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PREFACE 

 

 

  The idea for this research project began after a few conversations with two 

influential people in my life. The first one of these dialogues took place with my great 

grandfather, Joe Flood, during the numerous visits to see him and my great grandmother 

Ercell on my way up to college. Joe and I often sat down in his home on the Snake River 

Plain and chatted about his life experiences. Particularly, we discussed his time in the 

Civilian Conservation Corps during the Great Depression, in the U.S. Navy during World 

War II, and on his Idaho homestead. Naturally intrigued by history since a young age, I 

was always amazed by the fact that my grandfather experienced many of the very details 

that I had read about in books or studied in classes. After hearing his stories I wanted to 

academically pursue these topics. I learned about the faultiness of collective memory and 

what could happen to my great grandfather’s account after reading a work by historian 

Richard White, and felt the need to preserve this family history. 

 At this point, the desire to try to create an even-handed account of my 

grandparents’ experiences led me to the office of my professor of American history, 

Robert Swartout. We discussed the range of possibilities of research topics that I could 

write, frequently going off on tangents about books we enjoyed or childhood memories. 

When I revealed to Swartout that my grandfather insisted that he was a federally-

sponsored homesteader, Swartout gazed at me with a look of puzzlement. Swartout told 

me that although he was familiar with topics on the original 1860s sodbusters, he had 

never heard of homesteading after the 1930s. However, he reassured me that this detail 

did not necessarily mean that it did not occur. We parted ways for the time being to 
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individually conduct some research of the possibility that homesteading could have 

existed in the latter parts of the twentieth century. 

 When I later returned to Swartout’s office, we had both found portions of 

information that pointed to a post-World War II homestead program. Swartout tracked 

down some statistics from the Bureau of Reclamation about postwar homesteading, and I 

discovered a book by historian Brian Cannon on the matter. Through these findings, I 

became intrigued by the relative originality of the topic because Cannon’s monograph 

was the only work that, to the best of my knowledge, existed on subject. With this 

validation, I decided to further my investigation of my grandparents’ homesteading 

experiences during the postwar years. One interviewed conversation led to another and 

one piece of evidence led to another, and this thesis is the finished product which 

stemmed from that original idea. As I drive along Idaho’s Snake River while traveling 

from Helena, Montana, to my hometown of Fruitland, Idaho, I gain a new appreciation 

for this western landscape. Often times I think about a quote shared with me by Professor 

Swartout from Kiowa writer N. Scott Momaday. He remarked about the West: “It’s a 

landscape that has to be seen to be believed. And as I say on occasion, it may have to be 

believed in order to be seen.” 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 This thesis argues that the frontier, if defined as the availability of free land, was 

in fact not closed in 1890 as proclaimed by the famous Turner thesis. Furthermore, this 

paper reinforces historian Brian Q. Cannon’s work, which argues that the federal 

homestead program did not end in the 1930s—as many prominent western historians 

assert—but rather, in 1976 in the lower 48 states and 1986 in Alaska. To strengthen these 

claims, this essay uses the agricultural experiences of Joe and Ercell Flood as a case study 

of those who took advantage of the post-World War II homestead law which allowed 

veterans to farm on newly-expanded reclamation projects throughout the West. The thesis 

uses materials obtained from family sources, including oral histories, government 

documents, videos, and memoirs, as well as information from newspaper archives, 

federal statutes, and magazine archives.  

The thesis begins in chapter one by introducing the topics of the frontier, 

homesteading, and reclamation, in addition to the historical background that led up to this 

postwar homesteading experience. Chapter two looks at the Flood family’s undertakings 

from 1941—the United States’ entrance into World War II—to 1956—the attainment of a 

land patent to their farm on the Minidoka Project in Idaho. Chapter three picks up the 

story after the Floods obtained title to the land in 1956—looking at the struggles that 

farmers faced and what it took to survive—and ends in 1976—the year Joe and Ercell 

retired and the homestead law was repealed. Chapter four concludes the work as it delves 

into the historical significance of homesteading into the latter half of the twentieth 

century.  
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This work provides an original contribution to the field of history for three 

reasons: (1) the postwar homesteading topic is limited to Cannon’s book as the only 

published work; (2) this essay is unique from Cannon’s monograph in that he did not 

interview or use sources from Joe and Ercell Flood; and (3) this thesis includes a 

children’s perspective on the postwar homestead experience, which Cannon’s work does 

not.  Thus, the homesteading experiences of Joe and Ercell Flood provide an account of 

the enduring frontier, by which the prospects of new settlement did not vanish as lands 

became available to farm. 
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Chapter One 

Old and New Wests: The Frontier, Homesteading, and Reclamation 

“In 1935 Roosevelt made good on this declaration with an executive order 

withdrawing all remaining public lands from entry and placing them under federal 

conservation authority. The termination of the federal policy of selling off or 

giving away the public domain—a program that began with nation’s first Land 

Ordinance in 1784—truly marked the passing of the nation’s long era of frontier 

settlement.” 

  –Robert V. Hine and John Mack Faragher, The American West 

 

 

The 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Illinois, brought the 

presentation of historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s essay entitled, “The Significance of 

the Frontier in American History.” In his paper, Turner asserted that all unique 

characteristics in American culture originated from the “frontier,” or the region just 

beyond the moving line of settlement. “The most significant thing about the American 

frontier is,” according to Turner, “that it lies at the hither edge of free land.”
1
 But after 

drawing from census records, Turner concluded that the frontier had closed and no longer 

existed by 1890. From that point forward, the “frontier” and the American West have 

captivated widespread attention in the United States. Ray Allen Billington and Martin 

Ridge captured this framework of frontier understanding in a book entitled Westward 

Expansion. The frontier comprised a crucial element of the scholarship on the American 

West for many years.
2
  

 Historian David Wrobel, building upon the work of Richard Hofstadter, argued 

that Turner’s announcement of the closing of the frontier created a “frontier anxiety” in 

the American people, present from the late nineteenth century to end of the New Deal in 

the 1930s. Over time, the notion of the frontier became flawed and old-fashioned 

according to some historians. In 1987, Patricia Nelson Limerick prodded at these 
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deficiencies in her book, The Legacy of Conquest, and stressed the importance of 

continuity in the history of the West. Moreover, in 1991 Richard White wrote an 

overview of the American West titled “It’s Your Misfortune and None of My Own,” 

which did not mention the frontier or Turner’s ideas. In the 1980s and 1990s, the frontier 

seemed to take on a negative connotation with some western historians who believed the 

term “frontier” would wither away.
 3

 

 However, the frontier seemed to be a more powerful and enduring subject than 

anticipated, as it began to reappear in historical works in the late 1990s and 2000s. For 

example, Walter Nugent’s Into the West, and Robert Hine and John Mack Faragher’s The 

American West focused on frontier processes, which occur when two cultures meet and 

intermingle. Nugent also based his book on an enduring Turnerian insight: “The rise and 

collapse of homesteading underpinned the entire history of the United States for over 200 

years, from the Atlantic to the Sierras and beyond, and the West is where homesteading 

peaked and then died.”
4
 Nugent and others asserted that “homesteading withered away, 

already over when the Taylor Grazing Act closed the public lands to new entries in 

1934.”
5
 In their works, these western historians turned to examine the metropolitan and 

urban West during the latter half of the twentieth century. Historian Brian Cannon 

commented that those statements and shift in focus “reinforc[ed] a common 

misperception” that the end of homesteading in the West occurred in the 1930s.
6
 Instead, 

Cannon demonstrated that government-sponsored homesteading did not end in the lower 

forty-eight states until 1976 and not until 1986 in Alaska.
7
  

This thesis recounts the agricultural settlement experiences of Joseph Carr Flood 

and Ercell Norine Flood in postwar Idaho. Their undertakings serve as a case study for 
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both the continuity and the change of the homesteading frontier in the twentieth-century 

West. The story is filled with the collision of the Old West and the New West, between 

Jeffersonian yeomanry and the urbanizing, technologically-driven West. The experiences 

of different peoples—European Americans, Japanese Americans, American Indians, and 

Mexican Americans—are depicted as their lives are intertwined by the same landscape. 

