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To Libby, who gives me joy and makes me proud… and to Mom, who has always been there










Introduction FARMER, SOLDIER, MOTHER, SENATOR



I’ve worn many hats in my lifetime—as a farm girl growing up in a rural community, as a mother raising a daughter who has delighted me and made me proud, as a soldier at home and abroad, and now as a United States senator. But one identity has been the continuous line through everything else I’ve done—I am an Iowan, a daughter of the heartland.


Iowa is the heartland not just because it’s in the center of the country, but also because it’s vital to the life of the nation. Mark Twain, who lived for a time in Iowa when he was young, wrote of it in 1863, “the basin of the Mississippi is the BODY OF THE NATION. All the other parts are but members.…”


Iowa has always been an aspirational place. First settled thousands of years ago by Native Americans, and part of the great surge west in the 1800s, it became the twenty-ninth state in 1846. By 1854, it was hosting the Iowa State Fair, which remains a signature event to this day. American settlers came to Iowa for the fertile lands and the wide-open spaces, believing that anything was possible away from the congested urban coastline. That sense of promise was in the soil and in the sturdy determination and courage of the people who left the relative security of the East for its unexplored terrain.


Raised in the aspirational heartland, I developed the tenacity that allowed me to pursue my goals. I have my Iowa grounding to thank for my career in the military and state government—and in 2015, I carried my dreams all the way to the United States Senate in Washington, D.C. But I never left Iowa. The genius of our representative government is that Congress is beholden to the local communities. So, everything I do springs from my commitment to serving Iowa and Iowans.


This book is my ode to the heartland I love and the spirit that shaped me. It’s the story of the American dream of a farm girl, but more than that, it’s an exploration of the values I’ve lived, and how I’ve strived to uphold them. I admit that it’s a very human story, just one of millions of Americans’. Like most people, I struggle with failures as well as successes—in my marriage, in my ability to get everything I want accomplished. But, with that good old-fashioned Iowa perseverance, I keep moving forward.


We live in a time when media coverage of public officials tends toward the salacious, and we’re led to believe that people won’t pay attention unless we’re screaming at each other. Both sides demonize their opponents and make them into caricatures of evil. It can get exhausting. But I refuse to accept that it’s the only way to operate. I learned in the military that you can be tough without being mean, and that the mission requires people to be united in a higher purpose. In the Senate, one of my biggest goals is to cut through the noise and work with everyone who shares my goals—even if they are on the other side of the aisle. Iowans pride ourselves on listening and sharing, which are values that can seem in short supply on the national stage.


As I write this, we are moving into an election season—and a reelection season for me. I know that many political figures write books to coincide with their campaigns. Daughter of the Heartland is in part a reflection on my political life, but it is much more than that. Iowans tend to be circumspect in talking about themselves, and that’s the way I was raised, too. But I decided it was important at this moment in our history for me to open up and share what it has meant to be a woman winning a place at the table—proving that I can overcome barriers that all women in the military and government encounter. This process has also meant facing some private battles that are painful but necessary to talk about. In politics, we often resist exposing our most personal selves, worrying about showing any sign of weakness. And as women we tend to blame ourselves when we suffer from domestic violence or assault. By telling my story, I hope I can help other women see their troubles in a more empowering light—as well as showing my own daughter the importance of standing up for herself when others try to put her down.


I bring to my narrative strong beliefs about what it means to serve, and how to heal the divisions that afflict our political process. As I pause to think about my life and to consider the coming year, I see 2020 as an inflection point. Running for reelection is a measurably different experience than the first run. In 2014, I was full of ideas and aspirations for Iowa; today, my ideas are enriched by experience. I can evaluate my successes and failures with a clear eye, and lay out my plans for a second term with a confidence hard won over my first term. Serving in the Senate has strengthened my appreciation of who we are as a people, and what we can aspire to be. We can experience crisis, we can fall down and pick ourselves up, we can suffer and cry and move through hardship, but in the end, we are all a part of this wonderful vision of America.


This is the story of my journey, told through the prism of five defining concepts: home, service, commitment, leadership, and grit. These are the core values that have inspired me, driven me, and supported me during my forty-nine years. They can seem abstract, and they often get stripped of their meaning because we use them so glibly. That’s why I decided to wrap them in my experiences—the stories I tell about my life, from the farmlands of Iowa to the halls of Congress.


