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The Iowa Old Age Assistance Act 
(Address by J·ohn F '. Porterfi~ld, old age assistance commissioner, 

over KFNF and over KMA •at Shenandoah, Iowa, July 9, 1934) 

1In the short time that I have to- present the subject that is •bef.ore us 
on this occasion I am sure that you will not expect me to say a ll that 
can be said with reference to the old age assistance act. 

However, I have before me a large number of questions that have 
been submitted to this station with a reques,t that I answer the same 
at this time, and I trust that in the short time aJlotted to me that I 
s·hall cover them either indirectly 01· by way of direct answer. 

Old age assistance is by no means a n ew thing, not even in our own 
state, as it has been a subject of ·agitation for s ome fifty years. It has 
been before several legislative bodies before it was finally enacted by 
the Forty-fifth General Assembly, in extraordinary session, known to us 
as "Senate File 42." 

Thi s bill became effe ctive as of midnight, March 16, 1934, after it had 
•been s ign ed by the governor, tbe Honorable Clyde L. H e,rring, and ha d 
been published in the Mount Pleasant News a nd in the Hawkeye-Gazette 
at Burlington. 

It is a case wherein the great state of Io wa has kept pace with the 
times in which we live, a nd has taken its place in th e grand procession 
with twenty-seven other states . 

No doubt you have heard the s logan-
"There is no tragedy like the tragedy of homeless old age." 

The great state of Iowa is to be honored tha t sh e has fin ally recogni zed 
the truth of this statement. Tbus it was that on Saint Patri ck's day, 
Iowa joined twenty-seven of her s ister states a.nd th e territories of 
Hawaii an d Alaska, and passed what is known as an old age pension law. 

To me, as I stop to .think of the subj ect , I do not wonder that she has 
finally ,passed this act, but wh y she delayed it so long is a marvel. 

No state in the Union has •been more progressive or practical in every 
line of advancement; no agricultural state of the Union has given more 
careful consideration and provided legisla tion with gr eater care for its 
animals, such as its cattle, its hogs, its chickens, a nd its dogs, as well 
as thrown a protective arm around t h e wild creatures that roam our 
field s, forests and s treams. In order .to give this p.rotection, we have 
levied by statute a certain amount to be paid by our taxpayers for the 
carrying out of the law and statutes which make provisions for the care 
of t h ese animals that I have just m entioned. 

I have heard no complaint because we have such laws as these- either 
from the taxpayer or from anyone else, but I am sorry to say to you 
that we do hear som e criticism b ecause Iowa has seen fit -to levy a tax 
for the supp.art of our aged citizens now in their declining years. I 
repeat that it appears strange to me that we Iowans have waited un t il 
s o very r ecently to m ak e life easier and more secure for those who 
may have the ill luck to r each old age without earning power or savings. 
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l wonder if you are a ware of the fact that the system to safeguard 
their elderly people is now in force in the following foreign countries: 

Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Czecho­
Slovakia, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, 
Greenland, Iceland , Irish Free •State, Italy, Jugo-Slavia, Luxemberg, The 
Netherlands , Newfoundland, New Z~aland, Norway, Portugal, Roumania, 
Spain, Sweden , ,South Africa a nd Uruguay. 

All these countries have some setup or method of care for the protec­
tion of old age . In most of these -countri es, they do not call it by the 
name of "old age pension" but "old age insurance." 

I want to take time if I may at this point to speak of only, one of these 
fo reign countri es . Canada, our neighbor to the north, .through its various 
prov incial governments has had many year s of ex-perience with pensions 
for th e aged . 

I s peak of this country because of the fact tha:t a great number of its 
citizens are American •born, and it may be interesting to note that 
a.Jtogether there are about 35,000 old folks at this time on the Canadian 
·old age pension rel.Is . Only a:bout 5,000 of whom were actually born in 
Canada, and 450 -of those now upon these rolls are American born. 

It is true that the criticism of this act, I am glad to say, is not par­
ticularly against the principle of the ad, but is aimed in a majority of 
c ases against the wording and application of the law. 

It seems to me it would be wise to take time to say to you that I 
know of no law, eitlrnr national or -state, that has been placed upon the 
statutes of either the federal government or th e state governments that 
has not been subject to severe criticism at the time it was enacted and 
during its fiTSt application. This is perhaps clue to the fact that, in many 
ins tances, Jaws ·are passed under -s train and s tress of passing tim e, and 
'in many instances time did -not permit of as much cons ideration of the 
la w in its form and wording as should have been allowed. Because of 
this, -contradictions and ambiguities creep in, a nd appear even after the 
act its elf ·becomes a law. But this -should not ·be the basis of carping 
criticism, for a ll laws may be amended and cleared up so that the ha rd 
and difficult sections may in futur e time be smooth ed out and made more 
workable. 