But most importantly, the homesteading experiences of Joe and Ercell Flood provide an 

account of the enduring frontier, by which the prospects of new settlement did not vanish 

as lands became available to farm.
 8

 

 In order to understand federally-sponsored farming in the twentieth century, it is 

important to look back to the original Homestead Act and other laws that led up to this 

postwar phenomenon. The Homestead Act, passed by Congress in 1862, stipulated that 

any citizen twenty-one years or older was eligible to file a claim for 160 acres of plotted 

land on the public domain, most of which was located in the West. Homesteaders were 

required to farm the acreage, build a house or barn, and reside on the property for five 

years. Upon successful completion of these criteria, they received title to the parcel of 

land by paying a $10 fee. Alternatively, homesteaders could purchase the claim outright 

at the price of $1.25 an acre after six months of living on the plot. Over the course of its 

tenure, the Homestead Act turned over 285 million acres of the public domain over to 

private hands.
9
  

Along with many other problems the homesteaders faced—namely, land 

speculators, fraudulent entries, and small allotted acreage—a chief difficulty was the arid 

landscapes in much of the West. To remedy the situation, Congress passed the Newlands 

Reclamation Act in 1902. The law specified that the federal government would fund the 
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creation of dams along rivers in the West in order to “reclaim” the arid lands for farm 

irrigation. To oversee these projects, the U.S. government created the Reclamation 

Service (later renamed the Bureau of Reclamation in 1923) within the Department of the 

Interior. The Bureau began to build irrigation projects all over the arid West, turning the 

desert areas into fertile, workable lands for small family farmers, with a provision that the 

farmers must repay the federal government for the cost of the waterworks. Indeed, the 

prospects of free land from these reclamation projects suggested the continuation of the 

frontier in the American West. Furthermore, the federal water diversion projects turned 

the expanses of the West into “hydraulic societies,” in which the ability to manipulate 

water made it as valuable as capital.  These irrigation developments transformed the areas 

along barren river valleys into productive farms and, in many cases, provided 

hydroelectric power, particularly helping the states of California, Utah, Colorado, New 

Mexico, Arizona, Texas, Washington, and Idaho.
10

 

Within the state of Idaho, where Joe and Ercell Flood would eventually farm, the 

Snake River Plain became a site of considerable irrigation and reclamation efforts before, 

during, and after the passage of the Newlands Act. Displacing native Bannocks and 

Northern Shoshones in the process, white farmers began to realize the agricultural 

potential of the area in the 1860s and 1870s when Latter-day Saint pioneers moved into 

southern Idaho. These Mormon settlers and other farmers developed private irrigation 

waterworks to cultivate their fields. When private enterprise was not adequate to meet the 

agricultural demands in the Snake River Valley and other places throughout the West, 

U.S. Congress sought to fill the void by passing the Carey Act in 1894. The law stated 

that the federal government would turn over up to one million acres to any western state 
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that agreed to provide reclamation for its public lands. The accrued property could then 

be turned around and sold to farmers or other private interests in smaller parcels of at 

least 40 acres. Idaho took full advantage of this measure, most notably the case near the 

town of Twin Falls. With a combination of public and state funds, entrepreneurs Ira B. 

Perrine and Stanley Milner created the Twin Falls Land and Water Company and 

completed the Milner Dam in 1905. The waterworks initially provided 60,000 acres of 

irrigable land to Twin Falls-area farmers, which the company sold off for 50 cents an 

acre. According to historian Hugh T. Lovin, the Carey Act was considered responsible 

for an increase of 50,000 people on the Snake River Plain. In Idaho, where it ranked first 

in the Pacific Northwest in irrigable land by 1900, the state represented three-fifths of all 

land ceded under the Carey Act. Elsewhere, however, the law had little effect.
11

 

While the Carey Act pursued a course of minimal federal participation, the 

passage of the Newlands Act would dramatically change the role of the national 

government. The Reclamation Service further created an “irrigated Eden” within this 

formerly arid area, and more people quickly began to settle near the Snake River, with 

the population of Idaho rising to 431,000 by 1920. The Bureau’s Minidoka Project sought 

to irrigate the valley of southeastern Idaho through the introduction of a number of 

reclamation developments, which eventually totaled seven dams. The Reclamation 

Service completed the Jackson Lake Dam in Teton County, Wyoming, in 1916 to help 

farmers throughout the Snake River Valley. Moreover, in 1927, the Bureau of 

Reclamation finished the American Falls Dam, creating a new town in the process. 

During the 1930s, the height of reclamation building, Bureau engineers and construction 
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workers completed the Island Park Dam, Grassy Lake Dam, Cascade Creek Diversion 

Dam, and Cross Cut Diversion Dam, all which became part of the Minidoka Project.
 12

 

One of the largest and oldest ventures, called the Minidoka Dam, was constructed 

near the town of Rupert, Idaho. The structure was built over the course of three years, 

from 1904 to 1906. The dam created Lake Walcott, which provided irrigation for 

approximately 116,000 acres to be cultivated on both sides of the Snake River, as well as 

hydroelectric power. The landscape would undergo a series of developments and 

expansions, particularly the North Side Pumping Division, where Joe and Ercell Flood 

would eventually settle to reap the benefits. From the time of the passage of the 

Newlands Act in 1902 to the time of World War II in 1939, the Bureau of Reclamation 

generated over one hundred irrigation projects in the American West.
 13

 

Contrary to the statement made by historians Robert Hine and John Faragher that 

appears at the beginning of this chapter, the reclamation and homesteading story of the 

early twentieth century continued well into the postwar years. As the end of World War II 

became imminent by 1944 with the Allied invasion of Normandy and advance toward 

Germany, U.S. Congress sought to provide assistance to military veterans returning home 

from the war front. By far the most famous piece of legislation that came out of these 

“grand expectations” for the veterans was the 1944 G.I. Bill of Rights, an act that 

provided federal assistance for education and home buying. Along with this provision, 

Congress passed an act to provide preferential status to veterans applying for homesteads 

on newly completed or expanded reclamation projects. Any man or woman who served in 

the armed forces (as long as she was head of household), or widow of a military veteran, 

could apply for a homestead. Many former service men and women took advantage of 
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these acts. Later, in the mid-twentieth century, U.S. Congress decided to extend the same 

homesteading benefits to Korean War veterans, passing a similar law in 1954.
14

 

These prospective farm openings for former service men and women were 

concentrated in the states of Arizona, California, Idaho, Washington, and Wyoming, 

usually on additions to existing reclamation projects. In Arizona, located near the 

Mexican border, the Bureau advertised irrigable farms on the Yuma and Gila Projects. In 

southern and northern California, the federal government provided homesteads in the 

Coachella Valley and the Tule Lake Division of the Klamath Project, respectively. 

Within the state of Idaho, the Bureau developed farms on the Payette Division of the 

Boise Project and the Minidoka Project. In Washington, the federal government further 

developed the central portion of the state on the Yakima Project and the Columbia Basin 

for homesteading. Within Wyoming, additional farms were created on the Heart 

Mountain Division of the Shoshone Project and the Riverton Project. With prospective 

openings located in many states across the West, veterans acquired numerous 

opportunities to receive a homestead: “Between 1946 and 1966 the Bureau of 

Reclamation advertised the opening of 3,041 new farms on government land.”
15

 In the 

Old West, homesteading and reclamation combined to give many Americans the ability 

to obtain and cultivate their own land. In the New West, similar federal laws helped “land 

hungry” veterans do the same.
16
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Chapter Two 

“Proving Up”: World War II to Land Patent, 1941-1956 

“It was what I always wanted—to have a piece of land to call my own and not to 

be working for someone else. That’s what the homestead did for me. It put me on 

my own two feet.” 

