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Farmers Fight Back:
A Survey of Rural Political
Organizations, 1873-1983

HERBERT T. HOOVER

Farmers, ranchers, and others associated with agribusiness
have been conspicuously influential in economic, cultural, and political affairs on the northern prairies and Great Plains through
the past century. Together they have generated the greatest
wealth and have all but controlled social, educational, and religious institutions. They have been deeply involved in the development and operation of territorial, state, and local governments
and have had prominent voice in the selection of partisan spokesmen and congressional delegations to represent their region in
national affairs. Nowhere in the United States have rural people
been more influential than they have been here.
Yet, farmers and ranchers of South Dakota have often lived
near the edge of financial disaster because they have existed "in a
kind of colonial position." Rural people in this state have "produced raw materials" for sale to "outsiders at prices determined
by others," according to agricultural historian Gilbert Fite, and
have had to buy manufactured goods, credit, and transportation,
as well as other services, "at prices set by those outside the
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state." Accordingly, they have exported South Dakota's wealth
at the mercy of external pricing systems in order to acquire "finished products and services whose costs" have been "high and
completely beyond the control of local residents." While enduring
an "unfavorable" balance of trade with the rest of the nation,
they have also been "damaged from time to time by natural
hazards." Drought, untimely frosts, grasshopper invasions,
floods, dust storms, and prairie fires have contributed to agricultural failures. Thus, Fite concludes. South Dakotans have suffered "from double economic jeopardy" in having to deal from "a
poor bargaining position with other elements in the United
States" while often losing "their main source of income from natural hazards."'
First-generation settlers endured abuse of other kinds from intruders, as well. Viewing pioneer Dakotans as simpletons without
cultural appreciation, political acumen, or business sense in affairs outside of their own province, commercial agents tried to exploit their parochial naivete. In 1874, a leader among Clay County
farmers warned his constituents about possible abuse as "conve1. Gilbert C. Fite, "How We Got Where We Are." speech delivered at a Citizen
State Conference, University of South Dakota campus. Vermillion. 10 June 1973.
No general history of farming and ranching in South Dakota has been written for
publication, but a useful manuscript prepared by Rosemary Frey for tbe South
Dakota Historical Preservation Office exists, entitled "A Summary History of
South Dakota Agriculture, 1860 to 1940" (59pp.). 1979. South Dakota Historical
Preservation Office, Vermillion.
Sheep ranchers export their raw wool via railroad from Belle Fourche.
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nient menials" by machinery salesmen and others who passed
through their communities.^ During the same period, transient
newsmen and other wayfarers ridiculed prairie residents with
such pejorative terms as "sodbuster" and "hayseed." Local
writers replied with a concept that had its roots in Western Civilization at least as far back as Aristotle: among all human occupations, farming and ranching were the most noble and moral if not
the most charming and divine.^ A Vermillion editor wrote, "personal property brings you into society with men," but the land
you own is "part of God's estate in the globe," so when you take
deed to a parcel of land you "come into partnership with the Original Proprietor of the earth."* This claim to higher purpose engendered self-esteem, to be sure, but it neither softened the sting of
verbal abuse nor tempered the effects of callous exploitation.
Detractors continued to speak for eastern industrialists, creditors, transportation leaders, and middlemen, whose wealth and
status grew steadily at the expense of profits and influence
among rural people who seemed helpless to defend themselves.
Along with colonialism, adverse climatic conditions, and abuse
from outsiders, the founders of modern farming and ranching societies in Dakota faced extreme psychological pressures. Loneliness confronted men, women, and children on remote farms
where there were few opportunities for social contact. Rural enclaves that contained recent immigrants from different European
countries who spoke different languages experienced detachment as well as isolation. For many years, a combination of fear
and hatred for the neighboring Sioux also lurked in the minds of
non-Indian pioneers. Trouble originated in the Minnesota War of
1862, when eastern Sioux soldiers attacked white people in
Dakota Territory at several points. Two non-Indians were killed
near Sioux Falls; one died and others were wounded at the James

