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Tales loom large
in small U.s. states
From small towns in early U.S. presidential primary states,
people cope with the struggling economy with disappointment and dignity.

O

n the eve of the Fourth of July,
Reuters sent photographers and
reporters into Iowa and New Hampshire,
the two small states that play an outsized
role in picking the U.S. president every four
years. Their journey took them into the small
july 2011

towns of Independence, Freedom, Unity and
West Liberty, where they documented what
ordinary people were doing, thinking and
saying. What they found, two years after the
worst recession since World War II, was a
country still struggling with the aftermath

of the downturn and often frustrated with a
political system that seems to be delaying
the recovery rather than speeding it. They
found disappointment, anger and fear. They
also found dignity, resilience and hope.
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in west liberty, iowa
Hispanic-american gothic

SO WHAT ARE WE HAVING FOR THANKSGIVING DINNER?: Turkeys are seen inside a shed in West Liberty, Iowa July 7, 2011. Daufeldt raises 200,000 turkeys a year many
of which are processed at the West Liberty Foods plant. Voters in the Iowa caucus and the New Hampshire primary will be REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

By James B. Kelleher
West Liberty, Iowa, July 8

W

est Liberty is Iowa’s first Hispanicmajority city. Fifty-two percent of
the people in this town of about 3,700 are
Hispanic, according to the latest U.S. Census.
It’s a number that would be impressive in
any state. But it’s especially noteworthy in
Iowa, an overwhelmingly white corner of the
American Heartland where just 5 percent of
the population statewide is Hispanic.
The town, located between Davenport and
Iowa City, has long had a sizable and growing
Hispanic population. The reason? The major

employer here is West Liberty Foods, a
260,000-square-foot food processing plant
that employs about 850 workers.
The big product the plant cranks out
is turkey. Each year, about 5 million live
birds go in end of the West Liberty Foods

Slaughtering, gutting, dismembering,
processing and packing the big birds is dirty,
difficult and dangerous work. The lines where
the workers slice, saw, claw and carve the
turkeys move at a fast clip. Fifty-one birds
are killed every minute, according to plant

Fifty-one birds are killed every minute,
according to plant manager Tom Alberti.
plant and come out the other as about 200
million pounds of processed turkey product
of one kind or another, some of it actually
recognizable.

manager Tom Alberti, meaning 51 birds a
minute move down the line.
The pace rarely slows. The work is repetitive.
The pay is not all that great.
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Not surprisingly, it’s not work that most
native-born Americans are willing to do.
So for years, the company has relied on
immigrants, especially Mexicans, to put
turkey – that most American bird, according
to Ben Franklin – on our national table. A
random name check of workers on the factory
floor on a recent Thursday morning found a
Vanesa Zapeda, a Damien Morales, a David
Hernandez, a Gonzalez Cruz, a Concepcion
Guzman, an Alma Alvarado and a Juan
Martinez.
Over the years, the Hispanic population
of West Liberty has risen steadily. And while
the hard work translates into high employee
turnover, many of the immigrants, like Miguel
and Maria Rivas, make it a lifelong career
The Rivases have worked at the plant for
four decades now. Every afternoon, when
their shifts end, they drive home to the little
five-acre farm near Atalissa, Iowa they bought
with their plant wages, where they grow corn
and chilies in a setting the artist — and Iowa
native — Grant Wood would have recognized
and painted and called “Hispanic-American
Gothic.”

two acres on the edge of town

Jose Zacarias came to West Liberty, Iowa
in the early 1980s to work in the town’s
packing plant. He spoke no English. After
10 years processing food, and mastering
English, he quit and moved on. Today, he’s
a middle manager at a plant in Iowa City,
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EVERY DAY IS TURKEY DAY: A worker processes turkeys at the West Liberty Food processing plant in West
Liberty, Iowa July 7, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

about 20 miles west of town. But he comes
home every night to the farmhouse he owns
on two acres on the edge of West Liberty.
He’s happiest here, he says, and has no plans
to live anywhere else.
“My experience is that this is a wonderful
state,” he said.
“When I came in 1984, I was practically deaf
and mute because I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t
understand. But I got the tools, in this case,

English. My neighbors – and the whole town
– are extremely friendly. There are, of course,
some culture clashes. People going by with
the music – boom, boom, boom, boom, boom
– and driving very fast. But overall, it’s a
wonderful state for immigrants, for families.
“My family asks me how I can put up with
five months of terrible winter. I tell them, it’s
the price to pay for a beautiful summer. It’s a
wonderful place. This house has never been
locked since I bought it 20 years ago. We don’t
have a key. And we leave our cars out there
with the keys in them. Good neighborhood.
Good friends.
“There are a lot of people who moved
from Iowa City or the surrounding areas to
this town because of the diversity, because
the school system has a bilingual program.
My neighbor, Jack, is seven. He’s a blondhaired, blue-eyed kid, and he and I can have
a conversation in Spanish.”

cutting hair in the basement

LITTLE OFF THE BACK AND SIDES: Darel Sterner, 80, leans against the pool table in the basement of his home
right beside the barber shop he keeps there in West Liberty, Iowa July 7, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

Darel Sterner was born in Muscatine
County, Iowa 80 years ago. He grew up in
Atalissa, married a girl from a nearby farm
and then settled down and raised a family
with her in West Liberty, where he went to
work as a barber.
For more than 40 years, Sterner cut hair on
the corner of Third and Spencer in downtown
West Liberty, just a few blocks from the food
plant that became the city’s largest employer.
And when he finally shut his downtown shop
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RACE FANS! SUNDAY! SUNDAY!: A man enters the West Liberty Raceway in West Liberty, Iowa July 7, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

in 1995, he moved his equipment into the
basement of his home a few blocks away and
just kept cutting.
“I was going to retire but 16 years later I’m
still working four days a week,” he said. “I
don’t know what I’d do if I quit.”
His wife, Donna, was cool at first to the idea
of the basement barbershop, fearing he’d be
underfoot all the time. But she quickly seized
on a solution. “I close the door upstairs every
now and then and just don’t let him out,” she
said.
West Liberty has changed a lot during
Sterner’s lifetime. Today, the town of about
3,700 is Iowa’s only majority Hispanic city,
according to the U.S. Census. That’s just fine
with him. “I cut hair for some of them,” he
said. “They’re good customers.”
Sterner won’t take appointments. Period.
Here’s why. “If somebody comes in and you’re
not busy,” he said, “but you make him wait
because you got a guy with an appointment
coming in five minutes, he’s mad. “But if you
go ahead start him, and the guy with the
appointment comes in, then he’s half mad.
So I just take them as they come.”

raceway on weekends

Dirt track racing remains a popular
summer spectator sport in many parts of

rural America. At West Liberty Raceway in
West Liberty, Iowa, the season runs from
April to September.
It’s loud. It’s smelly. And everybody comes
away covered head to toe with a thin film of
grime.
Larry Miller, 51, maintains the half-mile
track at West Liberty Raceway and helps
manage traffic in the chaotic infield during
the weekly races. It’s a part-time job he’s
performed on weekends for 11 years now, one
that supplements the income he earns at his
day job, maintaining a small network of video
games at two dozen bars in Iowa City, Cedar
Rapids and the smaller towns in between.
“I get 40 to 45 hours in doing that during
the week,” he said. “But it’s one of those
schedules where you don’t have to be at a
certain spot at a certain time. As long as I
get in and collect the money and maintain
the machines sometime during the week, the
boss is happy. It’s just the two of us.”
The economic downturn of 2007 took a big
bite out of both businesses, Miller said. And
two years into the recovery, neither one has
really bounced back completely.
Back before the recession, the weekly races
in West Liberty would draw 1,200 spectators
on an average night and “on a good night,
1,500. Now it’s down to 400, 500 people

most nights,” Miller said.
“But you know even in my real job, the
amusement side of stuff, we’ve seen the
decline. People save their money to go to the
bar and drink. But they don’t play the games
like they used to… The bar owners, they’re
hurting, too. They’ll tell me, ‘It’s been a down
week this week, Larry. There’s not going to be
much in there.’”
Miller estimates he drives about 500 miles
a week servicing the games, a route that has
become more expensive to run as gasoline
prices have spiked in recent months.
“I’m spending quite a bit more on gas,” he
said. “Yup, that’s for sure.”