  –Joe Flood 

 

Joseph Carr Flood was one man who seized the homestead opportunity afforded 

him by the U.S. federal government. Born on March 4, 1916, in Montgomery City, 

Missouri, Joe was quickly surrounded by an agricultural lifestyle. His parents, Mary Ruth 

and John Thomas Flood, worked on their family homestead in Missouri. The oldest of 

four children, Joe assisted his father around the farm until he graduated from 

Montgomery City High School in May 1933. Because of hard financial times during the 

Great Depression, Joe joined the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) to supplement his 

family’s income. Joe worked at CCC camps in Sullivan, Missouri, and in the Almaden 

Valley near San Jose, California. Joe and other enlistees improved the landscapes in those 

areas for further utility, no doubt a tool that Joe would use later in his life. Joe’s family 

followed him to California in 1937 and they settled in the city of Campbell to look for 

better economic opportunities. Already accustomed to a military atmosphere when his 

CCC work ended, Joe enlisted in the U.S. Navy in March 1938.
1
 

 After the Japanese attack of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the United States 

catapulted itself into World War II. At the beginning of U.S. involvement, Joe served in 

the Pacific theatre as an electrician’s mate aboard the U.S.S. Northampton, which 

patrolled around the Marshall and Wake Islands. In the summer of 1942, the U.S. Navy 

sent Joe to Washington, D.C., in order to attend Interior Communications (IC) School 
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and achieve an advanced naval electrician certification. During liberty one evening in 

Washington, Joe and a buddy attended a United Services Organization (USO) dance. At 

the event, Joe danced with “a pretty blond girl” who worked at the newly-constructed 

Pentagon Building. The girl’s name was Ercell Norine Smith. That night, she had 

immensely enjoyed dancing with Joe, and at the end of the event, the two exchanged 

phone numbers.
2
  

Ercell’s trip to Washington, D.C., was a remarkable one. Born on December 15, 

1922, in Goshen County, Wyoming, her life had little to do with the national government 

as Ercell grew up on a cattle ranch. Her parents, Lottie Mae and Guy Duward Smith, 

owned a small beef operation in eastern Wyoming and western Nebraska. The oldest of 

five children, she graduated from Garden County High School, Nebraska, in May 1940 

and then attended the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. While at college, World War II 

broke out and Ercell noticed that her cousin, Emma Jo Campbell, had passed a civil 

service exam and was off to the nation’s capital to work for the U.S. War Department. 

Because close to 16 million men were drafted or voluntarily enlisted in the U.S. armed 

forces, and many more males took industrial defense jobs, many new positions were 

opened to women. Accordingly, the female employment rate rose from 26 percent in 

1940 to 36 percent by 1944. Intrigued by this opportunity, Ercell passed the government 

administration exam and asked for her father’s permission to leave school. Guy Smith 

reluctantly bought her train ticket to Washington, D.C., and she began working at the 

Pentagon in Arlington County, Virginia.
3
 

Young and single while working near the American capital, Ercell Smith and 

some girlfriends decided to attend a USO dance one night. The day after the soirée, Ercell  
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Figure 2.1. Admiral’s inspection aboard the U.S.S. Santa Fe, 1943. Admiral Laurance T. 

DuBose right and Lieutenant Joe C. Flood left walk past the sailors. Courtesy of Ercell 

Flood, Twin Falls, Idaho.  

 

Figure 2.2. Ercell Flood poses dressed up in Joe’s sailor outfit while he was out to sea, 

Washington, D.C., 1943. Courtesy of Andrea Wright, Fruitland, Idaho. 
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received a telephone call from Joe Flood. During their conversation, Joe apologized to 

Ercell for not being a skilled dancer. As a tradeoff, Joe remarked that he would make it 

up to Ercell and asked her on a date. After a few months of courtship, the two decided to 

marry and did so on December 12, 1942. Joe completed IC School a couple weeks later, 

and then boarded a light cruiser, the U.S.S. Santa Fe, to head to the Pacific once again.  

Joe was honorably discharged with the rank of lieutenant, junior grade, on February 25, 

1946.
4
  

Following his service to the U.S. Navy, Joe Flood and his wife decided to settle 

down in Brewster, Nebraska, in the early 1950s to work on the ranch of Joe’s father-in-

law, Guy Smith. Joe was kept occupied with raising cattle and harvesting corn and 

alfalfa, while Ercell cared for their three young children, Barbara, Jane, and Patricia. One 

day in the summer of 1953, Joe sat down to read a copy of American Legion, a favorite 

magazine among military veterans. As he flipped through its pages, he noticed a 

government advertisement of an upcoming drawing for homesteads on a reclamation 

project in Idaho. When discussing the announcement with his wife, Joe was enticed by 

the notion of free land, an essential component of the enduring frontier. So with the 

decision made to take advantage of the offer, Joe mailed a letter requesting an application 

form.
5
 

Joe received an application, as well as information describing the requirements for 

farming on the North Side Pumping Division, a new portion of the Minidoka Project in 

Idaho. Approximately 69,500 additional acres of land would be irrigated by pumping 

water directly from the Snake River, or from ground wells nearby. In this particular 

drawing, 7,289 acres of irrigable land, comprising 72 farm units, were available for the 
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Figure 2.3. A Reclamation Bureau map of the irrigation projects in southern Idaho, 1953. 

The North Side Pumping Division is in the center. Courtesy of the Bureau of 

Reclamation, Denver, Colorado. 
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taking. Each unit averaged about 100 acres at the approximate value of $10,000. The 

requirements for the homestead-drawing applicants included World War II veteran status 

with at least two years of farming experience, $4,500 in personal assets, and four letters 

of character reference. Joe gathered the necessary materials by the July 20 deadline, and 

waited for an answer.
6
 

On August 4, 1953, over 5,000 people gathered at Rupert Town Square Park to 

hear the results of the land lottery. Harold T. Nelson, regional director of the Bureau of 

Reclamation, spoke to the crowd, stating that the land had the potential to become one of 

the “garden spots of the northwest,” and that the homesteads awarded to the veterans 

were part of “the last frontier.” Furthermore, the lieutenant governor of Idaho, Edson 

Deal, proclaimed that “new horizons have not vanished.” Their words of encouragement 

suggest that the frontier was not closed.  Rather, the free land open to these postwar 

homesteaders signified a continuation of the frontier. Local businesses donated prizes 

which were given to the veterans. At the ceremony, Nan Braegger, nine-year-old 

daughter of the Rupert mayor, drew Joe Flood’s name out of the “wheel of fortune” 

mixer-barrel. But like most out-of-state veterans in these lotteries, Joe was not present 

because the chances of winning were too small to warrant the expense of a trip. A tide of 

good fortune was extended to Joe that day when from a pool of 4,645 applicants, Joe was 

the 63
rd

 name drawn for the 72 available farms.
7
 

The Bureau informed Joe via mail that his name was drawn for a farm, but that 

being selected in the drawing did not necessarily guarantee receiving the land. First, 

interviews of the veterans were conducted by an examining committee at the Armory 

Building in Rupert to ensure that they met the qualifications. Potential homesteaders were 
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interviewed in groups of eighteen, and some initial winners were deemed ineligible 

because they did not meet the criteria. After the interviews, qualified veterans were 

finally able to choose their plot. Leaving snowy weather in Brewster, Joe and Ercell 

drove westward from Nebraska to meet with the committee. Joe’s group interview took 

place on November 23, and was conducted by Merle L. Tillery, superintendent of the 

Minidoka Project, and his staff. Afterwards, Tillery showed the veterans the plots of land 

available. Two days later, Joe arrived at the Armory to select his parcel. Due to 

disqualifications and some late arrivals, Joe was bumped up in his selection spot. Joe thus 

chose what he thought was one of the better claims, a parcel of 159.6 acres of land. Joe 

and Ercell signed the necessary contract paperwork for the Bureau of Reclamation, paid 

some processing fees, and on November 25, 1953, they became the proud owners of their 

own farm. The Floods were only two of the many other veteran families who received 

land that day, a sign that homesteading was alive and well into the 1950s, and the frontier 

was a continuing presence.
8
 

Joe and Ercell traveled back to Brewster to prepare to move to the new farm in the 

spring of 1954. Joe sold his cattle at his father-in-law’s ranch and used the money to buy 

a small Minneapolis Moline tractor. In the first days of February 1954, Joe and his “hired 

hand,” George Woodward, traveled by pickup truck, tractor in the back, to Rupert. Ercell 

and the young children stayed behind until Joe made some basic improvements on the 

homestead. The first objective for all homesteaders was “proving up,” or “fulfilling all of 

the legal prerequisites for gaining legal title to one’s lands.”
9
 The postwar homestead law 

stipulated that the veterans must move onto the land within six months of the award date. 

The homesteaders needed to live on the land for at least two years, create a permanent 
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dwelling, and successfully cultivate at least half the acreage during that time period. 

