
 

Figure 1: Heading from Rural Family Defense
products that American farms produced.

Figure 2: Illustration from Soil, Crops and Fallout

Figure 3: Cover from the USDA pamphlet, 

stocking a food pantry. Women generally handled tasks like ensuring that the family had a two

food in their family shelter and knowing how to process potentially contaminated foods

 
 

 
Rural Family Defense that shows a male farmer as the provider of the agricultural 

products that American farms produced. 

 
 

 
Soil, Crops and Fallout that shows a male farmer tilling contaminated soil while 

wearing protective clothing. 

 

 

 
: Cover from the USDA pamphlet, Family Food Stockpile for Survival, that shows a middle class woma

nerally handled tasks like ensuring that the family had a two

food in their family shelter and knowing how to process potentially contaminated foods

 

34

that shows a male farmer as the provider of the agricultural 

 
that shows a male farmer tilling contaminated soil while 

that shows a middle class woman 

nerally handled tasks like ensuring that the family had a two-week supply of 

food in their family shelter and knowing how to process potentially contaminated foods. 
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Regional Promotion of Rural Family and Livestock Fallout Shelters 

 

Besides constructing or improvising a fallout shelter for their families, rural 

Americans were encouraged to provide fallout protection for their livestock and crops. A 

pamphlet published by the Iowa State Cooperative Extension Service in 1966 called 

Protecting Family and Livestock From Nuclear Fallout, showed farmers how they could 

build or modify structures to provide their livestock with fallout protection. The pamphlet 

provided charts that showed the amount of feed, water, and space would be needed for 

different animals over a two-week period. It also instructed farmers to consider whether 

they needed to consider “mechanical necessities, such as ventilation systems, emergency 

power generations, water pumps and maintenance.”85 The Iowa State Cooperative 

Extension Service booklet advised that farmers modify their barns and outbuildings, with 

“reinforcing structures with more costly and labor-intensive material such as cement, 

sand and earth.”86 

 The Oregon State Cooperative Extension Service, administered through Oregon 

State University, established a rural civil defense program on December 1, 1962, weeks 

after the conclusion of the Cuban Missile Crisis that increased the nation’s interest in 

civil defense.87 Over the decade, the rural civil defense program sponsored by the OSU 

Extension Service expanded across the Pacific Northwest. This regional rural civil 

defense program was terminated by the Defense Department after budget cuts in 1968 

and as the nation’s view towards civil defense started to diminish. By the late 1960s and 

                                                        
85 Devine, 428 
86 Devine, 428.  
87 Extension Service Records, Special Collections & Archives Research Center, Oregon State University 

Libraries, Box 73 “Rural Civil Defense 1962-1964.”  



 36

early 1970s, Americans, as well as state and federal governments, started to lose faith in 

civil defense measures as a secure means of protection if the Soviets decided to attack. 

While the regional rural civil defense program was cut, the FES offered Oregon the 

opportunity to “continue the same Regional Coordinating responsibility for another 

program to be funded entirely” by the FES, in recognition of the leadership that the rural 

civil defense program in Oregon had on the Pacific Northwest. This allowed aspects of 

the rural civil defense program in Oregon to continue into the early 1970s. By 1971, the 

rural civil defense program in Oregon and the FES started to turn its focus away from just 

civil defense. Instead, the focus moved towards natural disasters and environmental 

concerns such as pollution.88  

 Even before the OSU Extension Service established the Rural Civil Defense 

program, the OSU Extension Service worked to ensure that farmers were aware of the 

need for civil defense in their rural region. In January 1961, J.W. Scheel, the Assistant 

Director of the Cooperative Extension Service at OSU, argued: “the Rural Civil Defense 

program has two main objectives… One, to inform rural families (both farm and non-

farm) about the threat of radio active fallout and the defense against it.” While Scheel’s 

first point was educational in nature, his second point prompted male farmers to take 

direct responsibility for their family and livestock’s protection. Scheel argued that his 

second objective was to “induce them [farmers] to prepare family fallout shelters and 

take measures to protect their livestock.”89 
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 Despite only lasting six years, the rural civil defense program in Oregon and the 

FES attempted to promote the need for private shelters for rural Oregonians as well as 

shelters for their livestock. Unlike many other parts of the country, most houses in 

Oregon and the Northwest did not have a basement or form of cellar that were more 

common in the Midwest and rest of the nation. Without this basic form of shelter, rural 

Northwesters were advised to create their own fallout shelter and shield their livestock 

from fallout.  

