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tractors on farms in 1940. It ranked behind only North Dakota and
Iowa.'
in 1920, just l(i percent of South Dakota's 74,(>37 farmers had
tractors. Although this percentage was higher than that of any
other state in the nation, the vast majority of farmers still used
horses to provide power for their farming operations. The census
of 1920 reported 813,000 horses on South Dakota farms and
ranches, more than ever before or afterward. Tbere were fiftyseven horses per thousand acres of cropland and only one tractor.^ Horses and a few mules pulled most farm implements, except
for threshing machines, which often used mechanical power provided by steam engines. Tractors migbt be employed on a limited
basis for plowing.
The main horse drawn machines were sulky and gang plows,
discs, harrows, two row corn planters, one- and two-row cultivators, grain drills and end-gate seeders, harvesters (mainly binders
that cut the grain and tied it into buntlles), mowing machines, hay
rakes, and stackers. Either two- or four-horse teams pulled most
of these machines. Corn was picked by hand. Because of expansion during World War I, the average size farm under cultivation
in 1920 reached 196 acres, a sharp jump over the 157-acre average
of 1910.^ However, many South Dakota farms were not more than
the traditional quarter section of lüO acres, with less than a hundred acres under cultivation. The average family farmer usually
had four to eight head of work horses.
Although South Dakota farmers were among the earliest tractor users, the first machines were heavy, cumbersome, and poorly suited to most field work. It was not until 1924, when the International Harvester Company introduced the all-purpose Farmall
tractor, that the tractor age really began in American agriculture.
Unlike the earlier tractors, the Farmall was a fairly small, maneuverable machine that could fit most farm and field operations. It
was efficient in that it produced more power at the drawbar,
moved faster through the field, and did not need the rest periods
that horses commonly required. In addition to the International
Harvester's Farmall, other tractors were also chugging through the
fields. These included the John Deere with its distinctive green
paint job and popping noise, the Case, the Fordson, and others.
t. U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Census of Agriculture,
1950, vol. 2 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1952), p. 226.
2. Ibid., pp. .52, 22fi-27.
3. Ibid., p. 52.
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At first, most farmers just hitched the machinery designed for
horses to their tractors and farmed much as they had in the past
except that they utilized a new and better power source. This arrangement was not efficient in cutting labor costs, one of the main
arguments in favor of adopting tractor power, because another person in addition to the tractor driver was often required to operate
the attached machine. For example, if a fanner hitched a corn cultivator to his tractor, another worker sat on the cultivator to guide
the shovels so they would not plow up the growing corn.
It did not take agricultural engineers long, however, to develop
machines specifically designed for tractors. In the case of the corn
cultivator, an implement was developed that fastened directly to
the tractor frame and could be guided between the rows by the
tractor driver himself. By the mid-I930s, a variety of plows, planters, cultivators, and other equipment especially designed for tractor power was available. This new machinery reduced the need
and demand for farm labor, permitted higher speeds of operation,
and actually did a better job of preparing the soil and doing other
tasks.
implements were specifically developed for tractors, farmers
adapted equipment designed for horses. Here, one man drives tlie tractor
as another rides and operates the binder to cut oats on the
Nobel Ingletl farm in Gregory County.
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Moreover, important advances were made in tractors themselves.
One of the first great improvements was the power takeoff, which
was developed in the late 1920s. This device transferred power
directly from the tractor to the mower, harve.ster, grinder, or other
machine. Next came the hydraulic lift, which allowed the farmer
to do such things as lift the plow out of the ground before turning
around at the end of the field simply by pushing a button or lever
on the tractor. In contrast, when a tractor pulled an ordinary
horse-drawn plow, the driver had to reach back and pull a lever
on the plow or pull on a rope attached to the lever in order to
lift the plow out of the ground. One of the greatest advances of
all in tractor design was the addition of rubber tires. The original
Farmall had large steel wheels in the rear with cleats that bit into
the ground for traction. In the early 1930s, however, manufacturers
began installing rubber tires on tractors, a practice that not only
made them more efficient in the field and around the farmstead
but also made them much more comfortable for the operator.
Besides being important for field work, tractors were convenient
around the farmstead. Those with front scoops operated by hydraulic power were especially helpful for hauling manure out of
feedlots. They were also used for hauling hay and other feed to
livestock during winter months, A farmer could simply start up
his tractor, hitch it to the hayrack or grain wagon, and quickly
move feed to the desired place. No longer was it necessary to feed,
curry, and harness a team of horses as part of the job. After rubber tires were placed on trailers, farmers often employed tractors
to pull loads of grain to town. By 1940, tasks all around the farm
were performed with tractors.''
