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"OUR PLUNDERED PLANET" 

April 27, 1952 

My dear friends, we have recently witnessed one of the ioost dieastrous fioode 

in the history of our country, and the most disastrous flood in the history of our 

Missouri Valley. More than two million acres of farm land were under flood. The 

raging waters swept into towns and citie~. Maey lives were lost; nearly 1501000 of 

our peonle were rendered homeless; and the damage to property ran into the hundreds 

of millions of dollars. 

In the same area, the Missouri River Basin, a similar disastrous flood occurred 

last year, and the total losses _to crops and property, to highways, railroad lines 

and bridges and industry generally were well over a billion dollars. And there have 

been other floods in the same area in previous years. Now, all these fioods could 

have been prevented if the dams and reservoirs which had been planned for this area 

had been constructed, but ·un.rortunately, politics and bungling and inter-departmental 

riv~lries ermitted this precious land., an area comprising M&rly one-sixth of con­

tinental United states., an area which is the bread-basket of our country, to be se­

verely damaged time and again. 

A f£ffl years ago you will reca.111 we were witnesses to a terrifying sight which 

has ccme to be known as the Dust Bowl, a prolonged drought in the states of Texas, 

Oklahoma, and the neighboring states, which lasted for some six or seven years. It 

finally resulted in dust storms which swept over this vast area of our country and 

swept away the top s,il of countJe ss tarms and left a sand desert in their place. 

That Dust Bowl was largely man-made. The land had been ove:P. graced; too much prairie 

had been plowed up for wheat; man abused the lsnd; and nature reacted with vast and 

punishing violence. 

The chief of the United States Soil Conservation Service, Dr. Bennett, describes 

the situation which con.fronts our people in the following manner, 
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One-fifth of the original area of tillable land in the Ul'lited 
states is now ruined ~or further practical cultivation chiefly 
because of erosion. About one-third of the present remaining 
tillable land is already damaged bye rosion, and more than one 
half of the remainder is subject to erosion. All but about 
seventy-two and one half million of the four hundred and sixty 
million acres of good crop land in the United states is f!Ubject 
to erosion, if it is not protected. It has been estimated that 
the average depth of topsoil throughout the country originally 
was nine inches. The dept of the topsoil nmr remai. ning is be­
tween six and and seven inches. In noting that we have lost ap­
proximately one third of our topsoil since the country was set-
tle d, the significance of these conditions can be easily realized. 

Up until the time of our great western migration, which got into 
full swing about a hundred years ago I the creeks and rivers of 
the land usually ran clear. Rains were absorbed by the humus­
laden forest fioors and the open fields covered by tall hardy 
grasses with their matted roots protecting the soil. More mois­
ture was held in the ground, and the rivers did not rise the way 
they do today• Even when they did, they generally remained clear. 

The little topsoil that was washed away was negligible, repre­
senting on the average, perhaps, about the amount of new topsoil 
being manufactured by nature. 

So it has not been natural erosion that hasma.de the trouble. It 
has been ourselves. We have cut cbwn the forests that absorbed 
the rains, and grazer! much of the remaining woodland. We have 
overgrazed am overcropped the millions of acres of open fields 
and ranges once so well protected by th~ thick grass cover that 
functioned as nature•s blotting paper. Lack of fertilization, 
lime, crop rotation. and other replenishing procedures have also 
played their parts. 

As a Jtesult of this unfortunate policy, the kindly blanket cove:P­
ing the land has been so thoroughly removed down through the years 
that rain water now runs off the bare fields and hills in a mat,­
ter of minutes, taking the topsoil with it and creating floods and 
disaster undreamed of just a fflff decades ago. v 

we seem to be goj ng, friend~ the fata~w ay of many other countries in ancient 

and modern times, which were plundered and lhaid waste and d esola te by man• s own im­

providence, his squandering, his wastefulness, his negle ct. 

The earth which should have been man's chief concern and its proper husbandry 

his principal care, for his very life depends upon the productivity and the fertil­

ity of the soil - that earth has been abused by man, deforested, permitted to be 

eroded, and turned into wasteland m d desert. Far more destructible to civilization 
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than earthquakes, than violent cha1ges in climate., than wars., than epidemics., has 

been man •s own molestation of the land - the land which was to sustain him in life. 

