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South Dakotans in the
United States Senate:
A Composite Portrait
LARRY PRESSLER

Since statehood in 1889, twenty-three South Dakotans have
served in the United States Senate. These senators have been
diverse in their viewpoints and have offered different and often
significant contributions to the American political experience. A
composite review of these various individuals suggests some of
the political preferences and propensities of South Dakota as a
state and, perhaps, enhances our understanding of our own
political choices. The following biographical details and sketches
are based largely on material in standard biographical reference
sources.' These sources are supplemented by recollections of the
1. The beginning points for these biographical notes were sketches published in
various editions of the CongressioTial Directory, the Biographical Directory of the
American Congress, and the Dictionary of American Biography. Most valuable
general sources were Herbert S. Schell's History of South Dakota. 2d ed. (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1968), and Alan L. Clem's Prairie State Politics:
Popular Democracy in South Dakota (Washington, D.C: Public Affairs Press, 1967).
Five biographies were of considerable use: Robert Sam Anson, McGovem: A
Biography (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 1972): Calvin Perry Armin, "Cœ I.
Crawford and the Progressive Movement in South Dakota," South Dakota
Historical Collections 32 (1964): 23-231; Richard R. Chenoweth, "Francis Case: A
Political Biography," South Dakota Historical CoUections 39 (1978): 288-433; Gilbert
C. Fite, Peter Norbeck: Prairie Statesman. University of Missouri Studies, vol. 22,
no. 2 (Columbia. 1948); and Kenneth E. Hendrickson, Jr., "Tbe Public Career of
Richard F. Pettigrew, 1848-1926," South Dakota Historical Collections 34 (1968):
143-311. The careers of several other South Dakota senators, certainly including
William Bulow and Karl Mundt, are ripe for full-scale descriptive and interpretive
biographies.
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senators themselves or their families and associates, by additional
background material provided by the professional staff of the Congressional Research Service of the Library of Congress, and by official records of the Senate.
The political orientation of South Dakota has been Republican
as a general rule —far more governors, senators, congressmen,
legislators, and county officers have been Republicans than have
been members of all other parties put together.^ In presidential
politics up through 1980, the state has given its electoral votes to
the Republican ticket nineteen times, but to the Democratic
ticket only in 1896 (Bryan), 1932 and 1936 (Franklin Roosevelt),
and 1964 (Johnson). Republicans have won thirty-five of the
state's forty-five gubernatorial elections from statehood through
1978 and twelve of seventeen senatorial elections from 1913
(when the direct election of senators amendment was added to
the United States Constitution) through 1980. But this Republicanism has seldom, if ever, been a monolithic, cohesive movement.
One can see evidences of splits and tensions within the Republican
party in just about every era of the state's history (to an extent,
the same point could be made about the Democratic party). Thus,
no matter which party may have control at a given time, it can be
assumed that a good deal of political infighting has taken place.
Until the New Deal era. South Dakota's Republican senators
were much more liberal or progressive than were the dominant
eastern Republicans, while since then the state's Republican
solons have been generally more conservative than the national
norm. South Dakota has evidently been marching to a different
drummer —whether the state has been out of step with the nation
or the nation has been out of step with South Dakota, I leave to
others to judge. This lack of synchronization is illustrated by the
careers of senators Richard Pettigrew, Coe Crawford, and Peter
Norbeck in the earlier era, and those of senators Harlan Bushfield
and Karl Mundt in the later era. Pettigrew attacked American imperialism, Crawford attacked the trusts and political corruption,
and Norbeck —one of the leading "Sons of the Wild Jackass" that
included George Norris of Nebraska, Robert LaFollette of Wisconsin, Burton Wheeler of Montana, William Borah of Idaho, and