LA PAZ MARKET

Arturo Ortiz, who owns La Paz Market, a
combination restaurant and Mexican grocery
store on the main strip in West Liberty, Iowa
voted for President Barack Obama in 2008
and expects he’ll “probably vote for him
again” next year despite Obama’s failure to
deliver comprehensive immigration reform –
a hot issue in town.
Jose Zacarias agrees. In 2008, Hispanics
in West Liberty were enthusiastic backers of
Obama and his victory in Iowa over Hillary
Clinton in the state’s caucuses was critical in
allowing him to win other battleground states
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and to go on and capture the Democratic
nomination for president.
Zacarias acknowledges that Obama
confronted a number of crises during his
first term that made tackling immigration
reform difficult. “Two wars, the economy
crashing, dealing with Wall Street, reforming
healthcare,” he said. “He had a lot fires to put
out.”
But the takeover of the U.S. House of
Representatives in last year’s midterm
elections have made immigration reform
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unlikely any time soon and makes him
wonder if it will ever come.
In 2008, Zacarias was an enthusiastic
supporter of Obama, hosting parties in
downtown West Liberty to build support
among Hispanic voters. Obama’s subsequent
track record has dimmed some of his
enthusiasm – but won’t stop Zacarias from
supporting Obama again in 2012 and urging
other local Hispanics to follow suit.
“The passion that was there is not there
now,” he said. “But I also know that in a two-

VOTED FOR OBAMA:
Joel Ortiz, 16, (L) and his
dad Arturo, who owns La
Paz Market, work in the
kitchen together in West
Liberty, Iowa July 8, 2011.
REUTERS/Jessica
Rinaldi

party system, our choices are very limited. The
way we say it in Spanish is, ‘Out of two evils,
the lesser evil.’ No, I’m not as enthusiastic
as before. But yes, I will campaign and work
with the Obama campaign because the
Republicans have moved way, way, way to
the right.”
Ortiz expresses frustration with people in
the United States who criticize the Mexicans
who have moved to this country to work
and improve their lives and the lives of their
families.
“The people who come here just want
to make money,” he said. “They pay taxes,
They’re not criminals. We file our taxes, too.”

200,000 turkeys a year

Donny Daufeldt and his three sons run a
big turkey growing operation on the outskirts
of West Liberty, Iowa.
The 65-year-old says he raises 200,000
turkeys each year, which he feeds with corn
he grows on the 1,000 acres he farms around
his turkey sheds. But as many as 15 percent of
the birds die during the four months they’re
confined to the massive sheds where they

“The people who
come here just want
to make money. They
pay taxes, They’re not
criminals.”

BEFORE THE SLAUGHTERHOUSE: Donny Daufeldt opens the gate to the shed where he keeps his turkeys in
West Liberty, Iowa July 7, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

live their short lives before heading to the
slaughterhouse — – some of the structures
are nearly the length of three U.S. football
fields.
“Humidity gets them as bad as heat,”
Daufeldt said as he showed visitors one of the
sheds, which was cooled by big fans and an
indoor sprinkler system and gave the 19,000
immature turkeys inside what looked like
plenty of room to trot.
“That’s the hardest part,” Daufeldt said.
“You can have a flock that you don’t do a
damned thing to and they go though that
system and beat the average weight by
two or three pounds. The next flock comes
through and a bunch just say, ‘I think I’ll just
sit here and croak today because I don’t feel
like working that hard’ or I don’t know what
it is. It tears you apart trying to figure it out.
Genetics is a lot of it.
“Mortality’s a big thing. If you don’t like
mortality, this business is not for you. It’s
every day out here, whether you want to
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admit it or not. You will never be able to walk
through this flock, no matter what time of
day, and not pick up a dead bird.”
Daufeldt composts some of the dead
birds. But he also has an incinerator he
uses to dispose of younger, smaller birds
that succumb before they make it to the
slaughterhouse.
He got into the turkey business in the late
1980s, after working for the local electric
company. He was sold on the idea by a fellow
church member, who came by his house with
the proposal one Saturday morning and
made a two-hour pitch.
“I looked at it and I looked at it and I looked it
all over and I just thought I’d done a great job
of looking at it,” he said. “And I told the wife
after he left, ‘You know, this might be my one
chance to get out of the job, go into what to
what we call farming’ – never understanding
how big this project really was.
“When I finally made the deal, it was about
two hours later, I was looking at the thing
and I thought, ‘That’s not right. Those can’t
be 800-foot sheds. Those are only 80-foot
sheds. I called him up on the phone and I
said, ‘Tim, I think you got a mistake here. It
says 800-foot sheds,’ I said, ‘they’re only 80foot sheds, aren’t they?’ And he said, ‘No.
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They’re 800-foot sheds.’ And I thought, ‘Holy
s***.’”

organizing workers

Carlos Rich, 33, works for Center for New
Community, a Chicago-based immigration
rights group. He’s based in Iowa, where he
spends some of his time in the small town
of West Liberty, working with immigrants
employed at the turkey processing plant
here.
The 850 workers on the plant’s payroll
are not represented by a union – and Rich’s
work is not designed to change that. Two
efforts in recent years by the United Food and
Commercial Workers union to organize the
workers here under the UFCW banner were
rejected by the workers. Rich, who was born
in Guatemala but adopted at the age of 11
by a Kansas couple, works instead on a CNC
project designed to improve the health of
immigrant workers in the Midwest.
In West Liberty, that means teaching the
unrepresented workers at West Liberty Foods
how to engage their employer in a nonconfrontational dialogue about health and
safety issues at the meat-packing plant.
It’s not easy to get the workers to speak up.
“If you’re an immigrant, and you complain,

you’re often told, ‘There are a lot of other
immigrants who need a job and we can get
them in the door,” he said.
“That attitude inhibits workers from
speaking up about ways that the line they’re
working on can be improved in a way that
might also improve their health.”
He says CNC has been successful, however,
in getting some workers to begin these
hard conversations with management
in informal, non-adversarial meetings
outside the workplace. CNC has also had
representatives from the U.S. Department
of Labor’s Occupational Safety and Health
Administration do workshops with food
workers to make sure they know their rights
under the law.
The sessions give the immigrant workers
added confidence that they can speak up
about core health and environmental safety
issues and be protected from retaliation.
“They learn from OSHA is that nobody
should die or get hurt doing their job
anywhere,” he said. “You have these rights.
You don’t have to suffer as a worker.
“So then they feel they can tell the
company, ‘We know it’s important for you to
get these products. It’s important to us that
we have our jobs. Why don’t we create a win-

ENGAGING EMPLOYERS: Carlos Rich, 33, talks with a fellow organizer over lunch in West Liberty, Iowa July 8, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi
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win situation where you have safe workers
who are producing food?’ Companies
become winners when workers are winners.”
In the four years he’s worked for CNC,
Rich has never been inside the plant in West
Liberty or in any of the other Iowa packing
plants he covers, including a Tyson plant in
Columbus Junction, where he lives.
“They know me,” he said. “I don’t know
what they think about me. I don’t think I’m
doing anything to harm them. I’m actually
kind of doing their job for them.”

