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. R. Ronald:
Prairie Editor and an A A A Architect

ELIZABETH EVENSON WILLIAMS

For a small-town South Dakota editor to help write and
enact national legislation is unusual. Yet. this is precisely what
William Roy Ronald did. The editor and publisher of the
Mitchell Daily Kepublic from 1909 to 1951 was a largely
unnoted architect of the New Deal's Triple A farm legislation.
Ronald bought his newspaper, then called the Repuhiuati,
in 1909. Before his purchase of the paper and during the first
few years he owned it. the name was an accurate indication of
its political philosophy. But Ronald came to steer it on an
increasingly Progressive Republican course. His distinction came
in later years when he became not only independent but
sometimes Democratic in a heavily Republican state. In 1932,
Ronald became part of an influential group that wrote and
promoted farm legislation, and he endorsed Franklin Roosevelt
for president, thus making a clear break from his GOP past. In
early 1933, Roosevelt's Secretary of Agriculture. Henry
Wallace, offered Ronald the position of administrator of
whatever farm legislation the New Deal might enact, but
Ronald declined on the grounds that this position wouid be
incompatible with his role as an independent editor.'
In his first Mitchell editorial, in November 1909, the
thirty-year-old editor, already a veteran of ten years' experience
on three papers, showed the independence that would become a
hallmark;
1. W. R. Ronald, "The Farm Problem Comes of Age" (rougii draft of an
article written for possible sale to a national magazine, circa 1945; courtesy of Mrs.
W.R.Ronald), p. 31.
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In the columns of the Mitchell Daily Republican . . . he [the writer]
will be free to express his own views and convictions in his own way,
and the People of Mitchell and South Dakota may be sure that they
will be his own views and convictions. Not a single political character
in South Dakota stands near to cast his shadow across the path of the
paper. Indeed, it is esteemed perhaps the most precious privilege of
actual ownership to be free to speak one's mind without regard for its
effect upon candidates or candidacies but only with consideration for
the cause of good government, in which all decent citizens of
whatever party or faction, believe alike.^

As he matured, Ronald found himself more and more in the
critic's role-putting men before parties. His independence,
which blossomed by the 1920s, meant near-alienation from the
conservative national Republican leadership, although he felt
much at home with South Dakota's Progressive movement,
personified by maverick RepubUcan Peter Norbeck, tlrst a
governor and later a United States Senator.
Two things happened to make Ronald more independent—the Republican party at the national, and eventually the
state, level became too conservative for Ronald, and he
himself matured in political thought. With independence went
depth, power, and leadership in pohticul thought. Through his
editorial treattnent of such issues as farm policy, the Federal
Reserve System, and foreign policy, Ronald demonstrated a
willingness to tackle issues that politicians were unwilling to
face and whose resolution was to be years in coming. Almost
from the start, however, Ronald regarded farm problems and
policy as his pritnary interest.^
One can hardly call the interest in farm policy surprising,
for South Dakota was, and still is, an agricultural state. But
Ronald's positions, seen in the light of later knowledge, were
remarkable for their depth and clarity. He correctly identified
the causes and complexities of the fartn problem and tried to
push unwilling politicians into action.
The situation in rural America became unhealthy many
years before depression hit the rest of the economy. The farmer
2. mtcheü Republican, 1 Nov. 1909.
3. Mitchell Daily Republic, 40th Anniversary Edition, i Nov. Í949.
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did not share in the post-war prosperity of the 192ÜS. and such
movements as the Nonpartisan League and the 1924
Progressives and the vain attempts to pass the McNary-Haugen
Farm Bill were manifestations of an agrarian unrest that long
preceded the 1929 stock market crash.'^
Given the background of agrarian unrest, and Ronald's
interest in the farm problem and his perception of it. it was
perhaps just a matter of time before the small town editor,
whose daily in 1932 posted a circulation of 1 2.20! in a town of
10,942,^ would expand his involvement beyond the pages of his
own newspaper.