While tractors and tractor-powered machinery had been improved to the point where horsepower could no longer compete
successfully on most farms by the mid-1930s, farmers got rid of
their horses slowly. Many farmers had a .sentimental attachment
to them and were reluctant to dispose of these faithful work animals. Farmers who had a favorite team, as many of them did, often
kept horses when there was no real economic reason to do so. But
more than sentiment was involved. When tractors were first introduced, farmers kept a team or two of horses for supplemental
power to perform tasks that the early tractors and related machines could not do efficiently. For example, a team of horses sup4. On the history of the tractor, see Robert C. Williams, Fordson, Farmall, and
' Johnny: A History of the Farm Tractor aiid Its Impact on America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987).
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plied power for hay stackers, for hauling grain bundles to the
threshing machine, and for other purposes. In the late 1930s, the
great majority of South Dakota farmers had both horses and tractors to run their agricultural operations. Even as late as 1950, more
than half the state's farmers maintained some horses along with
their tractors. An increasing number of operators, however, were
shifting completely. By 1950, roughly 27 percent of the state's
66,452 farmers operated exclusively with tractor power.^
The 1930s saw a rapid move by South Dakota farmers toward
advanced mechanization. By 1940, 55 percent of them had tractors, up from 37 percent a decade earlier. A number of reasons
existed to explain tbis trend. In the first place, by tbe mid- and
late-1930s farmers had more income to invest in machinery. Federal government benefit payments received for reducing acreage
contributed considerably to their increased income. Also, higher
commodity prices followed the New Deal's production controls and
federal price supports for major farm crops. Wheat prices, for instance, rose from about thirty nine cents a bushel in 1931 to
ninety-six cents in 1937; corn prices increased from thirty two to
fifty-one cents a busbel in the same period.*^ While South Dakota
farmers were not out of the depression by the late 1930s, they were
surely better off than they had been in 1931 and 1932.
Secondly, engineering improvements had made tractors and tractor machinery into better buys. The newer machines were more
efficient, more reliable, needed fewer repairs, and could operate
at cheaper cost. The Great Depression had impressed upon farmers
the need to cut production expenses, especially labor costs, and
one of the best ways to do that seemed to be through mechanization. Tractors also fit into the idea that bigger was better and that
larger farms would make greater profits. Farmers came to believe
that they could increase the size of their operations by using tbe
most modern machinery and equipment without increasing labor
costs and thereby lower the expense of producing each bushel of
grain. Increased profits should follow. Livestock gi'owers also found
that modern machinery reduced their labor costs by cutting the
expense of producing teed.
In 1931 and 1932, C. M. Hampson and Poul Cbristophersen
studied the question of using tractor and horse power in South
Dakota's main wheat growing area. The South Dakota Agricultural
5. Censiis qf Agriculture, 1930, 2:52, 227.
6. U.S., Department of Agriculture, Aí/ríV-w/íiíra/Aíaíwíící^ 7P6:2 (Washington,
D.C: Government Printing Office, 1963), pp. 2, 35.
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Adoanced nievitanizaliun is evidfui in litis hitfjfield
Tractor-pulled hay batei's, travtor-niounted hay stackers, and
motortrucks enabled farméis to work large acreages efficiently.
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Experiment Station pubhshed their conclusions in October 1932
at the height of the depression. Hampson and Christophersen
found that most farmers believed that tractor power was definitely
superior to horsepower. Farmers reported that tractors performed
better and provided a timeliness in getting work done because they
could operate at greater speed and without rest. In addition, yields
were often better in fields cultivated with tractors, and, most important, total income also increased. Even though tractors did not
always reduce the unit cost, the fact that farmers could cultivate
more land and produce greater quantities gave them a larger total
income. In short, greater return resulted from operating a larger
business, and tractors were most practical for these larger operators.''
Mechanization was a leading cause for the growing size of farms
in South Dakota and elsewhere. Between 1930 and 1940, the number of farms in the state declined from 83,157 to 72,454, a drop
of 13 percent, and the average farm size grew from 438 to 545
7, Hampson and Christophersen, TVactor and Horse Power in the Wheat Area
ofSauth Dakota, South Dakota Agricultural Experiment Station, Circular 6 (Brookings, Oct. 1932),

In Noveinber 1940, a Hyde County sheep raiser uses
a pickup truck to herd sheep as a blizzard appit>arhes.
