Copyright © 1982 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

A "Golden Opportunity":
The South Dakota
Agricultural Extension
Service and the Agricultural
Adjustment Administration,
1933-1935
JAMES MARTEN

In January of 1915, the South Dakota legislature formally accepted the provisions of the Smith-Lever Act, which authorized
the establishment and funding of national and state extension
services. Under the resulting state law, the South Dakota Agricultural Extension Service was quickly set up, and fifteen counties employed extension agents by mid-August of 1917, The
South Dakota extension law, however, included a unique provision that allowed the farmers in any individual county to bring
the extension appropriations of their county to a vote in a general
election by obtaining a petition with one hundred signatures,'
That clause proved to be disastrous for the extension service during the economically depressed 1920s and 1930s,
From 1917 to 1922, the extension service grew rapidly. On the
state level, specialists soon included experts in dairying, live1. Gilbert S. Weaver, Twenty-five Years of Agricultural Extension Work in
South Dakota, South Dakota Agricultural Extension Service Mimeograph Circular, no, 223 (Brookings, S.Dak., [1937]), pp. 6-9,15; John Pates, ed.. History of Extension (Brookings: South Dakota Agricultural Extension Service, 1975), pp. 3-4.
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stock, poultry, farm management, agricultural engineering, horticulture, animal disease, pork and beef production, crop disease,
boys' and girls' clubs (4-H), and women's home-demonstration
groups. When the United States entered World War I, Congress
passed the Food Production Act, which appropriated money for
emergency extension agents for every county in the country. The
federal government withdrew this emergency funding after the
armistice, but in 1922, forty-nine county agents still worked in
South Dakota."
That peak lasted only one year, however, and farm prices were
the crux of the problem. Wartime demand had driven beef exports 126 percent over the 1910-1911 levels, pork 207 percent, and
wheat 418 percent. Prices soared in the resultant seller's market.
Beef prices vaulted from the 1910-1915 average of $7.72 per hundredweight to $15.45 by 1919, while hog prices rose from $7.82 to
$17.85, and wheat jumped from $.83 to $2.40 per bushel during
the same period. The "Coolidge Prosperity" that infected most of
the country during the 1920s, however, failed to maintain this
giddy wartime affluence for farmers. After 1920, the foreign markets largely responsible for the astounding wartime prices had
been glutted by imports from the United States and from nonbelligerent countries and by the recovery of the European agricultural industry. Farm prices fell rapidly to prewar levels, while
nonagricultural prices rose just as rapidly. By 1932, farmers' huying power was only 61 percent of the 1910-1914 average.'
All South Dakotans felt the impact. Banks failed or foreclosed
mortgages to keep from failing; land values decreased by as much
as one-third or even one-half; and farm tenancy rose alarmingly —
all before the Great Depression began in 1929. Adding salt to the
wound, one of the most severe droughts in the state's history
struck in 1931. Between that year and 1935, South Dakota's total
rainfall amounted to only 78 percent of the average, and several
counties experienced years with precipitation up to eight inches
below normal. Clouds of grasshoppers that destroyed entire
fields of corn in an hour and dust storms that blasted topsoil away
as deep as the plow line accompanied the drought.*
2. Weaver, Twenty-five Years of Agricultural Extension Work. pp. 18-19.
3. U.S., Department of Agriculture, Yearbook of Agriculture, 192i, pp. 581,855,
913, and Yearbook of Agriculture, 1936. pp. 1151, 1171.
4. Ivan R. Tannehill, Drought: Its Causes and Effects (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1947). p. 244; Interview with James O'Connell, Brookings,
S.Dak., 2 Jan. 1981; Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota. 2d ed. (Lincoln;
University of Nebraska Press. 1968), pp. 282, 352.
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As a result of market and climatic misfortunes. South Dakota's
cash income from crops declined from seventeen million dollars in
1929 to only six million in 1932, and its livestock income fell from
one hundred fifty million to less than forty-five million dollars.'^
To many belt-tightening farmers striving to make every penny
