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Cruikshank, Nelson (1902–1986)

Nelson Cruikshank was a labor organizer. He advocated for Social Security and health insurance, particularly for the 
elderly and those with disabilities. Cruikshank helped design Medicare. He also served as an advisor to President Jimmy 
Carter.

Cruikshank was born on June 21, 1902 in Bradner, Ohio. His father was a grain merchant. He taught Cruikshank to value 
the contributions of the farmers and workers they did business with. Cruikshank graduated from Ohio Wesleyan with 
a degree in economics and theology. Upon graduating, Cruikshank entered the Union Theological Seminary. There, he 
learned to apply Christianity toward social reform.

Cruikshank was working as a Methodist pastor when the Great Depression struck. He helped those in need, both 
spiritually and economically. Cruikshank began to turn to labor movements to help him assist those in need. During this 
time, he did both church work and labor organizing.

In 1936, Cruikshank joined the Farm Security Administration. He hoped to help the poor through government service. He 
later led the Migratory Farm Labor Program. There, he set up around 200 mobile camps for migrant workers. 

After the war, Cruikshank joined the American Federation of Labor in 1944. There, he lobbied for national health 
care and federal social insurance programs. Because of his lobbying efforts, Congress passed Social Security Disability 
Insurance in 1956. This legislation pays tax money to people with disabilities who cannot work so that they can support 
themselves. Cruikshank was also a chief architect of Medicare—a federal health insurance program for the elderly. In 
1977, Cruikshank was appointed as President Carter’s advisor on aging. There, he preserved Social Security benefits for the 
elderly and people with disabilities.

Cruikshank passed away at the age of 83 in 1986. Throughout his life, he championed the needs of the elderly and those 
with disabilities. President Carter described him as “a wise and caring man” and a formidable advocate for the rights of 
those in need. 
 
Reflect:

1. What programs did Cruikshank lobby for after he joined the American Federation of Labor in 1944? How did these 
programs help people?

2. What was one of Cruikshank’s biggest accomplishments? Why was it important?

3. What is one question you have about Cruikshank’s life? How can you find the answer to that question?
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