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Tenure of Operator 

Color of Operator in the South 

Occupancy of Farm Beginning· in 1939 or 1940 

Although these particular tabul.ations 1 on color and tenure of 
operator and occupancy of farm beginning in 1939 or 1940 have 
tlOt been reported previously, data on these subjects have been 
published in chapters III and V, respectively, of volume III, 
Getleral Report on Agriculture: 1940 Census. A monograph on tl;le 
"Value of farm products by tenure and color of operator" is also 
contemplated by the Bureau of the Census. This monograph would 

include data on sources of income, farms by major source of in
come, and farms by total value of farm products, classified by 
tenure and·color of farm operator. 

In relatitlg the gross value of products to the tenure of the 

operator, it should be remembered that the landlord's share of 
the crops at1d livestock was included :in the gross value reported 
by the tenant. The value of the products available to pay for 
expenses, other than rent, generally varies from one-fourth to 
one-half less than the gross value reported by the tenant. On 

the other hand, the fUll and part owners have expenses--such as 
taxes, interest on mortgages, repairs for buildings and fences, 
insurance, and the like--which also must be deducted from the 
gross value of products to' arrive at a figure similar to that 
of the tenant after paying rent, either as cash or as a share 
of crops and/or livestock. 

TENURE OF OPERATORS 

For the United States as a whole, one-half of all operators 
of farms, including sharecropper units, were reported as being 
full OWtlers of their farms on April 1, 1940; these farms may or 
may not have been mortgaged. About two-fifths of the operators 
were tenants, including sharecroppers. The balance were largely 
part owners; hired managers constituted less than 1 percent of 

the farm operators. 

FULL OWNERS 

The proportion of fUll-owner operators generally was greatest 

in the lower-value groups and decreased with the increase :in the 
value of products.. The percentages in the upper-value groups 
were small, largely because the owners rented additional land 

1 All figures for farms wi tb $10,000 and over gross value of products shown in 

~!!~ c~;~:e~ c~efe~eth~::ul~etfi~~ri~gt \oh:C~!~~~~! b:re:rini!:fTf:n!~S~a:S ~940Th~~~ 
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pa.ncy of· farm beginning b 1989 or 194.0 which are baaed upon tabulations from a 
2-percen t sample. 

537 434 0 - 43 - 4 

and were classified as part owners. The farms in the lower
value groups were usually rural residences or farms with very 
few resources. On the rural residences particularly, the empha
sis was upon the farm as the family residence rather than upon 
the farm as the source of the family income. 

New England had the largest percentage of fUll-owner opera
tors, partly because many of the farms in this division are the 
rural residences of individuals who make their living by working 
at urban occupations and partly because these farms are homes 
in an area which has been settled for a great many years and are 
passed on from one generation to another. Home ownership is a 
part of the New England tradition. A large proportion of the 
farms in the poorer, mountain, and cut-over sections of the 
United States are also operated by fUll owners. On the other 
hand, the proportion of full owners in the best farming areas 
of the United States was usually much smaller than in the less 

productive sections. 
The owner-operated farms may have been obtained in several 

ways and for a variety of reasons. They may have been obtained 
as an inheritance from parents or relatives. They may have been 

purchased because the operator wanted to live among his friends 

and relatives, or because the customs and traditions of the com
munity decreed that every self-respecting farmer own his farm. 

Many operators of farms seek and achieve a security of tenure 
and a stability of employment for themselves and members 'of 
their families by owning the farms they operate. Owners of 
farms requiring large investments in buildings and equipment, 
which may depreciate rapidly if handled improperly--such as 
dairy farms, fruit farms, and the like--usually operate the farms 
themselves, or hire managers, in order to control the business 
and protect the capital investments required for these types of 
farms. Usually the farm provides a job for the opera tor, fre
quently provides full- or part-time work for members of his fam
ily, and, ordinarily, provides the residence in which the oper

ator and his family live. 
Some full owners, however, have such large mortgages on their 

farms that the uncertainty of being able to meet the mortgage 
and interest payments at regular :intervals frequently is as 
great as the uncertainty of being able to rent a farm for the 

coming season. Even if the interest and mortgage payments are 
met, the drain on the total farm income from this source may 
prevent the operator from purchasing the seed, equipment, and 
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livestock needed for efficient operation of his f'arm; or may 
compel the operator and his family to live on a level which 

falls below the American standards for health and decency. 