Man•s own ill treatment of the good earth which God gave him. Man is the most des­

tructive animal on Ile face of the earth - a mass destroyer and a mass killer. 

one need but look on the map of the earth and see the areas of desolation upon 

it, areas whichwere once fruitful and prosperous countries. Take the valleys of 

the Tigres a, d the Euphrates., Mesopotamia, present-day Iraq., traditionally the site 

of the Glrden of Eden. Those valleys once supported rich and powerful empires. Four 

thousand years ago these lands were covered by a veritable net-work of iITigation., 

ditches and canals., and a prosperous farming population thrived in that territory., 

and opulent cities were built there., and one of the great civilizations of antiquity., 

civilizations of Babylonia and Assyria. Today tha great area is largely covered by 

shirting san~dunes and a starved and impoverished arrl disease-riddled population ekes 

out a miserable existence in that vast land, becau e t hrough the centuries the forests 

of that country-were cut down., the land W9.S exposed to erosion., the ditches and canals 

were blocked and ·bhoked and destroyed, and then wars and invasi ons completed man•s 

work of devastation. 

And when you move f'rom the valleys of the Tigres and Euphrates westward to Syria., 

you have the sane story all over again. Dr. Lowdennilk, one of the great authorities 

on soil conservation in the United States., describes this area in the following words: 

An area in north Syria lying between Aleppo, Antioch and Rama 
exhibits soil erosion at its worst. Here are the ruins of vil­
lages and market towns resting on the skeleton rock of limestone 
hills., f'rom which 3 to 6 feet of soil have been ~pt off• Here 
soil erosion has done its worst and spread a ghastly destruction 
over a formerly prosperous landscape, as judged by the ruins of 
splendid houses in villages and cities. In reality, these cities 
are dead, with no ho:\'8 of resurrection; tor the bi.sis of their 
prosperity is gone. · 
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And, of course, that was alro the case with Palestine. Palestine was in Bib­

lical days,"a land flowing with milk and honeyn, but through the centuries the soil 

was washed down from the slopes of its hillsides, the terraced wal]s which supported 

olive groves and vineyards were allowed to break dOWl, and sheep and goats were per­

mitted to over-graze the land and to destroy the grasslands. 

The Jews, when they lived in Palestine before their expulsion, took loving care 

of tae lam. They were a good and proud agricultural people. Their religion admon­

ished them to treat reverently the land, "for the earth is the IDrd•s and the fullness 

therefore, the world and they thc:.t dwell in it.n The earth belonged to God, and God 

gave the earth to man to be its kindly steward and caretaker, to derive .from it food 

for his sustenance. 

Cutting down fruit trees and other useful trees was expressly forbidden by the 

law of the Torah. Even in wartime fruit trees were not to be injured or used to 

build defenses. war must never be waged against the life-preserving works of God and 

nature. And so we read inthe Book of Deuteronomy,nlfhen thou shalt besiege a city a 
long time in macing war against it to take it, then thou shalt not destroy the trees 

thereof by wielding an axe aga.inst them,. for thou must eat of them, for man• s life de­

pends on it." 

It was God who ordained in the primal days of creation, "Let the earth put forth 

grass and herb -yielding seed am fruit-bearing trees, wherein is the seei thereof. 

And God saw that it was good. And God placed man upon the earth in a well-watered 

garden, full of trees, pleasaat to the sight and good for food, to work the lBn d and 

to tend it.11 

one of the Rabbis of later times declared, "He who goes out during the days of 

spring and sees the trees budding should prays Blessed be (]Od who has caused nothing 

to be wanting in His universe and created in it beautiful creatures and beautiful 

trees wherefrom men may derive pleasure.• 
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There was a tenderness and a care and a love in their evotion to, their atti­

tude te nature, the earth, and all that is upon it. our people was admonished against 

all kinds of wanton waste, 1fil1ful destruction of natir al :resources. There was a de­

finite prohibition, "Do not destroy anything which man may need for his life susten-

ance." 