2. Dakota Republican (VermilHon}, 26 Feb. 1874.
3. This subject was treated thoroughly in an address by Gilbert Fite, who was
born, raised, and educated in South Dakota. He explained that in recent times agricultural industries have been "frankly and openly recognized and accepted as being
secondary" to urban industrial, commercial, and service pursuits, but that traditional reverence for rural occupations has never been lost. Even though farmers
and ranchers are no longer as numerous or as economically productive as urbanités. United States presidents, congressmen, governors, and other public officials
have continued to recognize their pursuits as elements essential to the survival of
American culture. Fite, "The American Agrarian Tradition: Past and Present,"
speech delivered at East Texas State University, Commerce, Tex., 1966.
4. Dakota Republican, 16 Jan. 1873.
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River ferry; a mail carrier was robbed between Sioux Falls and
Yankton; and a stage driver was shot down near Choteau Creek.
In self-defense, some settlers sought refuge at Yankton and Vermillion, while others accompanied territorial officials in their
flight to Sioux City, Iowa.^ Southern Dakota was "nearly depopulated," wrote an officer of the First Dakota Cavalry, adding, "the
roads to Sioux City were lined with the teams of fleeing
settlers."*
With memories of this war still in their minds, white Dakotans
learned of the Fetterman Massacre, in which Red Cloud's soldiers
not only killed the United States troop that crossed Lodge Pole
Ridge in violation of orders from Col. Henry Carrington, but also
mutilated bodies, evidently to dramatize their stand against construction on the Bozeman Trail. Within a short time, reports of
Sitting Bull's marauders and their stout resistance to unsolicited
white intrusion beyond Fort Pierre reached the settlers, as well.
In most non-Indian communities, apprehension born of fear
changed to resentment, and resentment to bitterness, especially
among immigrant groups that felt no responsibility for the hardships of their tormentors. A Sioux Falls surveyor, who was dispatched in 1870 to establish boundaries for Santee (Flandreau
Indian) homesteaders in the upper Big Sioux Valley, voiced an
opinion shared by many white people; he did his work, but under
protest, because he "hated an Indian so much that he did not want
to have anything to do with them."'
This "Indian scare" intensified the sense of isolation and hardship that beset white Dakotans during their struggle with
drought, grasshopper invasions, and economic depression
through the mid-1870s. Collective action was an obvious defense,
and the appropriate vehicle was already in place. Founded in 1867
at the national capital, the National Grange of the Patrons of Husbandry had been ignored by Dakotans at first as an easterners'
institution with little to offer, but it gained appeal as it caught on
among farmers in neighboring states. Iowans were especially
receptive. As an organizational network under local control that
5. History of Southeastern Dakota (Sioux City, Iowa: Western Publishing Co.,
1881), p. 22; A. M. English, "Dakota's First Soldiers: History of the First Dakota
Cavalry, 1862-1865," South Dakota Historical Collections 9 (1918): 244-55.
6. English, "Dakota's First Soldiers," p. 245.
7. John A. Burbank to Indian Commissioner Eli S. Parker, 20 Aug. 1870,
Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Record Group 75, National Archives,
Washington, D.C, Microfilm ed., M234, Roll 766.
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sponsored social intercourse, engendered psychological uplift, offered technical training, and worked to prevent exploitation by
middlemen and corporate monopolies, it seemed ideally suited to
their needs. By August of 1873, the Hawkeye State contained
1,763 "granges" (local units of approximately fifty members each),
and Nebraska and Minnesota hosted 300 and 237 such granges,
respectively,*
A mere eleven granges in Dakota Territory reflected the paucity of interest up to that time. White agrarian settlement had
been in progress less than twenty years in 1873, and the territory
contained few homesites beyond a line from Flandreau in the Big
Sioux Valley through Scotland to Bon Homme near the Missouri
River. A territorial commissioner of immigration had been hired
to entice immigrants onto several million sparsely settled acres
that had been opened to entry by the 1858 Washington Treaty.
With so much land to fill, territorial newsmen were not interested in depicting settlers as downtrodden victims of greedy middlemen and corporate monopolists. Instead, they portrayed
Dakotans as privileged exponents of national goals who were enriched by prairie life. Rather than call attention to the extortionate practices of railroad companies, they kept score of track mileage as it increased and featured completions of rail stations as
bench marks of progress. When the first line to Yankton opened
in January of 1873, for example, and the Dakota Southern railroad locomotive S. B. Ruggies chugged into the territorial capital
for the first time, newsmen hailed its arrival as a breakthrough in
transportation service while local dignitaries assembled for a
celebration.' Issues and strategies that swelled the rolls of
granges in neighboring states doubtless seemed incidental or
counterproductive to Dakotans, whose most urgent needs included the attraction of immigrants and the services of middlemen and railroads, until hard times set in.
With hard times came the desire for collective action, which
soon produced a flourishing farmers' movement in the territory.
First, county agrarian societies and farmers' clubs cropped up
here and there,'" Then, in the winter of 1872, Henry L. Ferry
established the first local grange, which ran without assistance
from the national organization. The following spring, other
8. Dakota Republican, 21 Aug. 1873.
9. Ibid., 13 Feb. 1869, 22 Aug., 7 Nov. 1872. 23 Jan. 1873.
10. Ibid., 16 Jan., 13 Mar. 1873.
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groups took shape and gained recognition from national leaders.
On 5 November 1873, masters of twenty-five territorial granges
joined Col. A. B. Smedley (master of the State Grange of Iowa) at
Vermillion to found the Dakota State Grange. Through the next
two years, the grange movement in the territory grew steadily,
reaching its zenith of fifty-six lodges comprising some two thousand members late in 1875."
In 1876, members suddenly began to fall away more rapidly
than they had joined as conditions changed. Only twenty-six
lodges remained by the end of the year. State grange status was
revoked by the national organization soon thereafter when
Dakotans failed to maintain at least fifteen local units, and their
organization was absorbed by the Minnesota State Grange in
1882. After the Minnesota chapter went under four years later, a
few granges survived in the newest Dakota settlements, but they
lost all connection with national leaders. For lack of guidance or
special purpose, they, too, went out of existence by the outset of
the twentieth century.
In 1908, a new South Dakota State Grange appeared and grew
into an organization of thirty-two local units by 1910. While this
new grange lasted for nearly seventy years before it was suspended for insufficient membership, the ultimate survival of the
second organization, like that of the first one, was in doubt from
its inception, for an obvious reason.'^ Master G. R. Malone
warned the national convention of state delegates in 1912 that
"farmers simply will not become members of our Order unless
they can see financial as well as social and educational advantages," and he urged political action to win federal involvement in
transportation and marketing as a remedial course.'^ In response,
national grange leaders adopted a program of guarded political
participation, through which they endeavored to preserve free
enterprise yet encourage federal involvement in agrarian marketing strategies. This feature, as well as a new affiliated insurance program added to the traditional social and educational activities, increased the size of the National Grange to approxi11. Ibid., 5 Nov. 1873, 26 Feb. 1874; Herbert S. Schell, "The Grange and the
Credit Problem in Dakota Territory," Agricultural History 10 (Apr. 1936): 68-69.
12. Schell, "The Grange and the Credit Problem," pp, 73-75, 82-83; Journal of the
Proceedings of the National Grange of the Patrons of Husbandry (Concord, N.H.:
Rumford Press, 1910), p. 74.
13. Journal of Proceedings of the Forty-Sixth Annual Session of the National
Grange (Spokane, Wash,: Patrons of Husbandry, 1912), pp. 78-81.
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mately six thousand subordinate units comprising some one million members by the 1960s.'* The South Dakota State Grange enjoyed similar success during this period. After a "decline and fall"
to only half a dozen units, reported Master George W, Dixon in
1920, the state organization revived to include "nineteen live and
active Granges."'^ By mid-century, total membership reached
385, and throughout the agricultural recession of the 1950s,
decline in the size of the state roll was limited. In the next fifteen
years, however, membership fell to less than one hundred, mainly
because the organization emphasized social and educational goals
more than economic remedies in times of agrarian distress. By
the mid-1970s, state grange status was lost when South Dakotans
failed to report at least fifteen subordinate units comprising thirteen or more members each. Today, the movement struggles for
survival with only two active groups under a State Grange Council led by Master Marian Trew of Buffalo Gap."'
14. William L. Robinson, The Grange. 1867-1967 (Washington, D.C: National
Grange, 1966), passim.
15. Journal of Proceedings, Fifty-Fourth Annual SessioTi, National Grange
(Springfield, Mass.: National Grange Monthly. 1920), pp. 80-81.
16. National Grange Monthly. Jan. 1939, Feb. 1955, Apr. 1968. Tbese issues of
tbe monthly publication illustrate the survival of the state grange, but they also
suggest the secondary place granges have held among the organizations of farmers
and ranchers in South Dakota, Recent trends and statistics were supplied by Harry
Massey. National Grange, Washington, D.C.. in an interview with tbe writer, 18
June 1982.