HOME: For me, home is Iowa, and this book is an ode to the place, but also to the spirit, which transcends a location on the map. Home is a grounding in solid roots, never-changing ideals, and an ancestry that extends back to earlier times. Home is what binds us when the transitory forces of economics, weather, culture, and politics pull us in different directions, when our human institutions crack and falter, and when our futures are hard to see. Home is alive in the ideals that unite us.


SERVICE: During twenty-three years in the military, I found purpose in service. America’s armed services are the most fearless, skilled, and driven in the world—and also the most compassionate. As Ronald Reagan once put it, “Democracy is worth dying for, because it’s the most deeply honorable form of government ever devised by man.” Whether I was serving domestically or in a war zone, I was always conscious of our basic mandate, to protect and improve the lives of others. The ideal of service is generous, kind, and strong in the face of opposition.


COMMITMENT: Public service became a calling for me, a commitment to a larger purpose than myself. It involves politics, of course, but it is not defined by politics. It’s really very simple: I am a servant to my constituents, to the Constitution and to the American dream. This commitment means that when I make promises, I work as hard as I can to fulfill them, and when I fail, I get back up and try another way. My constituents don’t want excuses, and they can’t abide quitters. They want to know that their elected officials won’t shift with the political winds.


LEADERSHIP: When I became a U.S. senator, I had to ask myself what kind of senator I was going to be. I strive to be the organizer, the proposer, the one who sees a problem and constructs a legislative solution; the one who constantly reaches out to the other side of the aisle for bipartisan collaborations; the one who can become a role model to young women about what is possible for their futures. Leadership in the Senate often means working out of the spotlight to bring others along on issues I care about.


GRIT: When we face tough situations, we’re often told to grit our teeth and endure. But grit is a more profound quality than just enduring. Grit comes from the heart. It’s the will to reach beyond disappointment and despair, to face the worst situations of your life and find a way forward. I have experienced crushing personal blows and seemingly insurmountable professional challenges. Grit is the quality—physical, emotional, and spiritual—that always leads me toward the light.










Prologue LISTENING TO IOWA



August 2019


I’m out early on a morning in Iowa, driving with an aide, heading from my home in Red Oak for a full day of events. In the course of the next twelve hours I will travel hundreds of miles, visiting a patchwork of rural towns. As we ride along Highway 34, the sun rises in a red ball over the horizon, painting the fields in shades of gold. It is a serene picture—my favorite time of day. While there is often plenty of truck traffic on these narrow roads, at this hour it’s possible to drive for long stretches without seeing many other vehicles, save for the occasional yellow school bus, winding its way between the farms, picking kids up for school.


The landscape is green with the high stalks of corn and the lush blanket of soybeans—the last stage before they brown for harvest in six weeks or so. Along the flat checkerboard of rural roads, the farmhouses glint in the dawn’s light, with their sturdy frames, barns, and round, capped silos. It might be a scene from another era, until you look beyond the houses into the fields, where towering wind turbines spin like giant futuristic winged birds, harnessing wind for energy.


For all its hominess and rural ethos, Iowa signals a modern era of technology. People might call us flyover country, and portray us as “hicks in the sticks,” but three million Iowans would dispute that. We’ve all heard the predictions of the decline of rural America, but when you’re out in the state what stands out most is the innovation. Iowa leads the nation in wind energy and alternative fuels like ethanol, and our agricultural communities, universities, and businesses have become laboratories for invention. It’s not just a matter of progress, but also of survival. Our shrinking labor pool and low unemployment have spurred the development of technologies, including robotics and GPS systems, to help farms function and prosper with fewer hands on the plow. The interest in operational efficiency is an old story on the farms. I remember how relentlessly my dad tinkered with new inventions to make it easier for two people to do the work of three or four.


Many of our farmers have moved to developing precision agriculture, and while it’s still basic farming, they’ve layered technology on top of it, seeking ways to conserve resources and limit the use of chemicals. They’re very smart about it and very interested in applying new methods.


That same spirit pervades the Iowa State Fair. People might think the fair is just about who has the biggest hog and the tastiest pork chop on a stick, or which presidential candidate draws the most enthusiastic crowds to the Soapbox. But the real energy of the fair is in ag-tech innovations. The 4-H—such a big influence in my own childhood—and Future Farmers of America clubs are all about industrial expositions that showcase next-generation farming technologies. It’s wonderful to see our young people inspired by what they can create.


