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"Union Makes Strength":
Organizing Teamsters in
South Dakota in the 1930s*

ERLING N . SANNES

Organizing labor in the United States has never been easy, but
in South Dakota it has been fraught with even more difficulties
than elsewhere, especially during the first forty years of the present century. South Dakota unions distantly echoed the national
labor pattern, producing a modest show of power up to World
War I, followed by a decline that continued into the Great Depression. As unionism resurged across the country during the
mid-1930s, the Teamsters union finally established a foothold in
Sioux Falls, where it succeeded in organizing workers and making some long-lasting gains for the cause of labor in South Dakota.
Although a history of labor in the state has yet to be written,
there is some evidence of an incipient labor movement in Dakota
Territory and during the first years following statehood. In the
Black Hills, there were several miners unions in the early years,
and a number of railroad brotherhoods had been organized at
Huron as early as 1883. Typographers organized in Sioux Falls in
1886, followed in 1888 by the cigar makers. In June of 1889, the
Noble Order of the Knights of Labor organized the Jasper Assembly 497 in Sioux Falls, and within three years its membership
* Eintracht Macht Stark, or "Union Makes Strength," was the motto of the fifteenth General Assembly of the Noble Order of the Knights of Labor, which met in
1891 in Toledo, Ohio, and was attended by a delegation from the Dakota Assembly
of the Knights of Labor. Journal of the Knights of Labor. 19 Nov. 1891.
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had grown to nearly one hundred. The Knights of Labor, which at
its peak in 1886 claimed as members nearly ten percent of all industrial wage earners in the United States, was the first national
labor organization to remain active for more than one or two
years. Founded in Philadelphia in 1869, the Knights of Labor encouraged its local and district assemblies to embrace workers of
all occupations and skill levels rather than to organize along
strict trade or craft lines, with the idea that the bargaining power
of the skilled workers could be utilized to help the unskilled.
Local assemblies of this popular organization were established
not only in Sioux Falls, but also at Huron, Lead, Deadwood,
Miller, Galena, Terry, Hot Springs, Central City, Aberdeen, and
Milbank. In 1890, the locals of both North and South Dakota organized into a two-state assembly called the Dakota Knights of
Labor. ^
In South Dakota, the lobbying efforts of the Knights of Labor
convinced the first state legislature to create the Department of
Labor and Statistics in March of 1890. Frank Wilder of Aberdeen,
Knights of Labor state master workman, became South Dakota's
first labor commissioner. Another labor milestone that can be
credited to the Dakota Knights of Labor occurred when United
States Senator James H. Kyle of South Dakota successfully introduced legislation in 1894 that established Labor Day as a legal
holiday in the United States.^
After the mid-1890s, as the popularity of the Knights of Labor
declined nationally, the labor movement in South Dakota began
to wane as well. South Dakota's two largest industrial employers
— Homestake Mining Corporation in the Black Hills region in the
western part of the state and John Morrell & Co. at Sioux Falls in
the eastern section — successfully thwarted every attempt of
their workers to organize. In the early 1900s, the Western Federation of Miners did organize Homestake's gold miners, but the
union was crushed and defeated during a 1909 lockout. The Morrell packing-house workers made several attempts to organize in
1. Evening Huronite, 29 June 1940; Dana R. Bailey, History of Minnehaha County, South Dakota (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.; Brown & Saenger, 1899), p. 429; Florence
Peterson, American Labor Unions: What They Are and How They Work, 2d ed.,
rev. (New York; Harper & Row. 1963), pp. 10-11; Journal of the Knights of Labor,
20 Feb., 15 May, 18 Dec. 1890, 5, 19 Feb. 1891, 3 Aug. 1893, 21 Mar. 1895.
2. South Dakota, Session Laujs (1890), p. 54; Joumaío/íAeA'mffAts of Labor, 18
Dec. 1890; Fred F. Marshall, "The Father of Labor." Columbus Sunday Dispatch
(Columbus, Ohio), 26 Aug. 1962; Farmer-Labor Press (Council Bluffs. Iowa), 29 Aug.
1940.
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1918 and again in the 1920s, but they were unsuccessful. The agricultural depression of the 1920s, the nationwide railway shopmen's strike in 1922, and the massive reduction in the railroad
work force in 1923 accelerated the decline of organized labor in
South Dakota,^
The Great Depression in the 1930s decimated the ranks of
labor even further as millions of workers across the country lost
jobs, homes, farms, and savings. Again, South Dakota workers
suffered bitterly. By 1934,39 percent of the state's entire population and more than 50 percent of its farmers received some form
of assistance. No other state had a higher percentage of its citizens on relief. Those who had jobs saw their wages driven ever
downward as thousands of the unemployed competed for the few
jobs that were available. The depression hit organized labor in
the state particularly hard, and by 1933, there were only two
cities in the state —Sioux Fails and Huron —in which labor was
holding its own.* The few unions that had survived were small,
weak, old-fashioned craft unions with little interest in or potential for organizing the unorganized. Any attempt on the part of
workers to organize met with steadfast resistance from employers. Many workers were fired for union-organizing activity. "In
Sioux Falls it was dangerous to admit you even knew how to spell
the word 'union,* " one worker recalled.^ According to Albert J.
Maag, president of the South Dakota State Federation of Labor,
"Very few people outside of our state know that organized labor
is being fought harder and with more vigor than most places in
the U.S.""
Emerging from the 1930s struggle of the organized labor movement, however, would be the phenomenal gains of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters (IBT). The Teamsters story in
South Dakota begins in Minneapolis in 1934 when truck drivers
struck for union recognition. The Minneapolis strikes showed
Carl Skoglund and Vincent R. ("Ray") Dunne, two well-known
3. Albert J. Maag to George E. Brown, President of International Alliance of
Theatrical and Stage Employees and Moving Picture Machine Operators of the
United States and Canada, 11 Apr. 1941, Box 4, Folder 3, Albert J. Maag Collection, I. D. Weeks Library, University of South Dakota, Vermillion, S.Dak. (hereafter cited as Maag Collection); Evening Huronite, 29 June 1940.
4. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 2d ed., rev. (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1968), p. 292; Albert J. Maag to N. R. Haver, 24 July 1933, Box
4, Folder 3, Maag Collection.
5. Interview with Joe Johnson, Sioux Falls, S.Dak., 1 July 1987. Johnson, a retired Sioux Falls packing-house worker, was a well-known union activist. See also
Sioux Falls Argus Leader, 20 Oct. 1981.
6. Maag to Brown, 11 Apr. 1941, Maag Collection.
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strike leaders and members of the Communist League of America, that the old. haphazard manner of attempting to organize
over the road drivers in one community at a time had been a failure. Skoglund and Dunne believed nothing would succeed except
an intensive, well-organized, area-wide campaign to bring all
drivers under a uniform contract in union locals where the
drivers lived. Plans for launching such a campaign began late in
1934 when Minneapolis General Drivers Local 574 assisted in organizing milk-wagon drivers in Fargo, North Dakota, but were
discontinued in April 1935 when, as a result of conflict among
union leadership, the IBT revoked the charter of the Minneapolis
union. For the next sixteen months. Local 574 struggled long and
hard, not only to maintain itself in Minneapolis, but to gain readmittance into the international union. In July of 1936, after the
local had been chartered and readmitted into the IBT and the
American Federation of Labor (AFL) as General Drivers Local
544, Minneapolis labor leaders could finally launch a general organization drive to bring over-the-road drivers under a uniform
contract/
In January 1937, the Minnesota Council of Drivers, of which
Minneapolis Local 544 was a member, invited representatives
from the region's various drivers unions to a meeting in Minneapolis to develop plans for organizing over-the-road drivers in the
region. This meeting resulted in the formal creation of the North
Central District Drivers Council (NCDDC), which was designed to
include union locals in Minnesota, North Dakota. South Dakota,
Iowa, Wisconsin, and upper Michigan. Pat Corcoran, president of
Minneapolis Milk Drivers Local 471, was elected president; R. E,
Rooney of Duiuth Milk Drivers Local 32 was elected vicepresident; and Farrell Dobbs of Minneapolis General Drivers
Local 544 and a member of the Workers' party of the United
States was elected secretary-treasurer,^ The Northwest Organizer, published by the Minneapolis Teamsters Joint Council and
7. Farrell Dobbs, Teavister Rebellion {New York: Monad Press for the Anchor
Foundation, 1972), pp. 29 35; Farrell Dobbs, Teamster Power (New York: Monad
Press for the Anchor Foundation, 1973), pp. 60,125; Northwest Organizer (Minneapolis, Minn.), 15, 29 July, 12 Nov. 1936. For a detailed discussion of the organizing
of milk-wagon drivers in Fargo, see Erling N. Sannes, " 'There Is Power in a
Union': Organizing Fargo's Milk-Wagon Drivers in 1934," North Dakota History
54, no. 2 (Spring 1987): 3-12.
8. Northwest Organizer, 1,14 Jan. 1937. Dobbs had been a leader in the Minneapolis Teamsters strikes and had joined the Communist League of America a few
months prior to the unity conference of the Communist League of America and the
American Workers' party in December 1934. Dobbs, Teamster Rebellion, p. 25.
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edited by Miles Dunne, was designated the new council's official
newspaper."
The first contact between the NCDDC and South Dakota labor
leaders occurred in March of 1937, when Pat Corcoran and Farrell Dobbs traveled extensively throughout Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota. Corcoran was impressed with the potential for union growth in these states, and the conservative role he
had played in the Minneapolis Milk Drivers union and in the Minnesota AFL proved particularly advantageous in dealing with the
conservative leaders in the South Dakota AFL. South Dakota
over-the-road drivers had been in contact with Minneapolis
Teamsters union members ever since the 1934 Minneapolis truck
drivers' strikes. A number of South Dakota drivers had joined
the Minneapolis union because of its insistence that all drivers
loading or unloading at Minneapolis terminals wear a union button and carry a paid-up union card.^°
Corcoran and Dobbs made contact during their trip with the officers of the South Dakota State Federation of Labor and with
local union leaders in Sioux Falls, Watertown, and Aberdeen. In
Watertown they met with Aaron Kruger, a vice-president of the
State Federation of Labor. Kruger also belonged to Watertown
Typographical Union 945 and Watertown Federal Labor Union
19137, which he had organized in 1934." A dedicated, progressive
unionist, Kruger was anxious for any help he could get in building
unions in Watertown. He had had some organizing experience
during the summer of 1936, when the owner of Western Transportation, Watertown's leading trucking firm, had asked him for
information about forming a drivers union that all the firm's
employees — drivers, helpers, warehousemen, and clerks —would
be required to join. Kruger seized upon this stroke of luck and
9. Northwest Organizer. 7,14 Jan. 1937. Miles Dunne, a brother of Ray Dunne,
had also been a leader in the 1934 Minneapolis Teamsters strikes and had spent
some time in North Dakota in 1934. helping to organize drivers in Fargo. Sannes,
"Organizing Fargo's Milk-Wagon Drivers." pp. 5-12.
10. Dobbs, Teamster Power, pp. 145-55; Northwest Organizer, 15 July 1936.
11. A. F. GUbertson, Volunteer Organizer, to Albert J. Maag, 20 Aug. 1936, and
Minutes of Watertown Central Labor Council. 27 Oct. 1938, Box 6, Folder 16. Maag
Collection. Federal labor unions were chartered directly from the AFL; these were
mixed locals made up of members representing various trades and crafts in areas
where there was not a sufficient number of members to form separate unions.
Membership was generally restricted to those workers who were not eligible for
membership in other AFL unions. Philip S. Foner, The Policies and Practices of
the American Federation of Labor, 1900-1909 (New York: International Publishers,
19641, pp. 198-200.
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From their base in Minvieapolis, brothers Miles Dunne, center, and Vincent R.
("Ray") Dunne, right, worked to organize drivers unions across the northcentral United States.

