement, where you could hear an ancient press hulking on the other side of that gray steel door.

			It was John on the other end of the line. Again. He said it was too much, this new little tabloid weekly. He needed me.

			John had been publicly relating for Buena Vista University, a Presbyterian college of about one thousand students on the lakeshore campus in Storm Lake. But he, too, had been a newspaperman, though he’d been out of it for six years, and he missed his editorial soapbox. He walked into his old office at the Storm Lake Pilot Tribune in 1989 and asked if he could buy it. The publisher, a pup in his twenties and son of the chain owner, told John, a seventeen-year veteran of community journalism, that he didn’t quite understand business.

			That got his Irish up. There was no happy handshake. The moment he walked out the door he knew he was launching his own paper.

			With daughter Bridget, a toddler, and son Justin, an infant, John told his wife, Mary, that he wanted to start a weekly. The Storm Lake Times, “Buena Vista County’s Hometown Newspaper.” She must have told him he was nuts.

			I for certain told him he was nuts.

			I was a reporter and editorial writer miscast to run a news desk and copyediting operation for the Globe Gazette, a twenty-seven-thousand-circulation, seven-day regional paper “Making All North Iowans Neighbors.” I hated it.

			Copy editors can save your career and maybe your life. They can make you sound like Yeats. And they can take the fun out of the Cubs winning the World Series because they get no credit for it. And you do not know grammar.

			But when John called me, not long after his meeting with the pup, and asked me to come home to help start a weekly, I told him he was out of his mind. The Pilot Tribune was the oldest business in Storm Lake, older than prostitution. Take your TIAA-CREF college pension and hide amid the ivy vines, I advised.

			He didn’t listen. John is stubborn.

			Eighteen months before, I had moved up I-35 from the Daily Tribune of Ames (home of the Iowa State University Cyclones) to Mason City (home of the former brick factory) on my way to Minneapolis. I was determined to get back to the Minneapolis Tribune, where I got my start. I was making steady progress up my path, even if I was at the point of a nervous breakdown. If I could just hang in there at Mason City another year or so, maybe a Twin Cities door would crack open. Maybe I could get back to reporting. Maybe I could get at that big story.

			We had two children. Son Joe was two and daughter Clare was a newborn. I worked nights while they slept. I slept during the day when they played with Dolores.

			I was having my midlife crisis about eighteen years early, at thirty-two. I resisted the urge to buy a red Corvette soft top for lack of funds. We had a red Plymouth K-Car station wagon that rattled tie rods over railroad tracks. My fantastic notions of being a national correspondent for a great American newspaper were being revealed as just that. I was a hack night editor wearing a bow tie to work that even the gay copy editor sneered at, not to mention the sports slot man from northern Minnesota who made racist comments out loud. You couldn’t fire him because he whipped out the sports agate pages with the standings and late scores so fast.

			I quit going to church. I even started reading the Bible looking for some truth. That was a first. Armageddon scared me off (I always begin at the end to see how everything turns out). I wasn’t writing anything worthwhile. People at work didn’t especially like me. The editor who hired me left for another paper in the chain two weeks after I was seated. The future didn’t exactly beckon. I didn’t believe in much of anything anymore. I wanted to do a special reporting project assisted by Iowa State University on post-Soviet agricultural reconstruction in Russia. The grant fell through. I begged for a job at the Des Moines Register as an ag or business writer. No luck. But I still thought I could make it up to Minneapolis.

			The human resources department at chain headquarters in Davenport ran the Mason City paper, in perpetual fear of a union. Strangely, it ended up that they could not fire anybody because of the threat of a union that did not exist, and they didn’t want anyone to start one. It was impossible to get a fire going on a mossback. Sometimes they referred to our paper in the corporate newsletters as a “profit center,” not a newspaper for a community of people who wanted to be neighbors.

			What was I doing there?

			And John was on the phone.

			The Storm Lake Times, his new baby, had a big appetite. Way bigger than he expected. People in town were aching for a home-owned, hometown paper by a homegrown boy. It hit four thousand paid circulation in no time in a town that had grown to nearly ten thousand people.

			“I need your help,” he said. When big brother asks baby brother for help a second time, it’s a charm.

			Why not?

			I told Dolores that we should move home to Storm Lake and forget about my corporate climb. She thought I was crazy, just like my brother.

			“Sounds pretty risky,” said her farmer father in a pair of fifteen-year-old bib overalls.