2. A summary of South Dakota's political experience, with lists of public office
holders, can be found in Alan L. Clam, South Dakota Political Almanac, 2d ed.
(Vermillion: Dakota Press, University of South Dakota). See also the appendix in
Clem's Prairie State Politics, p, 165.
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Hiram Johnson of California —was a defender of agrarian interests against eastern business-dominated forces.^
Some of this same pattern holds true in reverse for South
Dakota's Democratic senators. The earlier senators. Edwin
Johnson and William Bulow, were quite conservative, fiscally
speaking, although in foreign affairs they were poles apart,
Johnson favoring League of Nations membership at the end of
World War I, Bulow opposing intervention against Germany as
World War U drew near. The recent Democratic senators,
George McGovern and James Abourezk, on the other hand, have
been distinctly liberal, both in fiscal and foreign affairs.*
Whether under Republican or Democratic control, the state
has long been known for its populist/reformist image. Its reforms
and experimentations have not been as dramatic as those of
Nebraska, Minnesota, Wisconsin, North Dakota, or Oregon,' but
the state was the first to establish the initiative and referendum
processes. It was also engaged in a number of near-socialistic ventures in the World War I period, some of which were quite costly
and only one of which (the state cement plant) is still in existence.''
The state has a remarkably open and democratic system with
regard to elections and political party organization; indeed, some
observers feel that the parties are so democratic that they are difficult to control or influence by groups or individual leaders."
What, in summary, are some of the outstanding or interesting
characteristics of the twenty-three men and women who have
3. See Chapter 18 in Schell, South Dakota History, pp. 25876.
4. Quantitative analysis of Senate roU-call votes, one method often used to
justify ideological placements of senators, further illustrates these state patterns.
In 1968, for example. Senator Mundt had an 81 percent conservative rating, and
Senator McGovern a 9 percent conservative rating (compared with ratings of 79
percent for Senator Carl Curtis of Nebraska and 14 for Senator Stephen Young of
Ohio). Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 26, no. 44, pt. 1 (1 Nov. 1968): 2990.
5. Major works on this subject include John D. Hicks, The Populist Revolt: A
History of the Farmers' Alliance and the People's Party (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1931); Russell B. Nye, Midwestern Progressive Politics: A
Historical Study of Its Origins and Development, 1870-1950 (East Lansing:
Michigan State College Press, 1951); Robert L. Morían, Political Prairie Fire: The
Nonpartisan League. 1915-1922 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1955); and Theodore Saloutos and John D. Hicks, Agricultural Discontent in the
Middle West, 1900-1939 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1951).
6. See Schell, South Dakota History, pp. 265-66.
7. See Clem, Prairie State Politics, pp. 136-145, for an appraisal of South
Dakota's party system.
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served in the United States Senate from South Dakota? Table 1
summarizes a good deal of personal and political information
about these people, but there are a number of other facts,
comparisons, and observations that are of interest.
The southeastern corner of the state has been the origin of
most of the state's senators, while the Black Hills and West River
areas have not had many residents serve in the Senate. One of the
state's first senators, Gideon Moody, was a judge in Deadwood
and a mining lawyer in Rapid City, but not until the election of
Francis Case in 1950 did a senator again hail from the western
half of the state. Since then, Joe Bottum (1962), James Abourezk
(1973-1979), and James Abdnor (1981) have represented the
West River area. The eighteen other senators all came from the
eastern side of the Missouri River, which divides the state roughly
in half. Of these eighteen, only James Kyle of Aberdeen was from
the northern section of the state.
Only ten of South Dakota's senators were born in the state, and
only seven of these were elected to full terms. Many of the
senators born outside the state moved to South Dakota from
nearby. Coe Crawford, William McMaster, Herbert Hitchcock,
Harlan Bushfield, and Francis Case were all Iowans by birth.
James Kyle, Thomas Sterling, and William Bulow were all born in
Ohio. Gideon Moody and Robert Gamble came from New York,
while Richard Pettigrew had been born in Vermont, Alfred
Kittredge in New Hampshire, and Edwin Johnson in Indiana.
In 1921, Peter Norbeck became South Dakota's first senator to
have been born within the present boundaries of the state, but at
the time of his birth in 1870, the area was still Dakota Territory.
The first senator to be born in the state after its admission was
Gladys Pyle. The first native senator elected to a regular full
term was Chan Gurney. As the state has grown older, more of her
senators have hailed from within her borders. Since 1948, the
only nonnative senator has been Francis Case.
South Dakota's senators have been predominantly lawyers by
profession. Twelve of the state's twenty-three senators were
lawyers, including two who served as judges. The other senators
reflected diverse professional backgrounds. The financial world
has been represented by two bankers, William McMaster and Edwin Johnson, as well as businessman Chan Gurney. The world of
academe has sent two college professors to the Senate, Karl
Mundt and George McGovern. Francis Case was a newspaper
editor before serving in the Senate. James Kyle served as a
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Gladys Pyle
Edwin Johnson
In addition to their other distinctions. Johnson and Pyle were also South
DakoU "iirsts." Johnson was the first Democrat elected to a United States
Senate seat írom South DakoU, and Pyle was the first, and only, woman to
be 8O elected.

