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TRANSITION QUESTIONS

In 1893 Southern California’s orange growers decided to incorporate as the marketing cooperative
we now know as Sunkist. Like McCormick or Morgan, growers sought profit through organization
and consolidation, but their story is not as straightforward as much historiography would suggest.
Growers worried that incorporation would stifle the individual even as they saw their own incor-
poration as the best way to save their own businesses. They condemned fruit agents’ manipulations
of fruit markets while calling for their own rigorous control of the citrus market. They debated, in
other words, just what incorporation meant for men and women like themselves while they them-
selves helped incorporate America. California’s orange growers urge us to reconsider much current
work on the history of capitalism, which concentrates on abstract systems and financial structures.
Incorporation, the growers remind us, was also a messy and uneven local project, a response to their
fears and aspirations.

TRANSITION QUESTIONS

Ira More grew oranges near Riverside, California, in the 1890s. Since he sold only a few
cases of oranges a year, he probably didn’t own very many trees.! Despite his small crop,
or perhaps because of it, he was a member of the fledgling Cucamonga Citrus Fruit
Growers’ Association, a marketing cooperative that packed and shipped members’
oranges under the Condor, Big Horn, and Dove brand labels.> The CCFGA ledgers
tell us nothing about More aside from recording his limited annual output.> We don’t
know if More found success and profit as a fruit grower or not, but we know that his co-
operative did. That cooperative was part of the Southern California Fruit Exchange, later
the California Fruit Growers’ Exchange, now better known to us by its trademark:
Sunkist.

‘What can the history of capitalism tell us about Ira More? The history of capitalism that
has shaped much of Gilded Age and Progressive Era historiography struggles to find a
clear place for More and his fellow growers. The current master narrative describes
the age of incorporation, during which visible corporate hands, octapoid railroads,
giant factories, and early agribusiness swept away artisans, farmers, and individual pro-
prietors with the stiff broom of technological progress and administrative reorganization.
There is plenty of room here for protesters and boosters alike, but the trajectory always
propels us to one and the same place: a twentieth century of big businesses, organization
men, and mass markets.*
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But where to put More and his fellow orange growers? Like manufacturers, bankers,
industrial labor, and almost everyone else in the United States at the time, growers strug-
gled with the transition to a new social order. They positioned themselves as businessmen
and -women, determined to reap the rewards of their property. They had a great zest for
profit. They embraced large-scale organization. They demanded and got high tariffs to
protect their fruit against ruinous foreign competition. They worked hard to create,
control, and manipulate markets for their fruit. Sunkist’s reported profits of over a
billion dollars in 2014 certainly would seem to put Ira More squarely in the standard nar-
rative of the incorporation of America. And yet, they do not quite fit into the trajectory
laid out in this literature. Like other farmers, growers generally identified themselves as
small holders and small businessmen. They thought little about increased mechanization
and a great deal about shipping and marketing. They combined through cooperative as-
sociations, not joint-stock corporations. They called for government regulations of the
pernicious railroads, whose discriminatory and uneven rates robbed them of hard-
earned profits. They aren’t outside the master narrative exactly, so much as athwart it.
And this matters not just for a century ago, but for our era as well: Sunkist is still a
grower-owned cooperative.’

If Southern California’s orange growers fit only awkwardly into histories of the incor-
poration of America, they seem equally out of place in much of the “new history of cap-
italism” that has emerged over the last ten years or so, particularly in the histories of
capitalism that focus on slavery and finance.® These historians see capitalism defined
by continuity rather than change; transition questions, they argue, distract us from real-
izing the stranglehold the past has on the present. Thus historians of capitalism and
slavery describe American capitalism then and now as not just indebted to but dependent
on its roots in chattel slavery.’” Historians of finance (who often also study slavery) share
this interest in revealing an enduring capitalist structure, made visible in the intricate
workings of financial institutions.® These historians generally avoid transition questions
(about, for instance, the shift from industrial to corporate capitalism), shunning the pro-
leptic, developmental narratives that have often dominated Gilded Age and Progressive
Era historiography.®