It is inspiring to see - and this, the 4th anniversary of Israel's independence, 

which is celebrated this week, reminds us - with what love and devotion and toil and 

sacrifice the present,..day pioneers and the rebuilders of Palestine are reclaiming the 

soil from the waste arrl the abuse and the neglect of the centuries, with what conse­

cration and eagerness they are irrigating wastelands, bringing water again to lands 

which had been parched through centuries, draining the marshes, rebuilding the broken 

down terraces, reforesting the land, clearing the rock-strewn valleys for plowing and 

sowing. There is an epic of reconstruction, re lamation, rehabilitation of land and 

soil that is going on in Israel today, canparable only to the epic of the rehabilita­

tion of human beings, that is going on in that marvelous little countzy. 

I was there a few years ago and near the Dead Sea, where the whole area is 

drenched in salt and not a blade of grass and not a plant has grown there, I suppose, 

since the beginning of time. But so great is the love of these new settle rs and pi­

ioneers, so great is their hunger for land, for soil which in other parts of the world 

is being so ruthlessly and thoughtlessly wasted and squandered, that they have taken 

parts of that salt-soaked soil and have washed it and restored it so that it makes 

plants again and grass again and nmrers again grow in that land of Sodom and Gemorra. 

Now, the same fate which has overtaken Mesopotamis and Syria and up to recently 

Palestine, has overtaken also other vast stretches of the earth - Egypt and Greece lrld 

Turkey and Spain arn North Africa. Greece was once a land of plenty wherein flourished 

one of the noblest civilizations of mankind. The soil was productive, the hills were 

covered w.i. th forests, the water supply was abundant. And oo Greece was able to give 
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to the world Pericles and Socrates and Aristotle and Sopbacles - arts, science m d 

literature - a good landproduced a good people and a great civilizations. Well, to­

day that land is a starved, a poor land, poor s:, il, bare hill-sides, a deteriorated 

land and a deteriorated civilization. 

Dr• Osborn who wrote this book, "Our Plundered Planet" which I took as the subject 

of my sermon this morning, says that the soil of Egypt is steadily deteriorating and 

even its cotton yields, for which the soil was deteriorated, are falling. "Great poI'­

tions of North Africa, bordering on the Mediterranean which used to be fertile, are 

now desert. Here great cities lie buried under sand in an area which was once the 

garden of the Roman Fmpire. And the plight of Spain today is exactly what one might 

suppose it would be considering the plight of the land itself. The desperate and de­

graded conditions of the country-side came about through greed and not through need." 

The desire to become quickly enriched through the profits of the wool industry en­

co.iraged sheep-herding to a point where they over-grazed the laxiJ forests were burned 

off to provide extra pasturageJ young trees were cut dolll for fodder and fire woodJ 

and this desperate cycle of greed arrl over-use and erosion of the land was eet into 

motion. 

And the same thing is hc\)pening in Australia today and in New Zealand. The land 

is beirg wasted to yield greater and quicker returns and profits in tenns of wool. 

Central and South America are caught up in a similar tragic cycle wherein lumbermen 

and cattlemen are bringing upon these lands the visitations of deforestation, erosi.on, 

disastrous floods and the steady wasting away of the productive land. 