Congregational pastor, ministering to churches of the western
frontier.
Other senators were engaged in a variety of professions before
coming to the Senate. Gladys Pyle worked in government service,
became involved in the insurance business, and was employed as a
school teacher during her twenties. Peter Norbeck was a well
driller and contractor. Vera Bushfield, as the wife of Senator
Harlan Bushfield, was an active political speaker and leader as
well as homemaker and manager of the family farm. Senators
Johnson, Bulow, and Abdnor were engaged in ranching at some
time in their careers, representing one of the state's most important industries.
Five South Dakota senators-Crawford, Norbeck, McMaster,
Bulow, and Harlan Bushfield-had previously served their state
as governor. Since Bushfield, however, the political background
of South Dakota senators has shifted. After that time, all six of
the regularly elected senators —Mundt, Case, McGovern,
Abourezk, Pressler, and Abdnor-have served in the United
States House of Representatives, and none have had appreciable
state office experience, except James Abdnor, who served as a
state senator for twelve years and as lieutenant governor for one
term (1969-1970). Before 1948, no senator had previously served in
Washington, except Pettigrew, who had been the territorial dele-
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Coe Crawford

Peter Norbeck

William Me M as ter

William Bulow

Harlan Bushfield

The iive Uaited States seaatorB pictured here «l§o served terms as goverDor of South Dakota.
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George McGovem

arry Pressler

James Abourezk

James A bdnor

These Soutb Dakotans served as UDÍted States representatives before
moving to the Senate.
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gate to the capital for one term in 1881-1883. This pattern reflects
an interesting shift in national political structures over the past fifty years.
The South Dakota electorate tends to choose a representative
of early middle age; the average age of elected senators at
commencement of their service is just under forty-nine years.
Larry Pressler became the state's youngest senator when he was
sworn into office at age thirty-six. James Kyle, who was sworn in
at age thirty-seven, had held that distinction previously. The
oldest senator to begin service was Herbert Hitchcock, who was
appointed at the age of sixty-nine. The oldest South Dakotan to
serve was Karl Mundt, who retired in 1972, at age seventy-two,
after serving twenty-four years in the upper house.
Among South Dakota's senators, there has been no great mark
of wealth. Indeed, according to newspaper accounts based on
annual Senate financial disclosure statements, senators James
Abourezk and Larry Pressler were ascertained to have been
among the least affluent members of the "world's most exclusive
club." This relative nonaffluence is in part a result of the fact that
South Dakota has no centers of real wealth. Two senators, however, did amass a great amount of wealth, and both were self-made
men. South Dakota's first senator, Richard Pettigrew, had ambitions as wide as the country. As a promoter and financial speculator, he was involved in the commencement of work on the first leg
of a transcontinental railroad and the establishment of a variety of
thriving industries and companies in Sioux Falls. The Panic of
1893 took the bulk of Pettigrew's fortune; yet, before he died in
1926, he had again built up a large estate. In his time, Peter
Norbeck was also one of the richest men in the state. As a young
man, Norbeck began drilling wells. Through his own initiative, he
became a partner in a company, designed and patented a radically
improved drilling outfit, and achieved a great prosperity by
drilling wells for the farmers of the semiarid prairie land."
South Dakota senators have been —both in and out of office —
law-abiding citizens, and the state has been spared embroilment in
any large-scale political scandal. The only senator ever indicted
was Richard Pettigrew, who was arrested on a charge of sedition
during World War I for his criticism of United States military in-