			I wrote my first “Editor’s Notebook” column for The Storm Lake Times on September 28, 1990.

			“I’m out to prove Tom Wolfe wrong. He said you can’t go home again. I’m home after 15 years and it feels good.”

			That was the lede.

			“I left with a laundry bag over my shoulder in 1975 bound for St. Paul and swearing never to look back. Funny how the years, a few gray hairs and a couple of little children clear one’s vision.”

			I talked about how John got me my first job in Algona, Iowa, and how I came home with a new identity. I explained that I grew up in Storm Lake being called Jerry but switched my byline to Art because I never liked Jerry. Jerry Lewis: goofy. Art Buchwald: goofy but clever.

			“A tornado destroyed much of Algona. Then a flood. My brother John left me as editor, and a farm depression brought Kossuth County to its knees. Fifteen percent of the county’s population was ushered out over the past decade, including me. Often I miss it, and often I worry about that old home.

			“In Ames, where I edited The Daily Tribune, one could see a state determined to rebuild itself. A great story was building around research parks, business incubators, new agricultural product development centers, biotechnology complexes and an Extension Service that was writing a gospel on diversification just as fervent as the message of planting maize on ISU’s ‘Corn Train’ 100 years ago. . . .

			“Such musings came back to me as I drove down the Varina blacktop on Sunday evening. I thought of where I had been and where I was going the next day.

			“I thought of the Indian trails along Storm Lake and Buena Vista College, the dam at pretty little Linn Grove and the Saturday livestock auction at the sale barn, Sunday band concerts and meatpacking.

			“Not a whole lot had changed, but my Storm Lake vanished with me 15 years ago. It still is a progressive town with wide streets and a cold winter wind. It still depends too much on pork slaughter and the college, and it still seems somewhat content as things are.

			“This has changed: I look at Storm Lake and Buena Vista County through an adult’s eyes today. I see an opportunity to help build a community around all those old, abiding graces that once sent me out with a sense of wonder. That’s what The Storm Lake Times is all about—building a community, building a newspaper and building a business.

			“What a priceless opportunity, what a comforting town. It’s great to be home.”

			We bought a home on Irving Street, just a block west of John and Mary’s house on Cayuga Street (named after a New York Finger Lake, along with Seneca and Oneida streets). Old maple trees were in full fall blaze when we moved in. St. Mary’s School, where the Cullens learned to write, was just three blocks away.

			John grows a mustache, I grow a mustache. John goes to work at a newspaper, I go to work at a newspaper. John gets married, I get married a year later. He buys a house near Lover’s Lane along the lake, I buy a house near Lover’s Lane along the lake.

			The Cullen Brothers opened a new chapter in the history of Storm Lake. Print the truth and raise hell.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			“And Ye Shall Have Dominion over the Land”

			The lake was gouged by the final retreat of the Des Moines Lobe of the Wisconsin glacier fourteen thousand years ago, a three-thousand-acre prairie pothole. The government surveyors found it in 1854, an azure jewel of clay bottom and water mirroring a blue sky nestled in a sponge of bog and big bluestem tall grass.

			Herds of five hundred thousand elk came to drink from banks lined by granite cobblestone. Balls of fire reputedly three stories high rose from the tall grass in autumn. The grass grew so thick and high it could envelope a man on his steed. The Dakota patrolled the region of northern Iowa and southern Minnesota, engaging in marginal turf wars with the Sac and Fox in what was known to the white pioneers as the Upper Des Moines region, spanning from one rim of the Des Moines Lobe on the east pocked by Clear Lake, and on the west by Storm Lake. Twenty-five miles south of Storm Lake is Black Hawk Lake, named after the Sac chief, which is the southernmost glacial lake in the United States. The golden dome of the Iowa Capitol shines from a hill that is the southern tip of the Des Moines Lobe, where the Raccoon and Des Moines rivers join on their way to the Father of Waters, the Mississippi.

			Lewis and Clark just missed us in 1804. They stopped off near Sioux City on the muddy Missouri, not realizing what lay seventy miles east.

			This is where the West begins.

			The wind never stops, twenty miles per hour strong out of the west. It propels North America’s largest wind turbine complex along Buffalo Ridge, a couple of miles into the sunset from Storm Lake. The ridge is the western edge of the Des Moines Lobe. It rises up to the horizon as the golden hour draws over a lake with six boats floating on a June evening, blades silhouetted against the orange sky.