The works tell us a great deal about capitalism as a relentless system, but they have
very little to say about people like Ira More and his fellow growers. The main actors
in this literature are not people, but rather capitalism itself, and that beast of a system en-
ergetically goes about destroying, managing, replacing, harnessing, moving, searching,
creating, dominating, and generally causing a lot of trouble. The history of finance isn’t
unpeopled, by any means, but people most often appear as the floundering objects of cap-
italism’s exertions.!? And yet, while More and his ilk certainly struggled to figure out
how to thrive in an age of incorporation, the records they left behind don’t show them
as pawns trapped in capitalism’s structure.

The histories of antebellum capitalism that emphasize cultural contingencies more
than financial structures seem to offer a more copacetic abode for California’s orange
growers. These works follow men (especially clerks) and women navigating the laby-
rinth of market society in the antebellum period, confronting dizzying change with
both ingenuity and pathos. In this historiography, as Brian Luskey and Wendy
Woloson put it recently, we see “how the capitalist system worked and how people
worked the system.”!! But while these works linger on deep descriptions of cultural
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economy, they are less concerned with tracing the processes of large-scale economic
change that the orange growers struggled to negotiate. Cultural histories of capitalism
encourage us to see the growers as active participants in economic transformation, but,
in emphasizing the nitty-gritty, these histories perhaps inadvertently obscure the
transformations. '?

But what if we reverse the initial question—what can the history of capitalism tell us
about Ira More?—and ask another question instead: what can Ira More and his fellow
orange growers tell us about the history of capitalism? “Tell” might be a misleading
verb in this case, though, because these growers seem to have had very little definitive
to assert about the orange business—or capitalism itself—in the early 1890s. They
mainly seem to have had an overwhelming number of questions. The first and most
basic question was this: as businessmen and capitalists, just what could they do to
survive profitably, faced as they were with ever-larger crops, constantly falling prices,
and a depression settling in? Their eventual answer—to form marketing cooperatives
—only raised further questions. Was there a contradiction between being an individual
grower and a cooperative member? How could you—and should you?—regulate and
control a market? How would you live in a society increasing dominated by corporate
organizations, be they Sunkist or Standard Oil?

Then again, perhaps “tell” is the right verb after all. These questions are precisely what
the growers tell us about the history of capitalism. They tell us that capitalism did not
march forward predictably, relentlessly determining the actions of orange growers
(and everyone else). They tell us rather that growers constantly reshaped the intricate
inner forms of capitalism in ways that were sometimes unintended and rarely foreseeable.
And too, these questions urge us to periodize the history of capitalism without succumb-
ing to determinism. For the growers strove to answer their own questions within the
larger framework of the transition from industrial to corporate capitalism during the
Gilded Age and Progressive Era. Sunkist was far from inevitable, but it was also very
much of its moment, just like the growers’ persistent questions.

ek

California’s orange groves began as the dreams of men such as John Wesley North,
developer of Riverside. North had been an abolitionist and a founding member of the Re-
publican Party. He always had one or another utopian scheme in mind.'3 Riverside was
another in a long list, but for North it was also always about financial gain. As soon as he
arrived in Southern California in 1870, North imagined the vast grasslands of the San
Bernardino Valley filled with orange trees, their green and gold beauty only enhanced
by their possible profitability. The orange “is truly ‘golden fruit’ in more sense than
one,” marveled North. “If all of our family were here, what nice times we would have
among the oranges.”!* North’s dream of fields of orange trees came true. By 1887, pro-
motional literature for Riverside, the “Home of the Orange,” showed prospective settlers
photographs of a valley filled with neat row after neat row of perfectly round orange trees,
all arranged in tidy squares of land. The trees seem to go on for miles, until they are little
more than faint dots and the mountains rise up from the plain. Nothing interrupts the
endless groves except a few broad, straight roads, the occasional white house, and the
very small town of Riverside itself.'> The men and women who came to live in Southern
California were almost never as interested as North in utopian possibilities, but they
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definitely shared his interest in money-making citrus. By and large, they were not farmers
chasing a Jeffersonian dream of independence and self-sufficiency. Most were middle-
class professionals from eastern and midwestern cities who hoped to restart their lives
as orchardists, enticed by promoters’ promises of good profits on ten-, twenty-, and
forty-acre plots of trees. In general, men such as J. A. Beattie, later secretary of the
CCFGA, had little or no agricultural experience, and they saw themselves as business-
men rather than farmers. They certainly knew nothing about orange growing and very
little, if anything, about marketing western specialty fruits in the East. As professionals
and businessmen, though, men like Beattie did usually know something about making
money in midcentury America.!®