along with Roy Phillips, a progressive-minded Western driver,
started to organize Watertown drivers. They soon had enough
members to be chartered by the IBT as General Drivers Local
277. When word of their activity got around, several members of
the Watertown business community threatened Western Transportation with a business boycott. Western bowed to the pressure, withdrew the earlier collective bargaining offer, and fired
Roy Phillips for his organizing activity.^^
12. Roy Phillips, Statement, 10 Nov. 1936. and Kruger to Maag, 3 Nov. 1936, Box
6, Folder 16, Maag Collection.
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Because of Kruger's lack of experience and failure in his first
attempt to build a drivers union in Watertown, Corcoran and
Dobbs had some reservations about whether a member of a typographical craft union would be able to build the broad base of support required to organize the drivers. Kruger, however, was the
only official within the State Federation of Labor who had expressed an interest in organizing South Dakota drivers, so the
Minneapolis leaders invited him to attend the next quarterly
meeting of the NCDDC. Kruger's attendance at the April 1937
meeting proved to be a turning point in the organization of South

Aaron Kruger's
support of the
North Central
District
Drivers Council
helped pave the
way for the
organization of
drivers in
South Dakota.

Dakota drivers. In a report to the executive committee of the
South Dakota State Federation of Labor, Kruger described the
Minnesota Teamsters unions as effective and said he had failed to
find any of the "radicalism" he had been reading about in South
Dakota newspapers. The Minnesota unions, he wrote, were "so
far superior to what we have in South Dakota that the State Federation of Labor now looks to me like kindergarten
I now
wonder," continued Kruger, "what was the matter with us when
we were trying to practice unionism without the membership."
He was concerned that South Dakota drivers could not be organ-
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ized without assistance and urged the State Federation of Labor
to call on the NCDDC for help.''
At the federation's annual convention in August of 1937,
Kruger urged the South Dakota group to affiliate with the
NCDDC and launch a statewide campaign to organize drivers,
Corcoran, who attended the convention as a representative of the
Minnesota State Federation of Labor, also urged support for such
a campaign, Corcoran explained the difficulties of organizing
drivers in small centers of population and outlined a plan for
South Dakota that provided for an NCDDC organizer to form
drivers unions in various strategic centers around the state —
Rapid City, Sioux Falls, Watertown, Aberdeen, and Huron. The
local unions in these cities would then draw their membership
from communities within a radius of fifty to seventy-five miles.
Such a plan had already been put into effect in North Dakota,
where the Fargo drivers union had established branches at several locations. W, W, Murrey, president of the North Dakota State
Federation of Labor, also addressed the convention and urged
South Dakota to launch a similar drive.'^ The South Dakota convention, however, did not take any action to support organizing
drivers in the state. The delegates may have hesitated to invite
NCDDC representatives to the state because Governor Leslie
Jensen had received nationwide notoriety earlier that summer
when he issued a warning that outside organizers were not welcome and were to stay out of South Dakota.^^
13. Kruger Memorandum, n.d.. Box 15, Folder 4, Maag Collection.
14. Cliff W. Shrader, An Abbreviated History of the South Dakota State Federar
tion of Labor, AFL-CIO (Huron, S.Dak.: South Dakota State Federation of Labor,
n.d.), p. 8; Proceedings of Eighteenth Annual Convention of the South Dakota
State Federation o/Laftor (Huron, S.Dak., 1937), unpaged; Northwest Organizer.
14 Apr. 1938; North Dakota, Department of Agriculture and Labor, North Dakota
Labor Bulletin, no. 2 (Bismarck, 15 May 1937), p. 2; interview with Sam Twedell,
Valley Springs, S.Dak., 1 July 1987. Twedell was a delegate to the convention from
the Sioux Falls Packing House Workers Local 304.
15. Washington Daily News (Washington, D.C.), 30 June 1937. Although Governor Jensen was pictured in the 1937 state federation's yearbook as "A True Friend
of Labor," some South Dakota labor leaders had justifiable doubts about the governor's loyalty. Official South Dakota State Year Book and Directory of Organized
Labor (Huron: South Dakota State Federation of Labor, 1937), p. 51. In a 1 July
1937 letter to Maag, E. H. Bremer, secretary to South Dakota United States Senator Herbert E. Hitchcock, suggested that Governor Jensen's "attitude toward
labor is [not] anything in line with what labor deserves" (Box 6, Folder 17, Maag
Collection). See also Robert E. Mythen, Commissioner of Conciliation, Memorandum, to J. R. Steelman, Director of United States Conciliation Service, n.d.. Case
FUe 183-4 (John Morrelt & Co., Sioux Falls), Records of the Federal Mediation and
Conciliation Service, Record Group 280, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
(hereafter cited as RG 280, NA).
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When the NCDDC met in Hibbing, Minnesota, for its quarterly
meeting in September of 1937, twenty six Teamsters unions with
a combined membership of over seventeen thousand were represented. In the year since its first meeting, the council had assisted in organizing several new locals —including at least six in
Minnesota and three in North Dakota. In the weeks before its anniversary meeting, the NCDDC had also penetrated the two remaining states in the district by forming unions at Mason City
and Marshalltown. Iowa, and Watertown, South Dakota, where
Kruger's group was re-forming. The NCDDC was quickly becoming a recognized organizing force in the region, and while it had
been unable to get the support of the state federation for a unified drive in South Dakota, the Sioux Falls Teamsters Local 749,
which had been chartered by the IBT on 21 June 1937, had sent
Pat Corcoran a letter requesting the help of an organizer. With
this request in hand, the NCDDC decided to bypass the South
Dakota State Federation of Labor and lend its assistance directly
to the Sioux Falls drivers.'*
On an earlier trip to Sioux Falls, Corcoran had been impressed
with the militancy and solidarity of a small group of milk-wagon
drivers who were members of Local 304 of the Amalgamated
Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen of North America. One of
them. Art Carlson, a milk wagon driver for Dairyland Creamery,
had observed the picket-line violence that occurred during a
Sioux Falls packing-house workers' strike against John Morrell &
Co. On "Bloody Friday," 19 July 1935. fifty four Morrell workers
had been hospitalized, Carlson recalled that when he got to the
hospital on his milk-delivery run, "There was blood all over the
place." He concluded, "It was the injustice of it all that really got
to me because all they were trying to do was get recognition for
their union,"'^ Carlson discussed the matter with a co worker,
and they contacted Sam Twedell, business agent for Local 304, to
ask if they could be of any assistance to the packing-house
workers. Twedell told them that the best way to help would be to
organize their own union. It was not long before Carlson and
