The Rest of the Story…

A Truth of Grain

    The sacking of agricultural officials has become a virtual tradition in the Soviet Union.  A recent Kremlin house cleaning swept agricultural minister Dimitri Polyansky and his two deputies right out of office.

    And they won’t be the last.

    In fact, it’s so hard to make Russian soil grow grain that Professor R. B. Farrell of Northwestern University calls the Soviet Union’s agricultural ministry “one of the most dangerous assignments in the country.”

    Of course, bounced bigwigs are merely targets for a scapegoat-seeking Kremlin.  Even Khrushchev’s fall was partly due to an ineffective farm policy.

    There’s been a lot of guessing as to why Soviet grain yields are so predictably pitiful each year-bad weather, bad resources, and so forth-but the basic truth of the matter is that the Russians just can’t seem to grow the stuff.

    Few remember the golden-egg-laying goose they booted out of the nest, but that’s the rest of the story.

    For all the flavors of religious diversity in the United States, the Mennonites leave a particularly pleasant taste on the public’s palate.

    Theirs is a warm, quiet breed that believes in neither oaths nor infant baptism nor military service nor the acceptance of public office.  They favor unobtrusive dress and plain living, and in their own special way, they’re remarkably colorful.

    The Mennonites.  We owe them.

    During the 1890’s, the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe was selling large tracts of land in Kansas.  What they really wanted was homesteaders to farm this land and send their crops to market by rail.  The Mennonites were among the first takers.

    Now, when these Mennonites moved to Kansas, they perpetuated their gentle traditions…continued their unassuming lives…grew wheat in their own special way from their own special seed.

    Then came the big drought.  The worst in years.  It was so bad that the Department of Agriculture sent an expert from Washington to examine the withered crops.  And it must have been a barren sight…acre upon acre of parched Kansas prairie.

    Then the government inspector came to the Mennonites’ land.  What he found started a revolution on the plains.  While others’ wheat failed…had been starved and blistered by the drought…the Mennonites’ wheat was thriving, reaching bravely for the killer sun!

    In Kansas today, the Mennonite strain of wheat seed is still being used.  So hearty is this strain that it can be planted in the fall and harvested in the spring, actually resisting “winter kill.”  Needless to say, drought continues to be a small obstacle for Mennonite wheat to overcome.

    Now let me direct your attention to some 1975 Soviet Statistics: The Russians needed to harvest a hundred and eighty-five million tons of grain to meet domestic demands.  Because of a formidable drought, they got only a hundred and forty million.  To avoid mass starvation, the Soviets bought wheat…from the United States.  

    Wouldn’t Russia be lucky to have the Mennonites!  Well, at one time…they did.

    Nearly a century ago, there were Mennonites in Russia.  But remember, their religion precludes the taking up of arms…and that’s just what the Czar wanted them to do.  With Europe periodically in turmoil, people who would not go to war for their ruler were particularly unwelcome.  That included the Mennonites.  At any rate, they were kicked out, and guess where they came…

    That’s right.  The same Mennonites who were forced to leave Russia came to America…Where religious freedom was a written promise.  Where they would not be forced to compromise their ideals, their way of life.

    And you might be interested to know that they were invited to the United States by the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe…by railroad agents who were selling land in Kansas.  It was a matter of coincidence that the Mennonites brought with them wheat seeds…called “red wheat”…from their homeland in the Crimea.

     What the story boils down to is this: If the Mennonites had not been driven out of Russia…the United States, instead of selling, might now be buying wheat…from the Russians.
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