They did not, however, know as much as they imagined about money making in the
tumultuous 1880s and 1890s. Most prospective growers seem to have arrived, as
F. P. Morrison did in 1882, convinced that “a man owning an orange orchard is sure
of alarge income” provided he be willing to do “a small amount of light and not disagree-
able work.” And they anticipated feeling like the grower who declared that he was “a little
proud of [his] success” for, as he explained, “there is some satisfaction in the fact that you
are your own boss.”!” For the most part, explained Horatio Livermore to the State Fruit
Growers Convention, early growers were content to be found “staying home, minding
their own business.”!® They were exemplary proprietary businessmen, what Steven
Stoll has called “orchard capitalists.”® At first growers sold their small crops locally,
but as the crop grew in size—and railroad lines multiplied—growers began sending
their fruit across the country, packed in crates and stacked in boxcars.?® When the
oranges reached their final shipping destination, they were sold to wholesalers by com-
mission agents, who took (in theory) a small cut and returned the rest of the profit back to
California. Commission agents were also supposed to be the eyes of the growers on the
ground and send word back west to increase supply to one locale or hold off on shipments
to another. In practice though, remembered grower Emmett Norman, commission agents
helped only themselves and left the orange growers to make their own shipping deci-
sions. The result was financial disaster. Since no single grower in California knew
what any other grower was doing, “when the Chicago market was up, many growers
would rush their oranges there. ... [T]he result was a glutted market. Then they would
all stop shipping for a while, and the market would go up again ... as regular as the
tides.” The returns to the grower were so dismal that “during one of those years,” said
Norman, “I received eleven cents in stamps for a forty or fifty box shipment.” Other
growers miserably “received a bill of charges instead of a check,” their fruit “sacrificed”
for the profits of the commission agents.?! By the early 1890s, most growers’ account
books were drenched with red ink.

Growers were certain they knew whom to blame for their failure to generate profits: the
“d—d Commission whelps” in distant cities were the proximate cause of their misery.??
But to circumvent the middlemen, growers had to know which market was saturated and
which was not; they had to get the right size and variety of fruit to the right city at the right
time; and they had to make sure that the fruit arrived in good condition. Individual
growers could not possibly manage these tasks. They would have to join together, like
everyone else in the 1890s.23 Growers had only to look around them to see that “[a]ll
is combination from the manufacture of matches and pins to that of thrashing machines
and steel rails.... [E]very imaginable combination exists where men can combine for
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their mutual benefit.”?* And they were not the only ones who thought that agriculturalists
should combine. Even Chauncey Depew, president of the New York Central Railroad,
insisted “You farmers will never enjoy the best fruits of your labor until you are thor-
oughly organized. Great corporations are organized; labor is fully organized; nearly
every industry is organized except the industry you represent. ... My advice is to
organize.”?>

Despite the whirl of combination and incorporation all around them, growers com-
bined only haltingly at first. In 1892, T. H. B. Chamblin and several like-minded
growers sat down outside of Riverside and organized a small cooperative for selling
their oranges, the Pachappa Orange Growers Association.?® A few other towns followed
suit. Then in 1893, around a hundred orange growers met in Los Angeles, determined
to expand the Pachappa cooperative model across the region. By August 1893, most
of the details had been more or less hammered out in an “Organization and Marketing
Plan” for the new Southern California Fruit Exchange.?” By 1905, after initial
growing pains and some costly missteps, the SCFE was reconstituted as the California
Fruit Growers Exchange, trademark Sunkist.