seven other milk-wagon drivers applied for a charter to the IBT,
but their application was not approved. Sam Twedell then asked
for and received permission from the Amalgamated Meat Cutters
and Butcher Workmen of North America to take the milk-wagon
drivers into Local 304 as the Milk Drivers Division.'®
16. Northwest Organizer, 16, 23 Sept. 1937,7 Oct. 1937; telephone interview with
Shaun ("Jack") Maloney, 13 June 1987.
17. Interview with Art Carlson, Sioux Falls, S.Dak., 5 June 1987.
18. Ibid.; interview with Sam Twedell, Valley Springs, S.Dak., 1 July 1987.
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Dairyland Creamery,
played a key role in
organizing milk-wagon
drivers in Sioux Falls.
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In the mid-1930s, Sioux Falls milk-wagon drivers worked under
terrible conditions for seventy to ninety hours in a seven-day
week. "They would have worked us eight days if that would have
been possible," said Carlson. Pay was based on commission only,
and Carlson recalled that after deductions for bad accounts and
unreturned bottles, he ended up owing the company four dollars
for his first month of work. Shortly after they became a division
of Local 304, the milk-wagon drivers decided to present their first
demands to Dairyland Creamery. Interestingly, they did not demand an increase in pay but rather an improvement in working
conditions. Dairyland refused to negotiate, maintaining that they
were not a bona-fide union since they were in Local 304 rather
than in a Teamsters union.'^
Instead of returning to the plant after finishing their routes
one hot summer day in July of 1936, all the milk-wagon drivers
gathered in a Sioux Falls park and sent word to Dairyland management that they intended to stay in the park with their horses
and vehicles until their work week was reduced from seven days
to six days. The plant manager met with them at the park and
after two or three hours of negotiations agreed to give them one
day off each week. The packing-house workers had made history
on 9 March 1935 by staging one of the first sit-down strikes in the
United States, but this small group also made history by staging
the first and only sit-down strike of milk-wagon drivers.^"
The drivers were elated over their victory: "We did it all by
ourselves; we all stuck together; and once we decided what we
were going to do, nothing could stop us and there was no turning
back," remembered Carlson.^' While this event was historically
significant, it more importantly demonstrated the power of a
small group of workers who, with their intransigency, would later
serve as the nucleus and backbone for organizing other drivers in
Sioux Falls. During the summer of 1936, Dairyland helpers and inside workers were recruited into the drivers division, and in the
fall a contract was negotiated without a strike, bringing some improvement in both wages and working conditions. One former
employee who had been working from 5:00 A.M. until as late as
10:00 P.M., seven days a week, recalled that the contract provided
for a day off each week, a reduction in the work week to forty19. Interview with Carlson, Sioux Falls, S.Dak.. 1 July 1987.
20. Ibid.; interview with Twedell, I July 1987.
21. Interview with Carlson. 5 June 1987.
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eight hours, and an hourly wage of thirty-seven-and-one-half
cents."
In 1937, when newly chartered Teamsters Local 749 made its
appearance and requested assistance from the NCDDC, Miles
Dunne and Emanuel G. ("Happy") Holstein came to Sioux Falls
full of enthusiasm about local possibilities in an area in which
some drivers had proven so successful. Holstein, a Chippewa Indian from the White Earth Indian Reservation in Minnesota, had
worked most of his life as a truck driver. He had been actively involved in the Minneapolis coal drivers' strikes in 1934 and had
served on the union's strike committee. After their arrival in
Sioux Falls in October 1937, Dunne and Holstein scheduled a
mass meeting of drivers and launched a campaign to organize all
truck drivers, helpers, inside workers, and warehousemen in the
city. When Sioux Falls workers showed less interest than they
had expected. Miles Dunne moved on and another organizer,
Shaun ("Jack") Maloney, was assigned to work with Holstein. Maloney was a native of Minnesota who, as a boy, had worked with
his stepfather, driving a team of horses on construction projects.
By the time he was fourteen, he had obtained his first job as a
truck driver in Minneapolis. After spending several summers
during the late 1920s and early 1930s working in North Dakota
harvest fields as a member of the Industrial Workers of the
Worid (IWWI, Maloney returned to Minneapolis, where he drove
for local and long-distance trucking firms. He had been a picket
captain and a member of the strike committee during the 1934
Minneapolis strikes.^^
While Holstein and Maloney settled to the task of organizing in
Sioux Falls, labor problems developed at Watertown, where
Drivers Local 277, with NCDDC help, was trying to reestablish itself after the 1936 boycott of Western Transportation by local
businesses. Miles Dunne had gone from Sioux Falls to Watertown
to assist workers who were locked out of the North American
Creamery, a plant that employed about eighty workers. Earlier,
the plant superintendent had become aware that Local 277 was
22. Interview with Charles Jan, Minot, N.Dak., 16 June 1987. Jan started working at Dairyland in 1936 as a receiving clerk and for a number of years was recording secretary for Teamsters Local 749.
23. Northwest Organizer, 7 Oct. 1937; Minneapolis Star and Tribune, 16 Apr.
1987; interview with Emanuel Holstein, Minneapolis, Minn., 14 Oct. 1986; interview
with Maloney, 13 June 1987; Farrell Dobbs. Teamster Politics (New York: Monad
Press for the Anchor Foundation, 1975) pp. 27-30.
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signing up creamery workers, and he had quickly scheduled a
"union representation election" without giving advance notice to
either the workers or the union. An attorney for North American
spoke to the workers against joining the union, but to the complete surprise of management, the union won the election by a
margin of almost two to one. Negotiations for a contract had gotten underway immediately, but three days later when employees
reported for work, they were informed that the Watertown plant
was closed and all of its activities were being transferred to
Oakes, North Dakota, and Plainsville, Minnesota. The lockout had
come as a complete surprise to Local 277 because negotiations
had been amicable and there had been no talk of a strike.^*
The union appealed to the National Labor Relations Board
(NLRB). After holding a hearing, the NLRB ruled that the
workers were to be reinstated with back pay amounting to approximately one thousand dollars. An agreement was reached in
which the plant would reopen, recognize the union, and negotiate
wages and working conditions. Initially, the NLRB ruling was
regarded as a victory for Local 277, but the union never recovered from the lockout, which had lasted for almost four months.
North American Creamery refused to rehire many of the
workers; some found work elsewhere; and others became discouraged and discontinued their union membership. This lockout,