When these criteria were met, the farmer sent documentation to the Bureau of 

Reclamation, and upon verification, received the patent to the land.
10

 

 When Joe and George arrived at the homestead, the pair built a 16-foot by 30-

foot chicken coop on Joe’s home-site, the highest point of the land which overlooked the 

entire farm. Until a house was built, this small structure would temporarily serve as their 

home.  Joe purchased a small coal stove to heat the building and cook meals. On 

February 8, a drilling company drilled a well for potable water while Joe and George dug 

a hole and built a crude outhouse. The first night that Joe stayed in the chicken coop, the 

cold set in, and Joe wrote in his journal, “This is certainly a dreary, desolate place. Times 

like this, I wonder if I was wise to leave the security of my in-laws for this.”
11

 This 

chicken-house dwelling almost seems anachronistic for the 1950s, as many former 

servicemen bought their own houses with indoor plumbing and television in Levittowns 

or other suburbias. Certainly, life was difficult for the postwar homesteader, but the 

notion of free land convinced many to stay.
12

 

The next task for many homesteaders was to clear the brush and other vegetation 

that inhabited the area. Joe pulled a large “V” blade behind his tractor to upend the thick 

sagebrush that covered his land. The blade cut four to six inches under the dirt, leaving 

the brush on top of the ground where it was raked into rows and burned. The 

conscientious effort to remove all the brush worked against Joe in the long run, as the 

organic materials of the brush could have helped prevent soil erosion, particularly for the 

fine-textured soils of southern Idaho. The clearing process also disrupted the habitat of 

many living rodents, rabbits, and snakes, and Joe “had to be careful of the living  
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Figure 2.4. George Woodward stands outside the newly completed chicken house, 1954. 

Courtesy of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 2.5. An inside view of the chicken house, 1954. The tanks in the foreground were 

used for water storage until the groundwater well was dug. Courtesy of Barbara Adams, 

Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 2.6. Another inside view of the chicken house, 1954. Note the coal stove on the 

right. Courtesy of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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creatures.”
13

 However, when nature interfered with the farmers’ plans, the homesteaders 

tried to alleviate the problem. For example, Rupert farmers occasionally held “rabbit 

drives,” where groups of homesteaders surrounded, clubbed, and exterminated the 

numerous jackrabbits that inhabited the landscape. For many postwar homesteaders, these 

tasks were their manly duty to subdue nature, and often it fought back in the cruelest 

ways.
14

 

After Joe and George cleared and leveled the land, which needed to be sloped at a 

three-degree angle to allow for proper irrigation, they made ditches along the perimeter of 

the field with a system of dikes, levees, and weirs. Before they even began their work, 

some basic irrigation structures were already present at the Minidoka Project, built by the 

hundreds of Japanese Americans who farmed at the Minidoka War Relocation Center 

during World War II. Over the course of their internment, these Japanese Americans 

excavated over thirty miles of ditches and prepared over 1,000 acres for these would-be 

farmers. Although aided by these earlier improvements and assisted by the local 

Reclamation Bureau, Joe and George struggled with these earthen structures. The ditches 

often collapsed because of the dirt’s fine, volcanic texture, causing water to gush out onto 

the field. They spent numerous hours retrenching, fixing, and repairing the waterways. 

Providing proper canal irrigation proved to be a challenging task.
15

  

Once the difficult process of establishing a consistent water supply was 

completed, Joe and George began plowing the field. Yet again, nature was more 

determined than the farmers could have imagined. When plowing, the tractor easily sank 

a foot or more in some areas, causing it to get stuck in the region’s powdery soil. During  
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Figure 2.7. Joe Flood takes a moment to rest while digging a ditch, 1954. Courtesy of 

Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 2.8. The Flood homestead with the Minneapolis Moline tractor and storage shed in 

the background and a ground leveler attachment in the foreground. Courtesy of Barbara 

Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 2.9. Joe Flood checks on his first completed ditch, 1954. Courtesy of Barbara 

Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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this time, high winds, which nearly always characterized the Snake River Plain, blew the 

outhouse over. Disregarding the unusual soil features and windy gusts, Joe dragged a disc 

harrow behind his tractor to break up the dirt clods. He then pulled a cultivator behind the 

tractor to corrugate the fields, creating furrows for water to reach the crops. After making 

these basic improvements over the course of February through April 1954, Joe was now 

ready to plant and water his crops. For this postwar homesteader, the farmer’s frontier 

was not over.
16

 

At the end of April 1954, Joe journeyed back to Nebraska to gather Ercell and 

their children. The couple packed everything they owned into the back of Joe’s pickup 

truck, and he and Barbara headed off to Rupert, Idaho, while Ercell, Jane, and Patricia 

followed by car. After a couple days of traveling, they finally reached their homestead. 

Observing the high winds, Barbara recalled that her mother’s hat immediately flew off 

her head the moment she stepped out her vehicle, and Ercell scowled as she tried to 

retrieve the cap. Joe and Ercell moved the family into the chicken house, partitioning a 

section for their children and cleaning up the farm implements and supplies that occupied 

much of their dwelling. For the time being, they slept on mattresses lying on the ground. 

During the first couple weeks living in the chicken coop, Barbara and Patricia recalled a 

memorable childhood experience. At dusk, just before they were tucked into bed, the 

girls watched in amazement as row after row of burning sagebrush lit up the night sky. 

Because of the frequent gusts, many postwar farmers in southern Idaho waited until the 

wind died down at night to burn their brush. Patricia remembered, “There were no trees. 

The land was flat, nothing to block our view. No electricity yet, and we could see these  
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Figure 2.10. Ercell Flood rests on the seat of the outhouse after arriving at the homestead, 

1954. Courtesy of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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giant fires for miles and miles across the desert.”
17

 It took time for the Flood family to 

adjust to their new environment and times like this often provided relief.
18

 

After the Floods were settled, George Woodward left for Nebraska in the first 

days of May and Joe commented, “From this day forward, Ercell was my helper.”
19

 

Indeed, Ercell and all the children, Barbara, Jane, and Patricia, “helped out” with farm 

labor during the early years. When closely examined, Ercell and Joe were complementary 

partners at their homestead. For the first growing season, Joe planted seed for barley, 

alfalfa, wheat, and a small acreage of sugar beets and peas. However, irrigating these 

crops became a daily routine for all members of the Flood family. Siphon tubes became 

the primary method for irrigation, with the farmer pumping the tube in the channel to fill 

it with water before dropping it over the ditch and letting in run down the furrows. Joe 

and Ercell became frustrated with the process at first, having never irrigated before. After 

some time, Joe, Ercell, and especially the young girls became experts on setting the tubes, 

transferring them from one area to the next on the farm. Ercell remembered, “Carrying all 

those arm-loads of muddy, wet tubes became heavy and it was hard work for a 

woman.”
20

 

Women’s labor on the homestead was essential to the success of many postwar 

farming operations. Ercell’s work was no exception, as she made her own individual 

contributions to the homesteading process. To supplement their income derived from the 

crops that were to be harvested, Joe and Ercell bought a few dairy cattle to be raised and 

milked daily. The couple was up at 5 a.m. every morning to start working, and while Joe 

went to the field to check on the crop irrigation, Ercell milked the cows. Over time, they 

built a barn and each cow was milked by an automated milking station. Even then, Ercell  
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Figure 2.11. Ercell Flood right places a siphon tube while Patricia far left, Jane center 

left, and Joe top look on, 1955. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society Digital Archive, 

Madison, Wisconsin. 
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led the cows into the station, hooked up the machinery to the cows’ utters, and guided 

them out when they were finished. One day, as she was leading in a cow, the animal 

spooked and reared back at her. The cow’s kick hit her hand and knocked out the 

diamond from the setting on her wedding ring. She frantically searched through the hay 

and manure for the diamond. Luckily, as Ercell dug around, the light entering a window 

hit the precious stone at the right angle and it shimmered, enabling her to find the 

diamond. “That was the worst experience of my time homesteading,” Ercell 

remembered.
21

 But that incident did not stop her from doing her duties as a farmer 

because, from her perspective, she had to do what was required to be successful.
22

 

Because the Floods and other farmers possessed little money for hired help, 

children’s work was of indispensable value for the postwar homestead, as they assisted 

with many of the day-to-day activities on the farm. For irrigation, the Flood family 

developed a plan over time to more efficiently water their crops. First, Joe instructed the 

girls to place siphon tubes in either all or every other row of corrugates, depending upon 

the desired degree of water saturation. Then as Barbara, Jane, and Patricia worked ahead, 

Joe and Ercell pump-started ditch water through the tubes. When ditches collapsed, 