The Exchange worked like this: Individual growers joined local associations, such as
the Cucamonga Citrus Growers Association. Terms of membership, usually the purchase
of at least one share, were set locally, and there was no acreage requirement for joining.
The association was responsible for grading, sizing, branding, and packing (or arranging
for the packing) of the fruit. District exchanges coordinated the efforts of associations,
managed the day-to-day marketing, and connected the locals to the central Exchange.
The Exchange in turn collected market information to manage shipping volume from
all districts. By the early twentieth century, it controlled sales nationally (via its own
agents) and began to set continental advertising strategies.

Compared to some of the other cooperative ventures started around the same time, the
SCFE had very limited goals. While some farmers saw large-scale combination via co-
operatives (such as the ambitious Texas Exchange) as a means to right some of the “in-
equities accompanying industrial and commercial development” broadly speaking, citrus
growers had showed little such ambitions.?® Orange growers’ cooperatives provided
them with a practical way around the deleterious “caprices of the middlemen.”?® And
this practical solution of cooperation raised a number of sticky questions for growers.
The cooperative was supposed to manage the citrus market so that the market
“worked.” But just how much should a market be managed? And how should a
market “work” exactly? Was this combination a trust that would stifle the market?
Or was it ... something else? These questions were nothing more or less than transition
questions—what were the growers moving away from and what might they be
moving toward? They would dominate growers’ discussions for the next ten years.

Hitherto growers had spoken as if they believed in the liberal vision of the marketplace.
Their descriptions of how the orange market should and could work showed buyers and
sellers meeting as equals, agreeing upon prices and terms that seemed reasonable to each
party. Neither tried to fleece the other, and no one tried any sneaky shenanigans. They
were “part and parcel of the same business,” as one shipper put it.3? As good business-
men, each sought to maximize his profit but not through outright deception. Despite
growers’ rhetorical insistence on the existence of the marketplace of equals, by the
1880s they knew that this ideal marketplace, or anything even remotely close to it,
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was a pipe dream. Now middlemen, fumed Southern California newspapers, had become
“fattened from the results of their wonderful manipulation of shipments consigned to
their care.”3! Nor, as Emmett Norman had pointed out, did middlemen think anything
of gleefully exploiting growers’ relative ignorance of a local market’s fruit supply, con-
sumer demand, and current prices. The way fruit was shipped—by individual growers as
soon as they heard about a hot market—and the way fruit was sold—by commission
agents—made it all too easy for fruit brokers to manipulate supply and sales for their
own juicy profits, leaving growers with nothing but bills and bitter pith. It was, explained
the Citrograph, a regional newspaper that catered to fruit growers, just like what hap-
pened in the American whaling industry: “As soon as the catch is known and the
whalers are in port, a few of the dealers and handlers of bone and oil get together and
make a low bid on certain amounts of the Arctic product and the whaler then has to
deliver and settle with his company on that basis. Thus, where bone was worth $5 and
$6 per pound only a very week before, the whaler arrives in port and finds a sham sale
made at $3 to $3.50 per pound, which is used as the criterion of market value.”3?

The comparison of orange culture and whaling may seem a bit odd, but it works to
highlight just how corrupt growers understood the fruit market to be. Whaling, as any
reader of Moby Dick knows, was dangerous work, filled with uncertainty. Would the
ship find whales? Could the whalers make the kill? Would the whalers make it back
to port alive, cargo intact? The voyage and the hunt took place far away from the
markets for bone and oil, and the whalers could know nothing about those markets
until they physically arrived in port after months at sea. Then and only then would
they learn what whale bone was worth. And when they did arrive safe and sound, they
found prices set not by supply and demand, not by a transaction between equals, but
by a sham. The very idea of a sham sale, of course, assumes that there could be a
“real” sale, a just transaction that would reflect “real” market values and reward all
actors appropriately. But not in this port town, because a handful of dealers—not even
the majority of them—had conspired with each other to fleece the whalers. They
behaved not as profit-driven businessmen but as deceitful thieves. Without those few
malevolent dealers, the Citrograph implies, the market would have set bone’s price
based on supply and demand, and the whalers would have been paid an honest sum.
But even if that market should exist, and maybe it did exist somewhere, for all practical
purposes it had become a fiction in this town. In manipulating the market the dishonest
dealers also destroyed it, replacing the “true” market in bone with a “fake” market. But
that fake market—their lie—stands. It becomes the only market in whale bone.