along with the earlier failure to organize Western Transportation, was more than the young union could bear. While it continued to exist with a few members, it would eventually be
absorbed into Sioux Falls Teamsters Local 749, for which much
better things were about to happen. The Watertown failure was a
severe blow for the Teamsters movement in South Dakota as a
whole. In November of 1938, Aaron Kruger, the local union organizer, was removed as vice-president of the Watertown District of
the State Federation of Labor because of his association with the
Federal Labor Union and the Workers Alliance and because of
fears within the federation that Kruger was trying to build a base
of power for himself in Watertown by organizing the Teamsters.^^
24. Northwest Organizer. 21, 28 Oct. 1937; Watertown Public Opinion, 15 Oct.
1937.
25. Northwest Organizer, 3 Feb. 1938. The Workers Alliance was a nationwide
organization known as the "One Big Union of the Unemployed." It was recognized
as a collective bargaining agency by the Works Progress Administration and by
local relief agencies, but widespread allegations connected the organization with
Communists, even though a majority of the rank and file were not members of the
Communist party. "Red-baiting" in South Dakota was particularly vicious during
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Elsewhere in the state, the Teamsters suffered defeats similar
to those in Watertown. In 1937, when a small group of drivers
who worked for Aberdeen Wholesale Grocery received a Teamsters charter as General Drivers Local 309, Roy Wright, the union's secretary-treasurer, was fired from his job for trying to organize other drivers- Although Wright was eventually reinstated
with help from Miles Dunne, the union made little progress, and
in the early 1940s it, too. would merge with Sioux Falls Local 749.
Similarly, a few drivers had gotten contracts with Huron employers after General Drivers Local 239 was chartered there in 1937,
but after a few years it would also merge with Local 749." The
Rapid City Teamsters, organized as General Drivers Local 871.
had a particularly hard struggle. According to State Federation
of Labor President Albert J. Maag. "it was a constant fight to get
union recognition" because the Black Hills area was largely controlled by the Homestake Mining Corporation, an employer "that
was death on unions." In fact, said Maag, it "wasn't healthy for
any A.F.L. organizer to even be seen in the territory,"^^ While
Local 871 struggled for separate existence for several years, by
the mid-1940s it would also join Local 749.
In the fall of 1937. with failure on all sides, there was real concern that the Teamsters might not be able to establish a base in
South Dakota, Because the state was an important link in the
council's area network, however, the leadership of the NCDDC
was determined to make an all-out effort to establish at least one
strong local. Targeting the Sioux Falls Teamsters Local 749 as
the logical candidate, Holstein and Maloney worked tirelessly to
gain new members. They soon attracted the milk-wagon drivers
who had originally been apprehensive that the newly chartered
the 1938 election campaign: labor in general and Kruger in particular did not escape the wrath of the reactionary forces in the state. John E. Miller, "McCarthyism
before McCarthy: The 1938 Election in South DakoU," Heritage of the Great
Plains 15, no. 2 (Summer 1982): 1-19; Stanley High, "Who Organized the Unemployed?," Saturday Evening Post, 10 Dec. 1938, pp. 8, 30, 32. In a 20 February 1940
letter to E. E. Williams, secretary-treasurer of the Brotherhood of Maintenance of
Way Employees, Maag refers to Kruger as "having no standing in the community
because of his [subversive] ideas" (Box 6, Folder 16, Maag Collection). Several years
earlier, on 20 August 1936, A. F. Gilbertson of Watertown had written to Maag, alleging that the members of the Watertown Federal Labor Union "were only members of the Workers Alliance which Kruger also sponsored in Watertown" (Box 6,
Folder 16, Maag Collection).
26. Northwest Organizer, 28 Oct. 1937; Maag to S. J. JermsUd, 7 Aug. 1941. Box
4, Folder 3, Maag Collection.
27. Maag to Brown, 11 Apr. 1941, Box 4, Folder 3, Maag CoUectioD.
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General Drivers Local 749 would not survive and had continued
their affiliation with the packing-house workers Local 304. The
membership of the milk-wagon drivers group had grown to about
fifty young militants who had learned well the lessons of the class
struggle under the tutelage of Sam Twedell, business agent for
Local 304. These drivers, however, were also impressed with the
leadership provided by Maloney and Holstein and agreed to join
Local 749 as a separate Milk Drivers and Dairy Workers Division.
The real gains these organized drivers had already made served
as an example to other Sioux Falls drivers, and they were soon
recognized as the mainstay of Local 749.='"
Maloney and Holstein concentrated on organizing drivers in
the transfer industry, and on 1 November 1937, contracts calling
for union recognition, seniority rights, and a wage agreement
were presented to a group of Sioux Falls employers. Ten days
later, the Commercial Truckers Association of Sioux Falls notified the union that the employers would meet with a union negotiating committee only if it included "Sioux Falls people chosen by
you from our employees."^' Local 749 recognized the demand as a
way of excluding Maloney and Holstein, and eighty-six drivers
employed by thirteen transfer firms voted to strike. Pickets were
set up, and all highways leading into Sioux Falls were blockaded.
Out-of-town drivers were escorted to strike headquarters at
Mandskor Hall, enrolled as union members, and told to return
and inform their employers that they would not be permitted to
operate until the employer signed a contract with Local 749. This
technique resulted in the negotiation of contracts with trucking
firms from Parker, Humboldt, and Luverne, Minnesota, during
the first few days of the strike.^**
After four days of picketing, the first break in the ranks of the
Sioux Falls employers occurred when Sioux Falls Dray and
Transfer signed a contract with the union. The other companies
continued to demand a union committee composed exclusively of
their own employees. At a businessmen's meeting with Mayor
Adolph N. Graff in the city commission chambers, these operators objected to the presence of NCDDC organizers on the committee, referring to Maloney and Holstein whom they had earlier
denounced as "outside agitators." However, the operators did
agree to the mayor's suggestion that they meet with the union for
28. Interview with Twedell, 1 July 1987; interview with Holstein, 14 Oct. 1986.
29. General Drivers and Helpers Union, Local 749, Strike Bulletin (Sioux Falls,
n.d.).
30. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 13, 15 Nov. 1937.
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a "get acquainted" meeting on 17 November. After several meetings over the next few days, the operators offered a wage scale of
forty cents an hour for package delivery drivers, forty-five cents
an hour for local truck drivers, and fifty-five cents an hour for
long-haul drivers. The proposal included union recognition and a
seniority plan, but the operators also wanted a truce declared
during which the drivers would return to work pending a settlement. Negotiations broke off when the union membership voted
to refuse the offer.^^