Today’s visits are part of my annual ninety-nine-county tour. I got the idea of visiting all ninety-nine counties every year from Iowa’s senior senator, Chuck Grassley. He started doing the tours thirty-nine years ago, and others like me have adopted the practice, which we fondly refer to as “the full Grassley.”


Senator Grassley has been my inspiration and my mentor. Few elected officials are as grounded in the heartland as he is. A working farmer himself, his #CornWatch series has delighted Iowans with its practical tutorials on growing and harvesting corn. “Food doesn’t grow in supermarkets,” he reminds people. “It grows in the fields of rural America by hardworking, dedicated farmers.”


I’ve had people say to me, “Stay in Washington and do your job.” They grumble about how often their representatives leave D.C. to go back to their states. Last year I was at a Veterans Day event in Iowa, and I posted a picture of myself with some of the veterans on Facebook. The comments were blistering: “Why aren’t you in Washington where we sent you?” And, “I see you’re out vacationing on the taxpayer’s dollar.” But being home is my job, too. I’d hate to imagine what would happen if U.S. senators never left the capital bubble.


Away from the echo chamber I find out what’s really going on and achieve a clarity about the issues I could never find a thousand miles away. In Iowa, we share a DNA of being raised on farms, seeing our parents worry through droughts and floods, agonizing over crop yield. We lean in to our manufacturing sectors, too—we’re small but competitive. Iowans know what’s best for Iowa, and they have some pretty good ideas about what’s best for the nation. Their politics are less ideological than practical. I’m always eager to hear them out.





Inside the high school auditorium in Garner in Hancock County—whose motto, “the jewel in the crown of Iowa,” is a sign of county pride—people are gathering for a town hall meeting. I hold these meetings regularly. This one will be my eleventh in August, and by the end of my first term, I will have held a town hall in all ninety-nine counties. Often, when I walk into a room, I know many of the attendees by name, and as I make my way to the stage, I try engaging as many people as I can.


Town halls are unpredictable and sometimes contentious. I’ve heard my share of boos. The media likes to play up the outbursts and the arguments, treating town halls as a form of blood sport. I’ve noticed that my town halls only get headlines if there’s a colorful confrontation, where people in the audience shout and wave opposition signs. The gleeful report—“Ernst confronted at town hall meeting”—will be the first item on a Google search of my name for a few weeks.


I have to be honest, it bugs me sometimes when people go on the attack. A better way to get my attention is to engage me in a conversation, even if our views differ.


For the most part, town meetings are bread-and-butter events—a chance for my constituents to share their concerns and for me to tell them what’s going on in Washington and how I’m representing their interests in the Senate and with the president.


In my experience, most people come to town halls because they care about issues. Not abstractions, but issues that directly affect them. Sometimes it seems as if we’re living in two national realities—one involving media obsessions and another involving real-world concerns. What I know about Iowans is that they’re very discerning. They’ve heard it all from politicians, and they recognize nonsense when they hear it. They’ve seen the parade of outsiders come in trying to woo their votes during every presidential election season, and they see right through the empty promises. They live in the here and now. And if you’re going to represent them, you’d better understand them—something presidential candidates who roll down rural roads in their big campaign buses don’t always get.


Back in 2008, after candidate Barack Obama won the Iowa caucus, he followed up his win by calling rural communities like ours “bitter,” and saying we “cling to guns or religion.” He said this in a private gathering, but it leaked out, letting us know how he really felt. This contempt for our lives is something we’re used to hearing from outsiders, and we resent it. When I’m out in the state, I don’t see bitter people. I see Americans who have the same dreams and struggles as everyone else. Our principles are formed in the soil; our pride is in what we can grow and make. Our victories are hard won and appreciated all the more.


Simply put, we Iowans care even more about what’s going on in our farmlands and in our communities than what’s happening on the national stage. Moms worry about putting food on the table and buying football cleats for their kids and new clothes for school. Washington, on the other hand, is very caught up in itself. It tends to forget what it’s like to listen to the people it’s trying to help. We all need a regular dose of town hall meetings to bring us back to earth.