The Citrograph’s picture of the whale bone/orange market must have been a depress-
ing one for growers who had imagined that they could move to California, grow oranges,
and sell them for a reasonable profit to Americans across the continent. Perhaps none ever
had complete faith in the reasonable market, but their shock and seemingly genuine
dismay at the perfidy of middlemen suggest that their expectations about how the fruit
market should work were, to say the least, not met. But combination gave citrus
growers a way to circumvent the manipulations of the middlemen. No longer would
individual orange growers compete with each other because of misinformation,
driving down prices. Now the central Exchange would direct fruit toward undersupplied
markets and away from glutted ones. No longer would the lone grower with a small
supply of oranges try to negotiate over great distances with commission agents. Now
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the Exchange would represent numerous growers and large supplies of oranges. In com-
bination, the orange growers could manage the market themselves. With the right coor-
dination and good information, the nascent Pasadena Fruit Growers Association hoped,
the Exchange would be able “to thoroughly canvass eastern cities in order to open up new
markets; to keep fully informed from day to day in fruit season of the condition of the
various eastern markets; to see that there be no overstocking at any one point and to
see that all are supplied, so as to keep up the movement of fruit and secure remunerative
sale for all;..[and] to establish and maintain such prices that eastern consumers can afford
to buy the fruit.”33 Or, as the Citrograph rather more bluntly put it, with cooperation “we
can hangle the orange market in a satisfactory way.”34

The SCFE’s “hangling” of the orange market, however, meant substantially rethinking
what it meant to be an “orchard capitalist.” Growers had believed (or at least rhetorically
insisted) that capitalists make money but not by outright deception, by lying about
supply, or holding fruit in order to later glut a market.3> But commission agents insisted
that the Exchange was committing the exact same sins it had pinned on the agents. After
all, if the middlemen were unscrupulous “whelps” for controlling supply and demand to
set prices, how could the Exchange be much be better for doing what amounted to the
same thing? At least the commission agents acted independently from agents in other
cities, they said, while the Exchange was acting exactly like a trust. And “trusts” were
an especially vexing problem in the 1890s, following the passage of the Sherman
Anti-Trust Act (1890) and several antitrust cases that gripped the public imagination.
Trusts, after all, behaved like those pesky middlemen, only on a much larger scale.
They were seen as assuring their own profit by eliminating or at least minimizing com-
petition and by setting prices for their own profit at the expense of producer and con-
sumer.’® They warranted a good deal of worry and, in 1899, a full-scale hearing
before the Industrial Commission, which heard testimony for supporters and opponents
alike. At the hearings, P. E. Dowe, claiming to represent 350,000 commercial travelers,
told the Industrial Commission that “the combination of interests” was “the cankerworm
gnawing at the vitals of commercial integrity.” Restraint of trade, Dowe explained, was
motivated by nothing other than “selfishness, forgetting Americanism, ignoring all senti-
ment of patriotism.”37 The very word trust had become a ”term of opprobrium.”3% And
yet, surely, the SCFE was there to regulate prices, minimize competition (however inad-
vertent) between growers, and make growing oranges profitable.