James J. McAlister, the rural defense specialist at OSU authored a three-page 

pamphlet entitled “Rural Defense” in which he explained the need for civil defense in 

rural areas. McAlister recognized that rural Oregonians might be reluctant to pursue 

expensive preparedness measures for their families and livestock when they lived in an 

isolated region. According to McAlister, “Planning for a disaster before it occurs seems 

to have very little popular appeal.” With little popular support, it was easy for emergency 

preparations to be “ rationalized completely out of programs and activities.” McAlister 

attempted to change the minds of farm families and county extension agents who read his 

pamphlet. His first argument for the necessity of rural civil defense was that it prepared 

rural Oregonians for the worst-case scenario, and if a more likely disaster occurred-- such 

as floods and other natural disasters-- farmers would be better prepared. McAlister 

argued, “If people are prepared to survive this type of disaster” (a nuclear attack) “ they 

can then survive any lesser disaster.”90 McAlister’s second argument for reluctant farmers 

was that protecting their family and livestock could be done inexpensively and 

effectively.  
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Logically it can be predicted that…farming areas would most likely not be a 
deliberate target. However, the peculiar characteristics of nuclear warfare makes 
the farmer as vulnerable as his city neighbor to the major nuclear menace known 
as fallout. In the face of such an overwhelming threat what can a farmer do? 
Fortunately, there are simple, inexpensive and effective counter measures which 
can be employed to reduce the hazard of radioactive fallout on the farm. These 
measures involve basically the shielding of people and livestock from harmful 
radiations.91 

 

 These “simple, inexpensive and effective counter measures” that McAlister 

recommended for farmers to protect their livestock included, “hay, grain, earth, cement, 

and rocks.” McAlister claimed that these would “provide low-cost effective shielding in 

existing farm shelters.”92 McAlister’s insistence to make sure that farmers and county 

agents knew that fallout protection could be done inexpensively and effectively shows 

that farmers were not directly hesitant towards civil defense, but were instead hesitant in 

allocating funds on improvement that they believed would most likely not be necessary.  

McAlister’s views on the effectiveness of rural civil defense in Oregon reveal 

some frustrations toward the FES and state government’s views on civil defense. 

According to McAlister, “Rural defense in the current Oregon situation has very little 

opportunity for success as a campaign program…Since Extension’s obligation to the 

people and the U.S. Department of Agriculture has not changed, the educational program 

must be adapted to overcome the barriers that exist.”93   
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Local Promotion of Rural Family and Livestock Fallout Shelters in the Midwest 

 

States created and administered their own civil defense plans and offered varying 

levels of support for their rural inhabitants. However, these plans were useless unless 

farmers and county officials supported them. While farmers did not have much choice in 

their role with evacuation plans, they did have more control in their level of response 

toward fallout shelters.  

Wabaunsee County is a rural county in Northeast Kansas situated between 

Topeka, Junction City, and Manhattan, Kansas. The county provides an example of a 

rural county promoting home shelters over public fallout shelters. Located about forty 

miles west from the state capital of Topeka, Wabaunsee County provided only five public 

shelters for the county’s roughly 6500 residents. Four of the five shelters were in the 

county seat of Alma (Wabaunsee County Courthouse, City Hall, Rural High School, and 