			Inkpaduta, the Dakota chief, could not have imagined this.

			Neither could Henry Lott, a white settler in the valley of the Des Moines River near Boone, a whiskey and gun trader who arrived in the winter of 1846 and shortly would set one Native American against the next.

			Boone County history suggests that the Dakota leader Sinamindota met with Lott near Boone. Accounts differ on what their rub was, but Lott convinced neighbors that the Dakota posse robbed him, scalped his family, and raped his wife. The story was good enough to attract a group of rival Pottawattomie native people into the fray to go after the Dakota. They learned that the family wasn’t scalped but had scattered. It is believed that Lott’s wife and son later died as a result of the incident.

			Lott reputedly loaded a barrel of pork and a barrel of whiskey with an undescribed blend of nastiness up the Des Moines River from Boone into Dakota territory. At first he started trading with the natives. He was able to track down Sinamindota and assure him that all hard feelings had washed down the river. Lott suggested a nice place for a round of shooting elk, and Sinamindota agreed to join the hunt with two of his men. Lott sent them out to circle the elk, then tracked each of them down and killed them from behind.

			For emphasis he followed it up by murdering Sinamindota’s family in 1853. Their blood ran into the creek, known today as Bloody Run, on the border of Kossuth and Humboldt counties in northern Iowa. Seventy-five Dakota people died from an “epidemic” inspired by sampling Lott’s pork barrel.

			Lott was charged in Polk County (Des Moines), Iowa, with first-degree murder. The sheriff might have let him get away. Lott fled, they say to the Pacific slope for mining, where he was ultimately lynched by other miners for “misdemeanors.”

			The Dakota chief Inkpaduta retaliated in 1857 by murdering the Gardner family in their cabin at Spirit Lake, sixty miles north of Storm Lake. It went down in Iowa legend as a hospitality issue. They say he would come upon a house and, finding it unlocked, leave the white settlers inside alone. Trouble came with the locked door, and a nasty fate befell the unwelcoming Gardners, as the lore goes. A garrison of fourteen soldiers chased the chief through all the sloughs around from their outpost at Fort Dodge and another just over the border in Minnesota. Two of them separated from the unit and froze to death in Palo Alto County, about thirty miles northwest of Bloody Run. Their bodies were found eleven years later, so remote a swamp it was.

			But Inkpaduta never was found. Not that he wouldn’t stand out. He was big, his face was pocked from smallpox, and he had red hair. That’s what his name means: red top.

			The whites would hear about him popping up around the region and wreaking havoc. That he killed somebody over there, and robbed a place over here. Not sure where. Nobody ever was. There were stories in the papers. They said he was at Little Big Horn for Custer’s Last Stand. That one of his twin sons killed Custer and kept his horse. There is an argument that the stories of his exploits were planted in the papers by the federales to keep the white man whipped up into aiming for a red man, like they do today with Mexicans, except we say they are brown.

			People would ask about Inkpaduta. Sitting Bull said he was in Manitoba. But everyone knew Sitting Bull was covering for the last Dakota to stand up to the blue soldiers in the Upper Des Moines territory. So who knew where Inkpaduta ended up? Probably not on the reservation where the Dakota were herded, in Sisseton, South Dakota. They said he died in Manitoba.

			They say the spirit of Inkpaduta lives. That he lives. That he is still out there. That he belongs here. He was a hero to the Dakota people in many ways because he was the last man standing in his world. He was villain to Abby Gardner, who testified to her account of the family massacre in a then-popular book.

			The question: If we cannot effectively record the past or the present, how can we ever agree to step forward together when all times demand it?

			We peer into the myth and search for a fact on the way to a truth. It makes us wonder if we understand what we are up against.

			Inkpaduta might have. Lott didn’t.

			And they say this:

			A maiden was forbidden by her chief to marry a suitor from another tribe. The two young lovers attempted to elope, starting out across the lake in a canoe. A storm upset the boat and the two drowned. The saddened chief cursed the waters as the cause of his sorrow and in his grief christened the waters “Storm Lake.” At night along the lakeshore some can hear their plaintive cries, calling each other home.

			

			—

			Abner Bell, a fur trader with a full black beard and a long pipe, was the first white man in Buena Vista County, settling along the Little Sioux River about fifteen miles north of Storm Lake. He came in 1856 not far behind the surveyors and Henry Lott, just as the Dakota were driven up to a reservation along the Minnesota River. All was clear in the Fort Dodge / Upper Des Moines territory.