Ronald's entrance onto the national stage came by accident. His good friend Robert Lusk. editor of the Evening
Huronile, published in Huron fifty miles northwest of
Mitchell, as early as 1931 had advocated a crop control plan
in his paper.^ Lusk was invited to attend a meeting in
Cfiicago in April 1932-along with a variety of farm leaders,
agricultural economists, and busir)essmen-by W. L. Stockton,
vice-president of the Montana Farm Bureau."^ But at the last
minute Lusk found he could not go and called Ronald to ask
him to go instead. Ronald commented several years later, "I
told him I would go . . . if for no other reason than
curiosity,"^
The sparkplug of this unusual gathering of twenty-five men
was M. L. Wilson, an agricultural economist at Montana State
College. Wilson, beginning in the fall of 1931. had become an
effective propagandist for domestic allotment, which had
origins in the ideas of M. J. Spillman. of the Department of
Agriculture, and John D. Black, formerly of the University of
4. Theodore Saloutos and John D. Hicks, Agricultural Discontent in the
Middle West. / 900-/^9 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1951), p. 412.
5- N. W. Ayer and Sons. Directory of Newspapers and Periodicals
(Philadelphia: N.W. Ayer and Sons, 1932), p. 885.
6. Evening Huronite, 11 June 1931.
7. Gilbert C. Fite, Peter Norbeck: Prairie Statesman (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press, 1948), p. 163.
8. Ronald, "The Farm Problem," p. 17.
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Minnesota and by this time a professor of economics at
Harvard.^
The basic idea of domestic allotment, a concept that was to
undergo many changes in both form and name, was to pay
producers a free trade price plus the tariff for the part of the
crop consumed domestically and the price without the tariff for
the part that was exported. Allotments of rights to sell the
domestic part of the crop in the domestic market would be
granted to individual producers. ^^
It was the domestic allotment idea that brought this
unlikely group together. Unlikely, because it was not only
farmers who were there but also businessmen. Of course, it was
politically astute to involve business interests, for without
support from non-farm elements a farm bill probably would
not have a chance. At the conference were men as diverse as
Henry Wallace, editor of lyallucv's Fanner and later
Roosevelt's Secretary of Agriculture; George Peeke, a
McNary-Haugen battle veteran and later the first administrator
of the Agricultural Adjustment Act, Henry L. Harriman,
chairman of the Board of the New England Power Company
and president of the U. S. Chamber of Commerce; R. R.
Rogers of Newark, New Jersey, head of the Farm Loan
Division of Prudential Life Insurance; and George E. Clarke,
president of the Nebraska Farm Loan Investors Association.
At this meeting. Ronald was appointed a member of a
committee of five to look ijito the whole farm problem and
domestic allotment idea and, if the group felt anything could be
done, to carry on. The other committee members were Wilson,
the chairman; Harriman; Clarke; and Rogers. ^^
The available bits of evidence do not clarify just who should
get the credit for formulating the details of the bill that was
9. Henry A. Wallace, New Frontiers (New York: Reynal and Hitchcock,
1934). p. 156.
10. John D. Black. Agricuitiiral Reform in the United States (New York:
McGraw Hill Book Company, Inc.. 1929), p. 231.
11. Ronald, "The Farm Problem," p. 17.
12. Ibid., p. 18.
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introduced in Congress that summer. Ronald was inclined to
give considerable credit to Harriman and Wilson. More than
once Ronald commented on the irony that the domestic
allotment bill was bom because an Eastern businessman named
Harriman had vacationed in Montana and had somehow met an
agricultural economist named Wilson.'
Harriman was
influenced by his good Boston friend John D. Black, as well. '"*
But most observers give Wilson the major share of credit for
helping to formulate and promote the bill at these very early
stages. ^^
Not surprisingly, journalist Ronald emerged as publicity
chairman for the Chicago group. ^^ He spearheaded a
tremendous nationwide publicity campaign about farm
legislation, details of which will come later. The campaign
involved not only publicising the bill that came from the
Chicago meeting but also influencing Franklin Roosevelt to
adopt the domestic allotment idea for his farm plank. Ronald's
publicity efforts later included getting what came to be called
the AAA passed in Congress, once Roosevelt was president, and
these efforts continued throughout the New Deal, as various
farm bills were passed and implemented.
After the April meeting, the immediate job was to get a bill
to Congress that summer. This was accomplished by South
Dakota's Senator Norbeck, a man of the Progressive colors
Ronald so imich admired. As expected, the bill did not pass, but
its value probably lay in publicizing the new plan for farm relief
and converting some of the leading political figures. '^ Soon
after, Norbeck joined Kansas Congressman Clifford Hope to
introduce a similar bill, which had the same result—no
1 o

passage. °
13. ibid.