Rural High School Gym), and the final shelter was in Harveyville (Rural High School), 

over thirty miles away from the other public shelters.94 The Wabaunsee County 

Commissioners noted in 1970 that there were only 744 public shelter spaces. In addition 

to the public shelter spaces, the county commissioners noted that there were “available 

home shelter spaces for approximately 3,966 persons” which left “a shortage of 

approximately 1,938 shelter spaces for Wabaunsee County.”95 They also noted that the 

public shelter spaces were located in Alma and Harveyville and that “rural areas are 
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urged to improvise home shelter. Everyone with a basement should use it as their shelter 

and are encouraged to invite their neighbors to share it.”96  

Like much of the Midwest, many residents in Wabaunsee County had some sort 

of an underground cellar that could easily be altered to work as a fallout shelter. An 

article in a 1962 edition of Nebraska Farmer showed that these cellars could be used as a 

fallout shelter with few changes. "Most farms already have shelters in the form of storm 

caves and potato cellars. It's just another step to prepare them for protection against 

radioactive fallout. Many of these are already being cleaned up and stocked with food 

according to civil defense recommendations. Little effort and expense are required to 

make almost any home offer some degree of fallout protection."97 

With a majority of their constituents living in a rural area and small towns, the 

Wabaunsee County Commissioners also discussed protecting livestock from any fallout 

radiation. However, they did not mention or recommend that buildings be reinforced. 

Instead, they followed advice similar to the recommendations from McAlister: 

You should place as many of your livestock and as much feed as possible in barns 
or other covered buildings. A full hayloft affords some shielding from fallout 
radiation for animals housed below. Any hay, feed or grain you cannot get into 
barns should be covered… Exposure to radiation harms only living creatures. 
Therefore if food, water, ect., is covered in such a way that it cannot be 
contaminated by fallout dust or particles it will be safe for consumption.98 

 

 The Wabaunsee County Commissioners also provided the residents of the county 

information on how to properly slaughter any livestock after a nuclear attack. They 

stated: “Animals which have grazed on contaminated pastures should be slaughtered and 
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muscle meat would be fit for human consumption. However, internal organs… should not 

be eaten.” They also noted: “If the radiation level in your area indicates that animal 

sickness may be widespread, you probably will be given instructions on slaughtering. 

Care must be taken in slaughtering to prevent contamination of the carcass by fallout 

particles.”99 Citing the information found in Your Livestock Can Survive Fallout nearly 

verbatim, the County Commissioners advised that Wabaunsee residents raise chickens. 

Since the birds would be “a particular important direct food resource because they are 

relatively resistant to radiation, especially if they are raised under cover, using safe 

packaged feeds.”100 Finally, the County Commissioners advised that, “Milk from cows 

that have grazed on contaminated pastures would be harmful, especially to children. 

Therefore, alternate milk sources (such as canned or powdered milk, or milk from fallout-

free areas) should be used for the first few weeks following fallout.”101  

However, while Wabaunsee County made recommendations to its rural citizens 

on some inexpensive preparations they could do to protect themselves and their families, 

a dairy in Nebraska went further. The Roberts Dairy Company outside of Omaha 

constructed an underground fallout shelter that was designed to hold over 200 Guernsey 

cows, two bulls, and up to fifteen farm hands. The shelter’s existence soon garnered 

international attention. In October 1969, The Tuscaloosa News republished a story that 

originally appeared in The London Sunday Times on the shelter. The article’s author, 

Philip Clarke, argued, “In Omaha, home of America’s Strategic Air Command, they take 

both world defense and the milk supply very seriously.”102 Picking up on the USDA and 
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FCDA’s theme of maintaining the nation’s food supply in the event of an attack the 

dairy’s general safety supervisor, Ed Anderson remarked, “What’s the use of having a lot 

of live people left after a nuclear attack if we can’t feed them?”

the time to show readers in both the United Kingdom and the United States, that the 

Roberts Dairy was a strong proponent of the Cold War. On the shelter’s large 14

door a sign read, “War. Sacrifice for the USA, Suicide for the USSR, nonsense for 

everybody.” (Figure 4)104 Even the shelter’s manure drainage system provided the 

Roberts Dairy the opportunity to send the Soviet Union a not so subtle message as the 

drainage system sloped from West to East.