Patricia remembered instances when her father used their small bodies as patchwork for 

the trenches. She recalled, “Dad would have us girls lay down parallel to where the ditch 

should be; he would get scoops of mud in his shovel and pack it up against our bodies 

until there was a solid wall for a ditch. Then, we’d move to another spot and fix another 

wall there. Not only did it help out dad, but it was a lot of fun for us.”
23

 From their point 

of view, the distinction between children’s work and play was often blurred, but 

necessary for farm success when labor ran short.
24
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In order to become productive, the farm needed irrigation water to turn the almost 

uninhabitable desert into fertile soil. This transformation perpetuated the myth of the 

garden and many farmers applied the nickname “Magic Valley” to southern Idaho. After 

Joe and Ercell labored for nearly a year, this irrigation “magic” produced many crops that 

were ready to be harvested. When Joe and Ercell started to gather their crops, the farming 

operations proceeded smoothly for the barley, alfalfa, wheat, and sugar beets. They 

received $2.25 per bushel for the wheat, but sugar beets brought in the most substantial 

amount of money for the harvest. Unfortunately, the Floods were limited to only ten acres 

of beets in the first year of farming. The Amalgamated Sugar Company, located in Twin 

Falls, Idaho, contracted acreage to farmers in the Magic Valley because their factories 

could only process so much tonnage of beets to be refined into sugar. As a result, new 

farmers, such as Joe and Ercell, were limited to the amount of land they could dedicate to 

sugar beets.
25

 

Joe and Ercell also contracted a small acreage of peas to be sold to a food 

processing company, but in this instance, the harvest went terribly wrong. “In our dream 

world of inexperience,” Joe remembered, the couple tried swathing the peas, but the vines 

became tangled in the machinery.
26

 This procedure made the peas difficult to load, to the 

point where they only filled two trucks in an entire day. The next morning, Joe borrowed 

a mechanical pea cutter and loader from the processing plant and the harvest went much 

easier, with the remaining work completed in one day. But as the factory inspected the 

peas, the plants were too mature, or ripe, and they received a low food grade. 

Consequently, the company did not accept the peas to be processed and canned, so Joe 

and Ercell had to sell them as livestock feed, making only a portion of the expected 
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profits. As a result, the first harvest for Joe and Ercell provided mixed results monetarily. 

The couple broke even, with dairy production providing much of their actual income. 

That winter, Joe worked as a pipeline driller near Declo, Idaho, to supplement the 

family’s income.
27

 

With the help from a Federal Housing Administration (FHA) loan, Joe and Ercell 

hired construction workers to come to the Flood homestead. The workers built the basic 

structure of the house for approximately $13,000, with Ercell and Joe finishing the siding, 

roofing, and painting on the building to save money. Once that was finished, Ercell and 

Joe planted four rows of evergreen trees around the house as a windbreak. At close to the 

same time, power lines made their way from the town of Rupert into the countryside and 

the Floods obtained electricity for their house. Completed by early 1955, Joe and Ercell 

now fulfilled one of the requirements to obtain a patent to the land—a permanent 

dwelling—but perhaps more importantly, they now had a home.
28

 

At the conclusion of the last spring frost in 1955, Joe and Ercell planted their next 

season’s crops, including sugar beets, alfalfa, and fifteen acres of a new addition that 

became famous for Idahoans—Russet Burbank potatoes. Applying the same irrigation 

techniques from the previous year, the plants began to grow. In particular, the sugar beets 

needed to be weeded and thinned in order to grow properly. Joe and Ercell hired Navajo 

Indian migrant workers to thin and hoe the beets. The crew traversed the fields, crawling 

on their knees and using small-handled hoes to dig up any weeds. In later years of 

farming, Joe and Ercell relied on Mexican and Mexican American migrant workers for 

much of this work. Ercell recalled appreciating their “backbreaking work” and she often 

prepared lunches and dinners for the laborers after a long day of thinning beets.
29
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Figure 2.12. The Flood house, shortly after it was completed, 1955. Courtesy of Barbara 

Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 2.13. Patricia left, Jane center, and Barbara right pose in front of their new house, 

1955. Courtesy of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 2.14. Barbara left, Patricia center, and Jane right pose in front of their house 

before church, 1955. Courtesy of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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During the growing season, Joe and Ercell worked long hours, normally going out 

to the fields at sunrise and leaving them at sunset. But with the numerous responsibilities 

of farm work, Joe and Ercell did what they thought would make them successful. 

Recalling these long days, Ercell remarked, “Sometimes, we quit around 4 p.m. on 

Sunday, instead of working all day. Otherwise how would we know a new week starts on 

Monday?” When the harvest arrived during the fall, the couple quickly labored to get the 

crops to market. For their first season with potatoes, Joe drove the tractor over the fields, 

turning up the spuds. Then, Ercell, the girls, and various neighbors followed along with 

sacks hooked into their belts. They filled the sacks until they could hold no more, tied 

them off, and then started the process over again. Once that task was completed, they 

turned to the alfalfa. Joe dragged a hay baler across the fields to package the crop. Then, 

Joe remembered, “Barbara, at only eight-years-old, drove my truck, and I picked the 

bales of hay and threw them on the pickup. Ercell rode on the bed of the truck, and she 

stacked them up.”
30

 As winter started in 1955, they completed the harvest for the second 

season. But more importantly, Joe and Ercell cultivated most of their acreage for the 

second-straight year, fulfilling the next requirement to obtain patent to the land.
31

 

During the winter of 1955-1956, Joe prepared the necessary paperwork to receive 

full title to the land. He provided four witnesses that wrote testimonies stating that the 

Floods had been cultivating at least half the acreage, as well as documents from Bureau 

inspections. In March 1956, two years and one month after he first arrived at his Rupert 

homestead, Joe sent the documentation to the Bureau of Reclamation. Joe and Ercell 

impatiently waited for an answer, checking and double-checking their mailbox daily for 

the notice. On May 10, 1956, Joe and Ercell Flood received verification that they had 
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obtained the patent to their homestead. Although the couple had numerous loans for 

housing, irrigation, and farm equipment, Joe and Ercell owned the land free and clear. 

Thus, the notion of free land still existed, an essential component of the frontier.
32

 

“Proving up,” or gaining legal title to their homestead, affirmed, at least in the 

minds of Joe and Ercell, the attainment of yeoman farmer status. The Jeffersonian dream 

of creating small, family farms persisted on this postwar frontier, as public, government 

lands continued to be turned over to veterans’ private hands throughout the West from the 

1940s through the 1960s. However, of those veterans who obtained patent to their lands 

and held onto it, as some did and others did not, the farmers faced a bleaker future. New 

challenges arose. Paying off debts, improving their standard of living, dealing with the 

small allotted acreage, and adapting to new farm technologies in order to stay 

competitive, to name a few, regularly crossed the minds of these postwar homesteaders. 

Various challenges and difficulties were met with new successes and old failures. Like 

many other homesteaders, Joe and Ercell Flood evolved their farming processes just as 

the soil, water, and plants evolved beside them.
33
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Chapter Three 

“Changing Times”: The Development of the Postwar Family Farm, 1956-1976 

“There wasn’t ever a time I got away from the farm work, but it became a lot 

easier as we went along and I didn’t have to do everything by hand.”  

  –Ercell Flood 

 

The late twentieth century was an “age of uncertainty” for many farmers in the 

United States. After various postwar homesteaders managed to “prove up,” thus owning 

their own lands, they joined the ranks of millions of other Americans who grew crops and 

raised livestock for a living. When the difficult task of deciding whether or not to 

continue agricultural operations emerged, these families were no exception. Unstable 

farm prices, expensive agricultural machinery, and increasing debt made the task of 

running a successful farm all the more difficult. As a result, the farm population dwindled 

over this time period, from approximately 19 million farmers in 1955 to 8.8 million in 

1975. However, some farm families, like the Floods, were able to endure. The 

agricultural developments utilized by Joe and Ercell Flood provide insights into the life 

of a postwar homesteader in particular and postwar farmers in general.
1
 

Irrigation on the Flood farm offers a two-fold understanding of the development 

of the postwar homestead: first, the challenging task of controlling nature, and second, a 

microcosm for overall agricultural advancements. When Joe and Ercell first arrived in 