Hyperpartisanship has infected our dialogue these days, and that’s a shame. Iowa has never been defined by parties, and although it leans conservative, it can also be a swing state. My predecessor was a Democrat, Tom Harkin, who served for thirty years. We’ve never been people who couldn’t talk to each other, but I see it happening now more than ever, and I do what I can in Washington to break that impasse. I always keep in mind that when I was in the National Guard helping flood-ravaged communities at home, or overseas trucking urgently needed supplies from Kuwait into Iraq, nobody ever stopped to ask what party I belonged to. We shared common missions then. Why can’t we do some of that in our politics?


It’s no secret that there’s a lot of pressure to stay loyal to our parties. Agreeing with the other side on any bill means being called a traitor by some. In that sense, being a senator sometimes feels harder for me than being in the military, where we always put country above all other considerations. Everyone’s constantly spinning things their way. There’s no right or wrong. Just your party and its stances. But what happens when party lines interfere with the country’s needs?


On one occasion in 2018, I was leaving an event, when a middle-aged man and his son came up to me in the parking lot.


“Why are you doing a bill with Elizabeth Warren?” he demanded, outraged. He was talking about the bill we had introduced for veterans to improve research on traumatic brain injury. As a vet it was close to my heart.


“I’m glad to work with Senator Warren on a bill that’s so important to veterans,” I told him. Then I walked off and left him standing there in the parking lot with his mouth opening and closing like a guppy, his son next to him mortified.


Iowans are especially knowledgeable about national issues because they have a big voice in presidential elections. The status of our state as a first caucus setting raises educated voters. There are few other places in the nation where ordinary folks can claim to have had in-depth personal conversations with multiple presidential candidates. My constituents sometimes express annoyance at being bombarded by phone calls, emails, and campaign ads, but overall they’re proud of the distinction as a caucus first, and they enjoy the process, regardless of the candidates. It’s important for them to know they have access.


On a day-to-day basis, it also means they have high expectations of their representatives, and that’s okay with me. I wasn’t sent to Washington to be a potted plant.


At this town meeting in the small community of Garner, people are worried about two main issues: the impact of tariffs and barriers to ethanol production. Perched on a high stool, a table next to me so I can take notes, I focus on these issues and tell them straight out how disappointed I am with the Environmental Protection Agency’s harmful decision, announced in early August, to offer exemptions from the biofuel law to 31 of 37 oil refineries in the United States. These refineries would not be required to blend ethanol with gasoline, as the law stipulates. That’s a big deal, and it’s already having a negative effect on the ethanol production that Iowa depends on. Iowa’s main crops are the corn and soybeans used to make biofuels. The EPA’s decision is particularly upsetting because President Trump came to Council Bluffs, Iowa, on June 11 and promised to support ethanol. Folks out here understand that the ethanol exemptions literally put Iowa’s economy at stake. I agree, telling them, “It’s a slap at farmers. It really sets us back quite a bit.” The maddening thing about it is that the goal of exemptions is to prevent small oil refineries from going out of business. But some of these so-called small refineries are actually owned by Chevron and Exxon.


I tell the worried attendees about my conversations with the president. Basically, I’ve sought to educate him, as has Senator Grassley and our former governor Terry Branstad, who is now the U.S. ambassador to China. This is deeply serious business that could harm Trump’s standing with Iowa voters—and a couple of people at this town meeting say as much. The thing is, they want to support the president. In my view, it’s an unforced error on the part of the administration, made by the EPA without fully appreciating the effect it would have.


It’s just one more burden for farmers who are suffering as a result of tariffs. Once again, the people in this room do support the president. But it’s hard to stomach the falling prices, and believe me, the bailout money doesn’t feel like an answer to hardworking farmers. “I’ll take the money. I appreciate the money,” one young farmer says. “But I want to sell in the market, not receive a payment from the government.” It’s a sentiment I hear over and over again. Another gentleman says sadly that he’s had to find work elsewhere. He just can’t make it.


An older farmer rises slowly to his feet and says, “I might lose my farm, but we have to be patriotic. If it means sticking it to the Chinese, we should support the policy.”


Another farmer acknowledges, “Yeah, this really sucks. We’re going to have to rethink our strategy moving forward. And maybe we don’t get the new equipment we had wanted to get this year, but the president is doing the right thing with trade.”


This feeling is one reason Iowa farmers haven’t rebelled against the president. They’re hoping for long-term rewards, and they don’t trust the Chinese. Neither do I. But the fear of economic suffering is well-founded. The president and I speak often, and I appreciate his willingness to listen and hear from me. On this issue though, he expresses his deep conviction about tariffs, adding, “I know you don’t like tariffs, Joni.”


