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Preface

he idea for Grassland: Quietness and Strength for a New American

Agriculture occurred when a small group of agronomists saw a
growing need to communicate the value of grass-based agriculture
in our nation’s life—to increase awareness of the vital role grass
and grassland plants have in ensuring a sustainable future for
America. The book takes its inspiration from the classic Grass: The
1948 Yearbook of Agriculture, which was written not only for agri-
culturalists but also to impact other sectors of society at a time of
political, environmental, and economic turbulence, much like today.
The audience for this new book includes agriculturalists, students,
the public, and decision makers. The title Grassland: Quietness and
Strength for a New American Agriculture makes reference to a radio
speech delivered in 1940 by then Secretary of Agriculture, Henry A.
Wallace (see Chapter 2).

The 1948 yearbook was published by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture and articulated positive messages about grasses, grass-
lands, grazinglands, and forages—perennial and annual grasses
and legumes so basic to the nation’s health. The yearbook is divided
into four parts, progressing from the general to the more specific.
As the editor of the 1948 yearbook, Alfred Stefferud, described in
his preface: “First is an examination of grass as it applies to people
anywhere. The emphasis is on livestock and soils and conservation.
Next is a study of grass as it is used in the regions of the United
States, the emphasis being on varieties and uses. The third part
is a handbook that considers the nature and identification of the
most important and most useful grasses, legumes, and associated
plants. Finally comes a section of tables, charts, lists of plant names,
recommendations of seedings and mixtures, references to further
reading, and the index. The material has been put together there
for economy and convenience; for many farmers and students the
last part will be the most valuable of the entire volume.” The 1948
yearbook is provided on the CD that accompanies this book.

Grassland: Quietness and Strength for a New American Agriculture is
arranged in three major parts. Part 1, “Past Is Prologue” (Chapters
1-3), tracks the history of grassland farming, emphasizing some
of the philosophical arguments that advocate for grasslands as
a vital component of an evolving American society. It highlights
the voices of outstanding grassland enthusiasts and reflects on the
times before and after the issuance of the 1948 yearbook. “What's
past is prologue,” says Shakespeare in The Tempest. Here we look
back to something still very much alive, the publication of Grass:
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The 1948 Yearbook of Agriculture, pulling from it a glimpse of that from which we have come and
that on which we build for the future. In these three chapters looking even deeper into the past, we
affirm the essentiality and value of grassland and aim to renew its healthy growth.

In Part 2, “The Present: Transitions over 60 Years” (Chapters 4-8), we aim to provide the reader
the foundation needed to move into the future. These chapters define and describe grassland and
related terminologies. They also bring us up to date regarding the rangelands of the West and
details grassland’s contributions to agriculture in humid regions of the United States. This section
also provides the reader with updated information on cropping systems that include perennial
grasses and legumes and concludes with a comprehensive narrative on the important topic of
societal amenities provided by grass.

Modern genetics and plant breeding have opened up new opportunities for grass-based agri-
culture. But to capitalize on these opportunities, greater investment is needed. Compared with
other agricultural endeavors, grass-based agriculture has seen a lack of needed investment in the
future. We must now look optimistically to renew and increase this investment, beginning with
opportunities presented in the last six chapters. Part 3, “The Forward Look: Opportunities and
Challenges” (Chapters 9-14), looks at the role of grass-based agriculture in maintaining the stabil-
ity of rural communities. It then provides the reader with new information on the human health
benefits when grasses and legumes are made a primary resource in the food chain. This section
also explores how grasses and legumes can contribute to a new energy future, as well as partici-
pate in the wider world of bio-based products. Finally, given the need for greater advocacy and
support for grassland agriculture, Chapter 14 examines barriers and suggests policy alternatives
to encourage farmers and other landowners to make better use of this invaluable resource.

If we are learning anything in the early years of the 21st century, it is that human activities
are beginning to significantly diminish the capacity of our planet to sustain life and that societies
based primarily on resource extraction will not prevail. This applies to agriculture as well as to
mineral and energy resources. Our hope is to foster a new paradigm within the sustainable agri-
culture movement, a paradigm that fulfills the vision of P. V. Cardon in the 1948 yearbook—that
grassland-based agriculture can and must be a permanent component of our food system.

Walter F. Wedin and Steven L. Fales
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