Rupert, they constructed dirt ditches to deliver water that was pumped from deep, 

underground wells to their crops. During the early years, the trenches often collapsed 

because of the fine, volcanic soil composition. Patricia Flood, when reminiscing about 

the earlier irrigation systems, remarked, “[Mom and Dad] opened up water onto those 

ditches; it came down to that powder and just blew it away….We had water, just no 
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control over it.”
2
 In the late 1950s, the couple planted grass on the ditch banks in order to 

stabilize them and try to alleviate the problem. Joe built fences along the ditches to 

enclose the area, and then he periodically placed the yearling cows on the ditch banks to 

graze. Like the baby calves who kept the foliage short, field mice began to inhabit the 

channel banks. Unfortunately for Joe and Ercell, the rodents created a series of tunnels in 

the earthen structures, and often times, the passageways created holes in the ditches 

where water uncontrollably gushed out. When this occurred, Joe used the girls to find 

where the hole originated and remedied the situation. Patricia remembered, “Since the 

water came up clear from the aquifer, dad would have [Barbara, Jane, and I] get into the 

ditch, downstream from where he thought the hole was. We would muddy up the water 

with our feet, and he would stand near the hole where the water was coming out into the 

field.”
3
 As soon as the water became discolored from the girls’ trampling feet, Joe knew 

that they were close to the hole and he would have them poke around the ditch bed with 

their feet. When it was found, he ripped a piece of sod off the ditch bank and plugged the 

hole. Hence, these irrigation advancements helped, but nature was often more persistent 

than the Floods anticipated.
4
 

In the 1960s, Joe and Ercell furthered their irrigation development when they 

hired a construction crew to pour concrete ditches on their farm. An expensive option, 

these cement laterals exerted more control over nature and, for the most part, the ditches 

did not succumb to water seepage like dirt trenches. Barbara Flood remembered these 

cement laterals as “fabulous additions to the farm.”
5
 The water was delivered so 

effectively that when the water reached the furrows to irrigate the crops, excess water had 

to be directed into ponds. As a result, the farmer unintentionally created avian 
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sanctuaries, as these marshland areas established a natural habitat for various water fowl 

and other migratory birds. Even with this system, weather and prolonged usage over 

these concrete channels resulted in cracks and other flaws that had to be fixed.
6
  

Finally, in the 1970s, wheel line and center pivot irrigation systems were used on 

the Flood farm. According to Jane Flood, they “proved to be the most efficient use of our 

water.”
7
  In these systems, the water was pumped directly from underground wells into 

pipes that carried water to numerous sprinkler heads located across the steel or aluminum 

tubes. This method put out the exact amount of water to reach the growing crops. Yet as a 

result, many ponds started to dry up, the water table fell, and the aquifer was no longer 

being replenished. These irrigation developments proved to be paradoxical—in that the 

methods were both more efficient to the farming operation, but more hazardous to the 

sustainability of it. Jane remarked, “We found out it was a good thing and a bad thing, all 

at once.”
8
 

Similar to irrigation methods, the growing and cultivating processes underwent 

their own technological developments on the Flood farm, which patterned broader 

agricultural advancements. Joe and Ercell, like other farmers, continued to rely on the 

tractor as their most important piece of machinery on their farm. In 1945, there were two 

tractors available for every five farms in the United States, and by 1970 there were 1.6 

tractors per farm. Joe and Ercell roughly matched this trend: in 1953, the pair owned a 

single tractor, a Minneapolis Moline ZA model. By 1965, the couple owned two tractors, 

including a new Farmall. Finally, when the couple was beginning to settle into retirement 

around 1974, they gave up their first tractor and ended their careers with a model J.I. 

Case 830 tractor. Beside gasoline-powered tractors, Joe and Ercell also depended on 
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petroleum for two additional productivity items: a chemical substance called 2, 4-

dichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2, 4-D) and synthetic fertilizers. Released by the federal 

government to the general public in 1945, many famers, the Floods included, used the 

broad-leaf herbicide 2, 4-D to control weeds on some of their crops, particularly wheat 

and other grains. Moreover, Joe and Ercell maintained healthy soil on their farm by 

depositing mixtures of cow manure from their dairy and new artificial fertilizers onto 

their fields. The Flood farm, like other agricultural operations, increased its productivity 

not only with these technological developments, but also its reliance on petroleum.
9
 

The processes for harvesting crops developed over time. During the first two 

years of harvesting alfalfa, Joe and Ercell cut the crop, baled the hay, and bucked it onto 

trucks, relying on the help of their daughters and neighbors. During one occasion, Joe and 

Ercell made the tough decision to turn a children’s gift into an agricultural improvement. 

In August 1956, Barbara Flood remembered that “Grandpa Smith came to visit” the 

Rupert homestead. As he regularly had done, Guy Smith bought his grandchildren a 

present when he left. After this particular trip, he left one hundred dollars for Joe and 

Ercell to buy the girls a pony to ride. Instead, Joe traveled into town with the money and 

bought a hay loader with the cash and a small loan. After their initial disappointment, the 

girls came to understand the benefit of having the new machine. Patricia remarked, “I 

thought the hay loader was absolutely remarkable. Before they bucked the bales, so for us 

to have a loader that would pick up the bales and carry them up the side of the truck was 

marvelous.”
10

 Instead of numerous hands stacking hay, two bales high, onto the truck like 

they had previously done, this device permitted two people to stack hay, four bales high, 

and complete the entire operation of gathering the alfalfa.
11
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For harvesting potatoes, Joe and Ercell began their farming careers by turning up 

the spuds, putting them in gunny sacks by hand, and bucking them onto a truck. From 

this simple process, Joe and Ercell bought a potato harvester in the late 1950s to attach to 

their tractor. Joe drove the new machine which dug up the potatoes underneath the soil, 

bouncing them along a chain conveyor to remove the excess dirt. Meanwhile, Ercell, 

Barbara, Jane, or Patricia, because this was typically a role assigned to women, rode on 

the back of the harvester and picked off any loose vines, dirt clods, or rocks from the 

collection of spuds. Finally, the potatoes traveled up another conveyor belt into a truck 

moving alongside the tractor to be transported to local storage cellars. Joe and Ercell 

went from picking potatoes by hand to collecting them with a harvester machine which, 

according to Barbara Flood, “cut the time of harvest in half.”
12

 Even though the Floods 

only cultivated a small acreage of sugar beets, the task of harvesting these crops also 

proved to be tedious work. Initially, Joe drove a one-row harvester over the beets; by the 

1970s, he operated a three-row harvester. Patricia stated, “It was amazing what time you 

could save by just having a harvester that could gather more rows.”
13

 No matter what the 

crop, Joe and Ercell utilized many new, labor-saving technologies on their farm in order 

to stay competitive in agricultural markets.
14

 

Dairy operations proved to be a significant factor in the Flood’s ability to 

continue their agricultural enterprises into the late twentieth century. With numerous, 

government-backed loans for new farming machinery, waterworks, and a house, the 

revenue generated from the milking cows was a boon to the Flood farm. Patricia 

remembered, “The government wanted the homesteaders to have a steady income that 

would come in year-round, unlike the crops, so they encouraged us to have a dairy. Those 
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cows had to be milked every day, the milk had to be sold, and then the check would come 

in once a month.”
15

 Joe and Ercell started out with only two milking cows when they 

established their Rupert homestead in 1954. They added to their herd year by year, by 

1964 the couple owned a 60-cow operation, and by 1975, an 80-cow dairy. After building 

their first barn in the 1950s, Joe and Ercell directed their Holstein cattle from their 

pasture into the building to be milked. The pair moved the animals into cow stanchions, 

where wooden boards dropped on both sides of the livestock’s necks to keep them in 

place. They then milked each cow by hand. The following year, the couple purchased 

automated milking stations to complete the task. To hook up the machinery, Ercell sat on 

a T-shaped stool to put the suction-cup devices on the utter of each cow, moving from 

animal to animal. The livestock were packed closely together, making it difficult at times 

for her to hook up the equipment (and leading to the wedding ring incident). Because of 

their rudimentary and limited dairy storage capabilities, Joe and Ercell sold their milk at 

grade-B quality, which was processed into cheese, butter, or other milk byproducts at a 

Challenge Dairy farmers’ cooperative.
16

 

Starting in the fall of 1960, Joe and Ercell hired a construction crew to remodel 

their cowshed into a new, larger barn for their milking operations.  Finished by spring of 

1961, this building was outfitted with a herringbone milking parlor and a 1,000-gallon, 

refrigerated milk storage facility.  With this setup, Barbara, Jane, and Patricia herded the 

animals into a holding pen to begin the milking process. Next, the girls slid the barn door 

open, funneling twelve cows at a time into the building. The livestock moved onto two 

elevated platforms which positioned each cow at an angle; feed dropped from an area 

above as a metal bar simultaneously swung onto the cows’ necks to hold the animals in  
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Figure 3.1. Joe and Ercell Flood’s early milking barn. Photo courtesy of Barbara Adams, 

Rupert, Idaho. 
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place. As the cows entered, Joe and Ercell worked from an excavated pit below, enabling 

them to stand eye-level with the cows’ utters, where they washed the animals’ 

underbellies and hooked up the electronic milking equipment. In the new facility, the 

milk traveled from the tubes, through a filter, and into the refrigerated storage tank in a 

separate room. This new apparatus was a considerable improvement on the Flood farm. 

