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Not far from where we sit today, if you know where to look on the hillsides, you can still see them. 
Ruts. Worn into the ground by wagon wheels more than a century and a half ago, carved by people 
who decided that the life they wanted was somewhere over the horizon, and that the only way to 
find out was to go first. A lot of you in this room are descended from people who made that 
crossing. 
 
And it is no accident that the story of how Oregon wheat reached the world is built on that same 
instinct. The willingness to go first. To break trail when there is no trail. Because that is what Oregon 
wheat growers did. In 1926, a group of farmers gathered in Moro and formed the Eastern Oregon 
Wheat League. Dues were a dollar a year. There was rarely any money in the treasury, so when 
something urgent came up, they passed the hat. Ten dollars here. Fifteen there. That is how it 
started. A dollar in dues and a passed hat. 
 
But what they started was not really an organization. It was an idea. And a stubborn one: that 
growers themselves could build demand for their wheat. Not just grow it. Not just haul it to the river 
and hope for a price. Build the demand for it, deliberately, out in the world. 
 
For twenty years they kept that idea alive. And eventually they decided it needed something 
sturdier than a passed hat. So Oregon growers went to Salem, and came home having created the 
first wheat commission in the United States, the first anywhere, funded by a real assessment on 
every bushel. Someone who was there wrote afterward that the first meeting was memorable, 
“because there was no other such group in existence.” No precedent. No template. No trail. They 
made it themselves. 
 
And then they did something that, frankly, took some nerve. In 1956, the Oregon Wheat Growers 
League opened an office in Tokyo. Think about what that meant for a wheat grower from Sherman 
or Morrow County in the 1950s. He is going to take his own growers’ money, and put a permanent 
office on the other side of the Pacific. In a country many of his neighbors had been at war with just 
ten years earlier, on the bet that someday they would become one of his best customers. 
 
That is not a marketing plan. That is pioneering. It is the same instinct that cut those ruts in the hill. 
By 1959, the idea had grown too big for one state. Oregon, Washington, and Idaho came together to 
form Western Wheat Associates, right up the road in Portland. And the mission stayed exactly the 
same. Develop markets for U.S. wheat. Not sell wheat. Develop markets. Teach the millers. Train 
the bakers. Build the relationships. Bring buyers all the way back here to stand in an Oregon field 



and see this wheat for themselves. Western Wheat Associates is the direct ancestor of the 
organization I work for today. In 1980, it merged with its Great Plains counterpart to become U.S. 
Wheat Associates. 
 
Oregon broke the trail. And Oregon was still at the front when the rest of the country caught up. And 
I want to be clear about something, because it is the reason I am standing here today and not just 
telling you a history lesson. This is not just history. This is exactly what U.S. Wheat  Associates does 
today, from a dozen international offices serving markets around the globe. We still bring millers 
and bakers from the other side of the world to stand in American wheat fields. The very same thing 
those Oregon growers did seventy years ago. 
 
In the Philippines, a market Oregon helped open generations ago, buyers today look for a seal that 
tells them the wheat is American, and they will pay more for it, because they have learned to trust 
what that means. 
 
That trust did not happen by accident.  It was built, the slow way, the Oregon way, over decades. 
The countries have changed. The competition has changed. Almost everything about the tools has 
changed. But the thing those farmers in Moro understood has not changed at all. You invest in 
relationships, in knowledge, and in trust, before you ever ask for the sale. You teach a customer the 
value of your wheat, not just the  price of it. And you build that demand patiently, over years, often 
over a lifetime. That is an Oregon idea. It was born in the wheat country east of here, proven in the 
Oregon Legislature, and carried across the Pacific by growers who believed the world wanted what 
they grew. 
 
They were right. What started as a dollar in dues became a global system that American wheat still 
depends on today. The pioneers who left those ruts were looking for something better over the 
horizon. So were the growers who built this organization. They just happened to find their horizon in 
Tokyo, and Manila, and a hundred other places most of their neighbors would never see. 
 
On behalf of U.S. Wheat Associates and the growers we serve across the country, thank you, and 
congratulations to the Oregon Wheat Growers League on one hundred years. 