ANGLO-HISPANIC CAMARADERIE

West Liberty, Iowa has had a large and
growing Hispanic population for decades
now thanks to the immigrants – largely from
Mexico.
There are some whites here, of course,
who will still grumble openly about the
demographic changes that have transformed
the town. And the attractive new subdivision
that has popped up on the outskirts of West
Liberty near the country club suggests some
more affluent residents want to get away

“You have these
rights. You don’t
have to suffer
as a worker. ”

SHUCKIN’ THE CORN: Stalks of corn line the road in West Liberty, Iowa July 8, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica
Rinaldi

from the increasingly ethnic city center.
But overall , the rise of a Hispanic majority
here seems not to have triggered the alarm
that similar changes in other parts of the
United States, like Arizona, has caused. “The
community itself, the camaraderie between
Anglos and Hispanics, is great,” said Oscar
Garcia, 57, a former corrections officer in
nearby Muscatine who now works with
autistic children in West Liberty.
One measure of West Liberty’s acceptance
of demographic changes is provided by the
popularity of the Dual Language Program
in its public schools, which is offered
from pre-kindergarten through the 12th
grade. Students enrolled in the voluntary
program, now in its 13th year, are taught
in English half of every school day and in
Spanish the other half.
The point of the program, according to
administrators, is to make students bilingual,
bi-literate and bicultural — and to make West
Liberty a place where cultural assimilation is
a two-way street and where immigrants feel
valued, welcomed and understood.
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When Wesley is old enough for pre-kindergarten,
the Heaths plan to put him in the Dual Language Program.
The program was the first of its kind in
Iowa, though it has since been replicated in
other towns in the state, including Sioux City.
And it’s a competitive program. Students
who don’t start it in kindergarten have to
test in if they want to join later – proving a
proficiency in their non-native language that
gets harder and harder as the kids get older.
So parents anxiously put their kids’ on the
pre-kindergarten waiting list and cross their
fingers — just like parents in New York do for
that city’s most elite preschools.

in West Liberty and moved here just so that
Carson, 10, and Reynolds, 7, could enroll
in the program. Their friends thought they
were nuts. But they have no regrets and say
that when Wesley, 2, is old enough for prekindergarten, they plan to put him in the
Dual Language Program, too.
“When we first moved here, and I was
waiting for Carson to get out of one of his
classes,” Linley said, “a grandmother came
up to me, asked me if I was new to town, and
told me, ‘You know, what you’ve got to look

JUGANDO CON EL GATO: Wesley Heath (L), 2, and his brother Reynolds, 7, play inside the kitchen of their home
in West Liberty, Iowa July 8, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

In recent years, even as school budgets
have come under pressure, West Liberty’s
Dual Language Program has remained fully
funded.
Just as remarkable, the program has
encouraged a small influx of young, nonHispanic families back into West Liberty,
families led by parents like Richard Heath,
41, and Linley Heath, 36, who believe that
fluency in more than one language can open
opportunities for their three sons.
Five years ago, the Heaths, who were living
in Iowa City, bought a house on Third Street

for here is blah, blah, blah, blah, blah’ — you
know, the Hispanic population.
“And I told her, ‘Well, you know actually
that’s why we moved here.’ It was neat to
turn and see her look at me and think, ‘Oh,
really?’”

A FIVE ACRE RANCH

Miguel and Maria Rivas live on a fiveacre ranch outside West Liberty, Iowa. It is the
latest in a series of properties the naturalized
citizens have purchased in their adopted
country. The pride they feel in it is obvious —

and justified. It’s quite the spread.
The Rivases, both 69, have lived together
in the United States for 47 years now and
have worked inside the food processing plant
in downtown West Liberty for nearly all them.
When they started at the plant, which today
slaughters about 5 million turkeys a year,
they each made about $1.90 an hour.
They’re reluctant to say how much they
make now, after more than 40 years on the
job. But their daughters, Mari Pearson, and
Lorena Gingerich, are less circumspect. They
say their dad earns $13 an hour today and
that their mom makes $11.40 an hour.
Miguel and Maria both get health benefits
through work. But Lorena says her parents
don’t understand why they often still have to
pay for healthcare. She said she doesn’t think
West Liberty Foods does an adequate job
explaining the benefits to the many workers,
like her parents, with limited English skills.
Miguel and Maria became U.S. citizens in
1977. They also used their earnings from the
plant to buy a house in West Liberty. They
eventually paid it off and bought a rental
property, which they fixed up themselves
after their shifts ended at the plant.
With the money from the rental, they
bought more rentals. Eventually, they
purchased the ranch they live on now, outside
Atalissa, Iowa, where they grow chilies and
corn, among other things. “We’re very proud
of what we’ve done.” Maria said.
She will celebrate her 41st year at the
plant next month. She says she loves the
camaraderie there and has no plans to retire.
“As long as God let’s me work,” she said, “I’ll
stay there.”
But more than 40 years in a slaughterhouse
has taken its toll. Maria, her kids say, is mostly
vegetarian now. And she doesn’t eat turkey.
Mari, who also worked at the plant years for
awhile, isn’t surprised.
“I remember when we were little, they
would come home and we wouldn’t want to
kiss them because of the smell,” said Mari.

For a detailed overview of the
program, check out this video
produced by West Liberty:

http://r.reuters.com/qun72s
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DIVIDED WE FALL: The “Y” has fallen over at the end of a sign behind the elementary school in Unity, New Hampshire July 5, 2011. REUTERS/Brian Snyder

unity, new hampshire:
enduring in tough times
By Ros Krasny
Unity, N.H. July 7

U

nity, New Hampshire, is not known
for much. The town of 1,671 sits in the
western fringe of Sullivan County, a few miles
from the Vermont border.
At the one general store are T-shirts that
riff off the famous Las Vegas motto. “What
happens in Unity stays in Unity — But nothing
really happens here.”
In 2008, Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton

put Unity on the map, briefly. The pair held
a joint rally there in June 2008, days after
Clinton had conceded the Democratic
primary nomination following a long, often
bitter fight. Each candidate received 107 votes
in the town during the state’s Democratic
primary in January 2008. Sullivan County
went on to lean heavily to Obama in the
general election, giving him 59 percent to
Republican John McCain’s 41 percent.
The first in the nation New Hampshire
primary for 2012 — to see which Republican

will go up against Obama — is still seven
months away, and most residents of Unity
are not yet focused on politics. But as they
go about their daily lives they face issues that
could inform their votes next year.

CUTTING BACK ON LITTLE LUXURIES

Going out for ice-cream on a warm summer
evening is one of life’s little pleasures.
Tracy Bragdon has been the owner of Brick
Farm Ice Cream in Unity for the past ten
years. She says that many local residents
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are cutting back. At the same time, costs are
rising.
“We are feeling the effects of the weak
economy. We’re definitely behind where we
would expect to be at this time of the season,”
said Bragdon, 49, who sells her home-made
ice-cream from early May through Labor Day.
A slowdown in the logging and construction
industries have hurt many local residents,
Bragdon said. “It’s gone on for so long…
people are cutting back on the little luxuries.”
Some customers who used to show up on a
weekly basis for Brick Farm’s delights might
be paring back to once every two weeks or
once a month, she said. Bragdon makes the
ice-cream at the family’s 1841 dairy barn,
and sells it mostly in a little storefront on a
country road east of town, as well as at local
farmers’ markets.
The most popular of the 80 revolving
flavors is black raspberry. Brown sugar
oatmeal has been a surprising hit, and
Bragdon produced a patriotic “red, white and
blueberry” flavor around Independence Day.