8. For a discussion of Pettigrew's business activities, see Hendrickson, "Public
Career of Richard F. Pettigrew," pp. 193-200, 288. For information concerning
Norbeck's well-drilling enterprise, see Fite, Peter Norbeck, pp. 14 27.
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volvement. The charges were dropped.'' Pettigrew was also in
rather serious financial difficulties when the Panic of 1893 dried up
the credit on which his ambitious entrepreneurship relied. These
difficulties, too, he eventually overcame.
In religious affiliation, most of South Dakota's senators have
belonged to one of the Protestant faiths. Although he was interred
in a Catholic cemetery in Beresford, William Bulow was Lutheran.
Two exceptions to this homogeneous group were James Abourezk,
a Syrian Orthodox Christian, and Larry Pressler, a Roman Catholic.
The South Dakota electorate does not appear to respect incumbency a great deal, for few senators have served longer than two
terms. Only three have been elected to a third term: Norbeck, who
served throughout the 1920s and died during his third term of office in 1936; Mundt, who completed four terms before he retired in
1972; and McGovern, who won his third term in 1974.
Five South Dakotans have served less than a complete
senatorial term. The first of these was Gideon Moody, who drew
the initial two-year term in 1889 that established the staggered
terms of the state's two senatorial seats. Moody was subsequently
defeated in his bid for reelection. Herbert Hitchcock was appointed by Governor Tom Berry to serve most of the remaining
two years of Norbeck's last term. Gladys Pyle won a special twomonth term of office, the end of the Norbeck term, before the commencement of Chan Gurney's first term. Joe Bottum, who was appointed to the Senate following the death of Francis Case, lost the
following election to George McGovern by fewer than six hundred
votes.'" The only appointed senator to later win election to office
was Alfred Kittredge. Appointed in 1901 by Governor Charles
Herreid to complete the term of James Kyle, who died suddenly,
Kittredge was reelected in 1903 by the Republican state legislature.
9. Se« Hendrickson. "Public Career of Richard F. Pettigrew," pp. 298-99. It is
also interesting to note that two other senators, Norbeck and McMaster, came
close to political scandal on 8 October 1925 when a federal ^and jury at Pierre
passed a resotution accusing these former governors of "dereliction and malfeasance" of duty in connection with the mismanagement of funds and other irregularities that had been uncovered in the state-ope rated rural credits system.
However, Attorney General Buell Jones refused to institute a suit because of lack
of evidence. Fite, Peter Norbeck, p. 85.
10. For the narrative of Senator Bottum's nomination, see Alan L. Clem, The
Nomination of Joe Bottum: Analysis of a Committee Decision to Nominate a
United States Senator, Governmental Research Bureau Report no. 48 (Vermillion:
University of South Dakota, 1963).
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Herbert Hitchcock

Vera Bushfield

Joe Bottum
SenatorB Hitchcock, Vera Bushfield, and Bottum were appointed to their
Senat« seats and did not serve beyond their appointments.

Until 1913, when the Seventeenth Amendment was adopted
that mandated the popular election of United States senators,
members of the upper congressional house were elected by the
state legislature. Four of the five senators who sought reelection
during this time-Moody, Pettigrew, Gamble, and Kittredgewere defeated in their final bids for an additional term. The fifth
senator, James Kyle, died in office. Pettigrew, who was initially a
Republican, ran as a Populist in his last attempt at reelection in
1900 and was defeated in the state legislature on the first ballot.
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Richard Pettigrew