And as far as our own country is concerned, Doctor Osborn has this to eay 1 

The story of our nation in the last century as regards the use of 
forests, grasslands, wildlife and water sources is the most violent 
and the most destructive of any written in the long history of ci­
vilization. The velocity of events is unparalleled and we toda7 
are still so near to it that it is almost impossible to realize 
what has happened, or, far more important, what is still happening. 
Actually it is the story of human energy unthinking and uncontro led. 
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In the attempt to gain at least some perspective let us review 
a little. Our people came to a country of unique natural ad­
vantages, of varying yet favorable climates, where the earth1s 
resources were apparently limitless. Incredib1e energy marked 
the effort marked the energy of a young nati, n to hack new homes 
for freedom-loving people out of the vast wilderness of forests 
that extended interminably to the grassland areas of the Midwest. 
Inevitably the quickest methods were used in putting the land to 
cultivation, not the desirable method~ Great areas of forest 
were completely denuded by ax or file, 'Wi. thout thought of the re­
lationship of forests to water sources, or to the soil itself. 
Constantly there was the rising pressure for cultivable lc:11 d 
caused by the rapid inpouring of new sett)e rs. By about 1830 
most of the better land east of the Mississippi was occupied. 
In that year there were approximately 1310001000 people in this 
country, or less than one tenth of the present population. In 
the meanwhile the land in the South, long occupied and part of 
the original colonies, was being devoted more and more extensive­
ly to cotton, highly profitable as export to the looms of Eng­
land, and tobacco, for which there was a growing world market. 
These are known as clean-tilled crops, meaning that the earth 
is left completely bare except for the plantings and is a type 
of land use most susceptible to loss of topsoil by erosion. To-
day a large proportion, in many areas from one third to one half, of 
the land originally put to productive use for the groring of cotton 
and tobacco has become wasteland and has had to be abandoned. It 
is not unusual for Southerners to blame the Civil War and its 
aftereffects for their impoverishment. There are other reasons. 

There is no particular point in tracing the westward surge of 
settlers over the great grass plans that lay beyond the Missis-
sippi and on to the vast forested slopes bordering the Pacific . 
Everyone knO'Ws the stozy • It is significant, however, that the 
movement, dramatic as any incident in human history, was symbol-
ized by the phrases "subjugating the land" and "conquering the 
continent". It was a positive conquest in terms of human forti-
tude and energy. It was a destructive conquest, ani still con­
tinues to be one, in terms of human understanding that nature is 
an ally and not an enemy. 

And in further deseribing what man has done to the land of this country, Dr. 

Osborn concludes by a sk:ing the question: 

Are we to continue on the same dusty, perilous road once traveled 
to its dead end by other mighty and splendid nationsl or, in our 
wisdom, are we going to take the only route that does not lead to 
disaster, that has already befallen so mmy other peoples in the 
earth? 
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Now, much can be done and much is being done today by individuals to pasture the 

soil and by government to correct this dangerous abuse of our richest and thoroughly 

indispensable asset of our people - land. Our people has been aroused, but not suffi­

ciently, Famer8 are increasingly learning the simply techniques which scientific 

agriculture has made available to them, whereby they can save their lc:11 d from soil 

erosion and make them more productive, more profitable. Our government is devoting 

much thought and considerable funds to irrigation ~rxl reclamation projects and to 

flood controls by building of dams and reservoirs, but not enough • . It is significant 

that only 1% of our national budget is spent upon all these conservation projects. 

Think how much more is spent upon our military establishment 1 

Man has plundered this planet, to his own hurt. Man must now learn to replenish 

it. He must learn not to dessicate it. He must not put his hope for the future in 

new lands that can be opened up which he can use quickly and be-spoil, ashe had other 

lands. Fresh lands are practicRl ly no longer available to man. There is a grave 

warning in the admonition of scientists that "the tide of the e arth • s population is 

ris:ing, and the reservoirs of the earth•s living resources are falling.n The popula­

tion of our globe is increasing amazingly. Siree the 17th century the population of 

the earth has multiplied five-fold. It has doubled within the l ast centu:ry. The pop­

ulation of the united states is increasing enonnously every year. The area of the 

earth is static, and the tillable area of the earth has been unfortunately reduced 

catastrophically by man•s neglect. 

we are very much absorbed today in pol t • cal questions, in international ques-

t j ons. We are very much concerned today with the problem of resisting this type or 

that type of economic system forthe worl:i • The basic problem of man is food, and to 

meet that basic problem is the othe~roblem of lad. overcrowde countries and reduced 

productive land inevitably lead to tensions, to strife, to war 1 our greatest problem 

today is the increasing of' the productivity of land so that man will have enough to 

eat - all men - upon the face of this earth. 
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rt, therefore, means that man must become again aware of his role upon the earth 

which is not that of a predatory animal, to destroy, but that of a steward, to care 

for the la, d, to tend it lovingly, to increase its fertility• If man o nee becomee 

aware of his role as a steward, as a faithful steward, perhaps maey of the great prob­

lems which today seem so insoluble, may approximate a just and permanent solution. 
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up drawn to ~ ale. haded 
portion rcprc cnt one-fi fth 
ol oni-;inal art·a of 
till.ihlc l.rnd now ruined for 
furcha pr.1ccic.1I ultivauon, 

hidly by cro ion. 

