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Soil Defense Day 1949:

By MARK ROBERTS
Acting District
Conservationist
Dresden Field Office

Most Weakley County
residents would be sur-
prised to learn that an event
on a small farm between
Dresden and Martin drew
a crowd of up to an esti-
mated 40,000 people. And,
it happened 70 years ago
this spring. For perspective,
the population of Weakley
County is currently about
33,000; this event captured
the attention of more than
the number of residents in
the entire county.

What would it take today
to draw such a crowd — a
college football game? An
outdoor concert? This event
was centered around an issue
that was critical in the 1940s
in western Tennessee and in
fact, the whole nation — soil
erosion. It was important
enough that Gov. Gordon
Browning issued a State-
wide Proclamation declar-
ing Tuesday, April 19, 1949,
as “Soil Defense Day.” Gov.
Browning himself saw fit to
attend the event, along with
the “Father of Soil Con-
servation” Dr. Hugh Ham-
mond Bennett. Dr. Bennett
was responsible for lead-
ing a nationwide campaign
to combat soil erosion and
became the first Chief of
USDA’s Soil Conservation
Service. Tennessee Com-
missioner of Agriculture
and future congressman Ed
Jones were there that day
too, and the event was cov-
ered live on the air by WSM
radio’s Farm program direc-
tor John McDonald.

The event was front page
news in the Weakley County
Press, with one quote read-
ing, “Leaders say that the
most important event ever
to take place in Weakley
County in one day is Soil
Defense Day.”

The time was 1949, just
a few years after World War
II ended. Many veterans re-
turning from the war were
returning to their farms af-
ter being gone and needed
training in modern farming
techniques and building
trades. Using the GI Bill,
they enrolled in classes at
UT Martin to learn these
skills under the Veterans
Farm Training Program. In-
structors in this program ap-
parently included vocation-
al agriculture teachers from
many local high schools, as
well as from the University
of Tennessee Agricultural
Extension Service.

According to The Press,
500 local veterans were
trained through this pro-
gram. Some of the skills
learned by the veterans
were construction trades
such as carpentry and elec-
trical wiring (unknown
prior to the 1940s), barn
building, and soil conserva-
tion techniques such as ter-
race building, tree planting

ABOVE: WSM Radio broadcast from the Soil Defense Day Site and from the front yard of Wayne Parham’s home.

Among those interviewed by John McDonald were (left to right) Wayne Parham, District Supervisor; Ed Jones, State

Commissioner of Agriculture; Gov. Gordon Browning and Dr. Hugh H. Bennett, Chief of the Soil Conservation Service.

Dr. Bennett is also considered the father of the Soil Conservation movement.

BELOW: The Soild Defense Farm as it appears today with its protective blanket of grass preventing erosion and the
large pond that was built with donated labor.

and principles of conserva-
tion planning. As hard as it
is to comprehend that there
would be 500 men returning
to the farm in that era, for
perspective, there were 200
dairies in the county at that
time and small family farms
were abundant.

Dr. Bennett has been
famously quoted in an ad-
dress to Congress as declar-
ing soil erosion a “National
Menace,” and in fact, wrote
a USDA booklet in 1928
with the same title. During
the period from the 1930s
until the 1970s and 1980s,
western  Tennessee had
some of the highest erosion
rates in the nation. Only by
looking at old aerial photo-
graphs and still photos of
the massive gullied areas
can one appreciate how se-
rious the problem was.

In partnership with the
newly-formed Soil Conser-
vation Service, local Soil
Conservation Districts were
formed in virtually every
county in the nation. These
Soil Conservation Districts
consisted of local farmers
and landowners who took
the leadership role in help-
ing their neighbors combat
soil erosion and educating
the citizens on methods to
prevent it.

Wise land use through
conservation planning on
each farm was promoted,
and the Weakley County
Soil Conservation District
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dec1ded on a proactlve ap-
proach by implementing
what must have been a radi-
cal idea at the time — they
bought a farm for demon-
stration purposes. The farm
was average in size for the
time, about 75 acres lo-
cated between Dresden and
Martin. According to The
Press, the “farm belongs to
all the people of Weakley
County, with the title being
held by the Soil Conserva-
tion District.” The farm was
purchased in 1948 and then
sold to a private individual
around 1963. The farm was
operated under a five-year
rental agreement by Vet-
eran Farm Program trainee
Frank Campbell. Based on
a conservation plan map of
the land on the front page
of the Press April 15, 1949,
there were grain crops, pas-
ture, hay fields, and wildlife
areas on the farm at that
time.

No records can be found
to document where the vi-
sion for Soil Defense Day
came from, but we do have
some clues. Surely Dr. Ben-
nett was a major influence,
as well as Governor Brown-
ing. The Soil Conserva-
tion District Board, led by

Chairman Wayne Parham
undoubtedly was involved
in the planning. As a side
note, Parham has passed on
the conservation tradition;
his grandson Gerald Par-
ham is the current chairman
of the Weakley SCD.