A Scandinavian family harvests wheat near
Brookings during good times in the late 1890s.
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Throughout its long existence in South Dakota, the venerable
grange never duplicated the strength it acquired during hard
times in the 1870s nor fully recovered from the decline it suffered
in the 1880s. Loss of interest at that time stemmed from several
causes. Like the national organization, the original Dakota State
Grange flourished through years of distress as a vehicle of support for legislation and cooperative action to fight the groups
that sapped farmers' profits, but, in better times, it languished into a disconnected network of local units with limited social and
educational goals. Failure in Dakota was also due to reluctance by
Scandinavian and German immigrants to join the organization.
Membership was confined mainly to families that had moved over
from the upper Mississippi River Valley region and to French and
Irish settlers in the southeastern counties. The Dakota State
Grange faltered, too, because its leaders could lay no legitimate
claim to political accomplishments on behalf of rural people. Members served in the territorial legislature, but they worked there
under the aegis of the Republican and Democratic parties, giving
credit for beneficial legislation to the regular parties instead of
the grange." Finally, the Dakota organization had brief success
and faded in the 1880s because it "failed to adjust its program to
the locality."'*
Even though it ultimately declined, the early grange movement served important social and educational purposes while it
existed. Through regular meetings. Fourth of July celebrations,
oyster suppers, harvest festivals, and other activities, local
granges reduced monotony, assuaged the gloom of isolation, and
tempered the fears of people scattered on farms in dangerous
country. Giving lectures at local functions, state leaders kept
members informed about recent trends in farming. At territorial
conferences, they apprised delegations from all communities
about the work of the grange in national affairs.
Social and educational services without financial advantages
were not enough, however, as Master Malone pointed out later at
the national convention in 1912. To flourish in Dakota after 1878,
the grange would have had to offer a modicum of economic benefit, and in this respect, its record was bleak. Aside from pronouncements against greedy middlemen and suggestions about
machinery pools to keep overhead costs down, grange leaders of17. Scheli, "The Grange and the Credit Problem," pp. 75, 78-79.
18. Ibid., p. 82. Schell's article discusses this failure and the special circumstances in Dakota Territory at length.
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fered little to improve the financial plight of rural Dakotans. The
organization provided no tangible assistance in credit —except
claims that Dakota State Grange members serving under regular
party labels in the 1874 territorial legislature had helped to
establish a ceiling on interest rates at 12 percent. For lack of
funds and administration, there was no cooperative service —except pressure by local leaders upon merchants to deal fairly with
members, and special depots in Canton and Sioux Falls through
which patrons in Lincoln and Minnehaba counties could buy
goods at advantageous prices for a short time."
If this failure of the Dakota State Grange to offer economic
benefits for its members was not enough to bring its temporary
demise, a general improvement in agribusiness soon delivered
the coup de grace. Following several years marked by depression
and natural hazards in the mid-1870s, prices went up, rains came
back, grasshoppers went away, and a network of railroads appeared to serve a burgeoning population that boomed across the
James River basin to the Missouri Couteau by the time of statehood in 1889. A rapid buildup of white population and the confinement of Sioux people on reservations brought the "Indian scare"
to an end. New rural enclaves established churches, schools, fairs,
and other institutions that satisfied local needs for social life and
educational opportunity. For several years, conditions were favorable enough to all but eliminate desire for collective action in
defense of agrarian interests. Not until the mid-1880s was there
cause for much anguish. Then droughts interspersed with blizzards, together with the collapse of agricultural and livestock
prices, swept downtrodden Dakotans into the new Farmers' Alliance, and from there into fusion with Populism —the wave of the
1890s.
The short-lived Greenback party, although it had little effect
upon people of Dakota Territory during its brief existence in the
19. Ibid., pp. 61-67, 70-72, 79-80.
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years 1874 to 1884, formed, in many ways, an ideological bridge
between the granger and populist movements. The party grew
out of post-Civil War labor organizations and enjoyed fleeting
success by uniting industrial workers with rural debtors to defend themselves against excessive exploitation by industrial leaders and creditors. Most planks in the Greenback party platform
were designed to serve urban workers. Only those provisions demanding the regulation of interstate commerce, an end to railroad land grants, a graduated income tax, and monetary inflation
were attractive to western farmers and ranchers. These issues
produced some support, especially in Iowa. In 1878, Greenback
candidates received their largest vote in the Hawkeye State, and
in 1880, the party presidential candidate was Iowan James B.
Weaver. Across the United States, membership grew to exceed
one million voters, and the party claimed the election of at least a
dozen congressmen before it passed into oblivion after a humiliating defeat in the presidential race of 1884.
Greenbackers sought to remedy economic distress mainly
through a plan to halt monetary contraction and deflation, which
creditors had stimulated through successful lobbies in Congress.
Since the Civil War, bankers and other lenders had worked steadily to cut back a circulation of 432 million dollars in greenbacks
that had been issued as emergency wartime currency. The Specie
Payment Act of 1875 had reduced the amount to 300 million dollars and had required hard money payments for the remainder on
demand, in order to place paper currency at par with gold. After
working to reverse this trend, with no more success than the
passing of conciliatory legislation in 1878 and 1879, debtors
turned to the new Greenback party, whose principal goal was inflation through a larger circulation of paper currency. If this plan
worked, debts contracted in hard coin could be paid with inflated
greenbacks. The strategy failed, and the Greenback party faded
away, but it left as a legacy the desire for "cheap money" —especially among rural westerners, a debtor ciass.^°
As debtors, territorial Dakotans must have been curious, but
they gave the Greenback party only passing attention. Through20. For a brief but learned survey of the Greenback party movement and suggested readings, see Howard R. Lamar, ed.. The Reader's Encyclopedia of the
American West (New York; Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1977), s.v. "Greenback party."
Reader's Encyclopedia, the first publication of its type on frontier history, presents brief summary accounts by prominent scholars under the editorial supervision of a leader in the field.
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out the Great Dakota Boom (1878 to 1888), they were preoccupied
by the division of their territory into states, the establishment of
low and uniform land prices for bona fide settlers, the opening of
acreages for entry on the Great Sioux Reservation, and tbe acquisition of railroad rights-of-way beyond the Missouri, among other
things. In time left over from regional concerns, they dealt with
community problems and interests that accompanied rapid
growth. Excerpts from a lengthy series of news items on "Southern Dakota" published in a Yankton newspaper provide a quick
look at the concerns of the settlers:
Scotland continues to need a bank.... Prairie fires are raging west of
Canton. . . . A first class harness maker is wanted in Canton. . .. Sheep
herds are numerous in Bon Homme country. Wheat at Menno is seventyfive cents
A two story school house is being built at Calliope
Bon
Homme county has a population of 6,000 and but one attorney
Scotland needs a brick maker, a shoemaker, tailor and photographer. Henry
H. Brownell, of Mitchell, is being tried for pounding his wife. It is less
than seventeen miles from East Pierre to the end of the track. There are
four grain warehouses at Menno all doing a rushing business. There have
been no new cases of diphtheria in Vermillion for several days. . . . Sidewalk building is the order of the day in Brookings
A literary and debating club has been organized by the young men of DeSmet
An iron
foundry will be built in Sioux Falls
The hotel facilities of Elk Point
are not sufficient to accommodate the traveling public. The German
Lutherans will soon commence holding regular church service in Milbank
Sioux Falls Times: Flandreau stage came in last Thursday with
five men, the aggregate weight of which was 1.160 pounds.^'

Greenbackism could not compete with parochial concerns like
these, and it could not make inroads into a territorial political system dominated by the Republican party. In the elections of 1880
and 1882, when Greenbackers ran presidential candidates and
won congressional elections elsewhere, a small percentage of
Dakota voters registered under independent and splinter group
labels, but all candidates ran on two tickets. Republicans took 80
percent of the seats in the territorial legislature and went to
Washington as delegates to Congress, while Democrats picked up
the dregs. Greenbackers were barely mentioned in the press.^=^
As the decade progressed, however, Dakotans gradually
entered the new Farmers' Alliance. Sagging crop and livestock
prices coupled with credit problems, high retail rates, and increasing resentment toward railways, elevator companies, and
middlemen made it attractive. Founded in Chicago by Milton
21. Daily Press and Dakotaian (Yankton), 12, 29 Oct. 1880.
22. Dakota Republican, 30 Sept., 2 Dec. 1880. 30 Nov. 1882.
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Booming prairie towns like Miller in the mid-1880s
preoccupied the interests of territorial residents.

George in 1880, the Northern Farmers' Alliance issued its first
Dakota charter near Yankton in February of 1881, Continuing declines in crop and cattle prices,, along with increasing publicity
about groups that leeched away rural profits, brought the formation of the Dakota Territorial Alliance in 1885. Chapters soon appeared in most east-river counties of southern Dakota, and a cooperative store at Watertown supplied goods to members at advantageous prices.
The Farmers' Alliance produced dynamic political leadership
dedicated to government regulation of the business methods employed by railroaders and middlemen and was a growing political
force by the end of the territorial period. Recognizing the potential of the organization, Henry L. Loucks shaped the territorial alliance, led its reorganization in 1889, and tried to promote its purposes through the Republican party during the establishment of
South Dakota state government that year. Despite his best efforts, and those of writers for the organization's news organ the
Dakota Ruralist, AUiancemen won no significant victories in public policy through the Republican party. As a result of this failure,
Loucks bolted to form the Independent party, running as its gubernatorial candidate in 1890. T'he new party's platform encompassed the major demands that had evolved from two decades of
rural protest: government ownership of railroads, a national income tax, the Australian ballot, and "the free and unlimited coin-
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age of silver" as a method of inflation. Through his candidacy and
the Independent party, Loucks spawned a new era in Dakota
politics, if not in national political affairs. According to historian
Herbert S. Schell, "South Dakota may be regarded as the birthplace of the Populist party since it was the first state in which it
became an independent political organization." While not wholly
accurate, the statement is partly true. Independents struck a
deal with Democrats in the first state legislature to replace Republican Gideon C. Moody as United States senator with Allianceman James H. Kyle. In Washington, Kyle joined Kansas
Senator William A. Peffer to spearhead congressional reforms
couched in Farmers' Alliance rhetoric that was soon enlarged and
refined by the Omaha platform of the People's (Populist) party in
1892.»^
This historic document promoted causes that had broad appeal
to disparate groups across the country: the Australian ballot, legislative initiative and referendum, direct election of United
States senators, and other political reforms. In addition, the platform spoke for westerners in its call for federal intervention to
end oppression among poor people suffering exploitation at the
hands of industrial barons, bankers, middlemen, and other
aspects of the Eastern Establishment. Drawing upon the experiences and philosophies of Grangers, Greenbackers, and Alliancemen, it charted the course of the new People's party, "the vehicle
by means of which a traditional agrarian-oriented politics was
coupled with a more broadly based and sharply focused criticism
of the new industrial society that had emerged in the Gilded
Age." The Omaha platform "reflected the fact that the movement
was sustained largely by several decades of agrarian discontent,
with significant support from a variety of lower-middle-class
Americans who had been affected by the displacement influences" of the industrial revolution." Highlighting the platform
were demands for the government ownership and operation of
railroads, telegraphs, and telephones, to reduce the costs of
transportation and communication; a graduated income tax, to redistribute national wealth; the restoration of railroad land
grants, to make more arable acres available to bona fide settlers;

23. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 3d ed. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1975), pp. 223-29. Scheli'a statement about the Independent party appears on pages 227-28.
24. Lamar, ed.. Reader's Encyclopedia, s.v. "Populism," pp. 951, 952.
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a "subtreasury plan," to offer farmers a means of storing crops
for sale at high prices in the springtime after using them as collateral for low-interest government loans through the winter
months; and, most of all, provision for "cheap money" in supply
adequate to carry on rural business, to alleviate financial distress
among western debtors.
The latter was the culmination of a fight against creditors who
had worked for a quarter century in Congress to retire all paper
currency. Rather than carry on the battle over paper money. Populists sought relief through their demand for free and unlimited
coinage of silver at the ratio of sixteen to one. In practical terms,
this meant unrestricted coinage of silver dollars with little more
than half the value of gold dollars. Since parity between silver
and gold coins in the bimetallic system of the United States had
been fixed at sixteen to one half a century earlier, silver had
become available in far greater quantity than gold. By 1890, a
ratio based upon the real values of the two metals might have
been approximately thirty to one. Populists who supported unrestricted coinage at the ratio of sixteen to one accordingly proposed that debtors who had borrowed gold coin ought to pay
their creditors in silver dollars, the true value of which was little
more than fifty cents." As rationale, they pointed to the usurious
interest rates they had paid on loans, to the disparity between
eastern wages and western agricultural profits, and to the preeminent roies of farmers and ranchers in the Manifest Destiny of the
nation.
As elsewhere across the West, in South Dakota the People's
party platform featuring cheap money drew many types of people
into changing political fusion. AUiancemen, Populists, prohibitionists. Democrats, Silver Republicans, and Socialists, among
others, joined together at various times on various issues. At
length, Kyle disagreed with other reform leaders and returned to
regular Republican ranks, and Loucks lost status as a leader.
United States Senator Richard F. Pettigrew, veteran worker and
candidate for the Republican Party, declared himself a Populist
dedicated primarily to free-silver coinage and secondarily to railroad regulation. In 1896, Vermillion entrepreneur Andrew E. Lee
won the nomination as Populist candidate for governor by calling

25. A good discussion of this issue can be found in Reader's Encyclopedia, s.v.
"silver issue,"
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Populist Governor Andrew E. Lee (1897-1901)
is photographed with his wife and daughter.

for railroad controls, initiative and referendum, and lesser
changes. Building strength on frustrations caused by drought,
grasshoppers, and deep depression in the early 1890s, Fusion
forces finally challenged the Republicans in the election of 1896.
Although Populist-Democratic presidential candidate William
Jennings Bryan went down to defeat before stalwart Republican
William McKinley, Fusionists won handily in the state. South
Dakotans gave their support to Bryan, elected Lee governor, sent
a majority of Fusionists to the state legislature, and captured
both seats in the United States House of Representatives.
Lee struggled through two terms as governor, working steadily to enforce the tenets of Populism. In the end, he left only the
legacy of popular involvement in the legislative process through
a constitutional change that had provided the initiative and refer-
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endum. The work of his railroad regulatory agency was undermined by a state court in 1901, and other reforms had little longterm impact. Although reelected in 1898, Lee found himself virtually alone, surrounded by victorious Republicans in all other important state offices. The return of sufficient rainfall and prosperity, plus the temporary distraction ofthe Spanish-American War,
caused South Dakotans to lose interest in political reform. Even
though delegates from twenty-eight states assembled at Sioux
Falls for the national convention of the People's party in 1900,
and South Dakota Populists met in Yankton to nominate Lee for
Congress and B. H. Lien for governor that year, Fusionists were
soundly defeated in the state as Populists lost their impact on national affairs. Republicans swept the election, and Populism all
but disappeared in South Dakota. Most disillusioned followers returned to regular party ranks, with the impassioned reformers
finding temporary homes in the new Socialist party.^^
With the defeat of Populism, and the temporary demise of the
Patrons of Husbandry in the state. South Dakota farmers were
left without organization or special representation at the outset
of the twentieth century (a single-commodity, west-river ranchers' organization of this time period will be discussed later). Next
to serve them was the short-lived American Society of Equity, a
network of marketing associations that dealt exclusively in grain
and livestock trade. Founded at Indianapolis by James A. Everitt
in December of 1902, it spread across the Midwest to include a
South Dakota chapter by 1906. The society provided the only
marketing information and cooperative service available for several years, and its agents operated two elevators in the state
before they pulled out in the 1920s. The leaders in the Society of
Equity kept the idea of cooperative-marketing action alive for a
time and nurtured the desire for group effort that later provided
members for a more substantial organization that had also been
established in 1902.
The Farmers (Educational and Cooperative) Union (of America)
was founded by Newt Gresham in Point, Texas, in August 1902.
As its complete title implies, the Farmers Union, like the grange,
was created to serve nonpoiitical ends, and for a quarter-century,
its leaders restricted their activities mainly to cooperative bar26. Scbell, History of South Dakota, pp. 227-41; Kenneth E. Hendrickson, Jr..
"Some Political Aspects of tbe Populist Movement in South Dakota," North Dakota
History 34 (Winter 1967); 77-92.
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gaining at market places and to information distribution. In the
1920s, however, they added legislative action, and since that
time, Farmers Union representatives have worked with lawmakers on policies favored by their rural constituents."
In 1914, the first chapter was formed in South Dakota near
Mitchell. Others soon appeared, and in 1917, a state-wide organization was founded by a convention of delegates at Mitchell,
where 134 local units in fourteen counties were represented. Following the housekeeping administrations of the first two presidents, J. W. Batcheller of Gayville took charge in 1918 to lead the
organization through difficult formative years. The Farmers
Union faced competition from the Nonpartisan League, which attracted members with demands for socialistic legislation, and
from the South Dakota Farm Bureau, which drew support for its
commitment to conservatism. Even more troublesome was the
Northwest Organization Committee, an interstate agency created to develop support for the Farmers Union on the northern
prairies and Great Plains. Doubtless, the committee enlarged