“Sometimes we have
to do what’s right,
not what’s easy.
We need to work
together to solve
problems. ”
Bragdon, a former software engineer, also
works as an X-ray technician in nearby Keene
and has taken on a third job this year to help
keep her ice-cream dream afloat.
The concept of a “rainy day fund” is all
too real for a seasonal ice-cream business.
Bragdon says one of her freezers probably
needs replacing. “But if we have a rainy
week, I don’t have the cushion to buy a new
freezer. I might need that money to make
payroll.” Costs are also on the rise, which
forced Bragdon to raise prices this spring. A
small ice-cream cone or cup is now $3.80; a
two-scoop sundae is $6.75. The base of the
ice cream is a mix of fresh milk, cream and
sugar bought from dairy company Hood LLC.
The price of the mix changes from month to
month. Other ingredients, such as chocolate,
vanilla and maple syrup, are sourced from
a range of suppliers, where Bragdon sits
downstream from high energy costs.
“A lot of companies want fuel surcharges,
or have minimum orders. For a small
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HOME IN A SEMI: Carlton LeClair sits in the cab of the semi-truck where he sleeps after losing his apartment in
Unity, New Hampshire July 6, 2011. REUTERS/Brian Snyder

company, there are lot of issues.” Worried
that the economy will get worse before it
gets better, Bragdon wishes politicians could
find common ground to address the nation’s
problems. “Sometimes we have to do what’s
right, not what’s easy. We need to work
together to solve problems.”
President Barack Obama and House
Speaker John Boehner recently golfed
together as a show of bipartisanship. Is it too

much to suggest a banana split summit in
Unity, New Hampshire?

SCRAPING By

Up a long driveway off the 2nd New
Hampshire Turnpike, Unity’s main drag, sits
the workshop of Steve and Cathy Morse,
second-generation coppersmiths.
The couple make whimsical weather vanes
in the shape of Labrador retrievers, pigs,

80 FLAVORS: Customers order ice cream at Brick Farm Ice Cream in Unity, New Hampshire July 5, 2011.
REUTERS/Brian Snyder
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horses, dragons or anything else a homeowner could desire to crown his house. Or
rather, they did until the 2008 recession and
slump in new home construction. The ripple
effect of the housing bust became a wave
that swamped the small-scale craftspeople.
“Business has been really slow. Three years
ago I was very busy, and then it just dropped
off the edge,” said Steve Morse, 58. With
his long dark hair — soon to be chopped
for Locks of Love, a support group for sick
children — and full grey beard, Morse has the
look of a mountain man. He stays busy now
picking up odd jobs such as lawn-mowing.
Cathy Morse, 55, works at a bakery/cafe in
nearby Claremont, N.H. “We scrimp and save
as much as we can,” said Cathy, who termed
their work “almost a lost art.”
The family copper business was founded
by Martha Morse, 86, and her husband Don,
who moved to Unity full-time in the 1980s.
The pair started to make decorative copper
planters and trays that were sold by some
major gardening supply stores. Business
for many years was booming. Another huge

“Three years ago I
was very busy, and
then it just dropped
off the edge. ”
problem is materials prices. Copper costs are
four times more than in the early 2000s. The
price shot up around 2005, collapsed with
the recession and is now back at record highs.
With orders slow, that has made it hard
for the pair, who typically buy copper sheets
from a supplier in Boston, to keep inventory
on hand. Lower-priced competition from
overseas, including China and Mexico, has
almost driven the nail in the Morse’s coppermaking coffin. That has created demand for
repairs of what Steve Morse calls “not half
bad” foreign vanes that sometimes start
to fall apart after a couple of harsh New
England winters.
“When I sell my vanes, I don’t want to see
them again when they leave here,” he said.

MULLING EPHESIANS 5:5

New Hampshire was ranked the second
least religious state overall in a 2009 Gallup
survey, behind neighboring Vermont. Still, 46
percent of Granite State residents responded
that faith was an important part of daily life
Faith is definitely alive and well at the West
Unity Community United Methodist Church,

PLENTY OF ROOM UP FRONT: Howard Grace walks through the West Unity Community United Methodist
Church before joining the weekly Bible study group in Unity, New Hampshire July 5, 2011. REUTERS/BRYAN
SNYDER

where members pitch in to keep the small
church, white clapboard with black shutters,
clean and tidy. The ham and baked bean
suppers are the stuff of local legend.
Parishioners meet each Tuesday night for a
study group, sharing companionship, coffee
and donuts, and a few good laughs as they
read the Bible and talk about some of the
problems they are facing in their own lives.
Recently, seven members gathered in the
church basement on a warm night. They sat
at a long table with a red plastic tablecloth,
to read aloud from Ephesians. In some
versions of the Bible, Ephesians 5:5 suggests
that greedy people, or idolators, who worship
worldly goods too much, will not inherit the
Kingdom of Christ; perhaps a timely passage
to mull while the debate over taxes, spending
and the debt limit raged on in Washington,
500 miles away.
Parishioner Robin Fontaine has witnessed
close-up how an industry often seen as a
litmus test for the economy and the impact of

high gasoline prices has fared in recent years.
Fontaine, 54, works for a nearby company
that makes deck hatches, portlights and
other parts for yachts, speedboats, fishing
boats and other craft. The segment of yachts
and pleasure boats that sell for $50,000 up
to about $500,000 has definitely taken a hit
during the recession, Fontaine said.
“From a half-million up, you wouldn’t even
know the economy had been affected. You
would think the high end would have slowed
down, but no.”

LIVING OFF THE LAND

Partners, farmers and caregivers Clint
Taber and George McLellan live off the land
as much as possible at Black Locust Farm in
Unity, New Hampshire.
The industrious couple weave several
strands together to support their dream of
being financially independent in a bucolic,
low-key community. The two raise a variety of
poultry as well as goats and miniature horses.
11
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HARD TIMES: Partners George McLellan (L) and Clint Taber talk in their kitchen after finishing their afternoon farm chores in Unity, New Hampshire July 5, 2011. REUTERS/
Brian Snyder

They sell some 30 dozen eggs a week out of
a cooler in their driveway, provide parakeets
to local pet shops, and farm a variety of fruits
and vegetables that can be canned and eaten
all year.
Another income source is the group of
developmentally disabled adults that live
with Taber and McLellan on the farm; some
have been under Taber’s care for more than
25 years.
Costs on the farm have been rising and are
hard to pass along. Chicken feed has doubled
in the last four to five years, said Taber, 53, to
where they are no longer, well, chicken feed.
Higher gas prices, in turn, translate to higher
hay prices. And the price of wood shavings,
used in the henhouse, have risen because
less sawmills operate in the state than did
several years ago. The paper mill and timber
industry in northern New Hampshire has

Find more Washington coverage at our
blog Front Row Washington here:

http://r.reuters.com/wej62s
been in a deep decline.
The two feel the impact of a weak national
economy is amplified in places like Unity,
where job opportunities can be slim at the
best of times and many young people move
away. For more steady work, many residents
drive to Keene, almost an hour’s drive away
on country roads. “For a $10 an hour job, with
$4 a gallon gas, that’s tough,” said McLellan,
50. “The economy seems to have bottomed
out, and kind of stayed there.”