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acres. The size of farms and ranches rose most in the central and
western parts of the state, but, even in the corn/hog eastern counties, farmers were handling larger acreages by 1940. The averagesize farm in Moody County on the Minnesota border in 1940 was
238 acres; one hundred miles to the west in Jerauld County, it was
418 acres; and west of the Missouri River in Lyman County, it was
1,144 acres.**
Although tractors were important in the changing structure of
the state's agriculture, motortrucks were also vital. The transport
of farm products to market had always been slow and expensive
in terms of time. Mechanization in the form of trucks began to
solve this problem in the 1920s. At the beginning of the decade,
only 5.7 percent of South Dakota farmers had a motortruck, and
this number increased to 17 percent ten years later. In the 1920s,
the great majority of farmers still hauled their grain and other produce to market in a wagon pulled by a team of horses. The farmer
who sold wheat at an elevator in a town ten miles away required
five to six hours to deliver the load and return home. This task
was often given to farm children between twelve and sixteen years
of age. By 1945, however, about 30 percent of South Dakota farmers owned trucks. Many of these truck owners not only hauled
their own commodities, but they also provided transportation for
their neighbors.^
Another important feature of mechanized agricultural operations was the automobile. While farmers used motorcars mainly
for pleasure and convenience, these vehicles also contributed to
the efficiency of farm operations. In the midst of harve.sting, for
instance, if a binder broke down, it was essential to get the
machine repaired promptly. If the farmer had an automobile, he
could drive to town in a few minutes, get the needed part, and
have the machine fixed in a short time. The loss of harvesting time
was minimal. If the farmer had to make the trip with a team of
horses or on horseback, the down time was far greater. From the
beginning of the automobile age, vSouth Dakota farmers were ardent purchasers of cars. By 1920, 69 percent of the state's farmers
already owned an automobile, and by 1940, the number had increased to 86 percent. Actually, there were more automobiles than
farms, which meant that some farmers had more than one
8. U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Sixteenth Census of
the United States, W^O: Agri.culture, vol. 1, pt. 2 (Washington. D.C: Government
Printing Office, 1942), pp. 470-72.
9. Census of Agriculture, 1950, 2:223.
10. Ibid., 2:232,
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The gasoline tractor, motortruck, and automobile were major
agents of cbange in rural America, but another new source of
power that revolutionized farming and farm work was electricity.
In 1930, only about 10 percent of South Dakota farmers utilized
electric power in their farming and household operations. The
power companies did not consider extension of electric service
to thinly populated rural areas to be a good investment. Besides
the high co.st of extending power lines in the countryside, the farmers' ability or willingness to use much electricity was in question.
Power companies worried that tbeir initial costs would be high
and the returns low. Thus, electric utilities largely ignored the farm
market. Those few farmers who did enjoy electric power were
usually located along main higliways and close to towns where they
could tie into lines already established. Others had battery systems
that used ga.soline or diesel motors to generate electricity. A few
installed wind systems for a minimum of service. As late as the
mid-1930.s, the vast majority of farmers in South Dakota and
throughout the nation used kerosene lamps and lanterns or, in
some cases, gas mantle lamps. Farmers had not yet entered the
age of electricity. They were, so to speak, still in the dark.
In the 1920s, representatives from South Dakota State College
and the Northern States Power Company decided to study the matter of rural electrification. They wanted to determine how much
electric power farmers might use if they were connected to an electric line, how much it would cost farm consumers, and whether
the company could sell enough power to make extension of lines
profitable. Seventeen farmers were connected to a test line near
Renner north of Sioux Falls, and records were kept on usage. Between 1924 and 1928, the average use of electricity on these farms
rose from 65 to 157 kilowatts per month. This experiment seemed
to indicate that farmers in that area at least would be generous
users of electricity if lines were extended to their homes. However,
the private power companies were not thereby convinced that it
would be profitable to invest in the extension of mral power lines.'^
This situation began to change in the mid-193()s. President
Franklin D. Roosevelt started a rural electrification program by
executive order in 1935, and the next year C'ongress passed the
Rural Electrification Act, which established the Rural Electrification Administration (REA). The REA was a lending agency that
made loans to farmer-owned electric cooperatives that were orU. Costs and Uses for Electricity on Sout.h Dakota Farms, South Dakota
Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin 239 (Brookings, June 1929), pp. 26-27.
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By thf 1950s, yardlighLs ivere a common feature of South Dakota's
rural landscape. Electricity also provided power for home appliances
and agricultural operations and made running-water systems possible.
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ganized to provide power to farm homes. The program got off to
a slow start in South Dakota, and by the end of 1939 only five
electric cooperatives had been organized, extending power to a
mere 4 percent of the state's farms. In the late 1940s, however,
rural electrification made giant strides in the state, and by 1950,
69 percent of the farms had electric power.'^
Electricity had many uses in agricultural operations, as well as
in the farm home. Electric motors were used for grinding feed,
pumping water, and shop work. Other uses included lighting for

Using a ¡9U8 Maytag ni-iiH/ri misiting machine with
twin washiubsfor rinsing, Mary Tystad arose at 4:00 A.M.
to wash the laundry and hang it on the clotiiesline to dry.