Mayor Adolph N.
Graff's strikebreaking tactics
put him at the
center of the
Sioux Falls labor
controversies of
1937-1938.

Meanwhile, picketing continued on highways into the city, but
as the blockade became known throughout the area, there was little occasion for picketers to turn back trucks. Union members
were pleased when Theodore M. Bailey, a Sioux Falls attorney,
made a public address in support of the union on radio station
KELO. Bailey flayed the operators, citing examples of five truck
drivers whom, he charged, were underpaid and had to work exceedingly long hours." Solidarity among the workers remained
31. Ibid., 13. 16, 17, 19, 25 Nov. 1937.
32. Ibid., 17, 20 Nov. 1937.
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high, and the deadlock continued. When the operators notified
the drivers that they would lose their jobs unless they returned
to work by 23 November, Holstein responded, "This . . . means
only that the men will have to go out on the street and fight for
their jobs."" Governor Leslie Jensen, visiting Sioux Falls on
other matters, conferred with the mayor, but not the union, and
left without making a public statement.^*
Two pitched battles between the picketers and strike-breakers
occurred on the day the striking workers were to report under
the operators' proposed truce. The first occurred at Munce Brothers Transfer, where about fifty picketers assembled at the loading dock to stop a crew of scab workers, many of whom, they
charged, had been imported from Sioux City, Iowa, and other locations. A squad of twenty policemen armed with tear gas grenades and gas guns met the unarmed picketers at the loading
dock. As the strikers attempted to prevent the operators' crew
from unloading a freight car, they were attacked by scab workers
wielding clubs and iron rods, while the police hurled gas grenades
and fired gas guns. After the picketers were driven back, the police took positions on the loading dock, and the operators' crew
finished unloading the car. A similar incident occurred at a Wilson Transportation warehouse later that day. Again, the police
used gas, but the picketers held firm. The strike-breakers were
forced from the work site, and there were no more attempts to
break the picket lines. On the following day, the operators met
and announced that there would be no further attempt to move
trucks until after the Thanksgiving holiday. An emergency squad
of twenty-five police that the mayor had ordered to remain at
readiness was dismissed."
The union charged Mayor Graff with partiality toward the operators in using the police to break the strike. Amid rumors that
the operators were bringing in more strike-breakers and that the
mayor planned to increase the size of the emergency police squad,
the union decided on 27 November to accept the employers'
earlier offer. Under the settlement, the workers received wage
increases of from five to twenty-five cents an hour (an average increase of 30 percent); a nine-hour day; a forty-eight-hour week for
parcel delivery and local drivers; a fifty-four-hour week for long33. Ibid., 22 Nov. 1937.
34. Ibid.
35. Ibid., 23,24 Nov. 1937; Northwest Organizer, 2 Dec. 1937; interview with Holstein, 14 Oct. 1986; telephone interview with Shaun ("Jack") Maloney, 18 July 1987.
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haul and out-of-town drivers; one week vacation with pay; and a
seniority plan. More important as far as the union was concerned,
the operators recognized General Drivers Local 749 as sole bargaining agent. The agreement also called for a reopening of the
contract for wage negotiations on 1 June 1938,^''
While the drivers did not realize all their wage demands, the
union recognition and seniority rights that they did receive constituted an unprecedented victory for the five-month-old union,
which had a membership of less than one hundred fifty. Solidarity
had remained high throughout the strike, with the coal and milk
drivers and volunteers from the packing-house workers taking
over the picket lines every night. It was this solidarity as well as
the developing militancy of the drivers that brought them to victory. Impressed with the leadership provided by Maloney and
Holstein, the drivers elected Holstein to be their business agent.
With unionism finally in the air, Sioux Falls Teamsters Local 749
moved swiftly to consolidate its victory, concentrating on organizing the coal drivers, many of whom worked under pitiful conditions at a weekly wage of as little as fifteen dollars."
The union's victory was short-lived, though, for the employers
soon banded together in a powerful strike-breaking organization
known as the Industrial Alliance, in which they marshaled their
forces for the larger conflicts to come. The Sioux Falls Industrial
Alliance was modeled after the notorious Minneapolis Citizens'
Alliance and the recently organized Associated Industries of
Fargo, North Dakota, and Moorhead, Minnesota. The Citizens' Alliance had succeeded in breaking nearly every major strike in
Minneapolis for a generation, and Associated Industries of FargoMoorhead had broken the 1935 coal drivers' strike in that
36. Sioux Fails Daily Argus-Leader, 25, 28 Nov. 1937, 1 June 1938; Northwest
Organizer, 2 Dec. 1937.
37. Northwest Organizer. 2 Dec. 1937; Sioui Falls Daily Argus-Leader. 29 Nov.
1937, 22 Jan. 1938.
38. Sannes, "Organizing Fargo's Milk-Wagon Drivers," pp. 6-7, 12; Lois Quam
and Peter J. Rachleff, "Keeping Minneapolis an Open-Shop Town: The Citizens' Alliance in the 1930s," Minnesota History 50 (Fall 1986): 105-6. The passage of the National Labor Relations Act in 1935 had increased the vigor and boldness of employers' resistance as workers insisted on collective bargaining rights guaranteed
under the new law. Numerous national employers' associations advised their members to disregard the law and offered expanded espionage, strike-breaking, and
other services in the effort to prevent workers from forniing unions. One tactic
used was the formation of new antilabor organizations that functioned side by side
with existing employer organizations and had overlapping memberships. These organizations often had such lofty sounding names as the Citizens' Alliance, Associ-
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On 15 December 1937, Local 749 submitted contracts to 19
Sioux Falls coal dealers that employed 103 coal drivers, approximately 75 of whom were union members. The dealers, through attorney Fred Warren, gave notice that they refused to recognize
the union. On 31 December, two weeks after the union tendered
its demands and announced its intention to strike, truck drivers
for the city's coal, ice. and lumber companies walked out. Mayor
Graff called on the city's newly created labor relations board to
mediate the dispute and immediately approved the moving of
coal under police escort. Pickets had been established at all of the
coal yards, but the police, armed with tear gas grenades and gas
guns, ordered the men to return to work. When the picketers refused to move coal, the police informed Holstein that they were
"no longer permitting outside agitators to remain in Sioux Falls"
and arrested him. The union agreed to a one-day truce, with the
conditions that Holstein be released from jail and the coal operators agree to recognize the union and arbitrate wages. Under the
truce, which was later extended, the drivers went back to work.''
The five-member labor relations board that Graff had appointed on 28 December was made up of Edwin B, Woodruff, an
Episcopal minister; Kermit Lewis, president of the Sioux Falls
Trades and Labor Assembly; Joe Stember, a member of the
Trades and Labor Assembly and vice-president of the South Dakota State Federation of Labor for the Sioux Falls District; and L,
Bodley and R. R. Benedict, both local businessmen. Benedict was
employed by the Industrial Alliance as its "mediator" at a salary
of four hundred dollars per month. Local 749 was outraged when
Graff not only did not appoint union members to the board but
did not even consult the union before making the appointments.
When the board decided to formulate its own contract to adjust
the differences between the coal drivers and dealers, the union
was convinced that Graff had established the board to comply
with the wishes of the Industrial Alliance, In the new contract,
the board reserved for itself the right to be the sole bargaining
agent for the workers, attempting to by-pass Local 749. The union
ated Industries, or, in the case of Sioux Falls, the Industrial Alliance. In Sioux
Falls, as elsewhere, the Industrial Alliance was a nebulous, semisecret organization that functioned as an auxiliary of such employer associations as the Chamber
of Commerce, Associated Coal and Lumber Dealers of Sioux Falls, Oil and Petroleum Dealers of Sioux Falls, among others. U.S., Congress, Senate, Violations of
Free Speech and Rights of Labor: Report of the Committee on Education and
Labor, S. Kept. 6, 76th Cong., 1st sess., 1939, pt. 4, pp. 1-4.
39. Report 2963-13, Case File 199-1114 (Coal Drivers, Sioux Fails), RG 280, NA.
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rejected this contract outright and asked the United States Conciliation Service to come to Sioux Falls to mediate the dispute.*"
In the meantime. Local 749 had built support for its cause within the Sioux Falls Trades and Labor Assembly. A majority, but
not all, of the assembly's members were outraged over the
mayor's failure to consult with Local 749 about board appointments and over the board's decision to appoint itself sole bargaining agent in the dispute. Both Lewis and Stember bowed to union
pressure and resigned from the board.*^ Stember had been a
prominent figure in South Dakota labor circles for many years. A