			While Bell was building a cabin near the Little Sioux River, my ancestor Kieran Mulroney and his brother, a great-something-grandfather of mine, Patrick, had just fled the famines in Ireland. They got their wagon stuck in the West Fork of the Upper Des Moines River near Cylinder, Iowa. They stayed there for a blizzard and nearly froze to death like the soldiers chasing Inkpaduta.

			Kieran declared himself to be the Judge Roy Bean of Palo Alto County, whose seat was Emmetsburg. He was sheriff, magistrate, and hangman, if need be. It is not clear from which constitution he derived authority. Not far from where the Mulroneys got stuck, the Cullens set up shop on Cullen’s Corner along the main wagon trail (now U.S. Highway 18). The place must have reminded them of Ireland: sloughs and rocks not fit for a German farmer.

			At least there were no Brits in the neighborhood.

			Our people had made their way over from the lead mines on the Mississippi at Dubuque. They came west from Chicago (my great-grandmother watched the city burn sitting on a bluff as an indentured servant to publisher Marshall Field) and up from New Orleans, these dirty Irish papist immigrants.

			Great-grandpa Joe Murray came from Sinsinawa, Wisconsin, just across the river from Dubuque, to found a granary in the outpost of Bancroft in Kossuth County. His son, Art, my grandfather, built it into a grain elevator empire with eleven farms created by draining sloughs surrounding the East Fork of the Upper Des Moines River and Plum Creek. To the innovator goes the profit. The granary was built just as the prairies and sloughs were conquered. It was the only game in town. The Murrays were growing grain, reaping it, buying it, and storing it for haul. They were vertically integrated, as the economists say, decades before Cargill.

			Art Murray called Bancroft, population eight hundred, “the garden spot of Iowa.” He was the town patriarch. He built the baseball field and the church. He sponsored the town team that went to the national American Legion tournament. He lost his son, Tommy, who was scouted by the big leagues, to a sniper in the Philippines in World War II. Art was never the same. It killed him in his fifties. The doctor said he had a brain hemorrhage.

			But not before creating that fortune, built on drainage and storing bootleg liquor for the whiskey runners during Prohibition. The trains would come to the elevator and load up on corn and cornpone, bound for Duluth on Lake Superior and Chicago, where Art made “friends” on the Board of Trade who helped him make the “trades.”

			He bought farms during the Great Depression from the insurance companies and let the tenants live there on a crop share until they died. He hosted high-stakes poker and craps games at the elevator.

			“He would never take an IOU for a farm,” a woman from Lone Rock, near Bancroft, once told me. But he would take everything else fair and square. It was a family occupation. They would have to pull teenager Tommy out of the craps games to suit him up for the baseball games.

			During the Depression the hoboes would hop off the trains at the elevator and the boys at the scale would tell them about Grandma Bessie, Art’s wife. They were told she would feed them. My mother, Eileen, the oldest of six, served them through the back door when she was a little girl. They were on their way to somewhere. Mom remembered them all as good men.

			My mother adored her father. She adored her brother, the carefree Tommy. She knew what her mother, Bess Murray, was about. Eileen would be a woman of sophistication. She was sent off to the College of St. Catherine, an all-women’s school near the river in St. Paul, Minnesota. She studied English and had a choice: become a secretary, an English teacher, or a nun. One of her chums was a girl named Abigail, who married a young St. Thomas English professor named Eugene McCarthy. He went on to become a U.S. senator from Minnesota and the peace candidate during the torrid summer of 1968.

			Eileen Murray became the executive secretary to the CEO of Bankers Trust in Des Moines. Iowa still banned selling liquor by the drink in bars, a hangover from Prohibition. She was in a speakeasy called the Blue Moon where a call came from a mole at the sheriff’s office saying that a raid was coming. The women went into the restroom, where they were safe from male arresters. In bounded a young sportscaster from WHO Radio named Dutch Reagan. He didn’t use his real first name, Ronald, yet. He divided the sea of women and made his way out the bathroom window, reputation intact except with her. Every time she saw him on TV she would say: “That sonofabitch.”

			Eileen was slender and comely and witty. She met a Notre Dame football player named Omer Kelly from Algona, just eighteen miles down Highway 169 from Bancroft. His father ran the Algona Municipal Utilities. Omer matriculated to the Great Lakes naval team with his enlistment in the service during World War II. He was assigned to the Office of Strategic Services, predecessor to the CIA. They married and had a son, Thomas Omer Kelly.