14. Russell Lord, Vie Wallaces of Iowa (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1947). p. 308.
15. Saloutos and Uick&,A^icultural Discontent, p. 457.
16. Pite, Peter Norbeck, p. 164.
17. Ibid., p. 167.
18. Ibid.
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After the Democratic victory in November 1932. the
chances for passing some sort of farm legislation appeared much
improved. But, as before, the farm organizations were still
divided on how to attack the problem. So there was a meeting
in Washington, on 12 and 13 December, of what Forlntte
magazine called "the most representative group of farm leaders
ever assembled in the United States, which behind closed doors
conferred long and earnestly with Henry Morgenthau, Jr.,
publisher of the American Agricutturisl and FDR's right-hand
man for farm matters. When the doors were unlocked, a
political miracle had come to pass: the various farm
organizations had come to an agreement. They would unite in
support of Domestic Allotment." ^^ This time, at the suggestion
of Rex Tugwell, the processing tax that would finance the
19. "Bounty,"

, February 1933, p. 117.
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program would be the difference between current market price
and parity, or the price that would give farmers the same
purchasing power they had in 1910-14. ^^
Having what appeared to be solid backing from farm
interests. Congressman Marvin Jones, chairman of the House
Agriculture Cotnmittee. introduced a domestic allotment bill,
similar to the earlier bills, in the lame-duck session of Congress.
This bill bore in part the stamp of Wilson, as well as that of
Tugwell, Morgenthau, and perhaps Wallace. But because of a
series of amendments, the bill became unacceptable to farm
groups, and the Jones Bill, like its predecessors, was defeated.^^
It is now pertinent to backtrack and determine how the
domestic allotment idea became part of Roosevelt's campaign
and not Hoover's, for the group that met in Chicago, when the
idea was first advanced, had not been committed to either
party. Rather, the commitment was to getting something done
about the fartn probletn.
The contact that Wilson's domestic allotment group had
with Roosevelt came through Tugwell. a brain trust member.
Tugwell and Wilson apparently met in Chicago in June 1932,
and Wilson was then invited to Albany to explain the domestic
allotment plan to Roosevelt. There were to be several meetings
that summer between Wilson and the Roosevelt campaign
organization betöre Roosevelt delivered his farm address in
Topeka, Kansas, on 14 September 1932.^^ In this speech,
Roosevelt, after castigating Republicans for failing to meet the
farm problem, outlined these six points for recovery;
The program
1. should give the farmer tariff benefit over world prices by
increasing his purchasing power, but it should not stimulate
production.
2. must be self-financing.
3. must not encourage surplus dumping by European nations.
20. Ronald, "The Farm Probtem," p. 20.
2L Saloutosand Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, pp. 461-62.
22. Raymond Moley, After Seven Years (New York; Harper and Brothers
PubUshers, 1939), pp. 41-45.
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4. must make use of existing agencies and be decentralized,
with local administration.
5. must strengthen the cooperative movement,
6. must be voluntary, insofar as possible. ^^
As Raymond Moley pointed out later, Roosevelt
deliberately did not name his plan, even though it was nearly
point for point the domestic allotment plan, "because he
wanted to win the Midwest without waking up the Fastern
business interests who were not sympathetic to such a plan."
Not surprisingly, the day after the Topeka speech, Ronald
lauded both Roosevelt and the address, saying it was indeed the
domestic allotment plan, even though Roosevelt had not used
that name. Ronald assured his editorial readers that it could be
no other plan.^^ Ronald, too, was later to say that he felt
Roosevelt had demonstrated good sense in not naming the plan
at Topeka for it would "only have started an argument on the
part of men. the great majority of whom were incapable of
judging how the plan might operate."^^
During the fall of 1932, Ronald continued to attack Hoover
and the Republican administrations of the preceding twelve
years and to praise Franklin Roosevelt. In Roosevelt. Ronald
found "a cheering ray of hope, the first signs of the dawning of
a new day for agriculture."^' He felt Hoover's Des Moines farm
speech was "a painful disappointment," saying that it offered
the farmers nothing.-^^ The editor also asked why Hoover did
not endorse the Voluntary Domestic Allotment plan.^^ Just
how close Hoover came to doing this will be explained later.