Labor representative Joe Stember
resigned from the
mayor's labor relations board amidst
union charges that
board members
were puppe is of
the Sioux Falls
iTidus trial
Alliance.

printer by trade and a foreman at Sessions Printing in Sioux
Falls, he had been a member of the Typographical Union for over
40. Ibid.; Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 28 Dec. 1937,12 Jan. 1938. The Conciliation Service originated with the 1913 law that created the United States Department of Labor and authorized the secretary to appoint conciliators in labor disputes. The service operated in disputes over which the federal government had no
mandatory jurisdiction. Its efforts were confined to mediation, and it had no power
to compel either party to accept its recommendations or even to meet with its representatives. Edwin E. Witte, The Government in Labor Disputes (New York:
McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1932) pp. 245-46.
41. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 22 Jan. 1938.
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thirty years and, from 1924 to 1934, had served as president of
the Sioux Falls Trades and Labor Assembly. He was also on the
board of directors of the Sioux Falls Chamber of Commerce. His
position in the chamber reflected the typical "business as usual"
attitude of a majority of the craft unions represented at that time
in the Trades and Labor Assembly. Stember's explanation for
having accepted the board's contract was that it had been "more
or less of personal Judgement and for the welfare of the union and
public in general."" Information obtained by the United States
42. Ibid., 23 Jan. 1938.

Striking for better wages and working conditions, drivers for Sioux Falls coal.

Copyright © 1988 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Organizing Teamsters

57

Conciliation Service indicated that members of the chamber of
commerce held Stember in high regard, considering him "their
kind of union man.""
Information that Michael E. Sherman, commissioner of the conciliation service, obtained shortly after he arrived in Sioux Falls
in January of 1938 confirmed Local 749's fears that the labor relations board was out to break the union. According to Sherman,
43. Michael E. Sherman, Commissioner of Conciliation, to J. R. Steelman, Director of United States Conciliation Service, 22 Jan. 1938, Case File 199-1114, RG 280,
NA.

