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Sometimes on our farm a nice car would roll up the gravel driveway and a man
in a slick suit would get out. He would either be trying to sell us something
overpriced that we’d never buy, because of our limited means and common
sense, or trying to buy something we’d never sell — namely land, about which
my grandfather said, “You don’t get rid of it, because they don’t make any more
of it.”
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This man would shake our hands before driving off.
“Better count your fingers,” Grandpa Arnie would tell us and laugh.

I've shared the story before to explain the gulf I've long felt between the essence
of the rural white working poor who raised me — honest, flawed people who
would welcome just about anyone into our home but a liar — and the red-
hatted-fool avatar they’ve been assigned in national discourse.

What a relief, then, to see emerge on the national stage the Minnesota governor
and Democratic vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz, who embodies the
earnest, humane, rural people who shaped me and the prairie populism that
shaped the progressive foundations of the Great Plains.

Mr. Walz went to a state college, taught public high school and went into
government — more than a couple class rungs above my grandfather, who in
the 1940s left school after sixth grade to work the Kansas wheat fields with his
German American dad.

But when Mr. Walz smiles and his eyes disappear into a good-natured squint
— say, while holding a piglet like a baby at a state fair — I see Grandpa Arnie.

With due respect to political statistics, which convey real and important trends,
the rural white working class is not a monolith. Among them remains a large
and consequential minority of sensible people who even in their vulnerable
economic state remain unmoved by charlatans blaming immigrants while
amassing corporate wealth.

In recent decades, the Democratic Party has made little direct appeal to them,
such that Mr. Walz’s rural background seems downright transgressive on the
top ticket. As evidence, some (often coastal) pundits now struggle to find a word
for a vice-presidential pick raised in small-town Nebraska beyond “folksy,”
since their language about his place of origin has for so long reflected
geographic and class biases. “Trump country.” “One of the square states in the
middle.”

My grandfather died while I was a first-generation college student, but my
grandma — a Bernie Sanders supporter who went on to vote for Hillary Clinton
and Joe Biden — has commented more than once about how Donald Trump
would’ve turned Grandpa Arnie’s stomach.



Imagine if the type of person you most loathe became the symbol for your
people and place. It has been, for me and so many others, excruciating.

I winced when political spin and coastal media coverage made cruel words that
my people would never speak and big trucks that they could never afford the
dominant image of rural, working-class and poor whites. Meanwhile, as a
journalist with a national platform who resides in rural Kansas, I repeatedly
declined invitations to explain the Trump movement. I sensed the problematic
ratings-driven fixation of television news networks, and my own family contains
no more Trump voters than those of my friends who live in New York City and
Los Angeles. Over the years, I did my best to offer another vision through my
writing.

Along the way, I occasionally engaged with the Democratic Party about rural
issues in unpaid and unofficial ways. I offered guidance to a U.S. senator on
rural policy, sat on a panel about rural issues for the House Democrats’ annual
conference and was strongly urged to run for the U.S. Senate myself in 2018
after the publication of my memoir about my rural, working-poor upbringing in
the heartland.

I cannot say I left these experiences hopeful that the Democratic establishment
would ever wake up and endeavor to speak to my demographic or even region.

By selecting as her running mate Mr. Walz — who as a member of the U.S.
House of Representatives rightly criticized the party for its coastal bias in
naming the caucus’s leadership — Vice President Kamala Harris has changed
the course of her party and perhaps our country. At her side, a son of
Midwestern farm country can confidently and authentically speak the truths
that neither Mr. Trump nor his running mate, JD Vance, will tell you:

That for all the loud racism, homophobia and jingoism of today’s Republican
Party — which indeed has dominated elections outside metropolitan areas —
the real rural America is diverse, full of immigrants, people of color, gay and
transgender people and native peoples, and even straight white folks who
happily work and live alongside them.

That reproductive rights, legal marijuana, public schools, paid medical and
family leave, and background checks for gun purchases are supported by many
voters across party lines, even in rural places that appear monochrome red on
political maps.
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That farmers, ranchers and land stewards have a critical stake in addressing
climate change, even if they don’t use the same language as environmental
activists.

That people in small towns are often hopeful, cooperative folks who find
creative solutions to local problems and are ruled by a sense of responsibility to
community rather than by a fear of those outside it.

In conveying the dignity and reality of what is casually derided on the coasts as
“flyover country,” Mr. Walz speaks plainly yet eloquently in the parlance of my
place and thereby fills a decades-long geographic messaging gap for Democrats.
He is also, clearly, a likable guy. What a delight to see a man who exemplifies
my home at Ms. Harris’s side. What an absolute balm for my country heart.

Having watched the thrilling and joyous Philadelphia rally at which Mr. Walz
spoke for the first time as Ms. Harris’s running mate, I didn’t hear either
candidate use the terms “working class” or “poverty”; “middle class,” the term
beloved by Democratic politicians, seemed inaccurate and a missed
opportunity in describing Mr. Walz’s background involving a town of fewer than
300 people, farm work, military enlistment and college via the G.I. Bill. But
“rural” — yes, they claimed it, and it was not hollow as on other political

stages.

When news broke that Ms. Harris had picked Mr. Walz, my husband came
inside covered in dirt from working on the tractor all morning. He saw a picture
on my laptop of Mr. Walz in short sleeves. “Look at the color of his skin,” he
observed. “It’s dark from being out in the sun.”

Indeed there is a shade and texture to the forearms of my class that perhaps
not even decades in elected office can undo. We both nodded approvingly. I
think Grandpa would have nodded, too.

Sarah Smarsh is a journalist and the author of the forthcoming book “Bone of the
Bone: Essays on America by a Daughter of the Working Class” and “Heartland:
A Memoir of Working Hard and Being Broke in the Richest Country on Earth.”
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