 

Figure 4

 

Local Promotion of Rural Family and Livestock Fallout Shelters in the Northwest

The Robert’s Dairy slight jab at the USSR was not the only attempt at rural civil 

defense that looked at the ways that animal waste could be used to protect farms in a 
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4: The main entrance to the Roberts Dairy fallout shelter. 
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metaphorical or literal way. One of the projects that the OSU Rural Civil Defense 

program sponsored looked at the feasibility of using common agricultural products, 

including liquid manure, to wash fallout particles off the roofs of dairy barns by using a 

pump and sprinkler system. The “Engineering Report to Determine the Feasibility of 

Using Agricultural Commodities and Decontamination Procedures to Upgrade Dairy 

Structures” project, sponsored by the OSU Extension Service Agricultural Engineer, 

Walter Matson attempted to “determine if dairy structures in Western Oregon, 

Washington and California could be converted into suitable fallout shelters in the event 

of nuclear fallout.” These dairy facilities on the western halves of Washington, Oregon 

and California produced “approximately 80%” of the region’s “dairy products…about 8 

billion pounds of milks for 18 billion people.” 106  

Matson saw one principle problem with the design of dairy barns and their use as 

suitable shelter for livestock in the event of an attack. Matson reported: “The primary 

problem in providing fallout shelter protection under a diary structure as investigated in 

this report is the reduction of the overhead contribution of gamma radiation. A solution 

for this problem is to use a decontamination agent on the roof. The two liquids available 

on dairy farms are water and liquid manure.”107 However, Matson acknowledged that this 

study was a first look at using either water or liquid manure to reduce gamma radiation 

on dairy barn roofs. Matson argued: “The use of liquid manure as a decontaminations 

agent requires research data prior to make recommendations for its use.”108 
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While basements or cellar shelters were not often possible in the Western half of 

Oregon, where wet winters would have been more like to flood or damaged any 

underground structure, cellar shelters were a plausible option in the drier Eastern half of 

the state. Matson reported in a biannual report to the USDA in 1967 that he and others 

involved in rural civil defense had been active throughout 1967 finding fallout shelters 

across the state. In Malheur County in Southeastern Oregon, a county agent had found 

that potato cellars could be used as shelters. According to Matson, the county agent had 

“observed various structures that might provide fallout shelter. If a structure seemed 

feasible, he reported his findings to the County CD Director... In the last year, Malheur 

County has increased its number of public fallout shelters in rural areas by 1,056 

spaces."109 

Radiation Education for Rural Northwest Families 

 

Another aspect of the OSU Extension Service Rural Civil Defense program was 

promoting the education of rural Oregonians about the dangers of fallout. While the OSU 

extension service worked to educate farmers about the effects of nuclear technology on 

their livestock and crops as well how to prepare against it, Oregon 4-H attempted to 

educate the next generation of Oregon farmers. 4-Hers participated in “The 4-H TV 

Action Series” which included, “ ten, thirty-minute television programs on the subject of 

emergency preparedness."110 As an attempt to teach 4-H’ers about radiation, Rural Civil 

Defense Specialist, Ellwood D. Miller conducted an “Atomic Easter Egg Hunt” at several 
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county 4-H summer camps. The 1967 report noted that over 500 children aged nine to 

fourteen had the opportunity to receive “information about radioactivity and resulting 

radiation hazards.” After receiving a lecture from Miller the children went on their 

“Atomic Easter Egg Hunt.” The report explained that: 

The campers were divided into teams of two or threes and each team was given a 
geiger counter... The team disassembled the instrument, installed batteries, and 
performed an operational check. Prior to the beginning of the instructional period, 
the RCD Specialist distributed four sources of uranium within the confines of 
well-marked boundaries. These radioactive sources were the atomic easter eggs. It 
was the object of the team with their instrument to discover the easter egg using 
the radiation given off of the sources of uranium. The rate of radiation being 
given off by the source was comparable to the rate from the dial of an illuminate 
wristwatch.111 
 

 The Rural Civil Defense program also worked to educate local farmers about the 

basics of fallout and radiation. In 1965, the Rural Civil Defense program requested funds 

from the FES to pursue a project that would use “self-teaching devices” to educate rural 

Oregonians about the “basics of nuclear physics.” The project argued that, “The use of 

self-teaching devices can cause increased understanding of basic [nuclear] concepts, 

arouse interest in the subject matter, and provide a common knowledge level for 

conference and workshop participants.” Additionally,  “This teaching device could be 

utilized through all levels of the Extension program. … Many rural people who work 

with Extension agents prefer to work independently rather than attend meetings. This 

method of instruction would aid them in securing the basic information needed to 

understand other Rural Civil Defense publications.”112 The OSU Extension Service 
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hoped that by educating local farmers and their families they would be able to increase 

the amount of awareness that these people had toward civil defense. 