Gideon Moody

James Kyle

Robert Gamble

Alfred Kittredge

Th« first five senators from South Dakota, pictured here, were elected by
the state legislature.
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Of the twenty one South Dakota senators who have left office,
twelve have been defeated in a bid for reelection: Moody,
Pettigrew. Gamble. Kittredge, Crawford. Sterling. McMaster,
Bulow, Hitchcock, Gurney, Bottum, and McGovern. When they
lose. South Dakota senators tend to do so in the primaries. Only
two elected incumbent senators have been defeated in a general
popular election. Republican senator William McMaster was
defeated by Democratic governor William Bulow in 1930. which
was not a good year for Republicans. Democratic senator George
McGovern was defeated by Republican congressman James
Abdnor in 1980, which was not a good year for Democrats.
Of the eight senators who have been defeated in preliminary
contests, six were Republicans (Moody, Gamble, Kittredge,
Crawford, Sterling, and Gurney) and two were Democrats.
Democrats Bulow and Hitchcock were defeated in their bids to
carry their party's banner in the New Deal era. (In addition to
Bulow and Hitchcock, only three Democrats have served in the
Senate; Johnson and Abourezk did not run for reelection.) From
1907 to 1925, four Republican senators lost their bids for renomination to a primary challenger: Kittredge in 1908 to Crawford; Gamble in 1913 to Sterling; Crawford in 1914 to Charles Burke; and
Sterling in 1924 to McMaster. In 1950, Chan Gurney was also
defeated by his Republican primary challenger, Francis Case.
Four senators have died in office. After serving four years of
his second term, James Kyle died of a malarial infection in 1901.
Peter Norbeck was serving the fourth year of his third term
when he died of cancer in 1936. Having completed five years of his
only term, Harlan Bushfield died in 1948 following a stroke.
Francis Case, who had served more than five years of his second
term, died of a heart attack in 1962. To date, Kyle had the shortest
life span among South Dakota senators, only forty-seven years,
while McMaster. Bulow, and Pyle all reached their ninetieth birthdays.
Vera Cahalan Bushfield was the only senator to resign from the
office. Following the death of her husband, she was appointed by
Governor George Mickelson with the condition that she would
resign in favor of her elected successor, Karl Mundt, before the
beginning of the next Congress so that Mundt could gain a few
extra days of seniority. Senator Karl Mundt suffered a stroke in
1969 during his fourth term in office and eventually retired at the
end of his term in 1972. Those who voluntarily retired from office
on completing their terms include Johnson, Pyle, Mundt, and
Abourezk.

Copyright © 1981 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

138

South Dakota History

When South Dakotans leave the Senate, they usually return to
the state. A few exceptions include William Bulow, who remained
in Washington following his last term until his death in 1960, and
Thomas Sterling, who began a law practice in the District of
Columbia and resumed his teaching career at the National
University Law School in 1925. William McMaster resumed
residence in South Dakota after his tenure expired, but three
years later, he moved to Illinois, where he continued his banking
business until his death in 1968. Since the end of his senate term,
James Abourezk has resumed law practice, establishing his office
in Washington, D.C. At present, George McGovern also resides in
Washington, D.C., where he serves as chairman of a committee entitled Americans for Common Sense and lectures at Northwestern
University in Illinois and at colleges around the nation.
Of the fifteen South Dakota senators who have served a full
term, six have held committee chairmanships. During his abbreviated two-year term, one of the state's first senators, Gideon
Moody, served as chairman of the Select Committee on Indian
Depredations. In the 1890s, James Kyle chaired the Committee on
Education and Labor. The chairmanship of the Committee on Interoceanic Canals devolved to Kyle's successor Alfred Kittredge
in 1903, during hearings that led to the construction of the Panama
Canal. Thomas Sterling headed the Civil Service Committee during his tenure, as did William Bulow during his term in office.
Following the crash of 1929, Peter Norbeck directed the investigations of the influential Committee on Banking and Currency, which
was responsible for new regulations of banks and the stock
market. Chan Gurney chaired the Armed Services Committee in
the crucial period following the Second World War. Although he
was not chairman of a standing committee, Karl Mundt presided
over the Government Operations Committee during the ArmyMcCarthy hearings. George McGovern, though also not a chairman of a regular standing committee, chaired the Agriculture Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition and was a high-ranking member
of both the Agriculture and Foreign Relations committees.
South Dakota senators have frequently disagreed on some of
the more important matters of national policy. A populist streak
running through the South Dakota political mentality has not
always harmonized with prevalent national beliefs and impulses.
This tendency is especially evident among the senators during
times of war. Despite a strong sense of patriotism, an isolationist
feeling runs deep among South Dakotans. In virtually every war
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Thomas Sterling

chan Gumey

Two of the six seDatorg from South Dakota to hold cominittee chairmanships were Sterling ICivil Service! and Gurney (Armed Servicesl.