			As I mentioned, Omer was shot to death in a Chicago bar. They said Omer and his brother had hurled epithets at a Jewish bartender. You could believe that, a drunken football player defending his flap-jawed brother from Iowa. Mom didn’t believe it. She said Omer knew too much from the OSS. She said he knew something about organized crime. She asked a lot of questions, and said she got mysterious calls telling her to stay calm. To remain quiet. To not ask all those questions. Late at night I heard one of those calls from my bedroom in the basement. She was sitting at the top of the stairs in the kitchen. I heard her crying.

			Art Murray wanted to know. Luke Linnan was the best country trial lawyer around. Better drunk than any other was sober. So they went to Chicago and looked up that judge that Art and Luke knew, probably from Art’s trading days during Prohibition. The judge told them both they were in over their heads.

			That’s all we ever knew. Rummaging in a box in the basement when I was about twelve, I found a clipping from the Bancroft Register about Eileen Murray marrying this man about town, Omer Kelly. We never knew about her previous life. Mom was making Chef Boyardee pizza. “Who is Omer Kelly?” I asked. She dropped the pizza on the kitchen floor.

			“Go outside and don’t ask about that. And comb your hair.”

			Mom mourned Omer’s death from the comfort of Bancroft, where they still grieved Tommy falling in the Philippines. Another handsome young man, a clothier from Algona named Pat Cullen, found her and young Tom. He was just back from the war, a captain with a couple of years of football in at Emmetsburg Junior College, twenty miles west. Before the war he drove a Lincoln Zephyr, no slouch. He left it in the safekeeping of his brother Maurice, a mechanic in Fort Dodge. Maurice’s wife was certain nobody was coming home from that damn war and sold Dad’s Zephyr. He came home to find his car gone, but he also found Mom. She never did like Maurice’s wife. The feeling, no doubt, was mutual.

			Ultimately, the Murray elevator went broke. Uncle Joe got sick with a bad heart and Uncle Don got busy with politics in the state senate. Dad said that if Art Murray’s estate had been handled properly none of the Cullen children would have had to work a day in their lives. More than half the money went to the federal government. The Murray heirs, or at least some of the in-laws, squabbled over it, but what was gone was gone. Overalls to overalls in three generations, the saying goes, but not quite this time. Mom inherited a 320-acre farm despite the estate debacle. She sold it for about seven hundred dollars per acre in the early 1970s, knowing she would need the cash with a sick husband and a large brood. When she died in 1989 each of the six Cullen children inherited sixty thousand dollars. John poured it into starting the newspaper. When I came on board, I started pouring mine in, too. So did our other brothers and sister, with no promise of ever getting back a dime. For a long time, they didn’t.

			The irony is that the spoils of drainage were used to found a newspaper that made national waves by questioning the pollution that the drainage system enables. Grandpa Art was too good at his job. They drained too much. It is choking our rivers and lakes today.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Bringing Home the Bacon

			Down at Storm Lake, they plowed under the tall grass and drained the sloughs that protected the lake in order to plant row crops. They ripped out all the shoreline cobblestones in the late 1800s to build foundations of the town on the north shore of the lake, where the Pioneer statue peers over the waves with a salute. The mud rushed into Storm Lake, which God built with no inlet or outlet, but which man later improved. A drainage ditch called Powell Creek facilitated the drainage and the freshly freed sod’s journey to the lake bottom.

			The lake went from twenty-six feet deep to seven feet deep in a matter of twenty years or so, by 1900. Iowa black gold fed the fish with algae and slowly strangled them. The northern pike died from lack of oxygen. The perch disappeared with the suffocated reeds and cattails. The water went from blue to brown and green. By 1915 the Iowa Highway Commission, which was in charge of lakes, warned that Storm Lake was filling in with farmland and needed a good cleaning. Nothing was done until the 1930s.

			Small farms populated by Swedes and Germans popped up from government land grants sold off by the railroads. The corn grew and the hogs wallowed and the cattle took over where the buffalo once roamed around these little farms on the broken prairie. That boundless blue sky with the cumulus clouds was the limit.