The farms operated by full owners may be among the better 
farms in a locality, or they may be so poor in soil resources 
that the owner continues to operate the farm because he cannot 

obtain a buyer or a tenant to take it off his hands. Some of 
the "rundown" farms are in their present condition because the. 
owners "mined" the soil to grow cash crops of suffjcient value 

to provide funds for the interest and mortgage payments as well 
as the other necessary expenses. 

PART OWNERS 

The part owners differ from the full owners in that the part 
owners rent part and own part of the farms operated. When full 
owners desire to expand the size of their operations they usu

ally rent additional lands, except in some of the western States 
where they may either rent additional Umd or obtain a permit 
for their livestock to graze on publicly or privately owned 
land. Under this latter arrangement the operators expanded the 
acreages of land available to the111 but were not reported as part 
owners because the land included in the grazing rights was not 
considered, under the Census definition, as a part of their 
farms subject to their control. 

The practice of renting additional land allows the farmer to 
expand or contract his operations. While his children are small 
the operator limits his operations or hires farm laborers. As 
the children mature and take the place of full-time laborers the 

farm may be expanded to take advantage of this additional help. 
When the boys and the girls establish homes of their own, and 

the operator is left more to his own labor resources, he may· re
duce the number of acres under cultivation. This same type of 
adjuStment can be made to take advantage of favorable or unfa
vorable price changes. 

Many farmers prefer not to tie-up their capital in fixed 
assets, such as land; they prefer to rent the land and use their 
money or credit for seed, equipment, and livestock or they may 

choose to finance their own farming operations rather than to 
borrow money for these purposes. They may prefer a higher level 
of living than would be possible if the mortgage payments of a 
full owner had to be made regular:J,y. An operator may also ex
pand his acreage to take advantage of the unused o:;apaci ty of 
some new mechanical or power-driven equtpment or because of 
other adjustments to technological changes. 

Because of these and similar conditions and circumstances, 
the proportion of part owners increased with the increase in the 

value of products, varying from 3 percent tn the value group 
under $100 to 31 percent tn the $10,000 and over value group. 
In general, the percentage of part owners in the value .groups 
in all geographic divisions increased with the increase tn the 
value of products. The proportion of part owners ranged from 5 
percent in the New England States to 20 percent in the Mountain 
States. Part of the high percentage of part owners tn the Moun
tain States was due to the leasing of specific acres of pri
vately and publicly owned land for grazing. 

The practice of renting addHtonal land has its advantages 
for the farm operator, often to the detriment of the land, al
though attempts are being made to prevent overgrazing on public 
lands. These additional acres are usually acquired on short
term leases. The operators, therefore, frequently try to ob
tain the maximum results with a minimum of concern for the effect 
of their operations upon the future usefulness of the land. 

MANAGERS 

Hired managers were noted in every value group, but they 
assumed a position of importance only in the higher ones, 

particularly those with $10,000 and over value of products. 
Many of .these manager-operated farms are controlled by corpora
tions and institut;l.ons. In aU value groups, but especially 

those with a small value of products, it frequently was diffi
cult to determine whether these individuals were hired managers, 
caretakers, or simply hired laborers who were given considerable 
latitude in deciding when and how they were to do their work. 
An examination of the 1940 Farm and Ranch Schedules indicated 
that a large number of these hired managers were in the younger
age groups. 

The Pacific States had one-eighth of the 36,351 manager
operated farms in the United States; less than 2 percent of the 
farms in this division,however,were operated by hired managers. 
The East South Central Division had the smallest percentage of 
farm operators in this tenure group. 

TENANTS IN THE NORTH AND WEST 

There does not appear to be any particular relationship be
tween being a tenant and classification by value groups, except 
in the very low- and high-value groups. Many of the farms in 
the low-value groups are rural residences or semiretirement 
units and are owned rather than rented; in the high-value groups 

. the investment in buildings and equipment is frequently so large 
and depreciates so rapidly with improper handling that the owner 
feels that he should operate the farm in order to protect his 

investment. 
Tenancy ex,ists in all of these value groups, but particularly 

in the medium-value groups, because farm operators are unable 
to ':Juy or prefer to rent land rather than invest their limited 
funds in fixed assets, land and buildings. In some areas, how
ever, the operators in recent years have had to purchase farms 
on contract in order to have farms to operate. Tenancy has 
grown in importance as larger investments were needed for live
stock and equipment, as larger farms were needed to take advan
tage of modern technological developments, and as it became 
difficult to buy good farm land. This trend seems to have been 
augmented by the desire of retired farm operators to retain 

control and to continue. receiving an income from their farms, 
even if they were not able or did not desire to actively oper
ate them, and the desire of urban residents to invest their 