count, the extension service seemed expendable. In November
1922, the same year that the number of extension agents reached
its peak of forty-nine, voters closed six county agencies. The
trend continued, and by 1931, only twenty-seven agents remained
employed. During that year's legislative session, extension supporters introduced a biU that would have freed extension from
the voters and placed it under the control of a publicly elected
group in each county, similar to a board of education. The bill
failed. Three more agencies closed that year, and in 1932, eight of
the remaining twenty-four county organizations were voted out
of existence.' Even counties that kept their extension offices
faced strong opposition. In Pennington County, Agent Oscar
Hermstad reported that during 1931 farmers appeared at every
commissioners meeting to argue against continuing extension
work.' J. D. Morrow in McCook County had to produce a petition
5. Schell. History of South Dakota, p. 283.
6. Weaver, Twenty-five Years of Agricultural Extension Work, p. 22.
7. South Dakota, Agricultural Extension Service, County Agent Annual
Report, 1932, Pennington County, p. 29. County and emergency agents' annual
reports for 1932 through 1934 will hereafter be cited by county, year, and page
number. For example, the above report will hereafter be cited as Pennington, 1932,
p. 29.
Governor Warren E. Green and state officials inspect
grasshopper damage in a Tripp County field, 1931.
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with 781 signatures to guarantee his $2,500 county appropriation,
while East Meade County Agent A. T. Mortenson fended off antiextension taxpayers by compiling a five-year summary of Meade
County extension activities and presenting it to the voters.'
Like the farming community it served, the South Dakota Agricultural Extension Service was on the edge of collapse by 1932,
but the New Deal's Agricultural Adjustment Administration
(AAA) was soon to alter the fortunes of both. In the spring of
1933, the AAA was set up to administer the Agricultural Adjustment Act, which provided for the hiring of emergency extension
agents with federal funds. This arrangement allowed the AAA to
operate in the field through an organization that already existed
— and it allowed the extension service a bit of breathing room.
The immediate goal of the AAA was to help farmers weather the
financial crises of the 1930s. The goal that the "Brain Trusters,"
Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace, and United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) officials held closest to their
collective heart, however, was the long-range objective of reducing United States farm production to levels that would prevent
another decade-long agricultural depression. According to the
AAA, the 1933 Agricultural Adjustment Act "recognize[d] the existence of overproduction and of a burdensome surplus of many
farm products; it recognizefd] the necessity of reducing this oversupply and refraining from further overproduction that maintains and adds to it if the farmer is to receive his fair share of the
national income. [The powers of the act enabled] the United
States Government to assist farmers in making an adjustment in
their production which it [was] impossible for them to make unaided and acting as individuals."' The various AAA plans called
for contractual adjustment agreements between the federal government and individual producers for which the producers would
be compensated with immediate, staggered benefit payments.
The funding of these programs would come from processing taxes
levied on the first middlemen in the processing proce8. McCook, 1932, p. 5; East Meade, 19S2. p. 23.
9. U.S., Agricultural Adjustment Administration, Agricultural Adjustment: A
Report of Administration of the Agricultural Adjustment Act May 1933 to February 1931, (1934; reprint ed.. New York: Arno Press, 1976), p. 5. The AAA's longrange objectives failed in South Dakota because drought-devestated crops did not
give them a chance to work. Although prices gradually rose because of this enforced crop reduction, few contemporaries — or historians—credited the AAA with
the increase.
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dure—millers in the wheat plan, for instance. Through voluntary
and permanent production control, these actions would raise
farmers' buying power to the "parity" of the relatively prosperous years of 1910-1914.^°
The AAA programs, centered on seven basic farm commodities, as well as the emergency cattle-buying plan (a one-time