27. George Brandsberg. Tke Two Sides in NFO's Battle (Ames: Iowa State University Press. 1964). pp. 45-51; Robert S. Thompson. "The History of the South
Dakota Farmers Union, 1914-1952" (M.A. thesis. University of South Dakota, 1953).
pp. 7-12.
Farmers wait in line at the elevator in Mclntoak in 1910.
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membership, but it also brought sharp philosophical division in
the South Dakota organization. Members under its influence
wanted to retain cooperative marketing and education as sole
functions in their state chapter, while those in opposition, including the state leaders, wished to add political action to organizational goals.
Both Batcheller and his successor, E. H. Everson, struggled
with conflicts over purpose. Finally, in the mid-1930s, former
state senator Emil Loriks, fifth president of the South Dakota
Farmers Union, supported the cooperative movement while at
the same time initiating a vigorous program of legislative action.
With its now familiar "triangle of purposes" (education, legislation, and cooperatives) in place, the South Dakota Farmers Union
grew steadily through the 1940s and claimed a membership of
almost twenty-three thousand at mid-century — by far the largest
of any rural organization in the state. In 1952, its maturity was
evident and its stability assured with the construction of a state
office building at Huron, from which the activities of local chapters, county organizations, and district units have received guidance and coordination ever since.^"
To a large degree, the success of the Farmers Union has been
the result of extensive educational efforts. From the outset, its
leaders have been committed to the teaching of scientific crop
management and sound business methods by various means.^'
Using special conferences, radio programs, and the newsletter
South Dakota Union Farmer, they have offered a wide range of
learning opportunities for adults. With essay contests, summer
camps, public-speaking sessions, and literary opportunities, they
have swelled the membership roll of youngsters. Except when
dues-payers dropped off during the Great Depression, membership climbed steadily from about seven thousand in the mid-1920s
to the high point at mid-century, when the state organization was
third in size only to the Farmers Unions of North Dakota and
Oklahoma/"
Political action has also sustained interest in the organization.
The most dramatic effort came in the 1930s, when the Farmers
Union led the way as five organizations banded together into the
Farm Holiday Association. Beginning with the legislative session
28. Thompson, "South Dakota Farmers Union," pp. 18-29, 33, 38, 50.
29. Ibid., p. 13.
30. Ibid., pp. 41-50.
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of 1933, the association lobbied for lower taxes, the modification
of laws to reduce penalties on delinquent taxes and prevent foreclosures, and an income tax to alleviate an excessive burden on
real estate owners. Demonstrations were rare, partly because
Governor Tom Berry promoted similar issues, but the association
was involved in guarded threats to bring restraint among mortgage holders, and for a brief time, it called a farm strike. Members withheld crops from markets, picketed farm-to-market roads
on which nonmembers transported produce, and, through these
public demonstrations, probably accelerated the implementation
of Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal policy for agrarian relief.^'
Less spectacular, but equally important, have been the cooperative efforts of the Farmers Union. Since the 1920s, four types of
cooperative action have evolved: insurance; livestock sales; grain
elevators; and both wholesale and retail marketing, especially of
oil, grease, and fuel. Through these services, the South Dakota
Farmers Union has become the foremost organization in the state
among those working to perpetuate the tradition of cooperative
buying and selling established originally by the Patrons of Husbandry.^^
After the state headquarters opened at Huron in 1952, the
Farmers Union experienced some decline in interest; in 1982,
membership had fallen to approximately fifteen thousand. The organization has retained the largest enrollment reported by any
rural organization in South Dakota, however, and its leaders
voice the belief that its preeminence has stemmed mainly from
the diversity of benefits contained in the "triangle of purposes."
In educational service, the union has always provided instruction
for adults at several levels, as well as opportunities for young
members, especially at summer camps. In 1981, over seventeen
hundred members assembled for instruction on the evolution and
purposes of the Farmers Union, for guidance on the meaning of
cooperative action, and for information regarding the importance
of the family farm to American history and culture.
Legislative action has continued to be a hallmark of the organization. In Washington, D.C., as well as in Pierre, the Farmers
Union has worked on its own or through Agricultural Unity,
which comprises representatives from twenty-five organizations
31. Schell. History of South Dakota, pp. 284-87; Thompson. "South Dakota
Farmers Union." pp. 51-71.
32. Thompson. "South Dakota Farmers Union." pp. 91-113.
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Farmers'cooperative elevators fill the skyline of
Roslyn, South Dakota, in 1940.

who assemble at the state capital. Throughout its history. South
Dakota Farmers Union has pursued a liberal course. In recent
years, spokesmen have supported state ownership of railroad
track; personal and corporate income taxes; enforcement of a
state anti-corporate-farming act; and "farm parity" —a movement
to restore balance between rural and urban incomes approximately at the balance that existed before World War I.
Cooperative action has also remained as a primary function.
Farmers Union leaders have spurned "single-commodity movements" on the belief that they pit farmers and ranchers against
each other and, sometimes, even cause diversified operators to
engage in competition with themselves. South Dakota Farmers
Union has shield away from the ownership of cooperatives, too.
Instead, its leaders have encouraged members to participate in
those bearing its mark of approval or its name. Included have
been elevators, cooperative selling agencies, oil companies, and
the like. Equally prominent, and best received of all group opportunities available through membership, have been affiliated in-
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surance agencies. The first one, founded in 1923, was South
Dakota Farmers Union Mutual Company. Through name changes
and modifications, the National Farmers Union Insurance Company has emerged in recent years, offering most types of coverage needed by rural people at modest rates."
The remarkable success of the Farmers Union in South Dakota
must be attributed partly to its appearance when there were no
major competitors. It had the opportunity to shape programs
when all other groups in existence, except the languishing
grange, represented ideological extremes. Appearing briefly and
sequentially in the same time period were two organizations at
the radical end of the spectrum. In 1916, Arthur C. Townley's
Nonpartisan League entered the arid northeastern counties from
headquarters in North Dakota. Within a few months, it attracted
more than twenty thousand to its membership rolls with demands for a legislative exercise in state socialism, including hail
insurance, credit banks, and state-owned elevators, warehouses,
stockyards, and so forth. Considering the fact that only two
decades had passed since South Dakota farmers had been active
in a similar socialistic movement for federal action, their support
of a plan for state-owned-and-operated facilities doubtless came
easily. After joining the league, farmers were well received in the
office of Progessive Republican Governor Peter Norbeck, who
had already enacted some similar legislation and who provided
orchestration for further socialistic plans in order to undermine
the Nonpartisan League within the state. Norbeck's program
comprised nearly every league proposal except the ownership of
livestock-marketing facilities, and it brought the state into business affairs in order to reduce the loss of agricultural profits to
middlemen and to bring retail costs of vital commodities down
through governmental participation in market places."
The extent to which the Nonpartisan League prompted Norbeck to bring state government into business affairs on behalf of
rural people is moot if not insignificant. More important is the
fact that farmers and ranchers flocked to the league and then
quickly witnessed the realization of their demands in legislative

33. Interview with Charles Groth, Editor, South Dakota Union Farmer, Huron
S.Dak.. 8 June 1982.
34. Scheil. History of South Dakota, pp. 266-69; Gilbert C. Fite. "Peter Norbeck
and the Defeat of the Nonpartisan League in South Dakota," Mississippi Valley
Historical Review 33 (Sept. 1946): 217-36.
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action. Surely this experience had some effect on the entry of people from the same northeastern counties into a second radical
movement during another period of extreme hardship marked by
drought, grasshoppers, and depression. The Marxist-affiliated
United Farmers League (UFL) of South Dakota took root there
after dry fields and slumping international prices for farm products in the mid-1920s, followed by the harsh conditions of the
eariy 1930s, drove residents of these parched counties to the
brink of economic disaster and even starvation. Like the Nonpartisan League, this organization came down from North Dakota.
Initially, its purpose was to pressure the newly established
Farmer-Labor party into sponsoring programs to help rural people. Then, in early depression years, its newspaper United
Farmer carried demands for moratoria on foreclosures and tax
Governor Norbeck's rural credit system was well received
by farmers across the country. These headlines appeared
in a periodical published in Miniiesota.
FARM, BTOag AND HOKZ.
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sales. By 1931, the movement had founded a chapter in South
Dakota at Frederick, north of Aberdeen. Communist Party organizers Ella Reeve ("Mother") Bloor and George Maki came to the
area and helped conduct a UFL drought-relief caravan, which
both carried cargo across the Dakota border and dramatized the
presence of the new organization. Outsiders rode into Frederick
spouting pro-Communist phrases and diatribes against "capitalistic exploitation." Spokesmen called for the defense of land ownership by farmers and for relief of the poor. By the end of 1931,
more than one hundred people belonged to the UFL chapter in
Frederick, and embryonic organizations were in place at Crooks,
Viborg, Roslyn, and other towns. Working in concert with various
liberal groups, the league called for direct relief, federal action to
raise farm prices, government-sponsored rural credit, and a holiday from foreclosures or farmsite evictions."
35. Allan J. Mathews, "Tbe History of the United Farmers League of South
Dakota. 1932-1936" (M.A. thesis. University of Soutb Dakota. 1972), pp. 1-16.