ice, and lumber companies refused to make deliveries during the winter of 19S8.
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Postmaster Joseph A, Crowley, who was also a chamber of commerce member, told him that the Industrial Alliance was determined to keep federal representatives away from Sioux Falls
labor controversies in hopes of diverting workers' attention from
any assistance they might derive from federal agencies. Crowley
told Sherman that it had been decided that "a local board would
be set up by the Mayor with names provided by the Industrial Alliance and the board would settle all controversies with labor and
in such a manner as would not give any encouragement to the
workers of Sioux Falls to organize," It was intended that
settlement be made, Sherman noted further, "without any union
recognition and if possible take out of the hands of union representatives the right to act as bargaining agents for the employees, so that any gains made by the employees would be credited
to the board instead of through a union, and in this way discourage unionization."**
When Sherman met with Industrial Alliance representatives
Warren and Benedict, they both expressed resentment that the
federal government had come to Sioux Falls and told Sherman
that if their program was not carried out "Sioux Falls would soon
be full of labor unions and that it was the plan to keep the
workers from organizing." Warren informed Sherman that the
Industrial Alliance would "absolutely not recognize Local 749 as a
bargaining agent for the drivers." Benedict acknowledged that as
a labor relations board member he had worked with Warren to
expand the membership of the Industrial Alliance and that sixtytwo Sioux Falls employers had joined and signed the alliance's
"Declaration of Position," requiring that any dispute be referred
to the labor relations board for formal disposition.*^
The Industrial Alliance refused Sherman's offer to bring in a
neutral arbitrator. Sherman left Sioux Falls on 27 January, and
the strike resumed the following day. Mayor Graff ordered an
emergency squad of police to report for special duty even though
there were no reports of violence. Within three days the strike
had spread to all of the city's coal yards, and on 1 February Graff
addressed a meeting of the coal operators, encouraging them to
use police escorts for all deliveries. During the next few days,
there were scattered reports of clashes between picketers and
the scab drivers the operators had hired to move coal; Local 749
believed some of the incidents had been perpetrated by strike44. Ibid.
45. Ibid.
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breakers hired by the Industrial Alliance, Nevertheless, Mayor
Graff, in keeping with previous assurances he had given the operators, added an additional thirteen special patrolmen and placed
seventeen patrol cars on escort duty.** Holstein was called to the
mayor's office, where Graff informed him that he would be held
"personally responsible" for injuries to workers,*' In this atmosphere, the first breaks in the ranks of the operators occurred
when two coal operators. J. E, Gores Coal and Brevik Coal, signed
contracts with Local 749 that provided for a weekly wage of
twenty-seven dollars, a forty-eight-hour week, a seniority plan,
and other benefits.**
The remaining operators placed a full-page advertisement in
the Daily Argus-Leader written as the words of a fictitious coalyard employee who maintained that he was satisfied with wages
and working conditions and resented "this bull-headed fellow
from Minneapolis" asking him to join a union.*^ Local 749 could
not afford full-page newspaper advertisement, but it did try to
buy time on Sioux Falls radio stations KSOO and KELO, as well
as on WNAX in Yankton. South Dakota. The local was denied air
time by all three stations. Adding to the antilabor hysteria, the
Argus-Leader printed three editorials over a five-day period that
called for a stop to strike violence. One editorial criticized the
Minnehaha County sheriff for failing to come to the aid of the coal
operators.^" In another, the Argus-Leader claimed the "strikers
have aroused public indignation and disgust" and reminded the
Sioux Falls Trades and Labor Assembly that it was "rapidly losing its claim to public respect by its failure to denounce the methods employed by the coal strikers. Let it be remembered," the editorial admonished readers, "that Sioux Falls is not another Minneapolis. We are not to be ruled by brickbats."^^
As the strike wore into its second week, there were still only
isolated reports of clashes between picketers and scab workers.
On 11 February, however, police headquarters received a report
that strikers in cars were trailing a coal truck. Four carloads of
police officers responded to the call and promptly arrested eight46. Interview with Holstein, 14 Oct. 1986; Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader. 28
Jan., 1, 2 Feb. 1938.
47. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 2 Feb. 1938.
48. Ibid., 31 Jan., 1 Feb. 1938.
49. Ibid., 2 Feb. 1938.
50. Telephone interview with Shaun ("Jack") Maloney, 14 Mar. 1987; Sioux FalU
Daily Argus-Leader, 2, 4, 6 Feb. 1938.
51. Sioux FalU Daily Argus-Leader, 4 Feb. 1938.
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een men, charging them with "intimidation of workmen."" To
overcome legal problems associated with arrests made under
such circumstances, Sioux Falls coal firms had, some time earlier,
arranged for forty representatives to sign a complaint and a local
judge to issue a warrant naming union leaders and numerous
"John Does" and "Richard Roes." Bond for each of those arrested
was set at two thousand dollars. Only two of the eighteen could
post the necessary bond, and after being held in jail for six days,
the others were released on their own recognizance on the condition that they engage in no further violence. Not all of those arrested were members of Local 749. Some were unemployed; some
belonged to the packing-house workers union; and one, a Works
Progress Administration worker, was not involved with the
strike in any way but was fired from his job because of his
arrest."
Representatives of several labor unions appeared before the
mayor at a 14 February city commission meeting to protest the
use of police as strike-breakers." In a stormy three-and-one-halfhour meeting of the Sioux Falls Trades and Labor Assembly later
that night, a majority of the delegates representing eighteen
local unions voted to pass a resolution condemning Mayor Graff
for "exercising unwarranted authority to help break the coal
strike with the police and special police." The resolution also
charged the mayor with attempting to crush the labor movement
and accused State's Attorney Edward D. Barron with using his
office to "persecute" the coal drivers with trumped-up charges. It
further alleged that Barron had hampered their release by requiring excessive bond and refusing to accept legitimate security
for bond. Both Graff and Barron were declared to be "enemies of
the public in general and organized labor in particular."" The
Argus-Leader promptly came to the defense of Graff and Barron
the following day, claiming that such actions were essential because of "the mob-like behavior of various individuals."^''

52. Ibid.. 12 Feb. 1938.
53. Ibid., 14,16 Feb. 1938; interview with Argyle Farrell, Sioux Falls, S.Dak.. 25
July 1987. Farrell, the WPA worker arrested, subsequently became a packinghouse worker for John Morrell & Co., where he spent thirty years. He recalled that
Sam Twedell brought food to the jail for those arrested and was responsible for securing their release.
54. Sioui Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 14 Feb. 1938.
55. Ibid., 15 Feb. 1938.
56. Ibid., 16 Feb. 1938.
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The Trades and Labor Assembly reacted swiftly and scheduled
a labor rally in Sioux Falls for 27 February. The labor rally was
the largest yet held in Sioux Falls, with as many as twenty-five
hundred workers turning out to hear Holstein, Albert J. Maag,
Minneapolis Drivers Local 544 President William S. Brown, Sioux
Falls attorney Henry Mundt, and others urge support for the
drivers of Local 749. Speaker after speaker called on the workers
of Sioux Falls to form unions in unorganized trades and crafts. "
When speaker William Brown challenged the Sioux Falls Teamsters to organize a women's auxiliary, Mae Twedell, wife of Sam

Albert J.
Maag, president of the
South Dakota
State Federation of Labor,
spoke out frequently for
union recognition around
the state.