response to the extreme drought of 1934), were administered by
the state extension services. The first report of the AAA defined
extension's role, saying: "The 2,200 county agents constituted the
'shock troops' out on the firing lines in these campaigns. It was
through them that the Administration made its direct contacts
with the farmers.... If they had fallen down on the job, the whole
effort would have been imperiled.... The success attained is evidence of effort put forth by the county agents, and their spirit
and ability."" In South Dakota, the Bon Homme County agent expressed the position of extension best when he said, "Extension
work is 'on the spot' but it has a golden opportunity to win its way
into the hearts and lives of the American farmer.""
To carry out their AAA duties, extension agents used all the
traditional tools of extension work. The main thrust of most extension efforts was education, the idea being that if the proper information were adequately disseminated, then traditionally uninformed, uneducated, or uninnovative farmers would make the
correct production and marketing decisions. During the initial
wheat (from August to December 1933) and corn-hog (from December 1933 to September 1934) campaigns, county and emergency agents utilized three extension tools to put across the
AAA plans; publicity, personal contact, and local leadership. Not
all of the problems county agents faced could be solved using
these techniques, however. To begin with, emergency agents
needed to find offices. Marshall County's agent ended up in a remodeled courthouse vault. Most agents found more comfortable
work areas, but other headaches included the difficulty of finding
office supplies and equipment in small towns, slow mail delivery,
limited telephone service, and the fact that farmers discontinued
subscriptions to newspapers in an attempt to save money. Bennett County Agent Carl Sacre even refrained from installing a
10. Ibid., pp. 5-9.
. . ,
11 Ibid p 17. The seven basic farm commodities covered in the AAA programs
were wheat, cotton, corn, hogs, rice, tobacco, and mUk and its products, but only
the wheat, corn, and hog programs figured largely in South Dakota.
12. Bon Homme, 19SJ,, p. 27.
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Edmunds County farmers gather to talk near tke Bowdle elevator
on a Saturday afternoon in the thirties.
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telephone in his office because few local residents had phones.
Most producers in that county heard their AAA news from the
"grapevine telegraph," which Sacre estimated as effective 75 percent of the time." In spite of such problems, extension agents
employed their educational tools widely in their attempt to convince producers to subscribe to the wheat and corn-hog plans.
Although Hanson County's agent reported that wheat growers
there "were awaiting the opening of the local wheat...
program" because "they had heard of quick and easy money to be
obtained by a few strokes of a pen,"'* many South Dakotans remained wary of the government's plans.
Vocal opposition from farm groups such as the Farm Holiday
Association and the Farmers' Union developed in several counties. The Farmers Union in Kingsbury County, which was "about
as radical as you could find," often disrupted community meetings, and Agent Charlie Sayre reflected that "if a person was inclined to let it get under his skin,... after some of those meetings . . . [he would] pack [his] suitcase and go home.""^ John W.
Simpson, the president of the National Farmers' Union, delivered
several inflammatory speeches around the state in the fall of
1933. Simpson's audience in Clay County —whose parked cars reportedly filled eighty acres —heard him speak out against the destruction of cotton and reduction of wheat crops "on account of
the unfilled needs of a large portion of the population."" Leonard
L. Ladd in Davison County commented in his annual report on a
similar Simpson speech, stating, "The stand taken by . . . Simpson
and [Farm Holiday Leader] Milo Reno . . . is helping to keep the
people in suspense.""
Agents in some southeastern counties encountered the doubts
of German and German-Russian farmers, many of whom were
foreign-born and often spoke only German. Some Russian producers near Freeman feared that the allotment programs merely
represented two-year versions of the Soviet Union's five-year
plans and wanted nothing to do with them." Davison County Germans "seem[ed] a bit suspicious of things that the Government

