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Chapter 7 – Section 1
The Economy – The United States and Canada

Narrator: The Lone Star State of Texas is famous for oil and cattle, but in the beginning there was wheat, and it’s still there, a vital dollar earner. Stored in giant silos which dominate this otherwise undistinguished unchanging back water. But in early May just outside of town, things are on the move. The invasion of the combine harvesters has begun. Out on the southern most end of the Great Plains, the wheat has started to ripen. The Great Plains is the American bread basket, an area 2000 miles long and 1000 miles wide, and the job of harvesting its wheat, is in the hands not of the farmers, but of hundreds of contract crews. Its hard work over long periods, and the pay is not brilliant. But for many of the men, it’s a chance to escape from the urban rat race for just a few months. From maybe domestic problems or the pressures of other jobs, and help bring in the great American harvest. The grain they gather is stored in giant silos but even after the harvest most of them will be three quarters empty. That’s because, strangely enough, they’re a left over from the Cold War. They were built to stock pile grain in the days when the United States used it as a bargaining tool. Selling it at knock down prices to the Soviet Union and China in exchange for good behavior, but then the Cold War ended and there was lots of cheap wheat around. So like the missile silos they so resemble, they became largely redundant. Now they just hold grain for a short time until it’s shipped out. The grain they’ve gathered will be enough to feed nearly 60 million people, roughly the population of the United Kingdom for two weeks. Now it’s the long trek home. With money to spend and friends to meet they haven’t seen for months, the 2,000 mile harvest is over for another year. Next May, that Monday in Texas, it will start all over again.
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