I have no disposition to deceive anyone in connection with this law 
so far as the working of the a ct itself is concerned. I am particularly 
-concer-n ecl, as was the legisla ture, in the prindple that i-s involved in 
,the enactment of thi s law. Its difficult phrases, its ambiguities, if there 
are any, may by future legislative bodies be amended and made more 
clear. 

I am inte rested, however, in the fact that the time finally arrived in 
Iowa when the people of this state were willing to give at least as much 
attenti-on to the care of its aged as we are to the stock that feed in the 
fi eld,s, and to our dogs in particular. 

I wonder if you know that we have upon our statutes one entire chap­
ter devoted to clogs. Chapter 276 of the Iowa s tatutes dea.ls with nothing 
else but the dogs of Iowa. This chapter is entitled-"Dogs and Licensing 
thereof." 
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CHAPTER 276 
(Entire Chapter devoted to dogs.) 

Dogs and Licensing Thereof. 
5444. Record Book. 
5445. Forms. 

5444. Record Book. The co1mty auditor shall keep a book to be 
known as the r ecord of license-s whi-ch shall show: 

1. The serial number and date of each application ·for license. 
2. The description of dog as specified in the application, together with 

the name of the owner of said dog. 
3. The date when each license tag is issued a nd the serial number 

of such tag. 
4. The amount of all fe es, licenses, penalties, and costs paid to him. 
5. Such other data as the law may r equire. 
5445. Forms. All forms for blanks a nd tags, including proper columns 

in the assessors' books in which to note the ownership of clogs, shall be 
prepar ed by the auditor. All s uch blanks and tags shall be furnished 
by the county. 

The poor clogs must be taken care of. We appear to a.!l agree on this. 
You will be interested , I am sure, when I say to you that-contrary 

even to the prediction of some-this law is about to begin to do exactly 
what is set out in its t itle-"assist old age," 

The enemies of the law stated, not only to the commission itself, but 
they published broadcast that the people of Iowa would never rally to 
its support •because of the personal head tax levied against the citizens 
of Iowa to provide means for its support. But will you believe me when I 
say to you that the people of Iowa to the number of 900,000 and better 
have already paid their dollar for the support of this fund? The com­
mission will be able- when we do commence to pay out this fund-to 
pay to a considerable number in every county of the state of Iowa some 
assistance, and that ass istance will be in a sum that will be really ben­
eficial to the recipient, and the community as well. 

It has been my good fortun e, in connection with my official relation­
ship with this law, to have studied the laws of many other states. Prac­
tically every one of these states are now giving assistance to their aged, 
and I have no hesitancy in saying to you over this microphone that Iowa 
has the best law of any of them. But that is not to be wondered at when 
we think of the intelligence of our people and their willingness-under 
any circumstance-aid and help those of their neighbors who have been 
less fortunate than they. 

We have ninety-nine counties in the state of Iowa and EVERY c·ounty 
in the state has liberally-through the collection of their head tax­
supported this law. 

I have 'been a practicing attorney in the state of Iowa for better than 
twenty years. I think I can intelligently say that I am acquainted with 
all of her statutes, and I want t-o say to you tonight that no law h as ever 
been enacted by the legislature of Iowa that has met with greater ap­
proval than has the old age assistance act. And it is my judgment and 
opinion that the provisions of this act have at last been written upon 
the statutes of Iowa-there t o remain forever . 
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The manner of the collection of the tax, manner of procedure in its 
a pplication to the Jaw, age at which one may r eceive assistance, an d 
the amount that ,shall be paid to the individual- these may perchance 
be changed or amended, but never again shall this state go back to the 
place where we shall permi t our aged father s an d mothers t o die in want 
and without aid or help. • 

In the ap-plication of the la w I might say that some of the funda mental 
requirements are as follow s: 

The recipient must ha ve been a citizen of the United States f-or 
fifteen years. 

He must have been a citizen of the state of Iowa ten years. 
He must have been a citizen of the county from which he makes 

application for assistance at least two years. 

If they have met these requirements, then they are eligi,ble to make 
application. There are, of course, a few more requirements such as the 
necessity for help, but this is not necessarily based on poverty. This 
law is in no sense a pauper law and we do it harm, as well as ournelves, 
when we speak of it as a pa uper act. 

One may have an income up to $1.00 a day, representing the r esult 
of their earnings or receive from any other source the sum of $100 per 
year, and still be clearly eligible to r eceive old age assistance. 

At this point, may I speak for just a moment on the question of prop­
erty, as our most severe critics would have the old folk s of this state 
believe that if they own property, in order to receive :1ssistance they 
must deed over to the state of Iowa their property-both real a nd 
per sonal. 