13. Marshall, 1933. p. 4; Bennett. 1933, p. 47.
14. Hanson, 19SS. p. 6.
15. Interview with Charles Sayre, Brookings. S.Dak.. 7 Jan. 1981.
16. Vermillion Plain Talk. 24 Aug. 1933.
17. Davison, 1938. p. 1.
18. Hanson. 1933. p. 4.
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controls" and were uneasy toward programs that limited their independence."
First-generation South Dakotans, however, were not the only
ones who feared infringements upon their freedom. All the
agents dealt with the deep-rooted attitudes and prejudices characteristic of many South Dakota farmers, whose parochial views
prior to 1933 narrowed their outlook. Farmers tended to worry
about themselves, work for themselves, and resist any violation
of their autonomy. They doubted the government's claims of huge
surpluses and did not see the logic of the allotment plans. Hand
County's agent wrote: "The vast majority [of producers]... are
unable to grasp the fact of our closed markets and decreased consumption and cannot conceive of idle land resulting in a better income. Each one is essentially self-centered, and has no idea that
his actions are multiplied many times when he takes all farmers
into consideration."™ Agent Greene of Hanson County reported,
"The greatest obstacle to overcome in the wheat campaign was
the fact that the farmers had been buncombed so long and so
often that they were suspicious and back in their bonnets was the
thought that 'here was just another fake set up.' "^^ Harmon Boyd
in Miner County found still another reason for producers' hesitancy; "Who . . . ever heard of making out applications and going
to Washington and getting money?" Farmers had "never, ever
got a dime for anything they didn't earn.""'
Finally, agents had to overcome popular misconceptions about
the AAA programs. R. L. Miller in Lyman County corrected "erroneous statements in newspapers and over the radio and wrong
interpretations placed on correct statements." In fact, he wrote,
if some of the ideas making the rounds in August had been correct, anyone who signed a contract "should certainly have been
placed in an insane asylum or at least under a guardian."'" Producers in Marshall County "believed nearly anything their neighbors would tell them," while some of the misinformation circulating in Roberts County resulted from " 'street corner' ideas as
to how the program should be worked out.""
Written and broadcast publicity and personal contact by county agents dispelled many farmers' doubts and misunderstand19. Davison, 1933, p. 12.
20. Hand, 1933, p. 2.
21. Hanson, 1933, p. 1.
22. Interview with Harmon Boyd, Elk Point, S.Dak., 13 Jan. 1981.
23. Lyman, 1933, p. 7.
24. Marshall 1933, p. 12; Roberts, 1933, p. 9.
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ings. A deluge of newspaper articles filled the various local
papers throughout the campaigns. County agents wrote some of
these articles, but the state office supported them by releasing a
total of 1,025 stories in 1933 and 1,209 in 1934. Emergency agents
were trained in writing news stories, and the articles sent to
weeklies were strategically sent each Thursday-the day when
most papers were published and, of course, the day when editors
began planning the budget of the next week's edition and had
plenty of space available. The extension editor in Brookings instituted question-and-answer columns about the AAA and later
about agricultural problems in general. The six largest dailies in
the state printed these columns twice weekly." Most agents
reported hearty cooperation from local editors, and publicity
specialist George Thompson wrote that the "splendid cooperation from the newspapers was a large factor in the [campaigns']
success.""
The articles explained the administration, benefits, and objectives of AAA programs; named the county and community committeemen; reminded farmers of meetings and approaching deadlines; delineated farm tenants' legal rights under contract; listed
the proper uses of idle, contracted acres; and made known the official acreages and quotas upon application, adjustment, and signing of the contracts. Stories emphasized the voluntary nature of
the program and responded to other farmers' doubts. An early
August article in the weekly Vermillion Plain Talk assured
farmers that the agreements limited only the number of acres in
which they could plant wheat; their marketing procedures were
not restricted in any way. In an attempt to quiet the fears of skeptical farmers, articles throughout the wheat campaign stressed
that no federal loan payments, such as 1932 emergency feed and
seed loans, would be deducted from the farmers' first wheat benefit payments and that the checks would be paid directly to the
cooperators."
Some county agents supplemented their written publicity with
broadcasts from local radio stations, but most radio reports originated from station KFDY on the South Dakota State College campus in Brookings. Five other South Dakota stations picked up the
daily, ten-minute "Farm Flash" programs, and two of those
25. South Dakota, Agricultural Extension Service, Extension Publicity Annual
Report, 1938, pp. 2, 10, and Extension Publicity Annual Report, 19Si, pp. 2-3, 5.
26. Extension Publicity Annual Report, 193^, p. 3.
27. Vermillion Plain Talk, 3 Aug. and 2 Nov. 1933.

