Poking Around Rural America with an Expert Guide
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Let's face It DemogI'aphers Write useful papel s, but
the prose mvolved m reportmg numbers IS tYPically
not very engagIng A Singular exceptIOn has been Cal
Vin L Beale who, durmg a career spannmg almost 40
yeal s as a demographer With the U S Department of
Agllculture, has, With style and grace, produced oft
Cited papers and books that track rural peoples and
places It IS no aCCident that newspaper reporters, m
paltlcular, seek Beale out He always rewards them
With a pithy and quotable aphOrism that sUCCinctly
captures the human story of changes Wlthm the popu
latIOn" the small towns, and the economy of rural
America Seldom can a highly respected profeSSIOnal
111 a field also speak to the,geneldl pubhc m words easy
to understand Beale, however, reads the census hke a
novel and tr,lIIslates the plot mto well-turned phrases
that aJ e Iughly mformatIve and Jargon-free HIS ability
to do thiS derives flom hiS uncanny encyclopediC
knowledge of rural geography, history, and demogra
phy and a gift for syntheslzmg these data, enabhng
him to place new numerical facts m the appropriate
spatial, economiC, and SOCial context
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Due
hiS pOSitIOn as a government demographer,
Beale s work has more often appeared as congressIOnal
testimony, tdlks, or Economic Research Service
repO! ts than m the more easily acceSSible form of aca
demiC JOUlnal articles
Thus, MOl rlson, the edltOl, pel forms d. commendable
sel Vice by gatherlllg together gems by Bedle that,
while pubhshed, would reqUIre real detective work to
uncover Such papers might have remained fugitive
documents had Mon,son not IIIcluded them In thiS vol
ume Of particular Interest IS a Spl inkling of Beale's
field notes, wl,tten In conjunctIOn With hiS "busman's
hohdays" throughout the Nation's countryside Beale
devotes these travels, during which he has VISited half
of the 2,400 nonmetropohtan counties 11\ the country,
to poklllg ,about In cafes, cemeteries, churches, and
towns He IIItervlews people or makes observatIOns
about the remnants of the past, such as abandoned
bmldlllgs or the tranSitIOn from German to EnglIsh on
tombstones, or such changes as commumty newcomers
that tell the human story behmd the census record of
populatIOn fluctuatIOns, perSistence, or anomalies
Because of the reldtlve ,obscmlty and remoteness of
Salamon 18 a professor of family ;;;tU(hes, Umverslty of IlhnOis at
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rural populatIOns III thiS vast country, emergIng pat
tel ns and trends tend to escape the notice of all but
the most astute observer The field notes, while some
what amusmg, also reveal the deep respect Beale has
for the umqueness of local peoples The book lacks,
unfortunately, any examples of Beale's trademark
courthouse photographs taken 11\ each county seat he
VISits
The book IS dIVIded Into three parts and gathers a
Wide range of demographiC Issues Two perspectives
emerge m Beale's work PolIcy Issues tend to thread
through the fabriC that charts overviews of rural
diversity, whether regIonal or topical Beale keeps m
mind the pohcymakers inSide the Washington, DC
Beltway as he deSCribes Important differences In
Issues, such as the growth of rural populatIOns or pov
ertY' differences that might escape the notice of those
who do not travel the countrySide and talk to people
The other focus IS on a sequence of tOPICS that has
IIItngued Beale by belllg odd or counterllltmtive Such
Issues have occupied him In hiS travels over the years
and connected him With researchers In other dlscl
phnes It was, for example, an mterest m the vanatlon
of I ural midwesterners' fertlhty that caused our paths
to cross 11\ the late 1970's, when Beale attended a pres
entation of mme on ethmc differences m IllmOis farm
family land transfers
Included In the book's first sectIOn are two of the
regIonal Issues that motivated Beale's investigative
activIties Beale had noted and mapped a correspond
ence of high fertility, ethmclty, and religIOUS affiliatIOn
among midwestern farmers Venfylng the origIns of
