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Dakota Resources:
The Richard F. Kneip Papers
at the University of South Dakota

JOHN N . OLSGAARD

Born in Elkton. South Dakota, on 7 January 1933, Richard Francis Kneip grew up in a rural environment. He graduated from Arlington High School in 1950 and went on to enroll at South Dakota
State University and later at Saint John's University in Minnesota. After a tour of duty in the military, Kneip returned to
South Dakota to begin a wholesale milk-equipment dealership in
Salem. With this background in agri business. Kneip began his
political career in 1964.
Kneip's first elective office was that of state senator. Representing Hanson, McCook, and Sanborn counties, he was elected to
his first of three terms in November of 1964, at age thirty-one. His
committee appointments in the South Dakota Senate would
strongly influence his later initiatives as governor and included
the following committees: Assessment and Taxation; Apportionment, Elections, Military and Veterans Affairs; and Federal and
Interstate Cooperation. He also served on the Constitutional Revision Commission.
When Kneip was elected governor of South Dakota in November of 1970, he was only thirty-seven years old. His first State of
the State Message set the tenor of his subsequent years in office.
He defined tax reform as his first priority, and he later worked for
the eventual elimination of the personal property tax in the state.
He also proposed that the Constitutional Revision Commission, of
which he had been a member, recommend changes for the ex-
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ecutive branch of government;' this reorganization became one of
the hallmarks of his administration. The concept of reorganization
was approved by the voters in the general election of 1972, and
Kneip presented his detailed plan to the legislature as Executive
Order 73-1 on 22 January 1973.- The general election of 1972 also
included Kneip's election to his second two-year term as governor.
In 1972, Governor Kneip became involved in the two regional
planning commissions serving this part of the United States: the
Old West Regional Commission and the Missouri Basin Commission.' Kneip was a driving force in both of these organizations. He
also served on the executive committee of the National Governor's
Conference.
In 1974, Kneip's unprecedented reelection to the position of
governor was important for two reasons: first, he was elected to a
1. South Dakota, Legislature, House, "State of the State Message," House Journal, 46th Leg. Sess., 1971, pp. 24-38.
2. South Dakota, Legislature, Senate, "Executive Reorganization Order of 1973
(73-l),"SenafeJo-üríia¿. 48th Leg. Sess.. 1973, pp. 76-117.
3. "Message of the Governor," ibid., p. 31.
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third term as governor, which had never been done before; and second, he was the first person in South Dakota's history to be elected
to serve a four-year term in that office. Kneip resigned his office in
1978, when President Carter appointed him ambassador to
Singapore. In 1980, Richard F. Kneip resigned his ambassadorship
to return to Sioux Falls as a private citizen.
The Richard F. Kneip Papers at the University of South Dakota
in Vermillion, which are on permanent loan from the South Dakota
State Archives, represent Kneip's office files for the three terms
he served as governor of South Dakota. The collection consists of
roughly 2,800 files in over 425 document boxes. The collection can
be generally subdivided into three main sections: correspondence,
state agency files, and regional and federal agency files. The sections are all remarkably complete for the entire time span of 1971
through 1978. The files also include correspondence concernmg
such natural and human disasters as the 1972 Rapid City flood and
the 1973 conflict at Wounded Knee.
.
Collections such as the Kneip papers are not without colorful instances of the occasional abuse the public lavishes on its elected officials, whether they be governors, presidents, or city council
members. Two particularly interesting files in the Kneip papers
aptly fit this description. The first involves the governor's effort to
celebrate the United States bicentennial by growing a beard. Not
only did he receive a number of letters reminding him that not one
of the forefathers had had a beard, but he also received an offer
from a Rapid City radio station to have a "shave off" to be held with
statewide coverage; Kneip declined the offer.'' The second example revolves around Kneip's acceptance of an invitation from a network television comedy-satire program called "Saturday Nite
Live." In this case, the public believed it was wrong for a governor
to be associated with that type of show. '
The Kneip collection is supplemented by a computer-generated
keyword index to each of the files. For further information concerning the Richard F. Kneip Papers at the University of South
Dakota, contact the Archivist, Richardson Archives, I. D. Weeks
Library, University of South Dakota, Vermillion, SD 57069.
4. See Box 352. File 5, Richard F. Kneip Papers, Richardson Archives, University of South Dakota, Vermillion,
5. See Box 410. File 3. ibid.
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