savings in farm lands. 
In the East North Central Division, with 28 percent of its 

operators classified as tenants, the proportion of tenants in
creased with the increase in the value of products up to the 
$10,000 and over value group. In the highest-value group, the 
proportion of tenants was 24 percent compared to 44 percent in 

next to the highest group. In the West North Central Dhision, 
where tenancy was more prevalent than in any .other division out
side the South, the percentages were 38 aild 37 in the 2 value 
groups under $250, and from 42 to 45 percent in the $400 to 
$5,999 value groups. About one-fourth of the farm opera-tors in 
the $10,000 and over value group, however, were reported as 
tenants. No 2 of the divisions in the North and West had a 
similar pattern of distribution of tenants by value groups. 

New England reported the fewest tenants, 7 percent. The 
Middle Atlantic Division was next with 15 percent and the Pa
cific Division third with 18 percent. 

TENANTS IN THE SOUTH 

The tenure system followed in the South differs from that 
used in the North and West and for that reason a separate table 
for the South has been provided, showing the tenant group clas
sified as sharecropJ:ers and all other tenants. Sharecroppers 
have been defined as "share tenants, to whom thetr landlords 
furnish all of the work animals or tractor power in lieu of 
work animals." 
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The pr0portions of sharecroppers, other tenants, and part 

and full owners in the South may shift considerably from one 

census enumeration to another. In times of a farm labor 
shortage, or a period of low or declining prices for cotton or 

tobacco, the owners of the farms prefer to have their land 
cultivate<!~ by sharecroppers because it helps assure a labor 
supply and compels $harecroppers to assume part of the risk 

The porportion of nonwM_te operators was greatest, 26 per
cent, in the East South Central and least, 19 percent, in the 

West South Central Division. 

OCCUPANCY OF FARM BEGINNING IN 1939 OR 1940 

The greatest shift from farm to farm, as measured by the farm 
operators report:lng occupancy beginning in 1939 or 1940, occurred 

al'ising out of price fluctuations. J'n a period with rising in the 3 sruthern divisions. In all 3 of these divisions, the 
prices or an abundant lab or supply the 0wners seem to prefer 
t0 operate their land and use their former sharecroppers as 
hired laborers. Public welfare policies and government agri
cultural pr0grams als0 affect the decision nf owners on whether 

to use sharecroppers or hired laborers in operating their 
.farms-. 

Sharecroppers were reported for all value groups in the 
Sou.th, but they were most frequently noted in the '$400 to $749 

gr0ups where 22 percent of the 0perators were sharecroppers. 
Ab0ut one-fifth, 18 percent, of all operators in the South re-

_percentage reporting a move to another farm in 1939 or 1940 ex
ceeded the United States average of 16 percent. The percentage 
of operators reported as tenants in these_ 3 divisions also ex
ceeded the percentage reported for the United States as a whole. 

The West South Central Division, with 22 percent of its op
erators in this occupancy classification, was at the top of the 

list. At the time of the Agriculture Census, April 1, 1940, al
most 2 out of every 5 operators in the value group under $100, 

reported their occupancy of the farm on which they were living 
began either in 1939 or 1940. With the increase in the value of 

porte<l this tenure status. "All other tenants" were 30 percent products reported, the percentage reporting occupancY beginning 
,of all operat0rs. The percentage .of sharecroppers was greatest in these 2 years decreased until only about 3.5 percent of the 
in the East South Central and least in the West South Central operators in the $10,000 and over value group were included in 
States, 23 and 14 percent, respectively. The comparable per- this classification. The same general pattern was noted for 
centages for all other tenants in these divisions were 27 and the 2 other southern divisions. 
39 percent, respectively. In the North and West, the West North Central Division, with 

15 percent of the operators reporting occupancy beginning in 
COLORED FARM OPERATORS IN THE SOUTH 1939 or 1940, headed the list; New England, with 6 percent in 

this category, had the smallest percentage. For most of these 
About one-fourth, 23 percent, of the farm operators in the 3 divisions, the percentage reporting occupancy beginning in 1939 

southern divisi0DS were nonw{lite. The pe:t:centage of nonwhites 

iti these <livisicns decreased with the increase in the value of 
pri:lductS, varying frem 31 percent in the $1 to $99 value group 
to less than 1 percent .in the group with $10,000- and over value 
of products. 

or 1940 usually decreased with the increase in the value of 
products; in the divisions with the smallest percentage of ten
ancy, the relationship between the value of products and the 
occupancy of farm beginning in 1939 or 1940 was less consistent 
and less pronounced. 