At any rate, given Ronald's behind-the-scenes involvement,
as well as his undiluted praise of FDR as both a personal leader
23. Republican, 14 Sept. 1932.
24. Moley,/l/íf/-.C<?i'í'í7 Years, p. 45.

25. Republican, 15 Sept. 1932.
26. Ronald, "The Farm Problem," p. 22.
27. Republican, 15 Sept. 1932.
28. Ibid., 6 Oct. 1932.
29. Ibid., 7 Oct. 1932.
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and a hope for agriculture, the Evening Republican's editorial
endorsement was only a formality. This came on 29 October,
when Ronald called for Roosevelt's election to the presidency
and the return of the maverick Republican Senator Norbeck'to
Washington. Anticipating that his readers might well puzzle over
this split endorsement, and in view of the fact that the
newspaper had nearly always endorsed Republicans, although of
the Progressive stripe, Ronald explained:
Governor Roosevelt is a Progressive. Senator Norbeck is a Progressive.
The Evening Republican is supporting the iwo men who happen lo
believe alike thai the wealth created in this nation should be divided
as fairly as possible so as to prevent depressions. . . . It [the paper]
will continue in the future as it has in the past, to support Progressives
in politics, regardless of party. 30

Both Roosevelt and Norbeck carried South Dakota.
Roosevelt by an 84,000-vote margin and Norbeck by a
26.000-vote margin. ^^
Ronald's publicity campaign that grew out of the April
1932 meeting to promote and, eventually, to enact some form
of domestic allotment was no haphazard operation.' It naturally
included the news and editorial columns of his own newspaper,
which devoted considerable space to the plight of agriculture
and the suggested remedy. But it was much broader; Ronald
wrote articles for the Associated Press that were carried by
other newspapers, like thQ Minneapolis Tribune, gave speeches
and attended meetings to muster support for the plan, helped to
draft bills for Congressional consideration, testified before
Congressional committees, and made a host of personal
contacts. ^^ Ronald wrote articles for at least two national
magazines, Current History and Congressional Digest, in early
1933, that explained the domestic allotment jdea.^^
30. Ibid., 29 Oct. 1932.

.

31. VitEi, Peter Norbeck, p. 189.
32. Republican, II May 1933.
33. W. R. Ronald. "Farmers' Troubles and a Remedy," Current History, April
1933, pp. 35-40; W. R. Ronald, "The Origin of the Domestic Allotment Plan,"
Congressional Digest, February 1933, pp. 37-38, 64; W. R. Ronald, "Would Domestic
Allotment Help the American Farmer?" Congressional Digest. February 1933,
pp. 54-56.
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Probably, the success oí Ronald's campaign can be verified
by an article in Fortune magazine in February 1933, which
stated that, "like Technocracy, Domestic Allotment has
rocketed in the space of a few months from an esoteric theory
to the status of front page news."-''* The same article, which
was not wholly sympathetic to FDR's farm proposals but
suggested giving them a try because of the gravity of the farm
situation, carried a short interview with Ronald, outlining his
reasons for backing domestic allotment, and interviews with
eleven other key persons in farm legislation. ^^Roosevelt took office on 4 March 1933, delivering the
inaugural address that Ronald felt "proved him not only a
President, but more important, a leader." ^^ Secretary Wallace
called the first National Farm Conference in Washington almost
immediately-for 9 and 10 March. ^^ Ronald later wrote. "I was
the only non-farmer participant in this and subsequent National
Farm Conferences."^^
Here the New Deal strategy was clear; first, get the farm
organizations to agree on a plan; and then, with this united
front, present the plan to Congress. Wallace told the group,
"Once you agree on a plan . . . the battle is half won; and if
necessary, you should be locked in a conference room until you
agree."-^^
Broad consensus was reached, and Ronald found himself
chairman of the committee to draft a bill to present to the
president.'*'' One can speculate that Ronald's being chairman
might be due to at least two factors-he was the only
non-farmer and thus could pull together the diverse farm
organization viewpoints, and his proved journalistic talents
34. "Bounty," p. 45.
35. Ibid., p. 43.

'

36. Republican, 6 Mai. 1933.
37. Ibid., 10 Mar. 1933.
38. Ronald, "The Faim Problem," p. 31;
39. Republican, 11 Mar. 1933.
40. Ibid.
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would serve well in persuasion and bill writing. This bill then
went to Congress.
Naturally, Ronald defended the plan adopted by the March
Farm Conference, calling it "a happy solution to the farm
problem" and saying it was not dictatorial, as some opponents
were already charging. **' Ronald's defense of this plan, and of
the later plans he helped influence, came despite the fact that
the bills did not represent his original thinking on domestic
allotment, nor did they always seem to him to be the best
solution. Naturally, events caused changes in Ronald's thinking,
and his willingness to go along with changes suggested by others
indicated his deep commitment to get action as soon as possible
because of the gravity of the farm situation.