Twedell, willingly stepped forward and agreed to launch a drive
to organize the wives, mothers, and sisters of union members.
Under her leadership, several activities were instituted to meet
the pressing needs of the strikers and their families, who, with
pay envelopes stopped and strike benefits not authorized by the
international union, had no income whatsoever. A kitchen serving
hot meals was set up, donations of food and cash were solicited
from other Sioux Falls unions and friendly merchants, and letters
were sent out-of-state asking for cash donations, food, and
57. Ibid., 27, 28 Feb. 1938; Northwest Organizer, 3 Mar. 1938.
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clothing. Convinced that the women should not be kept innocently ignorant of what the trade union movement stood for, Twedell
worked diligently to teach them the principles of unionism by
visiting the wives and mothers in their homes or talking to them
in groups, where she urged them to encourage the men not to
give up.^*
And the men did not give up. The strike was still solid as it entered the second month. One by one, several additional coal yards
broke ranks and signed contracts with Local 749. The Industrial
Alliance apparently seemed to realize that its high-handed tactics
had gone too far and dismissed attorney Warren. As the 1938 coal
season drew to an end, the union had not won over all of the coalyard operators, but it did have a majority of the Sioux Falls coaldrivers and yardmen signed up as members and working under
union contracts."
With public support running high. Local 749 turned its attention to the 19 April 1938 city election and publicly announced its
support for incumbent commissioner Ellis 0. Smith. Smith lost
his bid for reelection, which was a setback for Local 749, but the
campaign marked the union's initial entry into city politics and
served as a dress rehearsal for the 1939 city election, when
Mayor Graffs term was to expire. For the next year. Local 749
built support among the other unions affiliated with the Sioux
Falls Trades and Labor Assembly, urging them to unite behind a
labor-backed candidate in order to defeat Mayor Graff. For the
first time in the city's history, the Trades and Labor Assembly
agreed to support a candidate for mayor.^** Labor's candidate,
John N. Browning, was an express-company employee and a
former state legislator who ran on a platform that included a belief in the "principle of collective bargaining and that workers
should be allowed to join the organization of their own choosing
without coercion, as guaranteed by federal law." Browning's platform also included a declaration of the "right of employe[e]s to
58. Interview with Mae Twedell, Valley Springs, S.Dak., 1 July 1987; Union
News (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.), 3 Oct. 1940. Twedell had also organized the Packing
House Workers Auxiliary in 1934. After organizing the Teamsters Auxiliary, she
contacted other Sioux Falls unions, and on 23 March 1938, the Sioux Falls Federation of Trade Union Auxiliaries was established. Twedell was elected its first president.
59. Interview with Holstein, 14 Oct. 1986; Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 14
Feb.. 15 Apr. 1938; Final Report. 20 June 1938, Case File 199-1114, RG 280, NA. As
the coal season drew to a close, the strike was gradually abandoned as the coal
yards began to lay off seasonal workers.
60. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 20 Apr. 1938, 16, 19 Apr. 1939.
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strike peacefully and within the law" and disavowed the "use of
force on the minority."*"
Graff suffered a resounding defeat in the nine-man mayoral
race of 18 April 1939, which set a record turnout for a Sioux Falls
city election. Even though Browning narrowly lost to John T.
McKee in a runoff election held one week later, the election was a
victory for labor and particularly for Local 749, which under Holstein's leadership had spearheaded the entry of labor into city
politics.^'' Even the Argus-Leader admitted that Graffs defeat
"was a blow to the Graff organization which was certain its favorite would [qualify for] the second election."*^
On 2 June 1939, close on the heels of this signal victory and
with worker solidarity and enthusiasm at a level never before
seen in Sioux Falls, Local 304 of the Amalgamated Meat Cutters
and Butcher Workmen of North America won a union recognition
election over the company-sponsored Independent Packing
House Workers union. In preparation for the election, Holstein
and other members of Local 749 had met with small groups of
Morrell workers to try to dispel fear of the threats, coercion, and
intimidation that Morrell management had exhibited toward
workers at prior elections. The contract signed with John Morrell
& Co, on 30 September 1939 brought to an end Local 3O4's sixyear-long struggle to be the sole bargaining agent for Morrell employees.^*
In the final months of 1939, the Milk Drivers and Dairy
Workers Division of Local 749, led by newly elected president
Art Carlson and business agent Kenneth McCreery, began preparations for a new contract with the Sioux Falls creameries.^^
When negotiations broke down, the union voted to strike one
creamery, Dairyland. Union demands included a 10 percent increase in commission rates for drivers, a 5 percent increase in the
hourly wage for helpers and inside workers, and a closed shop. On
the first day of the strike, the plant manager announced that no
61. Ibid., 16 Apr. 1939.
62. Ibid., 19, 26 Apr. 1939.
63. Ibid., 19 Apr. 1939.
64. Ibid., 3 June 1939; "Agreement Between John Morrell & Co. and Local 304,
Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen of North America," 30 Sept.
1939, copy in possession of author. It was a close election. Local 304 received 674
votes, just 78 more than the 596 votes the independent union received.
65. Ken McCreery became business manager when Holstein was reassigned to
other areas in which the NCDDC had been asked to provide assistance. Interview
with Holstein, 14 Oct. 1986.

Copyright © 1988 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

South Dakota History
attempt would be made to operate the plant during the strike and
urged the workers to settle by arbitration. In a letter to the striking workers, the manager said. "You want your jobs and we want
you to have them. We don't want any substitutes on your jobs
and we don't want to do business with police escorts."^'' Out of a
sense of labor solidarity and as an expression of gratitude for the
contribution Local 749 had made to Local 3O4's victory earlier in
the year, Sam Twedell stepped forward to facilitate negotiations.
In five days, an agreement was reached that included all the
union's wage demands, including pay for the five days they were
on strike. The union had dropped its demand for a closed shop,
but the final agreement did provide for dues checkoff, an arrangement under which the employer agreed to deduct union dues
from each worker's wages. This concession was another historic
achievement for Local 749, for it was the first time that a labor
contract that included dues checkoff had been negotiated in Sioux
It is difficult to determine whether the Packing House
Workers Local 304 or Teamsters Local 749 had the greater impact on the development of organized labor in Sioux Fails in the
last half of the 1930s. Certainly, the size of Local 749, with only
375 members, pales in comparison with the over fifteen hundred
Morrell workers that Local 304 represented, but the contributions Local 749 made to the labor movement in Sioux Falls should
not be judged on numbers alone. Without the sense of unity that
labor derived from defeating Mayor Graff in a campaign spearheaded and led by Local 749, the packing-house workers might
not have achieved the narrow victory they won in the 1939 recognition election. Local 749 had won two major strikes in its first
year, and after three of the largest Sioux Falls trucking firms
signed the NCDDC's historic eleven-state area pact with Local
749 on 8 November 1938, a majority of South Dakota's over-theroad drivers were working under an agreement that provided for
union recognition and a uniform plan for seniority, wages, and
working conditions.**
While it is unfortunate that Teamsters locals were not able to
gain a long-lasting foothold in other South Dakota cities, the dra66. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader. 1 Feb. 1940,
67. Robert E. Mythen, Commissioner of Conciliation, Special Report, n.d.. Case
File 199-5086 (Dairyland, Sioux Falls), RG 280, NA.
^. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 19 Dec. 1938; Northwest Organizer, 10 Nov.
1938; Dobbs, Teamster Power, pp. 199-209.
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Art Carlson and the members of the Milk Drivers and Dairy Workers Division
of Local 749 had good reason to celebrate Labor Day in 1939.

matic success of the Sioux Falls drivers spurred the growth of
unions in that city and elsewhere in the state as workers began to
believe that when labor stood together it was invincible. In Sioux
Falls, organizations of bakery workers, confectionery workers,
produce workers, city employees, sheet-metal workers, and hod
carriers were only a few examples of the new unions that were
formed when workers in those trades and crafts were inspired by
the success of the drivers. The number of Sioux Falls delegates to
the 1938 convention of the State Federation of Labor increased a
hundred percent over the previous year. New unions were organized around the state, and by 1939 there were fifty-nine unions
represented at the state convention, compared to only twenty-six
that had sent delegates in 1936.*' Perhaps even more important
than the growth in members within the state federation was the
change in attitude that had occurred as younger, more progressive union leaders took their places at state conventions and were
able to convince the older, more conservative labor leaders that
change was needed if organized labor was to grow and prosper in
South Dakota.
69. South Dakota State Federation of Labor, Proceedings of the Nineteenth Anr
nual Convention (Huron, S.Dak., 1938), unpaged; Shrader, History of the South Dakota State Federation of Labor, p. 8.
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Finally, credit for the success Local 749 achieved in Sioux Falls
must go to those valiant drivers who were willing to risk all they
had to organize a drivers union in a city whose employers were
determined to prevent labor from organizing. Through the determination and persistence of those drivers. Local 749 became, by
the end of the 1930s, a strong, militant union whose members
stood proudly in Sioux Falls, no longer afraid to admit they knew
how to spell the word "union."
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