Now, Joe and Ercell sold the milk as drinkable, grade-A dairy, thus producing larger 

earnings that helped to maintain the viability of the farm. Because of the family’s hard 

work and determination, Joe Flood received the 1964 “Grassman of the Year” award for 

Minidoka County, a fitting tribute to the family’s grass land and dairy operations.
17

 

In order to increase their income and retain feasibility in the farm, the Floods 

coupled their agricultural improvements with land expansion, strengthening the notion 

that 160-acres was insufficient to be successful in the arid West. For example, a 1964 

letter from the Minidoka Project superintendent, H.R. Gnau, to the Bureau of 

Reclamation regional director in Boise echoed this sentiment. Gnau wrote: “Mr. Flood 

does not believe that his farm unit is adequate to support a family and is requesting that a 

determination be made”
18

 to see if he could purchase more land. When Joe obtained 

Bureau approval, acquiring more land was exactly what the Floods did. On February 21, 

1966, Joe and Ercell purchased a 200-acre farm from neighbors Jack and Shirley Bendele 

for $37,000. The following year, the couple bought a 44.86-acre parcel called “Tract H” 

from the Bureau of Land Management for $2,288. Pursuing more land, the pair purchased 

“Tract F,” composed of 36.59 acres, in 1971. Joe and Ercell started their farming careers 

in 1954 with approximately 160 acres, expanding over the course of 20 years to acquire 

441 total acres by 1974.
19
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Figure 3.2. Joe and Ercell Flood pose near their dairy cows, 1958. Courtesy of Barbara 

Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 



50 
 

 

Figure 3.3. Patricia Flood gives feed and water to a baby calf. Photo courtesy of Barbara 

Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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In this respect, Joe and Ercell’s hunger for more land followed larger patterns. 

The average American farm size grew from 195 acres in 1945 to nearly double that size 

at 373 acres by 1970.  In large part, the expansion was necessary. Many farmers needed 

to enlarge their land holdings in order to pay for their modern machinery. For instance, 

Joe stated, “With the high cost of machinery these days, many farmers are in a pinch 

because they are not farming enough acreage to justify the costs.”
20

 Moreover, historian 

David Danbom noted, “A $5,000 tractor is less expensive in real terms [for a farmer] if it 

can be used on two hundred rather than one hundred acres.”
21

 Hence, the Floods faced a 

problematic situation: buy more land and machinery, bring it under cultivation, produce 

more crops, and hopefully make larger profits, while at the same time becoming more 

indebted. Joe summed their difficult condition when he stated that expanding “will help 

keep some of the small family farms in business, because if too costly and not enough 

acreage, they can’t make it a viable operation.”
22

 

Agricultural diversification and self-sufficiency enabled Joe and Ercell to succeed 

as farmers when many struggled during the late twentieth century. Not only did Joe and 

Ercell grow various crops—sugar beets, potatoes, wheat, and alfalfa—for market, but 

they owned dairy cattle for milk, chickens for eggs, hogs for pork, and their own 

vegetable garden. After the Flood family moved from the chicken house into their actual 

home, they converted the chicken coop for its intended usage. Barbara, Jane, and Patricia 

collected eggs every day from the chicken house. In the summer months of the 1960s, the 

girls’ cousins from California traveled to Rupert to visit their relatives. During their first 

visit, Patricia remembered, “They saw us getting the eggs and our cousins didn’t want to 

eat eggs anymore. Then they saw us get the milk and they didn’t want to drink milk 
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anymore. To us, it was just the way things were.” Moreover, the Floods’ vegetable 

garden contained tomatoes, corn, carrots, and peas, all of which were canned by Ercell 

and the girls, allowing them to eat nutritious vegetables throughout the years without 

having to pay retail store prices. Even with these self-sufficient activities, Ercell Flood 

still worked as a secretary one day a week in the late 1950s at Valley Livestock Ranch 

near Rupert to supplement the family income.
23

 

Next to these undertakings, the entire Flood family participated in the 4-H 

organization, which furthered their self-sufficiency skills. For example, as part of the 4-H 

youth programs, Ercell led many of the Rupert-area girls in sewing classes. At these 

events, Barbara, Jane, and Patricia made their own clothes, and over the years, Ercell 

earned a reputation as an excellent seamstress. Ercell sewed dresses, shirts, and pants for 

her husband and children, rarely going into town to buy these items. For instance, Jane 

remembered, “Barbara was part of the high school pep club, I was part of the cheer club, 

and Patricia was in dance club, and so we had to buy those outfits. But everything else, 

we made it ourselves.”
24

 Because of their degree of self-sufficiency, Jane recollected, 

“We never went into town, except on Sundays for church.”
25

 Additionally, Barbara, Jane, 

and Patricia showed yearling calves at 4-H showmanship events, which Joe often 

directed. The activities affected the Floods in two ways: first, familial bonding developed 

over these agricultural accomplishments and, second, they learned important life skills to 

master their agrarian lifestyle. When reminiscing about their family’s way of life, Barbara 

remembered, “We were very self-sufficient. My parents rarely purchased anything.”
26

 

Likewise, Patricia remarked, “Some people would have considered us poor, but I never 

thought we were poor. We [always] seemed to have what we needed.”
27
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Figure 3.4.  Jane Flood far left and her sister, Barbara right, show their 4-H dairy cows 

during the Minidoka County Fair, 1963. Courtesy of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 3.5.  Barbara Flood shows off her Holstein cow for 4-H event, 1962. Courtesy of 

Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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When Barbara, Jane, and Patricia grew into adolescence, they developed a farm-

family routine that led to its own sort of efficiency. Ercell and Joe woke up at 5 a.m. to 

start milking the cows and check on irrigation. At 6 a.m., the couple woke up the girls to 

get them ready for school. After getting into their school dresses and eating, they rushed 

off to catch the school bus by 7:30 a.m. Patricia was always the earliest, so she held the 

bus for her sisters, particularly Jane, who was often running late. Far out in the 

countryside, these young women walked a half mile to the bus stop. Because of the 

muddy nature of their irrigation environment, Barbara, Jane, and Patricia wore large, 

rubber overshoes to keep the dirt off their outfits and dress shoes. At first, the girls were 

embarrassed to have to wear this clunky footwear. Thus, the girls convinced their father 

to leave a large bucket on the side of the unpaved road where the girls were picked up. 

Then, Barbara, Jane, and Patricia made sure they arrived at the bus stop early, shucked 

off their wading overshoes, pitched them under the overturned bucket, and tried to look 

as presentable as possible for their peers.
28

 

 While the young women were at school, Joe and Ercell completed various 

agricultural tasks on the farm. When the school bus dropped the girls off after school, 

Barbara, Jane, and Patricia came home and completed a variety of chores on the farm, 

including bottle feeding baby calves, giving hay to sick cattle, and helping with milking. 

Once the girls completed their chores, they spent any extra time playing with neighboring 

children, often making mud pies and mud castles with the abundance of water and soil. 