This is not true however, as the Jaw nowhere requires that the tra ns­
fer of property shall pass between the recipien t and the state of Iowa 
in order that they may receive assistance. Anyone owning property, 
which is of no material benefit to them by way of helping to feed them, 
as t hey cannot devour the shingles on their house, or the siding of the 
building ; their children are unable to support them or to give them 
proper help- in cases like these, the law provides that the amount r e­
ceived shall be recorded in the office of the county recorder and when 
both h usband and wife are dead ancl gone, ancl have no further use fo r 
their home and property and when such property is sold or probated, 
the amount of the assistance granted to the owner of the property du r­
ing his or her lifetime becomes a lien of t he second class against it. 
In other words a lien that is inferior to a mortgage lien, a mechanic's 
lien, or any other like lien. After these have been satisfied, the second 
lien for asistance shall stand against the proceeds received, because of 
t he support of assistance which has been given to the owners of the 
property during their life time. When the property is sold, then the 
amount r ecovered by the state shall go back again into this revolving 
fund for the support and car e of other old folks who find themselves in 
like position. 

The law also makes provision that if the r ecipient himself so desires, 
( it being clearly optional on his part), he may transfer or deed his 
property while still living to the benefit of th e old age pension fund. 



Our critics, many times by word of mouth a nd th r ough publi c press, 
woul d appear to shed cr ocod ile tear s, wh en they make mention of these 
-provis ions to which I have just called attention, and would have you 
believe that the state of Iowa stands with straining muscles waiting 
the opportunity to take al\'ay from our old fo lks their h omesteads. Noth­
ing could be more fa lse than thi~. 

Who is it that it is intended this act shall assist-"the aged fo lks of 
Iowa"- not their ch ildren, not their grandc hildren , -bu t they, whom 
the child ren a nd gr andchildren have been unable to h elp or ass ist, and 
this act absolu tely nowhere hints at dist urbing t be old folks in the 
possession of their homes or pr oper ty, so long as they s hall live. 

The most that can be said of such sta tements as this-"that t he state 
of Iowa is trying to take a way from its old people their homes"­
is that it is cheap politica l cla p-trap, or the vampings of an ignoramus. 
Such s tatements have no fo unda tion in facts. 

Stra nge is it n ot, that we do have in Chapte.r 267 of the s tatutes of 
Iowa-a provision for taking the homestead of the poor, and t he title o.f 
t his cha pter is-"Support of t he Poor," and th is la w has been on om· stat­
utes 'for years, but bave you heard a nything a-bout wanting to modify this 
law? Not a word! Pe rhaps our sorrowin g friends ( ?) do n ot know 
that it is there-and that is not all- the h om estead may be taken even 
two years a fter the poor person has r eceived their keep from the county. 
"O.h Consistency, tlwu a r t a jewel," is no t found in som e people's economi c 
or social philosophy. 

"Section 5309 of Ch apter 267." " Recovery by county. Any county hav­
ing expended a ny money for the relief or support of a poor person, under 
the provis ions of t his -ch apter, m ay recover the sam e from a n y of his 
kindred mentioned herein , from such poor person should he become 
a ble, or from his estate; from r elatives by actio n brought within two 
years from t he payment of such expenses, from such poor person by 
action brough t w ithin two years after becoming a ble, and from such 
person 's estate by fi ling the claim as pr ov id ed by law. " 

"Section 5309-cl of same chapter ." " Ho me st ead~whe n li ab le . When 
ex-penditures have been m ade for a-nd -0 11 behalf o.f a poor per son and 
his fam il y, as contemplated by the preceding section, the ho1nesteacl of 
such poor per son is lia,ble for s uch expendi t'ures when s uch poor person 
d ies without leaving a surviving husband or wife, or minor children." 

It has been my privilege to talk with many who own their littl e home, 
whose -children cannot care for them and who will e it her be <:o m pelled 
to deed their property to the county supervisor s and in r eturn receive 
support or have their pr operty taken fr om them by mortgage and 
they, themselves, a llowed to die in the poorhouse. In not a s ingle in­
s tance have these folks fo und faul t w it h t his particular provi sion of 
the law when they understand it. 

This la w provides that a tax of $1.00 s ha ll be levi ed against a ll citi­
zen ts of this state over the age of twenty-one year s, due and payable 
on or before the firs t day of July, 1934, with but these two exceptions: 

Those who a re confined in stat e institutions, 
or 

Those who a r e confin ed in coun ty inst it.11 t ions. 
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Following 1934, fo r the· year 1935, and every year ther eafter there 
shall be levied against the same persons a head tax of $2 .00 each, du e 
and payable like any other tax levied under t he sta tutes of th e state. 
Someone will promptly say-"This is but another tax." But thi s is 
not quite the truth. The best that can be said of such a statement is 
that it is but a h alf-truth. Someotle has said: "A half-truth is always 
fal se." False because of th e imp ression it leaves on the mind of the 
individual. 