Taber said times are hard for the Turning
Points Network, an agency based in Sullivan
County that provides counseling and other
services to victims of domestic violence,
sexual assault and stalking that the two
work with regularly. “It’s been really hard
seeking funding — people don’t have the
money to give. So the organization has cut
positions, which is counter-intuitive because
domestic violence has gone up with the weak
economy,” he said.
McLellan and Taber have been together for
five years. Same-sex marriage became legal
in New Hampshire on January 1, 2010, but
Taber said the couple have no current plans
to marry. Anti-gay prejudice has not been a
problem since moving to Unity. “We worry
more about complaints about the animals,”
said McLellan. “We have good neighbors.”
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independence days
and broken heartlands

FAME IN OUR NAME: A water tower painted red, white and blue can be seen from the highway in Independence, Iowa July 6, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

By James B. Kelleher
Independence, Iowa, July 4

T

he motto of Independence, Iowa is
“America’s fame is in our name.” But
Mike Anderson, the pastor of Baptist Bethel
Church in Independence, says some of the
problems besetting the country are on
display in this town of 6,000, as well. “People
around here don’t work as hard as they used
to,” Anderson, 48, said. “Even farmers don’t
do a lot of physical work anymore.”
The change — a function of the
mechanization of agriculture and the demise
of the small family farms he grew up on — has

“not been a good thing” for the community,
Andersen said.
“When I was growing up, you couldn’t really
get in too much trouble because you had a
lot to do on the farm. We didn’t work as hard
as the previous generation, but we still did a
lot of physical work. Now, there are a lot of
people who are on welfare around here – and
a lot of them really shouldn’t be. People come
to me, telling me they’re unhappy with where
they’re at and say, ‘I want to change my life.’
I’ll tell them, ‘Well, you need to start getting
yourself some gainful employment’ because
you always feel better about yourself when
you’re productive. It’s a biblical principle.

Course the economy right now makes it
tough for everyone. It’s harder than it used to
be. My oldest son is trying to find something.
But there are things to find. And the truth of
the matter is someone who really wants to
work will find a way to work even when it’s
tough like it is now.”
Still, Anderson – a father of six – says he
enjoys life in Buchanan County. “For one
thing the cost of living isn’t outrageous here.
It’s a good lifestyle. There are good folks
around here, a good community. And I’m
not a city boy. Compared to where I’m from
in Iowa, this is the big city. I can’t see myself
going anywhere else.”
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HEALTHCARE REFORM ADVOCATE: Sam Smock, 57, of Independence, makes adjustments to his float before
the start of the Independence Day parade in Independence, Iowa July 4, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

Sam Smock, a 57-year-old retiree who
worked for 30 years at Deere & Co’s tractor
factory in nearby Waterloo, Iowa, celebrated
the Fourth of July riding on the float his
church music group entered in the annual
parade in Independence, Iowa.
Five years ago, Smock was diagnosed
with stage four prostate cancer and told he
had only a few months to live. A trip to the
Mayo Clinic in neighboring Minnesota at his
own expense, however, got him enrolled in a
drug trial and a treatment program that his
insurance company helped pay for and that
brought his PSA (prostate-specific antigen)
levels down to near-normal levels.
But the experience – and the uncovered
expenses he’s piled up – have made him an
advocate of healthcare reform. And if he has
a criticism of the reforms passed last year it’s
that they were too watered down.
“My wife’s on a forum of wives of men
with prostate cancer,” Smock said. “And you
wouldn’t believe all the problems they have.
They can’t get the medicine that would save
them or prolong their lives either because
they can’t afford it or because their insurance
companies won’t pay for it.”
He calls President Obama’s healthcare
reforms “a step in the right direction, but
nowhere near what we need.” But he says
fellow members of his congregation in
Independence, First Baptist Church, think
Obama went too far. “A lot of people feel that
way in my church,” he said. “They don’t think

the government should be in the healthcare
business even though they all have friends
and relatives who are on Medicare.”
Smock said the billions of dollars the U.S.
government spends overseas annually on the
military and foreign aid should be invested
back home instead. “Why don’t we take care
of the people back here at home? Suddenly
everyone’s worried about our deficit and

talking about the need to cut Medicare and
Social Security. But at the same time they’re
giving other countries billions of dollars. Well,
there’s your money. I know we’re supposed to
help other people and help other countries.
But if we let ourselves fail, we aren’t going to
be able to help anybody else.”
He thinks the country is “trying to go in the
right direction” but worries that the growing
partisan divide between Democrats and
Republicans results in “too much battling.
We need to think of us — we the people.
That’s what the Fourth of July is all about. It
isn’t about parties.”
Smock, who raises mules as a hobby and
uses them to pull him to church in a cart
on the occasional Sunday, has never lived
outside Buchanan County. But he only lived
in Independence, the county seat, once —
and just for two months.
“I lived in an apartment here when I first
got married,” he said, “and I quickly knew I
couldn’t live in town. Nothing against the
town. I’m just a country boy. Born in the
country and hopefully I can die there. Just
hopefully not anytime soon.”
At 93, Lyle Luloff claims to be the oldest
licensed tractor operator in the state of Iowa.
On Monday, he drove a 65-year-old red
Farmall tractor he restored in the Fourth of
July parade down Independence, Iowa’s main
street.
Like a lot of people in Buchanan County,

THE FARMS ARE WAY BIGGER: Lyle Luloff, 93, sits atop his tractor during the Independence Day Parade in
Independence, Iowa July 4, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi
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Luloff was born here and never lived
anywhere else. He farmed for 30 years in
nearby Brandon, Iowa and then moved to
Independence and became a claims adjuster
for an insurance company, covering seven
counties.
Farming has changed a lot in his lifetime.
“The farms are way bigger,” Luloff said. “I
don’t know whether that’s good or bad. It’s
been good for me. But the generation coming
up, I do worry about them. Looks like it’s
going to be tough — tougher than it was for
me. I farmed 200 acres. But even back then,
I always had an outside job. I baled hay for
25 years for everybody within 10 miles of my
home. It takes so much money to operate
these days. A lot of them are going to be
lucky to be hired help. ”
Luloff and his 89-year-old wife, Ivadell,
have been married for 71 years, and remain
active. They organize and oversee the weekly
Friday night dances at the senior center,
which draws a mostly younger crowd of 70and 80-year-olds.
He restores tractors, though he says
he’s “getting too old to clean them up and
paint them” and has reduced his personal
collection of old farm equipment to the
1946 International Farmall he was riding in
Monday’s parade. “It’s a good runner and I
got a lot of faith in it,” he said. “It’s going to
get me there and get me back.”
Luloff said he had few concerns about
the United States as he marked today’s
anniversary of the country’s birth. “But I don’t
worry too much about anything these days,”
he said. “We’re in a good place for me, let me
put it that way.”
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MORNING PERKS: Members of the Hope Wesleyan Church (L-R): Amy Solon, 43, Jan Markham, Catherine
Reynolds, 19, and her mother Carla Reynolds, 45, laugh during their Morning Perks prayer meeting at a local
coffee shop in Independence, Iowa July 5, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

HARD TO BREAK IN

Morning Perks is an all-woman, weekly
prayer group that meets every Tuesday in
the back room of Em & Jerri’s coffee shop in
Independence, Iowa. Darla Shultz, 49, and
Carla Reynolds, 45, founded it three years
ago, shortly after their families relocated to
the small town of 6,000 from out of state.
“We moved here at exactly the same
time,” Reynolds said, “and we didn’t know
anybody. It was lonely. This community goes
by its name – Independence – and it can be
very hard to break in. People are very, very
friendly. But they have their groups. So we
made our own.”
Three years later, the meetings draw as
many as a dozen local women to the coffee
shop. On Tuesday, Shultz got the meeting
started by reading from the new devotional