The haded portion repre ent 
five- i. ths of the pres nt 460 
million a re of good ropbnd ->-
in the ll. . chat i ubicct to 
er ion 1f it's not protc ccd. 

~ E WORD "ero ion" i defined a "The act of wearing away; 
gradual destruction or eating away; a , for instan e, the action of water on rock or oil." 
Most everyone, of cour e understands in a general way what cro ion i , but a moment's 
reflection on thi d finition may h Ip us grasp the full import of the word when it is 
referred to the soil-«gradual destruction or eating away." 

Herc we arc dealing with a treacherous, ceas 1 s force, which, uni s controlled re­
lentlessly wears away our priceles top oil when we ar awake and when we arc . leep. 
We see ign of thi erosion all about u ev ry day and t uch an extent that probably 
most of u have long ago been lulled into a state where 'C no long r onnect u e and 
result. 

A little trickle of muddy water running down a raw bank reprc ent ero ion. The 
muddy creek down in the bottomland repre enc ro ion. The ton of mud moYin for­
ever away in our great river --even at low water level -i largely top oil fr m your 
land and mine. The du t that weep aero th fi ld and road i top oil e cept in .1 es 
where it om from d~nuded area where nothing i left for the ind to atta k but 
the terile, par hcd ub oil. 

It do not take Ion for wind or rain, or both, to ruin a patch of ground, and the 

sum total of lo t produ tiv cap. city is stagg ring. \ 

A ording to Dr. H. H. Bennett, hi f f th U. . Soil Con er ation crv1 e~e 
fifth of th ori inal area of tillable land in the nitcd tate i now ruined for further 
practi al ultivation hi fl b au c of ro ion. About on - hird of the pre cnt r maining 
tillable land is already damaged by ero ion, and mor than one half of the r ·maindcr is 

ubject to ero ion. All but about e ency-two and on half million of the four hundred 
and i ty million acres of go d rop land in the United t tes is ubject to cro i n, if it 
is not protected. It has been e timatcd that the a ra e depth of top oil throughout the 

country ori inally wa nine in he . The depth of the top oil now rcmainin.,. i bctwee/ 
six and even in he . In noting that we have lo t appro ·imatcly one third f our top oil 
since the ountry wa ceded, the ignifi .ince of the e condition c.in be e ily realized. 
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Our ancestors Jid nN know about soil onscrvation. trip cropping and 
contouring would have spelled a dillcrcnt story. 

_ TIL the time of our grc. t we tern migr.1tion, which got ✓.full swmg .1 cut . hundre<l year ago, the creeks and river o the I.ind u uall , 

ran clear. Rair. were .16 orbed by the humu -1.iden fore t floor and the pen field 

covered by tail lur<ly gra ·e with their matted root prote ting the oil. More moi turc 

was held in the groun<l and the ri\'er JiJ not rise the way th y do tod.1y. Even ~ hen 

they did, they g.:ner.11ly remained l ar. 

4 

The little top oil that w.1 wa hed awa wa negligible, rcprc!>cnting on the average, 

p rhar, , about the amount of new top oil b ing m.1nufactur d by n.1ture. 

o it Ju · not been natur.11 ero ion tbt h;1s made the trouble. 1c ha been our clvc. ~- c 

have u!: down the fore t tlut ab rbed the rain , and ~razed much of the remaining 

woodland. ~-e luvc overgrazed and ovcn:roppcd the mill10n of acre of open fields anJ 

range on c o , ell prot cted by the thick gr .:s cover th.ll functioned as n.1ture' blot­

ting paper. L1 k of fertilization , lime, crop rotation, and other replcni hing procedure · 

have al o pby d their part , a \Yill be mentioned later. 

