
Sample  Feature Story 
 

4-H Club – the nation’s largest organization for young people – celebrates its 
100th anniversary in Alabama in 2009, according to ___(name/title)    . 
 
In 1909, when 4-H (then called Corn Clubs) began, 83 percent of the people in 
Alabama lived or worked on farms.  Alabama agriculture faced three major 
crises: the havoc the boll weevil wrought to the one-crop agriculture system, the 
deadly dependence of sharecroppers on the landlords and general stores, and 
the movement of young people away from the farm to the city. 
 
An agriculture educator named Seaman Knapp believed something could be 
done to educate farmers to practice better farming techniques and combat the 
boll weevil.  The United States Department of Agriculture appointed him to 
demonstrate to farmers how they could improve production. 
 
He found that he could teach adults by teaching boys how to grow better corn.  
Soon a number of demonstration agents were using corn-growing contests to 
stimulate the interest of boys in growing better corn. 
 
O.B. Martin, USDA Bureau of Plant Industry, came to Alabama in 1908 to 
coordinate established corn club work.  He arranged a cooperative agreement 
between the federal government, the land-grant colleges and local officials to 
create corn clubs. 
 
In 1909, L.N. Duncan was appointed state leader for corn club work.  Corn clubs 
were organized in Walker, Tuscaloosa and Calhoun Counties but soon spread 
through the state. 
 
Not to be left out, the girls formed tomato canning clubs in 1911 to grow one-
tenth acre of tomatoes and can them safely.  The clubs originated in Walker and 
Pike counties and were led by home demonstration agents Annie Sartain and 
Sarah Luther. 
 
The clubs worked exactly as planned as adults learned from their sons and 
daughters. 
 
In 1911, club agent John James asked R.M. Reeves in Bibb County to join a corn 
club and try for a $25 prize awarded to the boy growing the most corn per acre 
according to recommended practices. 
 
“I wanted to join so I could have an acre of corn all my own, as well as a chance 
to win $25,” Reeves recalled. 
 
He ended up with 72 bushels of corn per acre, enough to win the prize, and his 
father learned better techniques for growing corn. 



 
The girls’ tomato clubs had similar impacts on adults in improving gardening, 
poultry growing, butter and bread making, and other homemaking practices. 
 
“After the agent came to our home and actually gave a demonstration in making 
a hotbed and it proved successful, Papa was convinced there was something to 
demonstration work.  Now, instead of only collards and cockleburs in our winter 
garden, we have turnips, cabbage, lettuce, spinach and beets,” one girl reported. 
 
Demonstration work received a big boost when the Smith Lever Act of 1914 
created the Cooperative Extension Service.  Farm and home demonstration 
work, boys’ corn and girls’ canning clubs were reorganized under the new 
Extension Service and formally tied to the state land-grant college at Auburn. 
 
As agriculture practices improved across the state, the basic purpose of 4-H club 
began to shift.  Originally intended to convey new agriculture techniques, the 
Club now focused on helping young people develop self-confidence and a sense 
of community responsibility. 
 
During the 1920s, the 4-H program became more uniformly structured across the 
state. L.M. Duncan became director of the Cooperative Extension Service and 
T.A. “Dad” Sims took his place as 4-H leader. 
 
Alabama sent small groups to the International Livestock Exposition and to the 
Boys’ and Girls’ Club Congress in Chicago.  In 1927, Alabama participated in the 
first National 4-H Club Conference in Washington, D.C.   
 
Two state events were established -- the Girls’ Short Course and the Boys’ State 
Encampment, both held at Alabama Polytechnic Institute at Auburn. 
 
The 30s and 40s were growth years as project offerings in 4-H were expanded to 
meet interests of a variety of youth.  No long was 4-H just for farm youth. 
 
In 1956, the Alabama 4-H Club Foundation was chartered and raised $1 million 
to provide financial support for the 4-H program. 
 
“Dad” Sims retired and was followed by Hanchey Logue as State 4-H Leader.  
When Logue retired, Cecil Mayfield became the fourth person to be State 4-H 
Leader.  With Mayfield’s retirement in 1989, Dr. Tony Dozier was named interim 
State 4-H Leader.   Greg Hutchins was appointed in 1992.  Wilma Ruffin was 
appointed in 1965.  Warren McCord was appointed in 1999 and served until 
retirement.  Lamar Nichols was appointed Assisted Director for 4-H and Youth 
Programs in 2003. 
 
The 60s brought expansion of 4-H into nutrition education for disadvantaged 
youth and programs for inner city youth.  During the 1970’s, community resource 



development was added.  Citizenship Washington Focus trips became annual 
opportunities for older youth to visit the nation’s capital. 
 
In 1980, the Alabama 4-H Youth Development Center opened in Shelby County.  
The Center continued to expand to accommodate the needs of 4-H and other 
groups.  In 2007 the Environmental Science Education Center was dedicated  
 
In 2004, The Alabama 4-H Program began the transition to regional based staff, 
a change throughout the Alabama Cooperative Extension System.  School-based 
programming by county staff continues to provide awareness and opportunities 
for Alabama youth.  Volunteer led community clubs establish in-depth project 
work and service opportunities. 
 
Alabama 4-H continues “To Make the Best Better” for youth and their families for 
100 years. 
 
 
 
 
  