LET US PRAY: Darla Shulz, 49, a member of Hope Wesleyan Church, reads aloud during their Morning Perks
prayer meeting at a local coffee shop in Independence, Iowa July 5, 2011. REUTERS/photographers name

the women will be using this summer, “Grace
for the Moment,” written by Max Lucado,
a San Antonio-based church leader and
popular Christian author.
Shultz then kicked off the discussion by
telling the group about a frustrating run-in
she’d had the day before at the local Burger
King — and acknowledging the ways her
response to the incident had failed to exhibit

the patience and forgiveness the day’s
devotional reading had emphasized.
“Never mess with a hungry woman,”
Reynolds quipped.
Laughter erupted around the table – not
for the first or last time during the two-hour
meeting – and the discussion quickly turned
to the quotidian frustrations and challenges
other group members were facing.
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Reynolds, who works at the local hospice,
talked about her husband, who recently lost
his management job at an ethanol plant.
He’s trying to make the best of it, she said,
characterizing his predicament as “funemployment.” But Reynolds said she worried
he was masking his pain and wondered
whether her family, which has moved many
times, would have to pick up again in order
for him to find work.
“The only thing I know is he would not have
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She talked about the way her husband had
stepped in to help take care of her dad. “He’s
had to clean up messes,” she said, her voice
breaking. “I’m very blessed… It’s not his dad.
But he got used to it when I was pregnant
because I threw up all the time.”
Another group member, 28-year-old Elissa
Haywood, has diabetes that she is having
difficulty controlling as well as other medical
issues. Some recent tests had come back
with good news and she thanked the group

“It’s a pick me up being around other
Christians who believe the same.”
been fired if God hadn’t wanted it,” Reynolds
said. “God was in charge and I just have to
keep that in mind. He has a plan. I just wish
he’d speed it up.”
Shultz, whose elderly father’s health has
deteriorated recently and forced her to miss
work, talked about her worries – and her
desire to keep her dad out of a nursing home.
“It’s just hard, it’s really hard and I appreciate
your prayers,” she said.

for praying for her. Then she told them about
another local woman, who had separated
from her husband and now needs help
moving out of the temporary apartment she
was living in after a septic tank backed up.
“We can get some teenage boys who
aren’t doing anything this summer to help,”
Reynolds said. Problem solved.
For the next hour and a half, the group
slowly shrinks as the women go off to their

various jobs or other responsibilities.
In the end, five remain and they are asked
to explain what the weekly group means to
them. One by one, the women answer the
question. “It’s a pick me up,” said Schulz,
“being around other Christians who believe
the same.”
Amy Solon, a 43-year-old pastor’s wife,
spoke of the “encouragement we get from
one another that we all have needs and
concerns.”
Reynolds said, “For me, it’s a time for
Christian women, or Christian sisters, to
come together. And we can moan together
and laugh together and it is very helpful to
me. You can talk about stuff. You can laugh
and feel good. My closest friends are in other
places around the Midwest and so it’s just
good to have this.”
“But don’t let us fool you,” Shultz added.
“It’s all about the coffee.”

BORN AT THE WRONG TIME

Merlin Dodge drives 300 miles
a day delivering feed to hog farms
around Independence, Iowa for a mill

MADE SOME MISTAKES: Merlin Dodge feeds his goats at his home in Independence, Iowa July 5, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi
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located outside just town that grinds
between 250 to 300 tons a day.
“We got a few Amish guys with dairy goats
who send their milk to Wisconsin where it’s
made into cheese and then gets shipped
to Europe,” the 55-year-old said. “But it’s
mostly hog feed.”
The former farmer got behind the wheel
of his truck seven years ago, as his two boys
were hitting their college years and it became
clear the family farm operation wasn’t
generating anywhere near enough cash to
pay the tuition.
“If I’d been a little smarter or a little luckier
or born at the right time, I’d still be farming
probably,” Dodge said. “But I made some
mistakes. I got in a little financial trouble… It
eventually caught up with me. Part of failure
is luck and part of it is expertise. I mean it
really is.”
Both boys eventually graduated from the
University of Iowa; both now work on farms in
Buchanan County. Dad couldn’t be happier.
Dodge and his wife still own 160 acres outside
Independence, which they lease to another
farmer. And he now raises billy goats for
show, a hobby that is beginning to become a
profitable small business.
So driving the feed truck around the back
roads of Buchanan County suits Dodge just
fine. ”I was awful fortunate to get into this
deal I did because I can still do what I want
to do pretty much on the farm,” he said. “I’d
be in a bind if I had to drive 30, 40 miles to a
factory job. It would really cramp my style.”
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But keeping the doors open costs upwards
of $250,000 a year. And while residents
of Independence paid about $38 a head
towards the overhead, residents of five
outlying towns in Buchanan County without
libraries paid nothing – even though their
residents used the facility and despite a state
law that requires cities and unincorporated
areas to provide “financial support to the
public library which provides library services
within the respective jurisdictions.”
“Basically, we’ve never enforced any kind of
uniform fee or contract,” said library director
Laura Blaker.
“So our taxpayers were basically
subsidizing those cities. And, really, it’s
only fair if everyone pays… I guess people
sometimes view library services differently.
But I don’t think anyone would expect to have
emergency services or fire services for free.”
So last fall, Independence put its foot
down. It sent out contracts to the five
deadbeat towns in Buchanan County, asking
them to start paying their fair share. Actually,
the request was more reasonable than that.

The initial cost was just $2 per resident – a
fraction of the levy Independence residents
paid — with the cost rising $1 a year per
resident until they were paying 75 percent of
the average countywide contribution to the
library.
Two cities in the county – Brandon
and Hazleton – saw the value in the deal
and ponied up. Another town – Rowley
– will be discussing the proposal at this
month’s council meeting. But two others –
Quasqueton and Stanley — balked. So just
last week, Blaker revoked library privileges
for residents of the two towns.
Blaker, who thinks of public libraries
as community treasure chests, did it with
much regret. But she’s sticking to her guns.
Residents of the three towns can still walk
into the Independence library and peruse
the stacks. But all the other perks that come
with a library card, including time on the
computer, use of the noiseless headphones
to watch TV and library loan privilege, are no
longer available to residents of Quasqueton
and Stanley.

NEW PUBLIC LIBRARY

The new library in Independence, Iowa
is one that would make a city of any size
proud. But not everyone in Buchanan County
wants to pay for it. So not everyone gets to
use it these days. Built three years ago with
$3 million of city, state and private money
to replace a facility erected in 1895, the new
facility offers everything you’d expect from
a modern library: free, fast Internet access,
several TV viewing areas, areas dedicated to
kids and teens, a community meeting room
and, of course, thousands of books for loan —
as well as an extensive reference section and
hundreds of periodicals.

To follow reporter James Kelleher on
Twitter, click here:

http://link.reuters.com/buk62s

SHHHHH: Independence Library Director Laura Blaker stands in front of a station of desktop computers in
Independence, Iowa July 5, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi
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“It’s not fun to be the person saying, ‘Sorry.
You can’t have service. You actually have to
pay money for this,’” Blaker said. “People
say, ‘But it’s a free public library.’ And we
say, ‘Well, it can only remain free if we’re
supported through tax monies.’”