All of the Flood girls remembered that their bicycles were their most liberating 

possession, riding down dirt roads to their friends’ houses. Barbara remembered, “My 

favorite memories were with our bikes because it actually allowed us to do fun stuff with  
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Figure 3.6. Left to right, Joe, Ercell, Patricia, Jane, and Barbara Flood gather near their 

home, 1960s. Courtesy of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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our friends in the desert. We stayed away from home as long as we could, because we 

knew that if we came back, we had to work.”
29

 Finally, Barbara, Jane, and Patricia made 

their way back to their home for dinner by 6 p.m. After supper, they completed any 

homework from school and went to bed. During the fall harvest, the local farmers 

desperately needed labor and consequently their routine changed. The Minidoka School 

District created a harvest break for two weeks in October. During this time, Rupert-area 

homesteaders hired young men and women to work on their farms and harvest their 

crops. From this type of work, Barbara remembered, “I always felt like I was a vital part 

of the farm.”
30

 For these farmers, the schoolchildren’s work was a boon to their 

agricultural enterprises. When reminiscing about her daughters, Ercell observed, 

“Because as [Barbara, Jane, and Patricia] grew up and left home, we didn’t realize how 

much help they were until they were gone.”
31

 

 As the years passed by and, one by one, the girls left home, the year 1976 proved 

pivotal in the lives of Joe and Ercell Flood. Back in 1964, the U.S. Congress created a 

bipartisan Public Land Law Review Commission to look into the feasibility of continuing 

the homestead program. The commission viewed various reports and findings, most of 

which declared that the best use of reclamation projects was not for the creation of small, 

family farms. In 1970, the commission reported that the Bureau of Reclamation’s efforts 

were best used for “water power, recreation, flood control, and water municipal and 

industrial purposes” and the Bureau’s original duty of providing irrigable public lands 

“was no longer necessary.” Moreover, environmental concerns, particularly for the 

wildlife habitats of pheasants, rabbits, and other animals, began to weigh against various 

irrigation developments, including the Minidoka Project, and furthered opposition against  
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Figure 3.7. Joe Flood takes a moment to rest after working on his crops, 1970s. Courtesy 

of Barbara Adams, Rupert, Idaho. 
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Figure 3.8. Aerial views of the Flood homestead, 1959 and 1983. Courtesy of Ercell 

Flood, Twin Falls, Idaho. 
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homesteading. Thus, with the commission’s recommendation, Congress passed the 

Federal Land Management Act in 1976. The act repealed the postwar homestead law, 

officially closing a monumental chapter in public land law development. At the same 

time, with all their children gone, the many years of hard work and agricultural toil 

convinced Joe and Ercell Flood that it was time to retire, closing a monumental chapter in 

their lives. Joe remembered, “At the end of our careers, it was definitely changing times 

for [Ercell and me].” In the late twentieth-century West, the “frontiers of land and 

opportunity” appeared to be receding for many family-run farms of modest size.
32
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Chapter Four 

The Real West: The Historical Significance of Homesteading in the Twentieth Century 

“The history of postwar homesteading illustrates a significant ideological 

continuity: the myths of the frontier and Jeffersonian yeomanry with their linkage 

of virtue, independence, and life on the land flourished after ‘free land’ was no 

longer widely available.” 

  –Brian Q. Cannon, Reopening the Frontier 

 

For Joe and Ercell Flood and many other homesteading veterans, the frontier, or 

the availability of free land, was not closed during the postwar years. In fact, the belief in 

the availability of free land enticed many former service men and women to farm. 

Historian Brian Cannon noted that “from 1946 to 1966 the Interior Department received 

over 150,000 applications—some veterans applied for farms on several projects—for 

3,041 farms.”
1
 Like the homesteaders of old, some sodbusters did not succeed. On the 

Minidoka Project, “11 percent of the 623 homesteads that were established between 1954 

and 1958 changed hands by the end of 1960.”
2
 For those who were able to hold onto their 

land, as Joe and Ercell did until they passed it onto their children, they embraced what 

historians have called “pastoralism,” or the “affinity for land and farming as a way of 

life.”
3
 When reminiscing about the homestead experience Joe stated: “There are easier 

ways to make a living—easier work, fewer hours, better conditions—but [in the end,] I 

still like to farm.”
4
  

Just as the frontier endured into the postwar years, Joe and Ercell endured once 

they obtained title to their land and joined the ranks of other struggling farmers. Like the 

first homesteaders under the 1862 law, Joe and Ercell Flood were motivated by the 

chance to own a plot of land, cultivate it, and reap the benefits. After the couple gained 

patent to the land, an uncertain future lay ahead for them. Agricultural development, 
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expansion, diversification, and self-sufficiency, along with a stroke of luck, allowed Joe 

and Ercell to withstand the various obstacles that faced farmers in the late twentieth 

century. During these years, Joe and Ercell’s high expectations for a better future and 

greater yields convinced them to continue farming in the West. Historian Earl Pomeroy 

stated it best: “Yet the opportunities that they found were not wholly unlike those that 

their [homesteading] ancestors had found before them: often with the prospect of larger 

returns than they might have found elsewhere but also of greater uncertainties.”
5 

 For Joe 

and Ercell, this land was where they lived and worked, a land of opportunity.
6
  

A deep connection to the land developed for Joe and Ercell after many years of 

cultivation and hard work.  In some ways, Joe and Ercell tried to subvert the land to 

become fertile soil and perpetuate the myth of the garden. For instance, they tilled, 

irrigated, planted, and successfully harvested crops, transforming the land, at least in their 

minds, from barren desert into fertile soil. But in other ways, nature fought back: 

irrigation ditches collapsed, weeds grew, and weather ruined crops. Furthermore, the very 

act of irrigating the crops sometimes caused toxic salts to increase on the surface of the 

terrain as the water table rose. As a result, the soil became alkaline, or overly basic, to the 

point that Joe and Ercell had to construct drainage ditches to try to alleviate the problem 

and save their produce. The Floods created a “hybrid landscape” on their postwar 

homestead, where there was interplay between man and nature.
7
 

 On the landscape of the Minidoka Project, the natural resource of water 

controlled the lives of many farmers in the arid western region. After Joe Flood and other 

veteran farmers established farms on either Unit A or Unit B of the North Side Pumping 

Division near Rupert, Idaho, they formed the A&B Water Users’ Association to manage 



 

66 
 

the use of water provided by the Bureau of Reclamation. The group provided oversight 

for the delivery and measure of water, as well as maintenance for the hydraulic pumps. 

Soon after the liquid resource was turned over to these private farmers, fights arose over 

its management. Some homesteaders claimed that they did not receive their correct 

allowance of water, an oversight which resulted in “shouting matches” between the 

farmers. Although fisticuffs never occurred, the association’s executive board, of which 

Joe was a member, placed padlocks on the head gates of main canals to deter farmers 

from adjusting their water supply. Barbara, the daughter of Joe and Ercell Flood, 

remembered, “There was just barely enough [water], and everyone had an allotment. 

Individual farmers were not allowed to be in charge of their own water because they 

would just take it.”
8
 Farmers paid yearly fees that delivered specific quantities of water. If 

there was extra water available, a farmer could make an extra payment and receive the 

additional amount. However, “If everybody was using their allotment,” Barbara 

remarked, “You couldn’t have any more. That’s it. Whether you needed [water] or not, 

you could not have it.”
9
 Although the irrigation association usually fostered cooperation 

instead of conflict, divisions did occur over the allocation of water used to sustain the 

family farms in an arid environment.
10

 

With the creation of the Flood farm and many other small, family homesteads, the 

Jeffersonian dream of the hardy, yeoman farmer seemed to continue well into the 

twentieth century. Indeed, in some instances, Joe and Ercell exemplified the 

characteristics of independent farmers. They completed many of the day-to-day tasks on 

the farm themselves, from irrigation to harvest. Joe stated, “To me, to have my own place 

and not to be working for someone was the best aspect of homesteading.”
11

 However, 
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other aspects of homesteading undermined the Jeffersonian ideal, as Joe and Ercell had to 

be reliant on other people and structures to sustain the operation. For example, they relied 

extensively on the federal government for numerous, low-interest loans in order to 

provide a house, farm equipment, and irrigation waterworks. The Bureau of Reclamation, 

a federal agency, provided assistance to Joe and Ercell on many occasions on the farm. 

Further, the couple relied on the work of migrant workers, neighbors, and schoolchildren 

to help them with their crops. While Joe and Ercell enjoyed the independence of owning 

their own farm, they were also dependent on others. Joe and Ercell’s farming experiences 

created a crossroads of interdependence, where different groups relied on each other.
12

 

Although the availability of  farms for veterans on reclamation projects in the 

West ended when U.S. Congress passed the Federal Land Management Act in 1976, the 

federal government provided over 3,000 farms to veterans from 1946 through that year. 

As a result, homesteading did not end in the 1930s as many historians of the American 

West assert. Instead, it continued to operate, but on a more limited basis. Still, these 

homesteaders, Joe and Ercell Flood included, clamored to try to receive free land during 

the postwar years. When historian Frederick Jackson Turner stated in 1893 that the 

frontier existed at “the hither edge of free land,” he might as well have applied the same 

concept to 1953. As the reclamation projects developed land to be made available to 

veterans like Joe Flood, these actions suggested that the frontier existed well into the 

twentieth century across much of the American West.
13
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