Despite the administration's and the farm leaders' high
hopes that the 1933 bill would be passed immediately, before
the year's crops were all planted, it was not to be that way.
Thanks to Congressional wrangling, further farm organization
differences, and opposition from processors on whom a tax was
to be levied, the final AAA was not signed until 12 May.'*^ in
the March to May interim, Ronald not only continued his
newspaper's in-depth news and editorial treatment of the
pending legislation, but he also testified in Washington and
distributed explanatory material to other newspapers through
the AP. ^^
The 1933 AAA
authorized Üie Agriculture Secretary to enter into voluntary
agreements with farmers for the reduction of acreages of basic crops,
to store crops on the farm and make advances on them, and to enter
into marketing agreements with producers and handlers of farm
products for stabilizing prices. It also provided for levying of
processing taxes as a means of financing the crop reduction
program . . . and authorized the Secretary to license handlers and
processors for the purpose of enforcing provisions of the marketing
agreements. 44
41. Ibid., 13 Mar. 1933.
42. Murray R. Benedict, Farm Policies of the United States. 1790-1950 (New
York: The Twentieth Century Fund, 1953), p. 283.
43. Republican, 17 Mar. 1933.
44. Benedict, Farm Policies, p. 283.
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Undoubtedly, one of the most interesting issues of the
Mitchell paper was the 11 May 1933 now-it-can-be-told
edition. On the front page were two banner headlines: one very
large, at the to^D, over an AP story proclaiming. "'Signs Farm Bill
Friday," and a second mid-page, over a copyrighted story with
Ronald's by-line, "Awakened LJ. S. Leadership Helps West Win
12-Year Farm Aid Fight." On the same page was an editorial by
M. B. Ronald, the editor's son and, by this time, managing
editor, ^'Publisher's Coup to Avert Dog-Fight Over Farm Bill
Revealed for First Time," in which he detailed some of his
father's work.**^ The younger Ronald wrote that his father
would not see this article until it appeared in print, but he felt
the Kvpublicati's readers would like to know about the time
and energy their publisher-editor had devoted to the
enactment of the New Deal Farm bill.
But it is the senior Ronald's article that is most reveahng,
for here he told how former President Hoover had nearly
endorsed the domestic allotment plan in the 1932 campaign.
According to Ronald, after Roosevelt's Topeka speech, in which
he had not used the phrase "domestic allotment" by name, even
though this is what he had had in mind. Hoover was urged by
some of his advisers to upstage Roosevelt and endorse the plan
by name. After checking with his legal advisers to see if the plan
would be constitutional. Hoover supposedly had it written into
the speech he was to give in Des Moines in early October.
At Chicago, however, the Hoover campaign train was joined
by ex-Congressman Sydney Anderson of Minnesota, now a
milling executive and a generous GOP campaign contributor.
By the time Hoover reached Des Moines and gave his speech,
the reference to domestic allotment as a farm problem solution
had disappeared. Ronald claimed to have "physical evidence" of
its deletion- a charge he would repeat several years later.'^^ One
can only speculate what might have happened if Hoover had
endorsed domestic allotment 4t was a Democratic year
anyhow-but the story of how close he came to attempting to
upstage Roosevelt provides an exciting footnote to history. The
fact that Hoover came so close to endorsing the plan to which
45. Republican, 11 May 1933.
46. Ibid.
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Ronald was so deeply committed probably accounts for the
rather - pointed attacks on Hoover and the Republicans by
Ronald, although he later mellowed in his views of Hoover.
In the same article, Ronald again credited the Ea'st,
particularly Harriman, for the bill and its passage. In doing this,
Ronald used his often-repeated theme, "There can be no
permanent prosperity for the United States that does not take
in the farming business.'"*^
The final passage of the bill did not mean that Ronald's
work was done, for farmer support had to be marshalled. Again,
we find Ronald on the stump, speaking to meetings of farmers
and other groups and carefully explaining the new bill in his
own newspaper's news stories and editorials and for the AP
nationally. Ronald's extensive travels, apparently made at his
own expense, indicate his commitment to his cause.