Copyright © 1982 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

172

South Dakota History

broadcast the shows twice a day. Another feature devoted to the
AAA and other agricultural topics was the "Question Box" program, which KFDY beamed throughout the state during two
noon hours each week. Appropriately enough, its purpose was to
answer farmers' "questions on agriculture." Extension officials
believed in the effectiveness of radio publicity with good reason.
A 1930 survey of the state had found that a majority of farmers
owned radios, and KFDY received responses to its farm programs from sixty-one of South Dakota's sixty-nine counties and
from seven other northwestern states.'"
Circular letters were a third facet of extension's AAA publicity
efforts. At the beginning of the wheat campaign, agents consulted county tax assessors' books to compile a mailing list of potential cooperators, and producers received their first circulars
in late July. The following excerpt from the first wheat circular
provides an excellent example of the approach taken by extension in educating the public about the benefits of the AAA:
The wheat adjustment plan is new. Secretary of Agriculture Wallace
compares it to the first automobile. At first it will seem strange and complex. After you get used to it. and find how it works, and see it in operation, it win become simple. Wheat growers will accept this new machinery to adjust production just as readily as they changed from the sickle
to the cradle, and the cradle to the binder, and the binder to the combine
in the harvesting operation. Once they get the "hang" of it, they will
operate the wheat adjustment machinery with no more thought about
certain regulations or acreage reduction and adjustment payments than
they give to the once puzzling gadgets on a tractor or cultipacker."

Agents had long used such circulars to notify farmers and
ranchers of new agricultural developments and relevant meetings, and the AAA campaign followed that tradition.
Extension agents arranged for personal contact with farmers
through county township meetings, which provided producers
with a chance to meet the agents (most of whom were emergency
agents and unknown in the counties to which they were assigned)
and allowed agents to settle misunderstandings and correct false
information. Farmers and other interested people crowded into
churches, courthouses, schools. Legion halls, and movie theatres.
Attendance and the number of meetings held varied from county
to county. Agent Pierce, for instance, organized ninety-two Gregory County meetings for 2,794 people, while his colleague in
28. Extension Publicity Annual Report, 1933, pp. 4-5; Extension Publicity Annual Report, 1934, pp. 2, 4.
29. Circular Letter inserted in Brown, 1933.
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Marshall County held only four but welcomed 1,440 people to
them. Only five people attended a meeting in Madison, and only
three of them grew wheat. The purpose of the first meetings in
each county was to inform the people of the adjustment programs. Either the district supervisor (subject specialists from the
state office supervised the AAA campaigns in about a dozen
counties apiece) or the agents explained the program, and the
farmers eagerly asked questions in most counties, Bennett County meetings, for example, lasted over four hours,'"
To combat speeches by anti-AAA men like Simpson, some
agents held meetings that featured Tom Howard, a field representative for the AAA in Denver. He discussed exports, prices.

Wheat farmers throughout South Dakota considered the advantages of the
AAA 's wheat adjustment contracts. The Kipp brothers in Beadle County examine
a wheat field expected to yield 25 bushels an acre in the late 1930s.