It’s true. Trade agreements are essential to my constituents. We began the year worried about Chinese retaliation, but also frustrated that the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement (USMCA), a modernized trade deal that was announced in 2018, had yet to be ratified. (Much to my relief, the USMCA would be finished in February 2020—a true credit to the president, who worked hard to get a deal done. He also finalized a phase-one China deal. I wasn’t under any illusions that this deal would solve all of our issues with China, but it was a step forward, and one that came with significant agricultural purchases that would benefit Iowa farmers.)


After the town meeting, I hang around to speak with folks informally. They want to shake my hand, look me in the eye, and tell me to fight for them back in Washington. A middle-aged man comes up to me and says, “I’m a farmer who isn’t farming anymore. It’s gone. So now I’m working at a diner. I take what work I can get. Someone else has my farm now, and we’re renting a place in town.” The pain is indescribable, because it’s not just this man’s lifelong work that’s gone; it’s his family’s legacy. It’s his identity.


I see the familiar heartbreak in his face that I’ve known all my life through the hard times of farming—when my parents struggled or when neighbors came by to tearfully announce they were losing their farms. But now I have a responsibility to help shape policies that will protect them. I promise the people gathered around me, “Every day I wake up in the morning fighting for you.”





Back on the road, I carry with me those worried faces as I make the hour-and-a-half drive to my next event. Sometimes what they don’t say is just as poignant as what they do say. Iowans are famously stoic, and farmers most of all. Sometimes I think that maybe Americans would understand farmers better and rally to them more if they heard their pain. But it’s not easy to get them to talk about it. My job is to bring their voices to the nation, and that means sharing with my fellow senators and the president what life is like in rural communities, because if you don’t experience it, sometimes it’s hard to see.


There’s a lot of windshield time doing the ninety-nine-county tour. We try to cluster the counties together. But sometimes I have to go out of my way when I’m asked to be a guest speaker or attend a special event. I’m used to all the driving, as many Iowans are. In the rural areas, you don’t just “run out” to pick up household items, school supplies, gardening tools, or a new pair of gloves. Many of the big stores are gone. When I was a kid, people stayed closer to home. There were stores all around the square and on Broadway in Red Oak—a Pamida department store and a Kmart, and when Pamida closed it was replaced by ShopKo. But now that’s changed, with Kmart closing in 2018 and ShopKo in 2019. All that’s left for basic household items is the Family Dollar or Dollar General stores. The nearest Walmart is twenty-five miles away in Shenandoah. So, it’s a long drive for the simplest purchases, and if you need something more substantial, like a laptop or desktop computer, or dishwasher, it can be an hour or more. Looking at it on the brighter side, I like to think these distances don’t separate us but bring us closer to our fellow Iowans. I figure, you can live in a city and never leave it because everything is there at your disposal. But out in the rural areas you’re exposed to many different communities just in the course of living your life. Still, we really miss our Kmart.


As the sun sets I head back toward Red Oak. I’ll be spending the evening in Stanton, the community eight miles to the southeast where I was raised and where my father and uncle still live on their farms and my brother, Wade, lives with his family. My brother doesn’t farm. He works for the railroad now as a heavy equipment operator. He started farming right out of high school and it just wasn’t what he wanted to do. But he still lives in our old area. My sister Julie is the only one of the three of us who still farms.


When I make the turn toward Stanton, I am alone on the deserted road. There isn’t a house in sight. But sitting nestled behind a small gas station at the side of the road is the Stanton Child Resource Center, a little day care center that means a lot to me. I see it as an important symbol of a reality about rural communities. Some people call us child care deserts. The Stanton center is the only nonprofit day care for many miles around—it actually serves several counties.


There’s a huge waiting list at the Stanton Center, and funds are always a struggle. We’re not a wealthy community, and the center has exhausted nearly all the funding programs available. Since I serve on the Small Business Administration committee, I wanted to do something to address this need, which is widespread in rural America. So, in 2019 I reached across the aisle to my Democratic colleague Jacky Rosen of Nevada, and we collaborated on a bill that would allow nonprofit child care providers to utilize programs offered by the Small Business Administration. It might seem like a very small thing, but rural communities need child care just as urgently as cities and suburbs.