since South Dakota's statehood, one of the two senators has held
strong reservations regarding America's foreign commitment.
During the Spanish-American War, when the Cuban quest for
independence excited war fever in the United States, James Kyle
initially urged neutrality, but suggested that the United States
proffer its friendly offices to Spain in an effort to obtain Cuba's
autonomy. Richard Pettigrew, on the other hand, vehemently
denounced the jingoist efforts of the country, which he viewed as
an unfortunate American strain of imperialism. When the nation
entered World War I, the ex-senator spoke so forthrightly against
American military involvement that he was arrested on charges of
sedition. Only after he had engaged the services of the famous
lawyer Clarence Darrow were the charges dismissed." No active
senator denounced American involvement in World War I. After
the war was over, Peter Norbeck declined to support President
Wilson's League of Nations, despite his initial flirtation with the
idea.
In 1942, Democrat William Bulow was defeated for his party's
nomination because of his opposition to President Roosevelt's
policies. Bulow was a confirmed isolationist, who, in more than
one speech on the Senate floor, cautioned against the "foreign entanglements" being promoted in Washington. In the House of
11. See Hendrickson, "Public Career of Richard F. Pettigrew," pp. 298 99.
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Representatives, Karl Mundt voted against the selective service
bill and lend-lease, but World War II left little doubt regarding
America's foreign responsibilities, and Congressman Mundt
adopted strong internationalist and anti-Communist attitudes
that he retained later as a senator.
Harlan Bushfield nearly voted against the United Nations commitment after World War H, but Chan Gurney, who also served
during World War II, was convinced of the need for a strong
American military presence. As head of the Armed Services Committee, he worked vigorously for a strong defense, which was an
issue in his loss to Francis Case in the Republican primary election
of 1950. Unlike Gurney, Case saw no need for the selective service
laws. Case defeated Gurney for the Republican nomination in 1950,
at the time of the American involvement in Korea.'- America's involvement in Vietnam saw the sharpest division of South Dakota's
senatorial contingent. Throughout his tenure, Mundt supported
American aid to allies in South Vietnam, while McGovern's call to
"Come Home, America" was answered by Americans who supported him as their Democratic presidential candidate in 1972."
South Dakota senators have tended to be in agreement on
domestic issues, particularly on the important agricultural
concerns of farmers in the state. During the Populist upheaval,
the state's senators, and midwestern politicians generally, saw
the region's malaise to be the result of national monetary policy,
and they called for "free silver" to get money into the hands of
the farmer. The progressive policies of the Theodore Roosevelt
and Wilson eras were supported, for the most part, by Democratic
and Republican senators alike, and South Dakota senators continued to argue fruitlessly throughout the 1920s for a more helpful
national agricultural policy. Such a policy was formulated during
the drought and depression of the thirties, but by then thousands
of South Dakota farmers had been forced out of their agricultural
livelihood. Whatever ideological differences South Dakota senators may have had with the administrations in power since that
time, they have continued to support the validity of a national response to agricultural problems.
Given this uniformity concerning the domestic issue of obtaining a responsive agricultural policy, the senators from South
12. Chenoweth, "Francis Case," pp. 374-78.
13. For a discussion of the 1972 presidential campaign, see Theodore H. White,
The Making of the President—1972

(New York: Atheneum, 1973).
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Dakota, then, have displayed their differences primarily in the
arena of international affairs. Yet, even there, they have shared a
characteristic independence, an ability to follow their own course
and conscience whether or not it harmonizes with the prevailing
spirit of the times. Such strength of character, joined with honesty, patriotism, and a dash of populism, have made South Dakota's
senatorial contingent worth studying closely throughout the more
than ninety years since statehood.
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