 While the Extension Service Records do not show if the ‘self teaching’ program 

ever received funds from the FES, education about the dangers of fallout and the need for 

protection from it did makes its way to County agents who passed their knowledge along 

to local farmers. One success story that the Rural Civil Defense program made sure to 

include in their report to the USDA from the first half of 1966 highlighted a recent event 

between the Clackamas County Extension Agent and a group of three farmers. The report 

excitedly noted that the example showed, the  “tremendous interest that farmers can have 

in emergency preparedness if they understand just enough about it to be able to discuss 

i[t] intelligently.”113 The report explained that: 

Clayton Wills, Clackamas county extension agent, invited three farmers to a 
USDA Defense Board meeting. His purpose was to acquaint them with 
emergency preparedness and ask them for advice on how to incorporate this into 
the on-going extension program in Clackamas country. The film "Radiation 
Effects on Farm Animals" was shown to the group and a brief discussion was 
presented on shelter for livestock and poultry. The three farmers asked questions 
and discussed emergency preparedness for two and one-half hours. They were 
thoroughly interested and wanted to develop plans on their own farms 
immediately. No scare tactics were used, but facts were presented and the farmers 
responded to these facts.114 

 
   

The example from Clackamas County showed that farmers could be encouraged 

through educational tactics to increase their level of emergency preparedness by enacting, 

or promising to enact, rural civil defense measures on their property. However, most of 

the measures that were enacted across the state followed the recommendations from 

McAlister—simple and inexpensive measures. The effectiveness of these measures, 

                                                        
113 “Rural Civil Defense Progress Report January 1 – June 30, 1966”, Extension Service Records, 
114 “Rural Civil Defense Progress Report January 1 – June 30, 1966”, Extension Service Records, 



 47

luckily, was never put to the test, so the amount of protection that shielding livestock and 

rural families with common agricultural and natural materials from radioactive fallout 

was not tested.   

 

Conclusion  

 

 Throughout the Cold War, the threat of a Soviet nuclear attack created a justified 

fear. This fear caused the spread of civil defense information across the country that 

worked its way down from the federal government, to state civil defense agencies, and 

finally made its way to individual rural Americans. However, while the majority of 

Americans did live in urban regions of the nation, the federal government expected rural 

Americans to bear the burden of caring for urban evacuees as well as providing 

protection for their own families and their livelihood, crops and livestock. This placed a 

logistical, moral, and financial burden on to the nation’s farmers and other rural 

Americans. 

Throughout the 1950s when evacuation plans constituted the majority of the 

nation’s civil defense plan, the federal government expected rural families to be willing 

and able to provide for urban evacuees. However, the federal government often ignored 

the idea that rural Americans would not have all of the space, food, water or other 

materials to provide for a large temporary group of people. Evacuation plans also often to 

take into consideration the different political and cultural views of rural and urban 

Americans. Fears over what could happen if large urban centers that including a wide 
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variety of minorities were placed in mostly white and conservative rural regions were 

mostly ignored by the FCDA and other civil defense agencies.   

At the regional level evacuation plans, again focused on the needs of the 

evacuating urban populations and not of the needs that the rural populations would need 

to care for the evacuees. Extensive evacuation plans developed in Nebraska and Oregon, 

created detailed plans on the evacuation of each state’s main targets. However, in each 

state, the evacuation plan provided little information to rural residents on how they were 

expected to provide goods and services to the evacuees. In Oregon, the only information 

that was directed towards rural Oregonians came from the Capital Press, in one article 

that detailed where evacuating Portlanders would be transported to in the aftermath of an 

attack if one occurred. While the state’s civil defense director acknowledged that rural 

Oregonians and small towns in the state would be essential if Portland were attacked, 

Sheets gave little information to the Capital Press’s readers how they were to provide 

basic services or how they were suppose to pay for the services.  