the history of attempts at national legislation helpful to agriculture and explained in detail the wheat program. His appearance
in Lawrence County "was very well received and was very effective in bringing to the minds of farmers the larger aspect of the
national agricultural program."" Additional meetings were held
throughout the wheat and corn-hog campaigns to eliminate confusion and prompt farmers to submit their applications and contracts.
30. Gregory, 19S3, Emergency Supplement, p. 2; Marshall 193S, f. 5; MinerLake, 1933, p. 6; Bennett, 1933, p. 3.
31. Lawrence, 1933, pp. 5-6.
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To provide even closer contact with individual producers,
township and county committees were elected by each County
Wheat Production Control Association — a group formed as a prerequisite to implementing the wheat plan."' (Another association
was organized during the corn-hog program.) These committeemen became the keys to the entire allotment program. Obviously,
an agent could not do all the work required of his office, and committeemen were essential for that reason. More importantly, in
keeping with traditional philosophies of extension, they also
served as role models for their peers. Most committeemen were
"of the best standing in the communities and . . . were known to
be in hearty accord with the wheat [or corn-hog] program and
willing to give their time and efforts to make it a success."" The
extension service had always tried to operate through community leaders, and this cooperation played an instrumental role in extension's success in administering the AAA programs.
In return for $2.50 to $3.00 per day, plus $.05 per mile for
travel, community committeemen performed the field work for
the programs, which included helping farmers fill out their rather
complicated application forms, contacting them in case of errors
on their applications or when AAA regulations changed (as they
often did), informing them about meetings, answering questions
that arose about the programs, and conducting the contract
"Sign-Up Days" at the end of each campaign. County committeemen checked all the applications and contracts received by the
county extension office and adjusted the acreages and yields on
contracts to the official quotas allowed the county."
Setting quotas proved to be the most challenging aspect of the
1934 corn-hog program, and that process proved the value of the
committeemen. Most agents seemed to believe that the farmers
would accept the decisions made by their neighbors and friends
more easily than decisions made by officials who sat stoically in
judgment. The process for arriving at fair quotas for wheat and
corn acreages and hog numbers consisted of several steps. First,
producers submitted nonbinding applications that included,
among other things, the acreage planted or hogs raised, yields or
production numbers of the previous three years, and a map of
each farm. Producers were also required to submit some sort of
evidence to support their claims. Committeemen checked this in32. Agricultural Adjustment, p. 49.
33. Harding, 1933. p. 3.
34. See Agricultural Adjustment, p. 52 and App. I.
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formation, making sure the applications were completed correctly. Then local newspapers published the data, and producers
could complain about their own or their neighbors' claims as
printed in the papers. Following this, the allotment committees
adjusted the application numbers to fit the county quotas —the
official number of acres, bushels, and hogs according to USDA
records. The committees determined the number of acres or
animals that each farmer was allowed to raise under his contract
by reducing those quotas by 15 percent for wheat, 20 percent for
corn, and 25 percent for hogs." Since the producers received
payments for the amount they cut their previous average production, the reconciliation of quotas with the claims loomed vital to
hard-pressed South Dakotans. If their claims and the official
records differed significantly, they lost a lot of money. This information was also published in the newspapers, and farmers could
again protest figures they thought unjust.
Although committees "dehydrated" both wheat and corn acreages claimed, the worst problems involved the number of hogs
claimed. Many agents complained that producers often kept no
written records to support their figures. Others sold thousands of
hogs to truckers and buyers for cash, without receipts. The formula followed by the Miner County allotment committee furnishes a good example of the types of evidence brought by
farmers and the acceptance each received from the committee:
1) Weighted sales evidence (including hogs' weight) was cut 4 percent.
2) Buyers' evidence (sales receipts) was cut 8 percent.
3) Unweighted sales evidence was cut 8 percent.
4) Neighbors' testimony was cut 16 percent.
5) Truckers' evidence was cut 16 percent.
6) Vaccination slips from veterinarians were cut 25 percent.
7) Farmers who submitted no evidence suffered a 50 percent cut."

An inevitable problem the allotters faced was "hogs that never
did exist." Agent White in Hanson County found altered sales
slips, while the Jones County committee discovered evidence of
men shipping their neighbors' pigs to market with their own and
combining both in their own claims —hence the logic of cutting all
evidence to a certain extent as the Miner County committee did.
In some cases, buyers helped producers by issuing sales slips for
as many hogs as the producers wanted without any records to
verify statements," W. R. Woods noted that the Washington35. See ibid., pp. 134-37.
36. Miner, 19H, p. 15.
37. Davison, 1934, p. 6; Hanson, 1934, p. 7; Jones, 1934, p. 14; Spink, 1934, p. 7.
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Farmers, like Jürgen Johannsen in Beadle County, were urged
to cut down their hog production during the AAA corn-hog program.

Shannon counties allotment committee denied claims "originally
supported by [the] statement of a neighbor 'who stopped his automobile Declaration Day and waited till twenty-seven hogs ran
across the ro[a]d' " and eliminated hogs "that apparently had
gathered pounds at an astonishing rate for their age.""
Although drastic reductions occurred in some counties (Spink
County farmers lost over ten thousand of the 61,511 hogs they
claimed, and applications in Harding and McPherson counties ran
20 and 18 percent over their respective allowances), most applicants accepted their quotas and signed their contracts. One factor
that encouraged cooperation was the raising of the hog quotas for
nearly every county by the State Board of Review. Most producers seemed to believe that they were getting the best deal
possible under the present conditions. In the end. South Dakotans
contracted 93 percent of their wheat acreage and 90 percent of
their corn and hog production."
Extension techniques certainly did not entirely account for the
high percentages of cooperators, and few of the agents thought
38. Washington-Shannon, 1934, p. 8.
39. Spink, 19S.li, p. 5; Harding, 19S4, p. 6; McPherson, 1934, p. 15; Agricultural