Some growers enthusiastically embraced the trustiness of the SCFE as the logical
means of survival: “The only remedy in sight is closer alliance between growers. We
must have our own trust, if we would successfully combat the trust at the other end.
We must control sales at the other end, if there is no other way. We must fight trust
with trust....”3° But other growers were a bit nervous about just what kind of trust
they were creating. In another twenty years, California’s raisin growers would have no
trouble describing their cooperative as a benevolent trust, but in 1893, the growers’ co-
operatives needed a bit of justification.*© When Riverside growers organized into the
Riverside Fruit Exchange, one of the first things the newly appointed (and unpaid)
board did was explain just what kind of trust the Exchange was to be. “Let it be
noted,” the Board of Directors began, “that this corporation is not a trust having for its
object the fixing and maintenance of high prices, but rather to introduce and promote
such systematic and orderly methods of handling and marketing our products as will
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give some stability and permanence to the fruit industry of Southern California.”*! They
were willing, it seemed, to embrace a trust in form but not in spirit—at least not in bad
spirit.

The orange growers’ move to combine was of course part of a larger, national phenom-
enon in the late nineteenth century: the incorporation of America. Everyone from Stan-
dard Oil to International Harvester to the American Federation of Labor combined.
Certainly the growers themselves, as we saw earlier, understood themselves as doing,
in San Antonio Fruit Exchange secretary P. J. Dreher’s words, exactly what “day
laborers, masons, plasterers, carpenters, laundrymen, shipbuilders, clerks, grocerymen,
canners, shippers, packers, millers, lumbermen, street cars, railroads and steamship
lines” were all doing.*?> And yet, the changing meaning of capitalist—from proprietary
individual to corporate shareholder or even salaried employee—was hardly straightfor-
ward or easy. P. E. Dowe, commercial traveler, was not the only American to see incor-
poration as threatening individual autonomy and limiting, if not eliminating, individual
opportunity. Though other witnesses before the Industrial Commission supported trusts
as necessary and even beneficial, the questions with which the commissioners peppered
their witnesses suggest widespread concern about just what incorporation might mean for
individual men. Representative John Gardner asked F. B Thurber, president of the United
States Export Association, if trusts weren’t the end of opportunity for prospective capi-
talists: “It is a common thing,” Gardner said, “to hear men say, ‘I cannot put my son into
business. Combines, department stores, trusts, etc., absorb everything.”” Is that the case,
he asked? Charles J. Harris followed quickly with a similar question: “What is going to be
the effect of trust organizations on the great middle classes of the community, the men
who have formerly been owners of plants, and their sons after them, and [Dowe
would surely have been happy to hear this] what is going to be the effect upon the trav-
eling salesmen?” Thurber did his best to convince them that no, the end of individual op-
portunity was not nigh, but the implication of their questions was clear: hereafter
capitalists could not be independent individuals, not even in the imagination.

Henry O. Havermeyer, president of the American Sugar Refining Company and ben-
eficiary of the Sugar Trust, did nothing to allay Harris or Gardner’s fears. When
New York Representative John M. Farquhar asked Havermeyer if it were true that
“the great combinations” acted “against the well being of the people of the United
States and the individuals that are in business?,” Havermeyer dismissed the individual
altogether. “If the mass of the people profit at the expense of the individual,” Havermeyer
insisted, “the individual should and must go.” His statement must have been cold comfort
to Peoria distiller Charles C. Clark who “went into a trust” but soon, he said, found that he
“objected to losing my individuality very much.”43

Such loss was apparently also a difficult pill for some growers to swallow as they
struggled to reconcile their self-image as independent businessmen with the new collec-
tive reality. Some growers simply did not want to join the Exchange.** Others wanted to
join in theory, but were reluctant to let the local and district exchanges control the fate of
their crops. They still wanted to administer their own businesses and benefit from the co-
operative enterprise. The exchanges found this half-way covenant untenable. The crop
was the grower’s own property, the exchanges agreed, but he was either all in or all
out of the cooperative.*> “I think, wrote P. J. Dreher of the San Antonio Fruit Exchange,
“a grower should be compelled to put in all his citrus fruits, or none.” Growers’

ssald Aisianiun abpruquie) Aq auljuo paysiiand 911000911 L8LLESLS/LL0L0L/Bi0 10p//:sdny