By the early 1960s, fallout shelters replaced evacuation as the nation’s primary 

civil defense measure. As evacuation plans, like the ones established in Nebraska and 

Oregon, showed the ridiculousness of moving an entire urban population out of a city and 

into rural regions that were still threatened by fallout, civil defense measures moved to 

fallout shelters. All across the nation, the FCDA urged family fallout shelters as a way to 

ensure that the nation would not fall apart as families and communities banded together 

in fallout shelters. The militaristic like tasks that the FCDA focused on militarized the 

American family, according to McEnaney. The regimental nature of civil defense tasks 

also extended towards rural families as they incorporated the general policies towards 
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American families and policies that focused on especially rural concerns of providing 

shelter for livestock. Like the rest of the country, rural civil defense tasks were divided 

between men and women. As the head of the farm family, male farmers took on civil 

defense measures that worked to ensure the protection of their family, land, and livestock 

from fallout. Rural and non-rural women alike took on similar tasks in regards to civil 

defense. Rural women did domestic tasks such as ensuring that the farm family had a 

two-week supply of food in the family shelter and knowing how to prepare potentially 

irradiated produce. Home and emergency preparedness tasks, such as first aid, were also 

in the domain of rural women’s civil defense tasks.  

Regional attempts to provide education about fallout and promoting rural 

Midwesterners and Northwesterners to provide shelter for their families and livestock 

often fell to State Extension Services. In the Midwest, states like Nebraska and Iowa 

encouraged their rural residents to alter their storm cellars into fallout shelters. In Iowa 

the Iowa State Cooperative Extension Service, produced a pamphlet geared towards 

showing rural Iowans how they could build fallout shelters for their livestock. In Oregon, 

the OSU Extension Service sponsored a Rural Civil Defense program that attempted to 

educate rural Oregonians and Northwesterners about the fallout threat that they faced. 

The Rural Civil Defense program also worked to find inexpensive and effective ways to 

shelter rural families and their livestock from fallout.  

Local attempts from the OSU Rural Civil Defense program provided education 

about fallout, radiation and ways to protect families and livestock from fallout. The Rural 

Civil Defense program attempted to create ‘self-teaching devices’ to educate farmers 

about the danger that fallout posed to them. When local Extension Agents were able to 
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educate farmers about fallout, they reported success in generating positive views towards 

civil defense amongst rural Oregonians. Education about fallout also extended towards 

the next generation of Oregon farmers by targeting 4-H’ers at summer camp activities 

like the “Atomic Easter Egg Hunt.”  

Despite regional differences, including population and military or nuclear sites, 

the rural Americans who lived in the Midwest and Northwest during the Cold War often 

approached rural civil defense measures in similar ways. In both Nebraska and Oregon, 

evacuation plans focused on the concerns of urban populations and mostly ignored the 

concerns of rural Nebraskans and Oregonians. While the FCDA and USDA promoted 

rural Americans to take proactive measures to ensure the nation's food supply, most rural 

Americans did not have the funds to build extensive fallout shelters for their family or 

livestock. Most rural Americans in the Midwest and Northwest looked for inexpensive 

and creative ways to provide shielding for their family and livestock. Some of these 

measures included altering a previously established storm cellar into a fallout shelter. 

Other measures included looking at the possibility of using water or liquid manure to 

decontaminate the roofs of diary barns. However, while most rural Americans in the 

Midwest and Northwest looked for inexpensive ways to provide some protection for their 

family or livestock, the Roberts Dairy Farm created an underground fallout shelter that 

was large enough to hold 200 cattle and fifteen farm hands for a two-week period. 

Despite facing federal civil defense policies that requested that rural Americans take a 

high responsibility in ensuring their own protection and the protection of the livestock 

and crops, many rural Americans in the Midwest and Northwest found creative ways to 

ensure that they protected their families and the nation’s food supply.  
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