BUSIEST MONTH

Independence, Iowa is the county seat
of Buchanan County, where the official
unemployment rate is just 6.1 percent – well
below the national jobless rate of 9.1 percent.
Yet Susan Oline, the director of the
Independence Area Food Pantry, a local
hunger relief group, said June was the
busiest month in the 31-year history of the
organization, which was founded in early
1980s, when Deere & Co – one of the region’s
largest employers – fired thousands of local
workers at its farm equipment plant in nearby
Waterloo, Iowa.
“There was a big layoff and that really
affected the economy in this area,” Oline, 52,
said. “And so a group of people got together
and started this.”
Demand for the pantry’s services is even
bigger these days than it was in the middle of
the farm crisis of the 1980s, Oline said, when
thousands of families in the Midwest lost
everything, triggering a prolonged regional
downturn.
Julie Davison, one of the pantry’s board
members, said that’s because the low local
unemployment rate doesn’t include the many
people who have given up looking for jobs
or who are stuck in part-time positions but
really want to be working full time. “It’s the
underemployed,” Davison, 44, said. “If you
make $7.25 an hour, by the time you pay your
rent and utilities, you can’t get food stamps –
you make too much. But by the time you pay
your other bills, there’s not enough left to pay
the prices to get enough food.”
Medical bills, garnishments and other
unexpected expenses also bring people to
the pantry. And the recent spike in gas prices
has hit especially hard in this largely rural
county, where many have to commute 50
miles or more every day to their jobs in places
like Waterloo and Cedar Falls.
“Can’t say there’s anything typical we see,”
said Davison. “A little bit of anything.”

LIVING ON FOOD STAMPS

Some people here say Buchanan County’s
6.1 percent unemployment rate doesn’t begin
to capture the pain and dislocation many
local workers continue to feel two years after

BUSIEST MONTH IN 31 YEARS: Galen Oline, 18, works at the Independence Food Pantry stocking the shelves
with boxes of macaroni and cheese in Independence, Iowa July 5, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

the U.S. economy began to climb out of its
worst recession since the 1930s.
It doesn’t count 30-year-old single mom
Katie Busker, disabled and living on social
security and food stamps. And it doesn’t
count her 27-year-old sister Lauren Gibbs,
who has a part-time job in the emergency
food pantry in Independence, the county
seat.
For the past seven months, the two sisters,
together with Busker’s 6-year-old son Austin,
Gibbs’ 30-year-old husband Dustin and the
couple’s 14-month-old daughter Jonnalyn,
have lived together under one roof.
In this blended family of five, only Dustin
has a full-time job, working for a commercial
construction company. The good news? “In
the three years he’s worked there, he’s never
been laid off,” said Lauren. “They work all
winter long and everything.” The bad news?
Most of the jobs are outside Buchanan County
and involve long and increasingly expensive

daily commutes as the price of gasoline has
risen.
The blended family’s shared home is
located just down the block from the food
pantry where Lauren works as the assistant
to the director. The sisters admit they’ve
turned to it from time to time to help get them
through what Lauren calls “rough patches.”
“We came down three or four times,” she
said. ”I wasn’t ashamed because I knew I did
it to help my family.”
By moving in together and sharing meal
expenses, the sisters say their food dollars
stretch farther. And because Katie can
watch Jonnalyn while her mom works at the
pantry, Lauren saves money on child care.
But the arrangement is not without its
challenges.
“Being around each other all the times, we
get a little bit snappy with each other,” Lauren
said. “But my sister has a lot of friends in
Cedar Rapids and so she spends some of the
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OPPONENT OF WELFARE:
A classic car is parked in the
driveway at Steve Walthart’s
home just down the road from
Independence in the bordering
town of Winthrop, Iowa, July
6, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica
Rinaldi

weekends away… We try to give each other
the space to make it not frustrating.”

GRILLED ON POSITIONS

In Iowa, where next month’s Ames straw poll
opens a Republican presidential nominating
contest that will kick into high gear with next
February’s statewide caucuses, politicking
by White House hopefuls is up close and
personal.
Every four years, candidates crisscross
the small state to appear before voters who
understand — and take seriously — the role
Iowa’s first-in-the-nation caucuses play
in narrowing the presidential field for the
rest of the country. So the hopefuls present
themselves before everyday Iowans in diners,
businesses, public auditoriums and private
homes to present their policies and positions
and to be grilled on them.
These pre-caucus events – and there are
hundreds of them between Memorial Day
and the February caucuses — give ordinary
Iowans a role in the nominating process that
few other Americans ever enjoy.

On Wednesday, Rick Santorum, the former
U.S. Senator from Pennsylvania, was making
the rounds and wound up in Cedar Falls,
just west of Independence, at an evening
backyard meet and greet that.
Thirty-one-year-old Judd Saul, whose
family was hosting the event, said this kind of
one-on-one politics allowed Iowans to “weed
through the BS.”
“You get private time with them, you get
to talk to them, you get to ask them some
questions, you have that opportunity,” Saul
said. “Like with Santorum, what we’re going
to have here, it’s an intimate setting, you get
to know the man.”

SITTING ON A GOLD MINE

Steve Walthart farms corn, soybeans
and hay on 560 acres outside Independence,
Iowa — 460 of which he owns. With farmland
prices in the state now fetching $8,000 or
more an acre, he’s sitting on a gold mine if
ever he decided to sell out.
But Walthart, 64, dismisses the idea of
cashing out and retiring. “Think of it, think of

it,” he said, ‘what would I do with the money?
There’s no better place to have it than where
I’ve got it — in the farmland.” He expects he’ll
die doing his daily chores.
Walthart considers himself a Republican
and has attended the party’s Ames straw
poll in August several times. Every four years,
he works as a precinct captain during the
presidential caucuses that rivet the nation’s
attention on this tiny state and its curious,
citizen-driven nominating process.
Walthart respects hard work. That makes
him an opponent of food stamps and
welfare. But it also makes him an advocate
for immigrants, especially Mexicans, who
are often marginalized and maligned in this
overwhelming white state but who perform
some of the hardest and dirtiest jobs going,
including working on the killing floors of
the state’s many meat and poultry packing
houses.
“They make a big to-do about keeping the
Mexicans out,” he said. “But most of them
come here to work because Americans are
sitting on their dead asses and won’t work.

“Just put the American people to work.
And by that I mean cut out the damned welfare. ”
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“The government raided a packing house
in northeast Iowa back in 2008, I think. And if
you looked like a Mexican you were arrested.
And you know what? There wasn’t a cop in
the crew who would have worked as hard as
those people. They come to work every day.
That’s important to me. Don’t beat up on the
immigrants. Just put the American people to
work. And by that I mean cut out the damned
welfare.”

AN EXUBERANT WARRIOR

You see them every 10 miles or so as you
drive west on U.S. 20 from Dubuque, Iowa to
Independence. Billboards, usually alone in
cornfields, that read ‘It’s a child, not a choice’
or something very similar.
Abortion is a hot-button issue in the United
States, and nowhere more so than here in
Iowa. This spring, a bill banning late-term
abortions advanced in the Republicancontrolled state House in Des Moines. And
just last week, an effort by GOP legislators
to impose new limits on Medicaid-financed
abortions – even when a woman’s life is at
risk – nearly derailed passage of the state
budget.
Janet Lyons is a colorful and exuberant
warrior in Iowa’s abortion fight – though she
refuses to pick sides in the political battle
raging in the state Capitol. “Is someone a
Democrat or a Republican?” she said. “I

july 2011

don’t know. I don’t care. It doesn’t make any
difference to me. What makes a difference to
me is do you value life? Do you value life? Do
you value unborn life? In all cases? Even in
rape and incest?”
Lyons, 59, is the executive director of
Alternatives Pregnancy Center. It’s located
about 25 miles west of Independence in
Waterloo and provides free counseling and
support to pregnant women who are mulling
abortion. The center provides pregnancy
testing and what Lyons says is non-directive
counseling, referring women to prenatal care
providers or adoption agencies and even
talking about terminating the pregnancy

who are persuaded to keep their children
are paired with a volunteer advocate, who
mentors and works with them throughout the
pregnancy and until the child is six months
old.
“We work on parenting skills, life skills,
financial skills, nutritional skills, relationshipbuilding skills,” Lyons said.
Woman are encouraged to visit the center
every two weeks during their pregnancy and
after every visit, they are allowed to pick out
items from the center’s “Caring Connection
Closet,” which stocks everything from onesies
and maternity clothes to diapers and wet
wipes, all of it free.