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537781416000116

Transition Questions 271

cooperatives also set how much each grower could pick, and when. But during shipping
season, secretaries’ desks were covered with pleas from owners for permission to pick
their fruit earlier or later than scheduled and in greater or lesser quantity. “I am asked
nearly every day by one member or another,” sighed J. A. Beattie of the Cucamonga
Fruit Growers’ Exchange, “to hurry off his navels, as they are puffing or getting soft,
and the only thing I can do, is to treat all alike ... always with proper regard for
market conditions” at that particular moment. “If the fruit was all yours and you
wished them sent,” Beattie explained to one particularly insistent grower, “it could be
done but others are interested and their interests must be considered.” Growers did not
always respond to such explanations with kind words and understanding.*®

Certainly, these policies represented a significant break from a past in which each
grower proudly claimed his or her oranges, every box stamped clearly with the
grower’s name. Some early cooperatives even continued to ship boxes under the
grower’s own name.*’ But quickly, as the “Plan for Marketing Riverside Oranges” insist-
ed, each association had to “‘establish a purely local brand without individual or company
name attached, under which the fruit embraced in each Association shall be packed re-
spectively.”#® Now, instead, the cooperatives seemed to push the individual grower—
or at least the outward sign of the grower—to one side. The association or exchange—
the group or collective whole—had superseded him. When a grower’s oranges left the
grove and headed to the packinghouse, the California Cultivator explained, they were
weighed and grouped by grade. In the process, “each man’s fruit loses its individuality
when received in the packing house.” It was the association that “own[ed] the brand,
and no name of any person appear[ed] therein or in any of the printed matter.” At the
end of the season, each grower was given his share of the proceeds based on weight
and grade delivered, but no compensation was meted out for superior oranges from
one orchard or slightly inferior fruit from another within a particular pack. We might
call this a quasi-socialism of orange packing.

However frustrating, each grower’s loss of complete control over his fruit was now
necessary, cooperatives’ supporters insisted. No individual could “have as intelligent a
view of the whole field as our Exchange system.” “The individual must either sell in
the dark at home, or ship upon commission without the power of a reckoning or
knowing whether he is getting a fair deal,” J. W. Jeffreys, associate editor of the Culti-
vator, still had to explain eleven years after SCFE began. Puzzled over the reluctance
of some growers to join the exchange, he asked: “Do the individual citrus growers
who pride themselves upon the independence of their course realize that their policy is
contrary to the spirit of modern progress?” After all, Jeffreys concluded, “There is
nothing left of individualism in the marketing of farm products.” The only options
were to “organize and keep organized” or fail.*?

The growers’ cooperatives did not fail. For the 1896-97 season, the San Antonio Ex-
change reported a total “volume of business nearing two million dollars” with only “about
$225.00” in “bad or unpaid accounts.”>® Three years later, the Ontario-Cucamonga
Exchange announced that it had sold one thousand rail cars of fruit for a “gross over
One Million Dollars.”3! Profits continued to rise throughout the twentieth century and
into this one. Organization for profit worked.

And yet, despite the bottom line successes of the growers’ marketing cooperatives, we
can’t say that “all was combination” at the start of the twentieth century. Even as many
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growers enthusiastically joined marketing cooperatives, the incorporation of America
was uneven at best. Indeed, it was rather contradictory, at least in the orange groves of
Southern California. Growers stopped being proprietary businessmen precisely so they
could continue being proprietary businessmen of a sort; they combined so they could
remain independent. The necessity of organization—and the subsuming of the individual
in the collective—were explained through precisely what it was to replace: the language
of proprietary individualism.>? After all, one of the most troubling things about the co-
mmission agents, according to the growers, was that they robbed growers of the fruits
of their labor, literally and figuratively. The right to the fruits of one’s labor, the keystone
of midcentury social and economic thought, seemed so obvious, so natural that the Citro-
graph barely had to spell it out in its comparison of orange growing and whaling. The
bone dealers are so unscrupulous not just because they lie, but because they “squeeze|]
the profits out of [the whaler’s] Arctic voyage,” because they take his rightful reward.
After all, who endured the dangers and isolation of whaling? Who risked everything—
literally—to kill the whale? Not the dealers. They made a killing in the market, not the
Artic.>® The cooperative, then, was a defensive move, designed to restore to growers
their just reward. As P. J. Dreher of the San Antonio Fruit Exchange perfectly put it, com-
bination was the only option, “and who cannot see it must be blinded to his own
interests.”>*