A a re ult of thi unfortunate poli ·y, the kind I ' blanket ·overin., the Lmd ha b en 

so thorough! ;• removed down throu 0 h th ' yc.1r th J t rain water now run off the bare 

field and hill in J m.1ttcr of minute , uking the top oil \ jth it anJ rc.1tin ~ flood 

nd di a t r u ndrc.1m ·d of ju t a few dcc.1dc .1go. 
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( 'ovi-;1u,:u ))i,:i,:11 ... Ruins of llw famous stabl,·s of l'lmc-hwln!'.z::wr 01·,·r u •ltich /Jass, ·<! Pron•ss11111 
Strevl . '/'hi.-; /111 .'i !wen l'.\1·111•a/1•d 11s 1·1111 Ii,• .,1•1·11 h\' th,• 111·1·umu/11tw11 of sot! i11 th,• /)(w/;Mr<>u11d. 

w passed thr )ugh lo :p_ it out is an ('X<.'('C'ding 

guud land a land whi ·h fto th\ ith 1nill· ~.nd 
hon y. Thi wa th minority r port ubn1il­
l d by Jo hua and Cal b to Mo .. , who had 
s nt th ·e two and t n oth rm n to sp_ out the 
land of Canaan. 

Dr. Lowd rmilk writ s hat. ((Th 1 Promisc.•d 
Land " whi h thr thou and ars ago \i as 
((flowing with milk and hon "ha b n ~o d }· ,_ 
a tated by oil r ion hat the oil ha b 'il 

sw pt off fully half th ar a f th hill land, . 
. urvey of ancient villag it abnnoon 1d and 
11uw o • ·upi d dis ·los -'S ho t lw lands of Pal •:-

1 in' hav(' lwc n d •populated :inec 1 lw :c•vent h 
C'Pniur .. Tlw, at 1 rsh cl of Wadi 1uTaraol':lt ... 
square mil., draining th w ·l rn lop fron1 
Jeru ·al m to T 1- iv wa di id d into thr 
aHitudinal zones. Th y w r : (1) th plain 
" hi ·h was fro1u 0 to 100 m i r in 1 vation; 
('.2) lh 1 foothill · from 100 to 300 In t l" and (:n 
th hill · whi ·h on i t d f th ar a v r 300 . 
in 111 a 1 n. 

In the le l plain out id the mar hy area~', 
32 il arc now o cupi d and 4 ar abandon d; 
in th foolhill 31 are o cupi d and 65 ' r 
ahandon<.>cl; and in th hills a7 ar o up1 d and 
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Go E MAN A D ITY ... The once magnificent and wonderful city of T im~ad, orth 
A frica, i • today a de · rted ru in , ·urrounded by a desolate and l'roded ·ounlrysid,• 

127 ar abandon d. Th hr ak-down of an ·ien 
terra all and the ero ion of oils to bed-
rock on the upp r lope is sufficient rea on t 
ac ount for he reduc ion in population. Ero-
ion in the hills, as well a mar he with ma­

laria in th c a tal plain, has redu d the popu­
lation of t(The Promised Land" to on -third of 
th Roman and ~zantine p riod. 

Dr. Lowder • k goe on to point out the ex­
ten of ome f the il exploitation in the 
ancient worl • An ar a in north Syria lying 
betwe n Al ppo, Antio h, and Hama exhibits 
oil r i n at its wor t. H re ar th ruins of 
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illag and mark town r ing on th k l­
ei n ro k of lim lone hill from which 3 to 6 
£ f il ha e be n w pt ff. Evid n e of he 
d pth of oil rod d from th lop i found 
in door ill of ton hou now 6 £ t above the 
b re r k. 

H re oil er i n ha don ii wor t and 
pread a gha tly d truction ov r a form rly 

pro p rou land ap judg d by th ruins of 
pl ndid hou in village and citi uch a El 

Bare. In r lity th e citi ar d ad with no 
hope of r urr tion; for th ha i f their pro -
peri y i gon . f h am waste f land n be 