Slightly more than a year after Roosevelt's inauguration,
Ronald changed his paper's name from Republican to Republic,
thus reflecting what he had been doing for years with his policy
of editorial independence. In a front page editorial explaining
the name change, Ronald wrote, "Inasmuch as the paper has
been strictly independent in politics . . . , the name Evening
Republican was a misnomer. . . . It [the paper] will continue
to take advantage of every opportunity to do more for its
readers not only in the way of providing a newspaper for
them, but also by championing any and all worthy proposals
for a better and more prosperous South Dakota.'"*** This
theme of independence was to be a consistent one for
Ronald's Daily Republic until his death in 1 95 1, for in many
elections his endorsements would include candidates of both
parties, in keeping with his idea that men and issues come
before parties.
The sixth of January 1936 brought the crushing blow for
those committed to the Agricultural Adjustment Act-in a six
to three decision, the Supreme Court found the AAA
unconstitutional on the grounds that it constituted an invasion
of states' rights and violated the general welfare clause of the
47. Ibid.
48. Daily Republic, 19 Mar. 1934.
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Constitution. The Court aimed in particular at both the
processing tax used to finance the AAA and the compulsory
aspects of the program.*^
Ronald lost no time reacting to this decision. Referring to
the Court members as "old men," his editorial complained that
the decision meant that "once and for all the Court lays down
the principle that the federal government can't carry out any
program intended to coatrol farm production." He added that
the government was "effectively prevented from any program
which will control farm prices and assure farmers equality with
industry. Now millions of dollars will stay with the
processors." ^^
There were repeated editorial barrages against the Court,
including a signed page one editorial saying that the Supreme
Court should pass on the constitutionality of bills before the
president signs them, that if the Court says a law is
unconstitutional, it should say what changes would make it all
right, and that Supreme Court membership should be increased
from nine to nineteen to make it more representative.^^
But the most pressing problem was to get another farm bill
written and passed to replace the just invahdated AAA.
Admittedly, the bill that emerged, the Soil Conservation and
Domestic Allotment Act of 1936, signed on 29 February, was
hastily thrown together. ^^ as Ronald himself said at the very
time he was working to get something passed.
By this time, Ronald had been named head of the South
Dakota Planning Board by Democratic Governor Tom Berry
(even though he had not endorsed Berry for election in 1932).
Ronald advanced on behalf of the board what he called the
"South Dakota Plan." This plan, which underwent many
changes during the January and February drafting and debate,
sought to get around the Supreme Court's objections by
eliminating the processing tax and putting government loans on
49. Ibid., 6 Jan. 1936.
50. Ibid., 7 Jan. 1936.
51. Ibid., 17 Jan. 1936.
52. Benedict, Farm Poticies, p. 350.
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basic farm commodities at a value indicated by the general
commodity index to insure a parity price. The initial funds
would come from a federal appropriation channeled through
the states-an attempt to meet another Supreme Court
objection.^''
This time M. B. Ronald presented the testimony in
Washington, because his father was taking a short vacation in
Hawaii. Ther younger Ronald, speaking on behalf of his father,
pointed out that he felt the "South Dakota Plan" would
combine Roosevelt's soil conservation and Wallace's ever-normal
granary concepts with a crop control program. ^'* Actually, the
soil conservation segment had two purposes-one to restore and
conserve badly depleted land and the other to exert an indirect
form of production control by taking this land out of
production while it was being rebuilt. ^^
At the same time that WiUiam Ronald lent his strong
editorial support to the pending bill, he repeatedly said that the
bill was not permanent and that it was not the best that could
be devised. On one occasion he said. "This newspaper is inclined
to agree . . . that the administration program is not
adequate . . . . But this newspaper feels that the first
consideration now is to meet the emergency created by the
Supreme Court's invalidation of the AAA. The Soil
Conservation program appears to be the best emergency
program in sight." ^^ During the debate in Washington, Ronald
kept pushing for his plan's ideas, especially for effective
production control and for the consideration of a permanent
plan. ^^
Typical of New Deal measures, the Soil Conservation Act
encompassed the ideas of many, including Ronald. One of the
major innovations of this plan, and one recognized and
explained by Ronald in his editorials, was a change from parity
53. Daily Republic, 8 Jan. 1936.
54. Ibid., 13 Jan. 1936.
55. Saloutos and Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, p. 504.
56. Daily Republic, 30 Jan. 1936.
57. Ibid., 7 Feb. 1936.
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prices to parity incomes as a goal for farmers.^ Parity income
is the broader term in that it considers not just the prices
farmers received in the golden era of 1910-14 but also includes
the price of production to the farmer in arriving at the parity
formula.^^ As the bill headed toward Roosevelt's desk for
signing, Ronald, despite his reservations, called it "a victory for
farming." ^**
Ronald's endorsement of Roosevelt in 1936 was hardly a
surprise, given his record of New Deal support, not only for
farm measures but for other legislation as well. ^^
The dissatisfaction with the Supreme Court continued to
simmer, and Ronald frequently joined the debate. It was on 5
February 1937 that Roosevelt presented his famous
"Court-packing" plan.^^ The controversy that seethed around
the Roosevelt administration because of this proposal was
probably one reason why another major farm bill was not
passed until 1938.