			Old Fred Schaller came up from neighboring Sac County and started a bank in Storm Lake: Citizens First National Bank. His son George was on the Federal Reserve Board in Chicago in 1934. Riding the Illinois Central’s Hawkeye train home, George Schaller struck up a conversation with a man from Nash Brothers Packing out of Chicago. He was riding to northwest Iowa to scout a site for a new pork and beef packinghouse in partnership with Kingan and Company of Indianapolis, a growing regional meat player. He was thinking Spencer, thirty-eight miles up Highway 71, which was a four-letter word to town builder-banker Schaller. He told the Nash man that he should stop briefly in Storm Lake for lunch. They sat on the red bricks at the depot eating cheese sandwiches and making a deal for a packinghouse in Storm Lake. Nash and Kingan opened its plant a half mile north of the lake as Storm Lake Packing Company in 1935, with Tom Nash as the first manager.

			No place in the world is better suited than Iowa to growing maize, the most-used crop ever known. The thick black soil holds water. Summers are hot and humid. The growing season is perfect for one-hundred-day maize lines.

			Corn, we call it. Oats. Alfalfa. Horses. Cattle. Hogs. Later soybeans to replace the oats and alfalfa. And tractors to replace the horses. The Waterloo Boy, the Johnny Popper. The twelve-row combine and the twenty-four-row planter. Now we have forty-four-row planters. You can sow a thousand acres in a week. Tell the hired man to see if he can hook up with the custom harvesters working the wheat from the Dakotas down to Kansas, because Iowa just doesn’t need him anymore.

			Iowa grew to be called the Tall Corn State. The tall grass was all gone.

			When there really were family farms—before the farm crisis that set in as a pall over the state in the mid-1980s—they would come to the old wooden sale barn with the round show ring. Boys carved their names in the wooden bleachers with pocket knives, and fathers with their fathers in overalls would get rid of an old sow for slaughter or look over and maybe lay in a few fancy feeder calves. Every Saturday morning the cook wagon would fire up as the pickups rolled in with a rack of hay or a trailer full of bleating lambs in tow. The buyers would come in from the meatpacking houses in Sioux City, South St. Paul, Omaha, and Chicago to view the critter on the hoof and bid for slaughter. The livestock would ship by rail to the city stockyards awaiting the cleaver, losing weight every mile of the trip. The meat bosses realized that they should move their plants closer to the livestock. The livestock were where the corn grew. Kingan found Storm Lake and expanded but wasn’t breaking in with the big meat companies, where the bigger money and market leverage were.

			Hygrade, based in Detroit, bought Kingan in the early 1950s as the packers fed on one another trying to get bigger. The Kingan purchase put Hygrade in the big four along with Swift, Armour, and Cudahy. By the time Hygrade took over, the plant had dropped beef and processed only pork in Storm Lake. Hygrade was making money. The union was strong in the 1960s and 1970s. Everyone seemed happy enough.

			Hogs were the mortgage lifters for small farmers. Year in and year out, if you had thirty sows farrowing and you finished out those litters for slaughter when they got to 250 pounds, you would make money. The men who farmed and worked nights at Hygrade might buy a few feeder pigs from the friend who laid in the sows, and finish them out for beer, bread, and boat money. They would move the fat hogs to the packinghouse via the sale barn or through a hog buyer directly at the plant. It was a system that worked pretty well for Storm Lake: A diverse network of independent producers, both full- and part-time farmers, fed corn and soybeans to hogs that were processed by six hundred union workers.

			Iowa is the Hog State, too. Number one.

			Maybe wages and livestock producer profits got too fat in Storm Lake. At least it looked that way from Hygrade headquarters in Detroit. Meatpacking traditionally operated on 1 to 2 percent profit margins. The unions were finally making progress after World War II in building wages, benefits, and job security. Hygrade expanded the Storm Lake plant, its most productive and profitable one, by 60 percent in the early 1970s. Nobody quite appreciated that the postwar window of prosperity was about to close.

			Iowa Beef Packers (IBP) had entered the game.

			

			—

			Two cattle industry veterans, Currier Holman and A. D. Anderson, founded IBP on the premise that the meatpacking industry was antiquated and inefficient. If a path had been cleared to rural meatpacking decades earlier by the likes of Kingan, IBP paved the way out of the jungles of Chicago, South St. Paul, Kansas City, Sioux City, and Omaha, where stockyards and packinghouses stood beside one another, and into small towns like Storm Lake, Denison, and Columbus Junction, Iowa, where the corn was harvested and stored. Rather than ship the livestock on a train from Storm Lake to Chicago, we cut the hogs right here. IBP took it a step further.