My longtime friend Sheila Mainquist is involved with the center, and when I told her about the bill she was overjoyed. “How soon will the bill be done?” she asked eagerly.


“Oh, Sheila,” I said apologetically. “We’ve just introduced it and things don’t happen overnight.” That’s the frustrating fact about legislation, but at least we’d started the process moving.


I pull into Wade’s driveway and see that the “Chicken Coop” is lit up. Wade’s Chicken Coop has become a local gathering place for friends and family. It’s an example of the way Iowans out in these rural areas get together. We don’t have many town watering holes, so people organize impromptu socials in barns and outbuildings.


The Coop is a spacious shack behind Wade’s house, which he’s designed to the hilt with his special brand of cozy. There are tables, stools, a serving counter, a cooking stove, and even a toilet. Wade’s unique style is on display in rugged, personalized décor and signs. It’s big enough to fit forty people. Wade is a charming guy and a natural host—his annual Halloween party (costume required) is a favorite event. Dogs and cats and sometimes rabbits wander through the Coop at will.


Tonight is just a chance to hang out with old friends and enjoy the last days of summer. Everybody brings a dish or plugs in a Crock-Pot. Most of the neighbor kids we grew up with are still around. Some have taken over family farm operations. We don’t talk much about politics. Mostly we catch up on how our kids and parents are doing, gossip about people we know, and reminisce. There’s lots of easygoing laughter. I meet many people in my work, and I’ve made some lasting friends in my public service—both in the Army and National Guard and in public life. But there’s nothing quite like being with those who really know you from the time you were a gap-toothed farm kid. I always have the same warm sensation: it’s good to be home. In Iowa I am surrounded by the power of community.


Tomorrow I’ll be back on the road. This summer “break” is a chance for me to store up images and input, the way a silo stores grain, ready to take them back with me to Capitol Hill, where the voices of the people can sometimes seem very far away.












HOME


Home is the place you put down your stake, but it’s also a relationship to others and the world. People often talk about the quality Iowans have called “Iowa nice.” It’s real, and it’s not saccharine. It’s a spirit of community—of doing for others. Every Sunday when I was a child, we’d gather in the sanctuary of our church, sitting on wooden pews. We’d sing the old Lutheran hymns, and then our pastor got up behind the pulpit and talked about God’s love and how we ought to treat each other. We took him at his word. We were a strong community, even outside of Sunday mornings. If someone had a family member who was sick, the community showed up with cakes and breads and casseroles to put in the freezer. If someone was going through a rough patch, the community banded together and prayed. A lot has changed in our world, but that sense of community is one thing that’s stayed the same. It’s what I think about when I think of home.


In Washington D.C., we all come from someplace else. That’s what representative government in the United States is all about. We come together to make decisions for the country, but we are grounded by our ties to home. Iowa is a special place to call home in that regard. There is a reason why presidential candidates come to Iowa every four years to launch their primary season with our caucuses. If you were to ask for a definition of the heartland, it would be Iowa. When I fly home from Washington, I always feel as if I can take a deep breath again when I get off the plane. I want to introduce you to my home because I believe it holds an important lesson for all of us about America’s greatness.













Chapter One FARM GIRL



One of my earliest childhood memories is sitting next to my dad in the big cab of our combine, my small legs dangling over the seat, rolling through the cornfield at harvest time. Through the glass window I could see the world go by, the puffy clouds, the occasional flight of a hawk, as the rows of cornstalks were smoothly pulled up and pushed into the auger. This was my way of “helping,” but it was very peaceful, and after a while the slow, steady motion would lull me to sleep until we had a full load.


When I was older, I got to drive a tractor myself, hauling a corn-filled wagon to the bins. I was proud to be given this responsibility, although I wasn’t very good at backing up the wagon. Fortunately, it wasn’t possible to do much damage out in the open field.


I always loved working out in the fields with their endless rows of corn and soybeans and the sky above so big and clear. Harvesting wasn’t mentally taxing—you could daydream in the fields.


This was our farm, north of Stanton, Iowa, and it had been my grandfather’s farm before us. My father, Dick Culver’s family had a long history in the area. My father’s family came up in the Hastings-Tabor area of Mills County—one county over from where they would eventually make a life in Montgomery County.