But Secretary Wallace by late 1936 had already started to
lay plans for a more permanent farm bill, and Ronald joined in.
He ran frequent editorials in December 1936, urging farm
legislation and promoting his "South Dakota Plan," and in
January 1937, Ronald was invited to address a ineeting in
Washington of farm state Congressmen who were trying to
formulate a new AAA. ^^ His plan called for setting up a system
of voluntary farm control, with a 25 percent excise tax
penalization for failing to comply. The plan also included the
ever-normal granary idea, farm commodity loans to stabilize
prices, and government regulation of farm imports. ^"^ This last
point was a bit surprising for one who had long advocated low
58. Ibid., 26 Feb. 1936.
59. Benedict, Farm Policies, p. 349.
60. Daily Republic, 21 Feh. 1936.
61. Ibid., 27 Oct. 1936.
62. Ibid., 5 Feb. 1937.
63. Ibid., 12 Jan. 1937.
64. Minneapolis Tribune, 17 Jan. 1937.
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tariffs and the removal of trade barriers, but Ronald defended it
on the grounds that, until other tariff walls were lowered,
"farmers are entitled to the same help." ^^ The plan included
having 80 percent of the farmers for a specific crop vote before
the plan could take effect, calling in loans if prices reached 105
percent of parity, having the Secretary of Agriculture make the
national allotment to the states, and having the states then
allocate arilong individual farmers. Ronald felt all these
provisions would be constitutional. ^^
As the farm bill and the Supreme Court battles raged
concurrently, Ronald continued his vigorous editorial pohcy
and aggressive farm news coverage, and he presented further
testimony in Washington.^^ He backed the Roosevelt Court
plan, tying it to farm legislation by saying that Court reform
would mean that a farm bill with effective production control
could be upheld. ^^
In February 1937, Ronald attended another National Farm
Conference in Washington and felt gratified that some of his
ideas, like the ever-normal granary and government crop loans,
were part of the conference's recommendations. ^^
Despite the pressure of getting a farm bill passed, it was not
until February 1938 that passage was accomplished.^" There
was the usual confrontation of vested interests in Congress, and
the farm organizations were not united. In attacking the
belligerent Congressman and the farm organizations, Ronald, in
November 1937, said, "Despite the vital need for quick action
on a farm plan, there is a possibility that none will be enacted in
time to apply to all crops this year." ^^
Typical of Ronald's farm news coverage, he ran a series of
65. DjiTy ÄepuMic, 30 Nov. 1937.
66. Ibid., 17 Jan. 1937.
67. Ibid., 6 Feb. 1937.
68. Ibid., 9 Feb. 1937.
69. Ibid., 12 Feb. 1937.
70. Benedict, Farm Policies, p. 375.
71. Daily Republic, 16 Nov. t937.
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news analysis articles comparing and contrasting the House and
Senate versions while they were being debated in later 1937. ^^
Finally, agreement came and the second AAA received
Roosevelt's signature 16 February 1938. Said the South Dakota
veteran of numerous farm battles:
Such as it is, the farm program has been approved by both the House
and the Senate . . . . While this newspaper considers that there are
many things wrong with this program, it is glad that consideration of
it has been completed. It may be years before a production control
program is up in Congress. But South Dakota should never forget the
need of an adequate production control plan. In the meantime, we
should accept the present law as the best which can be expected now.
It is certainly better than any which has been passed previously in any
Administration except that of Franklin Roosevelt. For that we can be
grateful. 73

The 1938 bill retained the soil conservation and allotment
features of the 1936 act, with little change, but added special
provisions for water conservation and erosion control. In
addition, parity prices were defined in terms of parity income,
and the Secretary of Agriculture was given three options to
control production:
1. Soil conservation-shift of acreage from soil-depleting to
soil-conserving crops.
2. Power to announce marketing quotas subject to approval
by two-thirds of the growers involved.