But if the cooperative was designed to help growers remain independent businessmen
each attuned to his own interest, it also signaled a change in what being an independent
businessman or orchard capitalist meant. For with a subtle sleight of hand, “fruits of
labor” had turned into the “legitimate profit of the grower” who “invest[s] money and
toil and take[s] the risk.”>> Productive labor, the bedrock of moral worth through
much of the nineteenth century for workers and businessmen alike, had now become
“legitimate profit” and “return on investment.”¢ In that same deft move, marketing—
the distribution and sale of fruit—slid in to replace production as the central concern
of the grower.>” The independent orchard capitalist of 1900 was not the same as his pre-
decessor of 1875, at least not as imagined by promoters and settlers alike. He was a suc-
cessful producer only to the extent that Sunkist oranges traveled quickly to the right
places. His independence was founded on dependence and cooperation, not commercial
self-determination. He was one of many, another name in a ledger, but the owner of his
own land. He was Ira More.

sheskoskoskok

Why should we care about transition questions? Why should it matter that Ira More
and his compatriots debated, worried, and fussed over incorporating? That they incorpo-
rated as a marketing cooperative? We still know where we end up: in incorporated
America. But I think the questions do matter, and they particularly matter to us as histo-
rians. They matter to how we recount that process of incorporation. If the standard nar-
ratives attribute incorporation to the inescapable force of either captains of industry or to
the system of capitalism itself, then incorporation becomes a trauma, a wound, an injury
done to American society.>8 That is the story we usually tell in textbooks, in lectures, and
in monographs. It’s incredibly fatalistic. We include, of course, moments of resistance to
incorporation, but they always appear, and within this narrative must always appear,
doomed to failure. We know the past through the present.
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If we start with the growers’ transition questions rather than with the answer of our
present circumstances, if we try to know the present through the past, we tell a different
story, one that is less straightforward. The growers most certainly saw themselves as re-
sponding to great changes around them, and they recognized that their combining was
part of larger trends toward combination. At the same time, though, they also helped
shape those trends; they were also the incorporators of America. Seeing incorporated
America as the creation—in part, at least—of California’s orange growers doesn’t
deny the suasion of industrial magnates nor mask the reshaping of market relations
through changes in production and distribution. But it does mean incorporation was
not just foisted on American society by a few plutocrats or imposed by an inescapable
financial system; it was a project of American society. The orange growers were part
of that project. They proceeded to combine in a way that reflected their own concerns,
most notably the preservation of independent proprietorship within a corporate structure
that would, they hoped, make them money. At least in the orange groves of California, we
see the incorporation of America as something other than an either/or story, one in which
the proprietor will dissolve before the corporate onslaught.

The narrative we get from starting with the growers’ questions, then, is considerably
messier than the one we usually tell. Instead of the structural imperatives of capitalism,
we see capitalist institution made up of people, laws, customs, and habit, which is to say,
social relations. Institutions shape and define society, without a doubt, but how they do so
shifts with changing social relations. We find less rigid distinctions between heroes and
villains. Small proprietors and businessmen are not subsumed by corporations but persist
to shape the economic landscape along with the state, corporate interests, and banks. Ev-
eryone was complicit in America’s incorporation. That narrative may sound as fatalistic
as the standard one we tell now, but the growers would tell us that it’s not. Just as they
changed their ledger books from red to black, just as they helped incorporate America, we
can change the course of our narrative too.
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