			Starting in 1960 in Denison, Iowa, fifty miles southwest of Storm Lake, IBP revolutionized the meat industry with the introduction of boxed beef. Before, the old-line, established meatpackers like Hygrade shipped whole carcasses or quarter carcasses to big-city butcher shops, which then whacked the ribs and pulled the loins and sheared the shanks and displayed them behind glass for meat shoppers. IBP upset all that by cutting the pieces in the plant, vacuum packing them, freezing them, and shipping them directly to the meat counter. They wanted to automate processing to take the skill out of the job, the founders declared. Their company color would be green, they said, because it was the color of money.

			IBP knocked out the neighborhood butcher shop, the unions, and the Mob to control urban meat distribution. Holman and IBP were convicted of bribing the Mob in a dispute with New York butchers and the Amalgamated Meat Cutters union. The judge fined IBP seven thousand dollars and levied no penalty on Holman, saying it was the way business was done in the New York Meatpacking District.

			“Business, as we conduct it, is very much like waging war,” Holman once said.

			IBP knocked out the sale barn, too, as a market intermediary when livestock production became contracted directly with the packinghouse. They changed the way markets worked across America. And IBP tamed the union as conflicts led to wildcat strikes in Denison and Sioux City. Cars blew up. Wages went down. This outfit was tough. They prided themselves on it. A company that came out of nowhere—not Chicago or Detroit but Denison, population 6,000—had taken the cattle world by storm. The company announced in 1979 that it wanted to get into pork.

			The Amalgamated Meat Cutters, who negotiated wages of forty-four thousand dollars, including overtime, in 1975, smelled the end. Hygrade was developing a nasty cough as its patriarchal ways—by IBP thinking—were getting blown out by a radical new industry model. Hygrade in 1979 wanted the union to take a three-dollars-per-hour pay cut. The union refused. IBP was circling Storm Lake smelling blood in the water.

			The Hygrade plant closed in 1981. Most of the union Hygrade workers looked elsewhere when the plant remained dark for a year. A lot of them got union jobs twenty-two miles west at the Wilson meatpacking plant in Cherokee. (It closed down in 2015.)

			Storm Lake was on edge. The entire town was built around meatpacking. Hygrade had six hundred men working. They sent their kids to the Catholic school and gave the church enough money that there was no tuition fee until our later years in school. They bought new pickups every other year, and boats. And now they were out of work. It was the Reagan era. They were freed from the union, and from employment.

			IBP bought the shuttered plant using state and local tax incentives, which was also something of a new thing. It aimed to turn the hog industry on its ear, as it had done with cattle. Storm Lake was its first foray into pork. The union boys were replaced by nonunion help, some left over from Hygrade and, for starters, a contingent of about three hundred Laotian refugees from the Vietnam War. The Tai Dam community of Laos and Vietnam situated around Dien Bien Phu had been transported intact from Thai refugee camps to Iowa at the invitation of Governor Bob Ray. He called it the Iowa SHARES program. Two of the biggest beachheads were Storm Lake and Des Moines. Lakeside Presbyterian Church, the old money in town, was the first to sponsor a Tai Dam family and the Southeast Asian Christian Ministry. Iowa embraced them out of compassion and shame about our dirty little war. Plus they worked like nobody had seen anyone work. They fed their families by scooping unwanted carp out of the lake down below the dam at Outlet Creek, which feeds the Raccoon River. Grandpa worked the day shift while the son worked the night shift and shared a house with another family. They kept their heads down. They had a Christmas party every year and invited everyone in town. The egg rolls were delicious. The new workers never let anybody down.

			The Tai Dam developed a patronage system, whereby they located jobs for Lao speakers who were not Tai Dam or Christian but Buddhist. The Buddhists came by word of extended family and converged on the IBP pork plant. Storm Lake has a gorgeous gold-leaf Buddhist temple, one of the few in Iowa.

			Some of the displaced union workers called them gooks. People would insist that they were overfishing the lake although the conservation officers never thought so. Some thought we were coddling the people we had been fighting. Actually, they were our displaced and dispossessed fighters. The Laotians never minded. They just kept working. Storm Lake got used to it and rolled with newcomers. A lot of the union guys were sore about the Laotians, but they also knew the gig was up. IBP was the new boss in town. They saw how the union got handled. It was a huge shift: from union to
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“Art Cullen embodies what community journalism is all about.”
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