My paternal grandfather was a farmer, but during World War II he had a different role, as many people did. He worked for the airplane manufacturer Glenn L. Martin Company at Offutt Air Force Base near Omaha, Nebraska, close to the Iowa border. His job was to do modifications on the Enola Gay, the aircraft that dropped the first atom bomb on Hiroshima.


It was a top-secret mission, of course. He used to say that the modifications were done in the middle of the country to avoid the threat of spies, who were less likely to find their way to the farmlands. He was a supervisor, and he’d only receive one set of blueprints at a time, to contain access to this vital information. And they would only bring the plane out of the hangar at night, after dark.


After that mission, my grandfather was sent to California for a while, along with my grandmother, who worked as a seamstress for a wealthy woman. After the war, they returned to Iowa and farmed their land in Montgomery County, which would eventually become my family’s home.


My mother, Marilyn’s family came from Page and Taylor Counties, in the southwest corner of the state. They were farmers, but my mother’s father was killed in a car accident before my mother was born. So my grandmother, who had two children already and was expecting my mom, moved back in with her father, and he helped them get by. Eventually my grandmother met and married the man who I knew as my grandfather, a sweet man who was a farmhand, welder, and church janitor. They settled in Red Oak, and my grandmother got a job at the Eveready battery plant, working on the line. They were very poor, but they got by with my grandmother’s homespun skills—she sewed their clothes, grew vegetables and fruit, and canned food for the winter. Those skills were passed down to my mother and then to my sister and me.


One of my fondest recollections is of the time we spent canning with my grandmothers, great-aunts, aunts, and cousins. It was a family event. We’d can beets, pickles, tomatoes, sweet corn, and green beans, and make jam. I learned that you could can just about anything. In our basement, shelves were filled with jars of vegetables, which saw us through the winter months. In time, supermarket canned goods became so cheap that we really didn’t need to do it anymore, but we continued the tradition because we valued the time together so much—and in our opinion, home-canned vegetables beat the supermarket brands every time.


Now, when I think about my grandmothers and great-aunts, I visualize them in our farm kitchen, laughing and talking as they taught my sister and me and my cousins how to do it right.


These visceral memories are the artifacts of my childhood. People then didn’t talk that much about what they’d experienced or how they’d suffered. We didn’t hear long, drawn-out stories about their lives—the way you might hear today. Whenever I tried to probe, I’d get the same smiles and shrugs, and only the smallest unsatisfactory doses of information. It wasn’t that people didn’t remember their pasts. It’s just that they had learned to hold it all in, to protect themselves. It was a form of Iowa dispassion. I never recall my grandmothers or aunts really talking about their hardships, and my parents were the same way. In Iowa, you endured and moved on.


But the baking sessions I do remember. As an adult, when I lived in a house with apple and pear trees, I made applesauce and canned pears, and I taught my daughter to do it. My mother doesn’t live on a farm anymore, but she’ll still can. It’s not a necessity, but it provides a sense of self-esteem and a bit of nostalgia.


My parents met in high school in Red Oak, and were married soon after my mother finished beauty school and moved to the farm north of Stanton. My sister Julie was born in 1969, and I came along on July 1, 1970, the middle child of three. The local radio station announced my birth, which was the custom at the time. It’s the way neighbors found out key life events in an era before Facebook and Instagram.


My brother, Wade, was born six years later, and everyone in the family was pretty excited to have a boy at last. My father’s brother Dallas had five girls, so Wade was the only boy of eight grandchildren. We used to complain that he got away with everything, though I don’t think he remembers it that way.


We all loved each other in the way only a family can, even though we didn’t say the words “I love you” often. Part of how I expressed love for my sister was defending her when she was bullied in school. Julie was diagnosed with juvenile diabetes—as was Wade—and she was teased about it constantly. She had a really tough time with the other kids growing up. I suffered right along with her. A jab at her was like a jab at me. Decades later, she would return the fierce protection when I was struggling in my marriage. Even though Julie and I were close, we were nothing alike. She was a tomboy, and I dressed on the girly side. She welded, I sewed. The list goes on. But we stood up for each other.


Growing up, we didn’t have much. It was a typical farming family’s life. We did chores: fed the hogs, shoveled manure, and participated fully in other forms of manual labor. We worked hard, as all farm children do, but it was the best childhood a country girl could ask for. It was simple and idyllic—dirt roads and small-town America. The idea that there is strength in numbers proved itself time and again, on and off the farm. We relied on each other for the hard work that needed doing, and we got it done. There was no place in our household for anyone to be a prima donna.