“What makes a difference to me is
do you value life? ”
if that’s what the women want – although
signs posted on the doors of the center make
it clear APC does not perform abortions.
“When women come through our door,”
Lyons said, “they’re coming in to determine,
No. 1, if they’re pregnant and, No. 2, what
options they have. If they want to talk about
abortion, we talk about abortion. They can
read up on anything they want to read up on.”
But Lyons and the center’s three dozen
volunteers try very hard to dissuade women
from terminating their pregnancies. Women

HOT BUTTON ISSUE: Janet Lyons, Executive Director of Alternatives Pregnancy Center, gestures as she speaks
about her faith inside the Alternatives Pregnancy Center, about 20 miles from Independence, Iowa, in presidential
hopeful Michele Bachmann’s (R-MN) hometown of Waterloo, Iowa, July 6, 2011. REUTERS/Jessica Rinaldi

“That’s our whole mission,” Lyons said,
“to be able to help women who have made a
decision to go through with their pregnancy
to make sure they have food and clothing for
the baby when it comes.”
Last year, the center, a nonprofit that
survives on donations, counseled 233
women. Lyons says she has no idea how many
went on to terminate their pregnancies. But
she insists even those women are welcome
to return to the center for post-abortion
counseling if they need it.
“Every woman who walks this door is a
wonderful woman,” she said – even those
who walk back out and terminate their
pregnancies. “It doesn’t stop us from loving.
All we say is, ‘Come back if you need us in the
future,’ meaning that when they get done,
we’re going to be here for them.”
The center celebrates its successes. There’s
a big board in the office, featuring the
pictures of dozens of babies born to women
who came to the center for counseling and
went on to give birth.
“Those are our babies,” Lyons said. “We
have two more in the camera that came in
last night that we still have to put up.”
She says the center gets financial support
from more than five dozen churches and a
handful of mosques.
“I don’t think we have a Jewish synagogue,”
Lyons said. “But I think every other
denomination we get support from. What
else do you know that the Catholics, the
Protestants and the Muslims will give you
money for? What is there? Nothing… We
know what’s important. Life.”
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WHERE COMMUNITY THRIVES: A car passes a sign marking the town line in Freedom, New Hampshire July 4, 2011. REUTERS/photographers name

WAITING FOR THE
RIGHT REPUBLICAN
By Ros Krasny
Freedom, NH, July 3

I

t’s no secret that many Republican
voters — the ones who are even paying
attention at all — are not crazy about this
year’s crop of presidential candidates.
Surveys have showed the enthusiasm level
running low.
Texas Congressman Ron Paul has
passionate followers, though, and drew a
sizable crowd in iconically-named Freedom,
New Hampshire, population 1,489, on Friday.
The visit stirred an otherwise peaceful

morning at the century-old Freedom
Village Store, which sells an assortment of
coffee, crafts and antiques and is staffed by
volunteers.
John Hogan, 77, a retired Navy intelligence
officer, caused a ripple when he brought in a
life-size cut-out of President Barack Obama
shortly before Paul’s arrival.
Hogan said he hopes Texas governor Rick
Perry will step into the race. Otherwise, he
likes Michele Bachmann, the Minnesota

congresswoman and Tea Party favorite who
has been rising in the polls.
Former Massachusetts governor Mitt
Romney has consistently shown 30 to 35
percent support for the New Hampshire
primary, potentially enough to win the
state. Romney’s 11-acre vacation estate on
Lake Winnipesaukee is about 25 miles from
Freedom.
George Clausen, 68, an investor, thinks
Republicans will be pragmatic and unite

Hogan brought in a life-size cut-out of
Obama shortly before Ron Paul’s arrival.
21

Scenes from iowa and new hampshire	

around the person seen to have the best
chance to defeat President Barack Obama,
whom he termed a Socialist. Romney could
fit that bill, he said.
Obama in 2008 got 52 percent of the vote
in Carroll County, where Freedom is located,
to John McCain’s 46 percent, making him the
first Democratic nominee to win the county
since 1912. An informal survey of residents
suggests a reversal of fortunes for 2012.
Wayne Marshall, sitting inside a Noah’s
Ark of taxidermic specimens in the Freedom
Market — a gun shop, gas station, and
convenience store hard against the Maine
border — had some different ideas.
The right candidate needs to build up the
military while ending “the welfare state,”
said Marshall, 65, adding that rural America
is “fed up with big government and unions.”
His dream ticket? David Petraeus, U.S.
Army General and incoming director of the
CIA, and Condoleezza Rice, former Secretary
of State.

FAST TIMES AT THE FOOD PANTRY

Two years after the official end to
the worst U.S. downturn since the Great
Depression, demand remains brisk for the
services of food pantry in Freedom, New
Hampshire.
Judy Blake, 72, a retired businesswoman,
has been running the operation, serving
residents in need from three towns and
surrounding areas, for almost two years.
Blake says she gets a feel for the economy
by logging visitors to the pantry, which
operates out of the First Christian Church of
Freedom.
Individuals or families can come every two
weeks to the ; some come less often.
“Every time I think it’s leveling off, it shoots
up,” said Blake, who also compares notes
with pantries in other towns. New Hampshire
has about 400 food pantries.
Aid recipients fear being stigmatized, said
Blake, who with her army of volunteers —
including a licensed clinical social worker —
attempts to put those concerns to rest.
Scott Adams, 36, of Freedom, an EMT for a
regional ambulance service and a volunteer
firefighter, has been surprised to join the
“working poor” category.
It was “unbelievably difficult” to come to
the food pantry for the first time, said Adams,
single father to two-year-old daughter Paige.
“But there’s a definite need.”
Blake says she tries to keep politics
separate from her pantry work, but opposes
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WHAT A CUT UP: John Hogan carries a cardboard cut-out of U.S. President Barack Obama to his car following
a campaign stop by Republican presidential candidate and U.S. Congressman Ron Paul (R-TX) in Freedom, New
Hampshire July 1, 2011. REUTERS/BRYAN SNYDER

Republican efforts to lower taxes for the
richest Americans when many — working or
not working — can barely scrape by.
Donna Davenport, 66, from nearby Center
Ossipee, said she struggles to make ends
meet, and worries that federal programs for
the poor, including food stamps and fuel
assistance, could be targeted for cuts.
Each month Davenport, a widow and
mother of five, receives $998 in Social

Security payments. Of that, $415 goes for
rent. Higher gasoline costs are a further
strain.
Davenport left the pantry with two cartons
of food and household supplies, from chicken,
bread and salad dressing to toothpaste and
laundry detergent.
“I only come when I find the food stamps
aren’t quite enough,” she said. “There are
others who need help more than I do.”

ONE OF 400 PANTRIES: George Thompson fills a weekly share for a client at the food pantry in Freedom, New
Hampshire July 2, 2011. REUTERS/bryan snyder
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COME IN, THE WATER’S
LOVELY: A girl jumps into
Ossipee Lake for a swim in
Freedom, New Hampshire July
3, 2011. REUTERS/BRYAN
SNYDER

COVER PHOTO: The sun rises over the farm of partners George McLellan and Clint Taber in Unity, New Hampshire July 7, 2011. REUTERS/Brian Snyder
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