pockets of ethmc farmers reqUlred much digging
After lmmlgratwn from Europe dechned around the
turn of the century, census reports, until 1980, did not
prOVide accurate mformatwn about ethmclty Beale
observed that, after 1970, high rural fertlhty had
shifted out of the South to the North-Central regwn
and he sought an explanatIOn U smg county atlases of
township plat maps, Beale demonstrated the close con
nectIOn between the persistence of Cathohc ethniC
groups among farmers, for example, and high fertility
m local enclaves Most of the data are published here
for the first time ThiS paper Illuminates Beale's
umque ablhty to combme hlstoncal and local sources to
explain patterns no one else would have thought to
conSider Important Also mcluded m the sectIOn IS a
httle known paper, reprmted from a 1972 AmeTwan
Anthrop%grst article, that deals WIth obscure mlxed
!aclal populatIOns found prImdrIly m the U S South
"ho, In the terminology of the penod, Beale descnbed
as "whlte-IndIan-Negro" (p 33) Beale locates a num
ber of the groups, explainS their orlgms, hsts their
many names, and comments on the chances of their
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persIstence It IS thIs paper that contaInS a prIme
example of the WIt m Beale's work After cltmg m hIs
mtroductlOn the hIghly negatIve observatIOns about
the character of the Melungeon people, made by a
woman ,who had hved among them, as "thIevIng,"
"untruthful," and "exceedmgly Immoral/' Beale pens

the comment "MIss Drumgoole was essentIally a sym
pathetIc observer"
The second sectIOn IS devoted to Beale's work In
characterIZmg the econOllliC and demographIC transfor
matIOns of the 20th century These selectIOns are par
tICularly IllustratIve of how Beale used hIs geographIc
knowledge to combat what he terms "Procrustean pol
ICY beds, of the one-slze-fits-all vanety
all too com
mon m pubhc affrurs" (p 59) The pIeces gleaned from
varIOus book chapters, congressIOnal testImony, and
reports focus on the scheme Beale developed for
characterIzIng the country by 26 subcultural regIOns,
dIstIngUIshed by varIatIOn In theIr settlement pat
terns, economIC actIVltIes, envIronmental resources
and constramts, and ethruc makeup A second chapter
IS concerned WIth a contInuIng Beale Interest-rural
commurutles In the North-Central regIOn WIth the
Federal Government's rural pohcy In mInd, Beale
shows that lllisconceptlOns abound about all rural com
murutIes "dYIng," and the effect of declIne or stabIlIty
where each oc'curs Another selectIOn of the amusIng
and mterestmg results of field trIPS closes out the sec
tIOn, IllustratIng Beale's essentIally anthropologIcal
mterest In a varIety of southern mInorIty groups

In the thIrd sectIOn, Momson mcludes Beale's semmal
1975 artIcle on the rural populatIOn revIval of the
1970's that challenged many preVIOusly held assump
tIons about the country's mIgratIOn and growth pat
terns Because Beale personally knew the, explanatIOn
for the growth In a partIcular area, he was able to
show that no one cause explaIned thIS shIft and that
growth had not occurred evenly In all regIons or even
WIthIn regIons Another chapter elegantly sketches
the sweepIng changes In the farm populatIOn, WIth
transformatIOns In age patterns, famIly SIze, succes
sIOn and mIgratIOn, and why these changes have come
about Beale's more recent concern WIth the SOCIal
geography of rural poverty IS Illustrated In two chap
ters that examme the relatIOnshIp among natural
resources, the rural economy, and partICularly, per
sIstent lllinOrIty poverty Showmg the spatIal relatIOns
of rural employment and natural resources In a sel~es
of county maps makes a strIkmg unpact not pOSSIble m
a table It Illustrates Beale's ablhty to translate num
bers Into a short and pungent message
The record of Beale's career prOVIdes eVIdence to
those who rely only on macrodata for the value of
onslte mvestlgatlOn What IS behmd numbers IS the
realIty of people who make the chOIces that generate
trends Beale's encapSUlated record of rural AmerIca IS
well worth a read by anyone who IS fascInated by the
dIversIty and shared features of ItS past and present
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