The barnyard of a Beadle County farm
illustrates the harsh conditions of the 19S0s.
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The UFL ranks increased in years of extreme drought and severe depression. Like leaders in the Farmers Union and the other
organizations that participated in the Farm Holiday Association,
UFL spokesmen lobbied in both Washington, D.C, and Pierre.
When Governor Tom Berry's appeals for leniency by creditors
failed to stave off foreclosures, UFL activists directed boisterous
rallies in Aberdeen, Sisseton, and elsewhere. More militant by far
than any other rural organization in the state, the United
Farmers League systematically threatened creditors throughout
1932 and 1933. Mother Bloor appeared in the northeastern counties to goad the doctrinaire with praise for the Soviet system and
denunciations of capitalism. Membership rose to eight hundred in
Roberts County at one point, and smaller groups sustained workable organizations in twenty-one other counties. The organization
commanded enough members to stage mass demonstrations that
compelled auctioneers to sell foreclosed properties back to their
owners at a few cents and to intimidate public officials into withdrawing foreclosure notices from UFL members.
These successful demonstrations brought memberships in
UFL chapters to their highest point before they began to slip as
groups were enjoined by the courts and leaders were jailed.^* All
were acquitted, but in the process of winning freedom, the leaders suffered adverse reaction to their alleged un-American, proCommunist affiliations. Memberships declined, and, as Roosevelt's New Deal programs brought relief, many people lost interest. During 1935, most members moved to the liberal Farmers
Union and other organizations. By 1936, the radical United
Farmers League was defunct."
When UFL membership peaked at approximately fifteen hundred, perhaps no more than five hundred flirted seriously with
Marxist philosophy, but for them, the UFL served as a vehicle
through which to demand solutions to agrarian problems with extreme socialistic methods.^^ By that time, another organization
had also evolved to accommodate people drawn to the opposite
end of the ideological spectrum —the South Dakota Farm Bureau
Federation. Like the grange, the federation was an eastern product that grew into a midwestern "dirt farmers' movement."
Local units appeared in several South Dakota counties as early as
1913. A state organization took shape in 1917. Membership grew
36. Ibid., pp. 19-68.
37. Ibid., pp. 69-81.
38. Ibid., pp. 82-92.
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quickly to 5,673 families by 1921, then fell sharply to 500 in the
1930s. The apparent cause for this drop in membership was a
change in philosophy that ran counter to agrarian tendencies in
hard times. Early in the organization's history, Farm Bureau
leaders worked for government participation in production and
marketing controls as well as on the promotion of affiliated buying, selling, processing, and insurance cooperatives. But in the
1930s, conservative leadership evolved to reject government intervention in favor of free market places where supply and demand alone would control prices. Since that time, the Farm
Bureau has remained the most conservative of farmers' organizations in the state. With headquarters at Huron, it has enjoyed
steady but gradual growth through half a century — to some three
thousand families by 1948, approximately forty-two hundred by
1968, and nearly six thousand in 1981.''*
Because "basically," as Gilbert Fite observes, "the state's political power structure has been conservative," it would seem that
the Farm Bureau should have become the largest and strongest
of all rural organizations. That this has not been the case is best
explained by a "strong current of progressivism and liberalism"
that "has run through" its history, too. Living under "double economic jeopardy," South Dakotans have sometimes called state
government into market places and business affairs, and "when
state enterprise" has "failed," they have "turned to the federal
government."'^ This tendency to turn to government was especially true of Alliancemen and Populists in the 1890s and of
depression-ridden farmers in the 1930s, but South Dakotans have
displayed the same propensity in recent times. Since World War
II, many state farmers and ranchers have been recipients of federal price supports and soil-bank subsidies and have been leaders
among lobbyists for agrarian import restrictions and for economic parity through public support at 90 percent. In 1983, they
have lined up to draw free farm surplus from federal granaries
through President Ronald Reagan's plan to reduce production
and raise prices. Perhaps out of dire necessity, agricultural
groups that have demonstrated conservative inclinations in state
and local elections have grown vociferous, and at times militant,

39. Lamar, ed.. Reader's Encyclopedia, s.v. "agrarian movements"; "South
Dakota Farm Bureau Federation," manuscript sketch history. South Dakota Farm
Bureau office, Huron.
40. Fite, "How We Got Where We Are."
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in their demands for government intervention to make them economically competitive with nonagrarian people in other parts of
the country and with farmers and ranchers abroad.
The Farm Bureau's stubborn opposition to any government intervention in market places is an obvious reason why its membership in South Dakota was 5,964 in 1981, while that of the liberal
Farmers Union stood at more than 15,000. The first figure represents "family units" and the latter "individuals," to be sure, but
there can be little doubt that the Farm Bureau's stance on political action has injured its growth. Spokesmen have participated in
Agricultural Unity efforts at Pierre to accomplish such purposes
as state ownership of railroad tracks, but they have long stood in
opposition to the movements and economic tactics favored by
many rural people. Farm Bureau representatives have made
clear their belief that an alleged threat to family farms by corporate interests has been a "political myth"; hence, they have stood
aloof from efforts to protect family farms with state legislation.
They have been uncompromising in their devotion to unencumbered free enterprise; thus, they have been adversaries of such
things as federal price supports, parity, and import restrictions.
Their most recent brochure clearly flaunted their desire to dismantle instead of enlarge farm-related statutes. Under "legislative accomplishments" were listed three items: "Farm Bureau
brought public attention to the unfairness of occupational safety
and health act"; "circulated petitions" to "reverse the unreasonable truck driver regulations"; and "was instrumental in obtaining an exemption for farmers from paying tax" on certain items.*'
Doubtless, the Farm Bureau has been unable to compete with the
Farmers Union because of its limited educational prog^ram, as
well. While the bureau has circulated its newspaper South
Dakota Ag Leader (changed to South Dakota Bureau of Farming
in 1975) and provided the annual citizenship seminar for youngsters, which was attended by two hundred high school juniors
and seniors in 1981, it has offered no informational programs or
educational contests comparable to the ones sponsored by
Farmers Union in several formats.
The Farm Bureau has been a competitor equal to its liberal
counterpart only in its cooperative efforts. Like the Farmers
Union, it has, through the years, affiliated with many collective
41. How Farm Bureau Works for You, brochure distributed to enlist members.
Farm Bureau, 1982.
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buying and selling agencies and has offered varied-coverage insurance as an exclusive benefit to members through the South
Dakota Farm Bureau Mutual Insurance Company. By 1981, South
Dakota's Farm Bureau chapter had adopted the "Marketing of
Fat Cattle" program (officially the Cattle Marketing Association),
which has been successful in neighboring states since its establishment in Iowa during the mid-1970s.
This single-commodity marketing service promises to stimulate growth of the Farm Bureau, for it addresses a vital need that
has never received adequate attention from any other farmers'
organization or west-river cattlemen's group. Since the opening
of the Great Sioux Reservation to entry by whites under the congressional agreement of 1889, a major cattle feeding and marketing business has evolved in the central and eastern counties.
Here, feeders have absorbed young livestock from the west, fed
them small grain and corn grown primarily in the central and
eastern parts of the state, and finished a major commodity for export. To look after the specific interests of these livestock feeders, the Cattle Marketing Association has opened one office at
Brookings, initiated the operation of two others in Platte and
Yankton, and offered to establish additional centers wherever
substantial groups of Farm Bureau members demonstrate the inclination to use its services. Participating cattle feeders are
asked to sign revocable contracts to pay thirty-five cents per hundred weight for participation in collective marketing through the
Producers Commission Association of Sioux City. Under Farm
Bureau supervision, advisers work with feeders as they finish
their beeves for market. Feeders then entertain buyers at their
respective farmsites to conclude sales, without any investment
beyond the association's fee, under circumstances more favorable
than those they face when shipping individually to stockyards at
the mercy of open-market prices. The Cattle Marketing Association arranged the sale of some seventy-five thousand head in the
first six months of its existence in South Dakota, contracted
many more through 1982, and laid plans to extend similar services to Farm Bureau hog producers in the near future."
The South Dakota Farm Bureau has also provided, as an additional "Service to Members," a Safework Tire and Battery
42. Interview with Michael Held, Administrative Director, South Dakota Farm
Bureau, Huron, 8 June 1982; Now There's a Better Way. brochure. South DakoU
Farm Bureau Cattle Marketing Association, n.d.; How Farm Bureau Works for
You.
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cooperative-purchase opportunity and a Farm Bureau Seeds program for the acquisition of high-quality corn and sunflower seed.
It has marketed poultry and honey, represented members at the
Minneapolis Grain Exchange, and offered a wide range of social
activities for women and young people." These important cooperative and community services have been primarily responsible
for its capacity to run a close second to the Farmers Union in the
competition for members.
Cooperative activities have not made up for perceptions that
have discouraged Farm Bureau membership, however. A successful, diversified farmer in Clay County, who joined but then with-
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feeding operation. Fattening cattle for market is now a
major industry in central and eastern South Dakota.