Adjustment, p. 53; South Dakota, Agricultural Extension Service, County Agent
Leader's Annual Report, 193Jt, p. 34.
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they had. According to them, the most prevalent reason that so
many doubters, and even those who believed in the programs,
signed was the money they received in return. Spink County's
agent estimated that 10 to 20 percent of the corn-hog contracts
would have been turned down had conditions been normal." For
many drought-plagued producers, the benefit payments were
very nearly their only source of income. Harmon Boyd saw the
farmers as "practically helpless" without aid from the government. When farmers "finally reached the bottom of the barrel
where there's nothing to dip out of," they had to go along with
any available survival plan."
Extension's administration of the wheat and corn-hog plans did
allow the service to display its usefulness and readied it for a
greater challenge: the emergency cattle-buying program in the
summer of 1934. That year saw the already severe midwestern
drought intensify. Thirty-five dust blizzards blew up in South
Dakota in April and May alone, and hopes for forage crops and
pastures for cattle evaporated with the South Dakota lakes. In
response, the AAA formed the Drought Relief Service, which cooperated with the Federal Surplus Relief Corporation (FSRC) and
the Bureau of Animal Industry (BAD in buying and slaughtering
or removing to greener pastures over eight million cattle
throughout the middle of the country. Briefly, the plan consisted
of the inspection and sale of cattle at designated concentration
points in each county. There, local producers (often corn-hog or
wheat committeemen), usually working in teams of three or four,
cooperated with FSRC representatives and BAI veterinarians in
appraising the cattle and closing the sales. Purchase payments of
one to fourteen dollars, out of which any liens against the cattle
were withheld, and benefit payments of three to six dollars were
paid directly to the producers. Most county appraisers set their
own standards and prices for the condemned and relief cattle (relief cattle were slaughtered locally or at state canning centers
and turned over to state relief organizations) and for those
shipped to northern Minnesota, southeastern South Dakota, or
southern states for grazing."

40. Spink, 1931,, p. 5.
41. Interview with Harmon Boyd. 13 Jan. 1981.
42. Aberdeen Everting News, 24 May 1934; C. Rober Lambert. "New Deal Experiments in Production Control; The Livestock Programs, 1933-35" (Ph.D. diss..
University of Oklahoma, 1962), pp. 149-216; Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 289.
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Basically unhindered by complicated contractual arrangements
and made essential by the desperate situation, the cattle plan received rave reviews. The speed of its operation impressed producers. County and emergency agents received the plan at four
district conferences around the state on 1 June and had each
county's machinery ready to buy cattle by 4 June. The relatively
high prices paid for the cattle led one agent to stress that the selling of the cattle on the commercial market would have forced
prices "so low that it would have taken a fairly good animal to pay
her freight."*' In Perkins County, the money paid for the cattle
"played a very important part in keeping up the morale of our
people and furnishing them with the necessities of life,"" County
Agent Leader Ross Davies remarked that the producers
"marvel[ed] at the speed and efficiency in handling the greatest
livestock distress in the history of the state,""'^ By October, 54,513
South Dakota farmers and ranchers had sold over nine hundred
43. Day, 1934, p. 18.
44. Perkins, 1934, p. 8.
45. County Agent Leader's Annual Report, 1934, p. 51.
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thousand cattle for more than thirteen million dollars, at an average of $14.36 per head."
Although 50 percent of the cattle in the state changed hands
during the program. State Extension Director A. M. Eberle maintained that too many still remained in some parts of the state and
would have to be removed by other means.*" Nonetheless, in Ross
Davies's words, "The cattle-buying program . . . made many lasting friends for the AAA."*' A characteristic reaction to the buying program came in a letter from the Spearfish Livestock Association, which called the effort a "miracle" and "an act of mercy,"
46. Ibid.. pp. 49-50.
47. South Dakota. Agricultural Extension Service. State Director's Annual Report, 193i, p. 39.
48. County Agent Leader's Annual Report, 1934, p. 51.