Our farm was in Montgomery County, which is a place with a deep history. It was first settled by Native Americans more than ten thousand years ago, and artifacts are still uncovered every year. When white settlers arrived in the 1800s, they put down stakes near a stream surrounded by oaks. To this day, Red Oak is the heart of the county. It’s a beautiful place, with charming, tree-lined streets and old Victorian homes built for wealthy residents of the nineteenth century. Red Oak has a thriving downtown, a world-class health center, and miles of hiking trails and parkland.


A short distance away, Stanton is a small town that was settled by Swedish immigrants and still has a strong Swedish culture. It’s barely a blip on the radar, with fewer than 700 residents—a number that hasn’t changed much since I was a kid. We went to elementary school at the Stanton Community School, which has since been converted to the Swedish Heritage and Cultural Center. Visiting the center is nostalgic for me. They still have some of the old wooden desks I remember so well.


For a long time, the signature of Stanton was a giant Swedish coffeepot set atop the water tower, which could be seen for miles around. People would use it for directions—“one mile north of the coffeepot”… “two blocks east of the coffeepot.” The coffeepot was placed on the tower as part of the 1970 centennial celebration, and it was a nod to Stanton’s most famous native—Virginia Christine, popularly known as Mrs. Olsen of the Folger’s coffee commercials. The coffeepot eventually fell into disrepair and was removed to the museum in 2015. It was a sad day for Stanton residents.


The main church in Stanton is the Mamrelund Lutheran Church, where Mom and I still go. The high point of every year was—and still is—the Santa Lucia festival in December, which brings the whole community together to celebrate this symbol of Swedish history and culture. As children, we looked forward to the festival. It’s a commemoration of Saint Lucia, a fourth-century martyr who lit her way in the catacombs by tying a burning torch to her head. But you don’t have to be religious or Swedish to get involved. In addition to the religious connotation, it marks the beginning of winter, and symbolizes lighting the way during the dark days. The community ceremony involves electing one girl to be Saint Lucia and walk with a lit wreath of candles on her head (they use battery-operated lights these days), preceded by other girls, all dressed in white. The lucky girl is chosen by a public vote, and it is considered a tremendous honor. I was never chosen, but my daughter Libby did have the honor one year.


Dad wasn’t much of a churchgoer, but Mom took us kids to church and Sunday school every week. For some reason, which no one can explain, we weren’t baptized until I was twelve. I think life just got busy around the farm, and finally one day Mom announced, “Let’s get everyone baptized”—and that included Dad, too. I was always involved in the church and taught Sunday school as a teenager.


Having faith is important, but I admit I didn’t really appreciate it until I got older. Then, I saw the way it helped me get through so many difficult experiences. I really felt the importance of faith when I was in the National Guard and deployed to the Middle East. When things seemed impossible, my faith—always rooted in my family and Iowa—reminded me to trust in God and realize that some things were out of my hands.


Life on a farm was a constant battle for survival. We grew soybeans and corn, as most of the farmers in our area did. There’s a little more diversity in crops in central and eastern Iowa—such as melon and pumpkins and large cattle ranches. But most of the corn and soybeans we harvested were rolled into the feedstock for livestock, and much of that feedstock was exported to other countries.


In my childhood, nearly every farm had livestock. We had hogs on our farm. I was ten years old the first time I castrated a hog. I was doing my usual chores one afternoon when Dad rounded up my sister, Julie, and me. “Come out to the barn with me, girls,” he said, and we dropped what we were doing to follow him outside, not suspecting what was in store—a lesson in hog castration. Inside the barn were the young hogs, and in a matter-of-fact, clinical way Dad demonstrated how to hold the scalpel and where to grab the pig so that we could make the incision into the scrotal sac with surgical accuracy, and then pull the testicles out. He talked us through the steps, and my stomach lurched at the sight of what was happening in front of me. I didn’t know that it would be my turn next until Dad handed me the scalpel. I was a mess of nerves that first time. I’ll never forget the smell of blood and the choking cloud of dust the hog kicked up into my face. I’ll never forget the slimy feel of the testicles as I reached in and yanked them out. And most of all, I’ll never forget the squeals. (I’d later use this experience in my run for the Senate. It was the core message of my 2014 Make ’em Squeal campaign. More about that later.)
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