drew, said: "Like a lot of others, I signed up, then dropped out.
The Farm Bureau and I didn't stand for the same things; the
Bureau was against any government involvement," and "I
thought we needed that. Then it seemed like the Bureau was run
by big shots for the big producers. There wasn't much for the little guy like me. Others felt the same. They joined up," but "then

43. "This is Farm Bureau," manuscript history, Soutb Dakota Farm Bureau office, Huron,

Copyright © 1983 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

150

South Dakota History

they dropped out like I did. Us little guys didn't stay in there
very long."
"There was another thing," added his wife. "Farmers just can't
pull together. They'd rather be off by themselves." "That's
right," the farmer said thoughtfully. "There was a time —in hard
times —when farmers would pull together, but we got burned
back then and we ain't forgot it. Back in the thirties there was a
milk strike [directed by the Farm Holiday Association]. Somebody got carried away. Milk cans was piled up between here and
Sioux City. Somebody got to shootin' at those cans. Somebody
was in among those cans and got killed. We didn't like violence.
We got out of that."
"And there was another thing," his wife remembered.
"Farmers thought it was sinful to dump milk on the ground and
kill livestock and pigs. That was destroying good food, and
farmers couldn't support that." "Only to get the price up," her
husband interjected, "as long as there wasn't any violence. But
violence, especially killing, we couldn't take that.""
The insightful observations of this Clay County farm couple
suggest causes for the status of each of the most prominent rural
organizations in South Dakota. The belief that "farmers just can't
pull together" without specific goals in mind corroborates the
warning by State Grange Master Malone in 1912 that social and
educational services in the absence of economic purpose cannot
sustain interest, and the South Dakota State Grange has declined
primarily for this reason. Jerome Davis (a troubleshooter for the
National Grange who has worked many years to keep the South
Dakota movement alive) has described the long struggle as being
characterized by regional activities sustained through protracted
promotional efforts. From points of origin in the southeastern
counties, organizational activity shifted to arid lands around
Watertown and Huron for the period from 1910 to mid-century.
As interest declined there, membership drives spawned new subordinate units in the Fort Pierre-Murdo-Presho triangle, and
from this area, grange promoters drifted into the Black Hills
region. Despite the best efforts of organizers, interest dropped
off sharply after the mid-1960s and sank to a point where state
grange status was lost in the mid-1970s.« By 1982, only two active

44. Interview with farm couple. Clay County, S.Dak., 10 June 1983. The couple
has asked that their name not be used.
45. Interview with Jerome Davis, Ramsey, Ind., 18 June 1982.
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granges remained, according to State Master Marian Trew; one
at Buffalo Gap, near the edge of the southern Hills; the other
around Ree Heights, along Highway 14 between Miller and
Pierre.
Marian Trew blames an aging membership, diminishing political action, and increasing concentration upon local services and
social gatherings for the rapid decline of the grange.** Davis
agrees, but points also to requisite monthly meeting attendance
in an era when many small family farms were giving way to large
family corporations operated by overworked men and women or
to outside corporate enterprises run by employees with little personal interest. In addition, he suggests that affiliated cooperatives have removed incentive for membership by offering their
services to all prospective customers, and that the traditional
"closed order" rule requiring a vote of acceptance for initiation
has discouraged some. Finally, Davis mentions the regional
trend; Iowa, Minnesota, Kansas, Nebraska, and North Dakota
units have all reported reductions in grange rolls during recent
years. For this variety of reasons, he concludes. South Dakota's
grange is threatened with extinction after its heroic struggle of
110 years.*'
The Clay County farmer's withdrawal from the Farm Bureau
because it "was against" the "government involvement" he
"thought we needed" calls attention to a primary reason that the
state's most conservative organization has not been the most
prominent in the state. The Farm Bureau has also suffered from
the limited dimensions of its educational program. The libera!
Farmers Union, on the other hand, has retained first place among
farmers' organizations because it has sustained a well-developed
"triangle of purposes" that attracts the greatest variety of members.**
The Clay County farmer's stand against militant behavior also
suggests a central cause for the limited acceptance in the state of
some of the organizations that have evolved to serve producers of
one or two products. In most cases, the political and tactical radi46. Interview with Master Marian Trew. Buffalo Gap. S.Dak.. 18 June 1982.
47. Interview with Jerome Davis.
48. Among publications distributed by the central Farmers Union office at
Huron are an annual South Dakota Farmers Legislative Action Conference to explain current needs and lobbying strategies; a South Dakota Farmers Union Camp
publication on the substance and value of summer profp'anis for youngsters; and
the monthly South Dakota Union Farmers, a general newsletter.
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A rancher surveys his spread near the Badlands of western South
Dakota. The South Dakota Stock Growers Association has served
producers of the west-river cattle-ranching industry since 1892.

calism of such organizations has been a recent development.
Through all but its formative years, the oldest and largest of
these one-commodity organizations— the (Western) South Dakota
Stock Growers Association —has not advocated intimidation
through violence, and it has become as politically conservative as
the agrarian Farm Bureau. A range-land institution formed to
draw scattered groups together into one agency in 1892, it has
grown around headquarters in Rapid City to serve the most
pressing needs of west-river cattle producers, with considerable
success. Included among its primary services have been the control of rustling, supervision of branding, brand registration, landlease supervision, disease control, solicitation of federal credit assistance and conservation programs, business-methods instruction, and improved marketing techniques. Like the Farm Bureau,
the South Dakota Stock Growers Association has sometimes
called for federal aid, but with insistence upon the preservation
of a stock grower's personal prerogatives according to a rigid
free-enterprise credo. Like the Farm Bureau, the association has
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also distributed a conservative newsletter (the South Dakota
Stockgrower since 1947) and has offered limited programs for
youth groups and ranch wives (CowBelles Auxiliary). And like
the Farm Bureau, it has experienced steady though gradual
growth in membership —from its original thirteen members to
approximately thirty-five hundred in 1982.*''
Other single-commodity organizations have served sheep
ranchers, beginning with the Sheep Breeders and Wool Growers
Association founded at Sturgis in 1884 and followed by the South
Dakota Sheep and Wool Growers Association organized by founding president James Gallette Rogers at Midland in 1924. More recently, single-commodity organizations have evolved within the
state to serve hog producers and livestock feeders. From outside
the state, the controversial National Farmers Organization (NFO)
and the strident American Agriculture Movement have also appeared.
Oren Lee Staley established the NFO at Corning, Iowa, in 1955.
Seven years later, Staley drew some twenty thousand members
for a rally at Des Moines to plan a "strike" aimed at the restora49. Bob Lee and Dick Williams, Last Grass Frontier: The South Dakota Stock
Growers Heritage (Sturgis, S.Dak.: Black Hills Publishers, 1964), passim; Interview with ataff member. South Dakota Stock Growers Association, Rapid City, 9
June 1982.