The starkness of a Pennington County farmhouse in 1936 illustrates the
desperate conditions of many South Dakota farmers during the depression.
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without which the cattle would have perished, bringing "ruin to
the rancher, the merchant, banker, and entire northwest." The
letter went on to state, "We think this is the most substantial and
reasonable public measure ever undertaken for both the cattlemen and the public good," saving the entire community "from a
calamity they can scarcely measure."*'
Producers also expressed their approval of and need for the
AAA plans in the corn-hog and wheat referendums held in October 1934 and May 1935, respectively. In South Dakota, an overwhelming 86 percent of those in attendance at the township referendum meetings voted in favor of the corn-hog programs, including 77 percent of the noncooperators, while 89 percent, including three-fourths of the nonsigners, cast favorable ballots for
the wheat plan."
The fact that the extension service was so vitally associated
with the AAA programs of 1933 and 1934 undoubtedly increased
its popularity and worth in the eyes of South Dakota farmers. In
his 1933 report, F. A. Haley of Fall River County had written prophetically: "Farmers are looking to us for guidance and we must
not fail. If we can come through now I am fairly convinced that extension work need not worry about the future."" After the cattlebuying program, agents began to report that farmers in their
counties were displaying increased respect for the extension service as a result of its exposure through the AAA campaigns.
Charlie Sayre believed that one reason for the increased acceptance was that the programs the service administered had "kept
[the people] from starving and hanging themselves."" To Harmon
Boyd, the government action had given farmers "a chance to see
what county agents could do when they were given a little money
to work with and responsibility."" The AAA operations, according to Oscar Hermstad in Pennington County, attracted "many
folks who had not previously been connected with Agricultural
Extension Work.... [They] have now learned the value of it and
are enthusiastic for it and will make good local leaders in future
Extension Programs."" In Union County toward the end of the
49. Lawrence, 1934, p. 22.
50. County Agent Leader's Annual Report, 1934, p. 68; County Agent Leader's
Annual Report, 1935, p. 101.
51. Fall River, 1933, p. 27.
52. Interview with Sayre, 7 Jan. 1981.
53. Interview with Boyd, 13 Jan. 1981.
54. Pennington, 1934, p. 3.
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initial AAA work, the agent found the need for extension work
"growing rather than diminishing," and in Sanborn County, "the
majority of the people look to our office for information on almost
anything."" The information they sought included facts about
feed, seed types, financing, tuberculosis testing for cattle, sires,
4-H clubs, and other aspects of their operations —all traditional
extension programs. In November 1934, State Director Eberle
contributed his own estimate of the AAA's influence on extension's fortunes: "We stand today on the top of a hill in extension
work and looking down and back at the road over which we have
traveled, we come to the conclusion that while the road was
rough and rocky, the results accomplished were worthwhile. We
have learned much . . . especially during the past two years . . . .
We now look around. There are still greater heights to climb and
our action will determine how much higher we can g o . . . .
Farmers are interested in extension work and the future never
looked brighter."*'
A further impetus to the founding of permanent county agencies came in the 1935 South Dakota legislative session, when legislators eliminated the voting clause from the state extension
law. Henceforward, the fate of county extension organizations lay
in the hands and pocketbooks of the county commissioners. Their
appropriations to extension could no longer be brought to a vote
in county general elections. The increased respect and need for
extension created by the emergency programs and the modifications of the extension law clearly affected the number of agents
retained in South Dakota. By the end of 1935, fifty counties had
hired permanent county agents —a far cry from the sixteen with
jobs in 1932 —and thirteen counties still retained emergency
agents." Extension in South Dakota, after twenty-one years, was
finally secure, and that security owed much to extension's management of the emergency agricultural programs of the New
Deal. The South Dakota Agricultural Extension Service had
made the most of its "golden opportunity" and was now a permanent complement to South Dakota agriculture.
55. Union, 1934, p. 17; Sanbom 1934, p. 26.
56. State Director's Annual Report, 1934, pp. 62-63.
57. Ibid., 193S, pp. 2-9.

Copyright © 1982 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.
Copyright of South Dakota History is the property of South Dakota State Historical Society and its content may
not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written
permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.

All illustrations in this issue are property of the South Dakota State Historical Society except those on the
following pages: cover, from James Pollock, Pierre; pp. 98, 99, from Dorothy Thompson Chaney, Vermillion;
p. 122, from George M. Anderson, S.J., Washington, D.C.; pp. 151, 158, 161, from Franklin D. Roosevelt
Library, Hyde Park, N.Y.; p. 212, from Friends of the Middle Border, Mitchell.