The idea was brilliant
— don’t just tell people how
to manage the land proper-
ly, show them. Soil Defense
Day was a “hands-on” dem-
onstration. Newspaper pic-
tures and firsthand accounts
of the few people still
around today who attended
as children recall bulldoz-
ers being on-site that day
actually building terraces, a
large pond and grass water-
ways. Veteran training Pro-
gram trainees built fences to
manage the livestock as well
as a large barn and a Grade
A dairy milking parlor. The
idea was to show the public
how they can take care of
their own land by prevent-
ing erosion and make their
own farms healthy and prof-
itable.

And what a demonstra-
tion it was! The newspaper
reported that 20,000 people
were expected but as many
as 40,000 may have actually
been there. Wayne Parham

hosted a lunch at his nearby
farm. Governor Browning,
Commissioner Jones and
Dr. Bennett all gave “stump
speeches” broadcast live on
Nashville’s radio station.
Newspaper reporters were
there taking pictures. The
Press ran stories about the
event for multiple days, in-
cluding the winning essay
from a countywide school,
“Farming the Conservation
Way.” Also in the paper was
a list of hundreds of donors
from all over the state that
provided goods and servic-
es for the project. One can
imagine the excitement of
the young children watch-
ing scores of men working
together and seeing bull-
dozers run, probably for the
first time in their lives.
“Where are they now?”
is a question often asked
about an old friend; so what
has happened to the old
farm that drew so much at-
tention 70 years ago? There
are no crowds lining up to
see the demonstrations or
take notes on the conser-
vation practices installed
that day. Today there are
SO many conservation prac-
tices installed on the farm-
land in Weakley County

Then and now

that an observant driver on
any country road can see
numerous Grade Stabiliza-
tion Structures, Water and
Sediment Control Basins,
and Grass Waterways along
the way. Just look for the
small dams with drain pipes
in crop fields and streaks of
grass in amongst the crop
stubble and you’ll recog-
nize the farm that is practic-
ing “Soil Defense.”

Gone are the massive gul-
lies that so many have for-
gotten about; many of these
areas that would hide a per-
son, or even a house, have
been repaired using proper
conservation treatment over
the years. Most farmers
don’t plow their fields any
more; no-till farming and
winter cover crops are pre-
venting even small gullies
from forming these days.
As for the Soil Defense
farm — it’s still there, with
a protective cover of grass
blanketing it, assuring it
will never need a massive
project to help it recover
from serious erosion. Some
of the fields were planted
in pines trees in years since
the big day. The large pond
built with donated labor is
still alive and well, and if
careful observation is made,
the old terraces and water-
ways dimly come into view.
The effect is comparable to
an old house; if one looks
closely enough, the original
beauty still shines through.
And the good news is,
thanks to the care of some
forward-thinking ~ people
with sincere motives and a
strong conservation ethic
70 years ago, the old farm
is not a wasteland of eroded
soil, but a valuable piece of
Weakley County history.

The U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) prohib-
its discrimination in all its
programs and activities on
the basis of race, color, na-
tional origin, sex, religion,
age, disability, political
beliefs, sexual orientation,
and marital or family status.
(Not all prohibited bases
apply to all programs.) Per-
sons with disabilities who
require alternative means
for communication of pro-
gram information (Braille,
large print, audiotape, etc.)
should  contact USDA’s
TARGET Center at (202)
720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of dis-
crimination, write USDA,
Director, Office of Civil
Rights, Room 326-W, Whit-
ten Building, 14th and In-
dependence Avenue, SW,
Washington, DC 20250-
9410 or call (202) 720-5964
(voice or TDD). USDA is an
equal opportunity provider
and employer.

When the time is right...

know the right builder to call.

We've specialized in residential and commercial remodeling
and construction for over 25 years, building a solid reputa-
tion for excellent service and results. Don't trust your dream
to anyone but the best. Call us first for a free estimate.

TERRY ASHMORE JR
CONSTRUCTION

“We specialize in renting equipment for you!”

WWW. ﬁrstch01cerentalsllc com

8289 Hwy. 22, Dresden TN 364—3443

From Do-It-Yourselfers and Homeowners

to Contractors and Builders
Aerators © Drills » Log Splitters * Post Hole Diggers
Pressure Washers ¢ Pumps ¢ Stump Grinders
Air Guns ® Aluminum Brakes ® Tractors ® Backhoes ® Dozers
42’ Boom Lift ® Scaffolds
Air Compressors & Hammers ® Welders ® Generators
Concrete Equipment and MUCH MORE!

Robinson & Belew Inc.
Dealers in Grain

Sharon TN

We appreciate our local farmers
Family run since 1949
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