Horsemen approach a herd of sheep near Philip. South Dakota sheep
ranchers have participated in farmers ' organizations since 1884-
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tion of equality between the incomes of farmers and those of city
people. With evangelistic zeal, he exclaimed that federal acreage
controls and crop price supports had proven inadequate remedies
for spiraling costs of operation, and that family farmers were fleeing from the land. To reverse the trend, he called for collective
commodity-holding actions on grain, livestock, and other products." Members finally attracted the national attention they
desired through a milk-dumping protest during 1967. Intended as
dramatic criticism of a society in which producers of vital food
were being driven to bankruptcy, the affair backfired. News commentators railed against scattered acts of violence, and many
farmers believed, like the farm wife from Clay County, that the
willful destruction of food was immoral.*'
After the milk strike dissipated, the NFO adopted more moderate strategies. In recent years, its leaders have offered a collective marketing system. By paying annual fees (which have gone
up from one to seventy-five dollars), members have become partners in irrevocable contracts through which they turn over control of the marketing of their products for several years. Many
South Dakota small-grain and hog producers have used this service. Indeed, Dimock has often been among the top ten NFO hoggathering stations in the country. South Dakotans have also accepted leadership positions in the organization. Bill Wagner of
Watertown has been head of the NFO Communications Department at Corning; Harold Fowler of Aberdeen has served as grain
director for NFO Region III; Robert Pangburn of Miller has been
named national treasurer." A large percentage of producers in
the state has never joined NFO, however. Many farmers have
refrained out of reluctance to sign irrevocable contracts that surrender individual control over marketing for long periods of time.
Some have resented the high membership fee, and others have
shied away because of the radical image of the organization. In
spite of these problems, still others have accepted NFO marketing strategies as the best alternative to federal action in the
struggle for agricultural recovery.
Far less popular in the state, as elsewhere across the nation,
has been a somewhat discordant American Agriculture Move-

50. Brandsberg, The Two Sides in NFO's Battle, passim.
51. Cbarles Walters. Jr.. Holding Action (New York; Halcyon House. 1968),
passim.
52. NFO Reporter, monthly issues. 1979-1980.
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ment (AAM). Appearing in the autumn of 1977, it protested mainly on behalf of grain producers, using the call for 90 percent of
parity through federal payments as the principal solution to the
agrarian dilemma. The AAM received unfavorable reports from
all but a few news commentators in February of 1979, when
almost four thousand of its members appeared in Washington,
D.C. A traffic tie-up, angry pickets in front of the United States
Department of Agriculture, and over two million dollars in damages caused by tractors that chewed up the historic mall and
glided through the Reflecting Pool aroused furor. Since then,
most Americans have seemed willing to believe Agriculture Secretary Robert Bergland's accusation that bad business practices
and greed were prime motivations behind the AAM protest."
The South Dakota AAM was established in January 1979.
Since then, according to national delegate Joyce Jobgen, members have participated in political action by Agricultural Unity in
Pierre and in AAM lobbying efforts in Washington, D.C They
have cooperated with other agricultural organizations wherever
possible, have issued publicity in a morning program on
Yankton's powerful WNAX radio station, and have operated a
booth at the state fair. They take pride in their membership in "a
producer organization whose major goal is parity lequality] for
agriculture" and say without prompting that the organization
does "not sell insurance to gain membership" or "sell tires and
batteries.""
The AAM does not divulge its membership, nor does the NFO,
for fear of losing possible advantage in collective action. Whatever the memberships of the two organizations in the state, it
seems clear that the roll of neither has become very substantial.
Among principal reasons has been the suspicion that Bergland's
assessment of their motives was correct, and evidence has been
published to give some credence to his accusation. Studies on

53. Among the more critical articles about the 1979 AAM protest were "Farmers
Raising Cain," Time 113 (19 Feb. 1979): 46; "When Farmers Tied Up Washington."
U. S. News and World Report 86 (19 Feb. 1979): 7; "A Harvest of III Will," Newsweek 93, no. 9 (19 Feb. 1979): 61-62. Two of the few sympathetic reports were "Renegades to the Rescue," Maclean's 92 (5 Mar. 1979): 30, by a Canadian editor, and
"The Farmers-Again," Progressive 42 (Apr. 1979): 12-13, in which the writer expressed doubt that the parity quick-fix would help and urged farmers to "march,"
rather than "drive," to Washington with poor people in order to challenge monopolistic conglomerates.
54. Joyce Jobgen, Scenic, S.Dak., to Herbert Hoover, [June 1972].
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NFO members have suggested that some, at least, have been motivated more by high economic aspirations than by low financial
means." Editors have pointed out with glee that maverick AAM
demonstrators drove fifty-thousand-dollar tractors, wore fancy
clothing, and paid high per diem rates during their protest in the
national capital. Among kinder observations in the press has
been the concession that such militant farmers may be "land rich"
and "cash poor."" In any event, the long-range significance of
movements like the NFO and AAM should not be measured by
membership rolls alone, nor by reactions from academicians and
newsmen. The limited foUowings they have attracted in South
Dakota and the negative attitudes that have evolved regarding
their philosophies and tactics, however, suggest that they may
never loom large among agrarian organizations in the history of
the state.
So far, evidence points to the liberal Farmers Union, the conservative Farm Bureau, the conservative South Dakota Stock
Growers Association, and the venerable but faltering South
Dakota State Grange as the organizations of greatest importance
within the state. This survey of the activities of a dozen groups
that have operated in the state during the past century prompts
other observations, too. For one thing, no organization has thus
far sustained support for long by offering simple market-boycott
actions to resolve complex agrarian problems, by destroying commodities to dramatize the hardships of the people who produced
them, or by resorting to violent or illegal acts to capture attention. Ample evidence suggests that only limited and short-term
support has been won through these means in the fleeting appearances of the Farm Holiday Association and the United
Farmers League. Similarly, rural South Dakotans have seldom
embraced for long any organization with a politically radical
image. In times of stress, they have turned to the socialistic People's party and Nonpartisan League, and approximately fifteen
hundred took up the banner of the Marxist-affiliated United
Farmers League, but, in each instance, the flirtation was brief,
and the separation was abrupt.
Clearly, South Dakota farmers have preferred organizations
that espouse moderately liberal to conservative philosophies. A
55. Dentón E, Morrison and Allan D. Steeves. "Deprivation, Discontent, and
Social Movement Participation: Evidence on tbe Contemporary Farmers* Movement, the NFO," Rural Sociology 32 (1967): 414-34.
56. "A Harvest of III Will," p. 61.
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liberal tendency caused by the "double economic jeopardy" that
Gilbert Fite described has perhaps been the principal cause for
the obvious preference they have given the Farmers Union.
Without taking ideological extremes. Farmers Union leaders
have accommodated the desire for a broad range of state and federal government actions on behalf of rural producers and have
been flexible in the adoption of lobbying programs to suit the
times.
Cooperative activities have provided almost equal inducement
to membership. The Farmers Union, the Farm Bureau, and, to a
lesser extent, the South Dakota Stock Growers Association have
all acted sensibly to address the most critical needs of their respective followers through cooperatives. Sustained support for
each may be attributed in some degree to this feature. Conversely, local social and community programs have counted the least.
This fact is illustrated by the gradual reduction of political and cooperative service and the corresponding demise of the South
Dakota State Grange; this organization has declined for many
reasons, but overcommitment to its original purposes has been a
primary cause.
Finally, this survey of organizations in South Dakota history
demonstrates a tendency among people who have lived the
legacy of rural individualism to participate in group activities.
Despite a capacity to influence political and cultural affairs by
other means, they have been inspired or driven by economic circumstances to almost continual organized, collective activity.
Their loyalties have gone to radical organizations mainly in times
of extreme distress. The histories of various organizations indicate that sustained commitment has been given to groups with
moderately liberal to conservative postures, and that when such
groups produce leaders who show insight sufficient to maintain
programs that suit current needs, they have been in the past, and
doubtless will be in the future, the most successful organizations
among farmers and ranchers of this state.
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