But what a re th e facts r elative to th is $2.00 head t JX? Th e half­
truth is shown by the fact that it is lev ied u pon both men and women. 
In the case of women only, and in the cases of t hos~ wh o have attained 
t he age when they a re no longer li able fo r the payment of the poll tax 
is it, in any se nse, a new tax .' 

In t he case of t hose who a re subj ect to the poll tax, it is an addi­
tional tax of not one single cent, for it is in lieu of a tax a lready lev ied 
under the s tatutes of Iowa. The per son who pays a poll tax and pays 
this $2 .00 head tax may take cred it as against hi s poll tax in the sum 
of $2.00 which he has to pay. 

There are many things that could and perhaps should be said at a 
t im e like t his with reference to thi s old age ass istance act , that time 
will not permit us to enlarge further upon . 

In conclusion, I desire to quote Governor Clyde L. H erring in a rad io 
a ddress given by him a few weeks ago. 

"Independence in old age hinges upon more than the will to save. It 
hinges upon a wage large enough to permit savings, and a period of 
employment long enough for the accumulati on of a r eserv e fund. State 
and federa l investigation s furnish proof that the wages of millions of 
men and women in the Un ited Sta tes do not a llow for reasonably com­
fortable, or even decent, living. There is, th erefore, no margin of 
safety to cover em ergencies arisin g from sickness, accident, and unem­
ployment. 

"Even millions who do r eceive a saving wage while working cannot lay 
by enough for old age before th ey ar e 'scrapped' for :younger employees. 
Under the stress of competition, mass production, and new inven tions, 
the earning period has been so sh ortened that in many industries, men 
of 45 a r e considered too old to hold their jobs or to be placed in n ew 
ones. Their saving period is ended •before they have had time to pro­
vide for old age." 

In the word s of Governor H erring, " the old age assistance head tax is 
more nearly a 'Golden Rule' tax than any other that your s tate has 
ever called upon you to pay." 

He directed his r emarks further to the young men and women of the 
state when he said, "I want you to rememb er that li.fe's socia l and 
economic bumpi; and pitfalls have thwarted many of th e• generation that 
preceded you in t heir effort s to gain finan cial independ en ce for old age. 
Though it is the h ope of a ll of us tbat you may never be in desperate 
need, I urge that you pay your old age ass istance tax with th e thought 
that you ar e doin g your part to make this a better state in which to 
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live and a t tlle sam e time sa feg uarding your own futur e from SLtffering 
and want in the eveningtime of your li fe ." 

I sllall now pr oceed to answer the questions r egarding the law which 
h ave been s ubmitted to th is station. 

1. An old age pension is a monthly cash amount p_aid to deser vin g, 
needy and aged person 

2. The maximum monthly payment per person is $25.00. 

3. Application sha ll be made to the old age assistan ce boar d of the 
respective counties . 

4. The o ld age pension system is administered by a bipartisan com­
mission of three members known as the old age assistance com­
mission who sh a ll serve on a per diem basis. The members of the 
commission are Mrs. E. R. Meredith of Ames, A. L. Urick of Des 
Moines and John F. Porterfield of H amburg. 

5. The sta te office is in the direct and a ctive charge of the superin­
tend en t, Byron G. Allen of Pocahonta s, who was selected by the 
above described commission. 

6. The county boards will be bipartisan, the members of which shall 
be named by the board of supervisors of the respective counties 
and the ex officio nt ember shall be the overseer of th e poor. The 
members of the county boa rd , one of whom sha ll be a woman, will 
be e nt itled only to t r aveling expenses. 

7. T he a pplication s are made to t he county boards but fina l appro val 
rests with the state commission. 

8. The $2.00 per year head tax will be paid by all persons 21 years of 
age or older, except the payment due on or before July 1, 19 34, 
which is $1.00 per person. 

9. The law makes it mandatory for the employer to ass is t in collecting 
the head tax and h e is em power ed to withhold the am oLrnt of the 
tax from the salary or wages of the employee. Furthermore, th e 
employer it liable in case the employee is fo un d in a rrear s in his 
payi11ents of the tax. 

10. The head tax is collected like a nd in lie u of poll taxes and a cc rues to 
the credit of the state old age ass istance f und. 

11. The certifica te entitling a person to receive a n old age pens ion must 
be renewed annually. 

12. A person, who has been r ejec ted fo r a pension, may r e-apply 12 
m onths from the date of the rejection. 

13. Both husband and wife may be eligible, and both may receive 
:issistance in the ir own n ame and right. 
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