3. Loans to growers to keep products off the market.^^
Refuting charges made against the second AAA, Ronald
called it democratic in that it was passed by Congress, signed by
the president, and needed farmer approval before it could be
apphed to various crops. ^^ Another objection was that the law
was so complicated that the farmers would never understand it,
to which Ronald replied editorially by saying that 90 percent of
the cotton farmers in their referendum approved participation
72. Ibid., 30 N0V.-4 Dec. 1937.
73. Ibid., 15 Feb. 1938.
74. Benedict, Farm Policies, pp.375-76.
75. Daily Republic, 18 Feb. 1938.
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in the plan, so, "the farmers had no trouble in understanding
the law." ^^
Ronald's active interest in farm policy and his involvement
with it did not end with the 193ÜS. In 1940 some of his ideas
were used by Republican presidential hopeful Thomas E.
Dewey, and in 1945 he presented what he called his
"Self-Financing Farm Conservation Program" to a commission
headed by Milton Eisenhower.''^ During the late 1940s Ronald
continued to work, especially through South Dakota
Congressmen, on having his ideas aired at high levels and put
into bill form, even though his plan never became law. It is
probably safe to say that until his death, on 3 April 1951,
Ronald was still trying to find a way to solve the farm problem.
There is little question that William Roy Ronald exerted a
considerable measure of influence on New Deal farm legislation.
His long-time concern with farm problems did not mean that he
was universally popular. One South Dakota historian has
commented, "He was a controversial figure and regular
Republicans had little use for him. To them, he was a radical, a
pink, etc." '^^ Certainly, Ronald himself never thought his
outspoken position on the farm problem and other issues would
lead to universal popularity, especially among some business
interests, but more than once in his newspaper he publicly
savored the rapport that he had with farmers, who comprised
half his newspaper's circulation. '^
Various persons who were associated with Ronald in the
New Deal period have testified to his impact. At a gathering in
1948 to pay tribute to Ronald for his AAA work, Jack Bailey,
South Dakota Farmers Union publicity man, called Ronald and
his newspaper "something pretty unusual in journalism. He
didn't embrace superficiahties after elections. He plugs for
76. Ibid., 18 Mar. 1938.
77. Ronald, "The Farm Problem." p. 47; Washington (D.C.) Daily News, 2 Aug.
1945.
78. Letter from Herbert S. ScheU, 3 November 1964.
79. Daily Republic, 1 Nov. 1949.
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things which are for the good of the people. The Daily Republic
has provided the ferment which is needed not only by
journalism, but by us all." ^^
Alfred Barnes, the first state AAA chairman, was rich in his
praises at the time of Ronald's death:
Few men have Influenced the thinking and shaped tlie lives of our
generation so much as did the late e d i t o r . . . . To few men . . . do
Soutli Dakütans owe so much . . . . He had the courage, the
unselfishness, and fhe means for making his dream come true . . . . To
me he has been the living symbol of the besl in the Dakotas . . . . He
was more than a great editor, more than a great crusader, more than a
great citizen. W. R. Ronald remains a living spirit of the farm
people.**!

The man who was head o.f the Agricultural Economics
Department at South Dakota State College in 1930-33 and who,
thus, could offer a professional and academic viewpoint, says
simply "that Ronald was an influential supporter of the New
Deal agricultural program from its early stages. He was a
courageous and dynamic person, and a tower of influence in
South Dakota."^^
Ronald's intluence seems to have reached its apex m 1932
and 1933, for this was the period when he headed the national
publicity campaign and chaired the committee that wrote the
first AAA law. To be sure, his interest in the farm problem
continued unabated throughout the 1930s, but his direct
impact seemingly lessened. This is not to say his voice was not
heard-he continued to testify before Congressional committees
and attempted to get his ideas in bill form to Congress,
especially through South Dakota congressmen. He attended the
four National Farm Conferences called by Secretary Wallace,
and he traveled throughout the country to attend and speak at
various meetings. But after the first AAA, his ideas were not
directly incorporated into subsequent legislation to the same
degree that they had been at first, although the later bills
80. Ibid., 15 Nov. 1948.
81. Ibid.. Apr. 195 1 (undated clipping sent by Alfred Barnes to author).
82. Letter from Sherman Johnson, 16 February 1970.
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certainly carried significant parts of his thinking. And he went
along with these bills, even though he was less than totally
satisfied.
Yes, the Iowa-born journalist who edited a small South
Dakota newspaper proved an important architect of New Deal
farm legislation. For that reason alone, he deserves to be
remembered.
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