poultry houses, powering milking machines, and cooling milk.
Besides having electric lights, farm wives now had electric irons,
radios, washing machines, refrigerators, vacuum cleaners, electric
12. Robert T. Beall, "Rural Electrification," in U.S., Department of Agriculture,
Farmi>rs in a Changing World: The Yearbook of Agriculture, iiWO (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Of fice, 1940), pp. 790-807, but especially pp. 794, 803;
Census of AgrUmlture, 1950, 2:212.
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stoves, coffee makers, and other household appliances. Electricpowered pumps permitted running water systems and the installation of bathrooms in farm homes. Indeed, electricity, more than
anything else, reduced the differences in country and city living
and brought farmers into the modern age. The changes it wrought
on farms were little short of revolutionary.
South Dakota farmers also saw the telephone as an important
instrument in improving farm life. As early as 1920, about 44,000
of the state's farmers reported that they had telephone service.
This number remained fairly steady in the 1920s, but during the
hard times of the Great Depression fewer farmers were able to
afford telephones. By 1940, only 24,821 farmers had a telephone.'^
The telephone was not merely a convenience or a means of picking up community gossip on the multi-party line, it was also useful
in farming operations. Farmers could telephone a veterinarian to
treat sick animals, or call for the latest information on grain and
livestock prices, or ring a dealer to see if he had the needed spare
parts. To farmers who were engaging in large and highly commercial operations, modern means of communication and transportation were becoming an increasingly vital part of their business.
Although many South Dakota agriculturalists continued to produce some of their living on the farm in the 1930s, more and more
of them were heavily involved in the exchange economy where
the prices they received for their products and prices paid for purchased goods were crucial elements of their success or failure.
More than electricity, telephone, or tractor, however, the combine did the most to revolutionize small grain farming in South
Dakota. Since statehood, most grain had been harvested with a
binder and the sheaves placed in shocks to dry. Later, the sheaves
were hauled to a threshing machine and threshed. A steam engine,
or later a gasoline tractor, furni.shed the power Several farmers,
usually six to ten, got together and formed a threshing crew. These
crews, with the owner of the threshing rig, would move from farm
to farm over several weeks and thresh each farmer's grain. In this
system, threshing was not only an economic activity but a cooperative, community affair as well. Farm wives vied with one
another to provide elaborate dinners for the threshing crew.
In the 1920s, the combine that harvested and threshed grain in
a single operation attracted South Dakota farmers who had large
acreages to hai^vest and thresh and who wanted to cut down on
labor costs. Using the traditional threshing crew required a great
13. Census of Agriculture, 1950, 2:211.
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deal of labor. One problem with the new equipment remained to
be solved, however. If grain was left standing until it dried properly for cutting and threshing with the combine, losses occurred
from shattering. To solve this problem, farmers adopted the windrow harvester, which cut the grain and left it lying in a windrow
to dry in the field. Then a tractor-pulled combine pas.sed over the
windrows, picked up the grain, and threshed it. While harvesting
and threshing still required two operations—windrowing and combining—a single individual could now do both jobs. The threshing
crew was no longer necessary. In 1927, 180 South Dakota farmers
had combines, but a year later there were 648 machines in the
state, testifying to the combine's growing popularity.'*
By the eve of World War II, the structure of South Dakota agriculture had changed considerably. Most noticeably, farms were
becoming fewer and larger. The 72,454 farms in the state represented the smallest number since 1900. Indeed, during the 1930s
South Dakota lost 10,849 farms. The amount of land in farms, however, was the largest up to that time, reaching over 39 million acres
in 1940. On the other hand, the amount of cropland actually harvested was way below what it had been in 1930, mainly because
of the federal acreage-reduction programs. With the available machinery, farmers could handle more acres, and between 1935 and
1940 alone the average size of farms in the state increased by nearly a hundred acres, reaching an average of 545 acres per farm.
Despite the fact that 55 percent of the fanners had tractors, roughly 83 percent still kept horses for working or riding.''^ The horse
age was passing, but in 1940 it was not yet quite gone.
Despite the demands in World War II for guns, tanks, trucks, and
airplanes, food production was also essential to Allied victory.
Farmers were freed from acreage restrictions and urged to produce as much as they could. To meet wartime demands, farmers
required more machinery and equipment to replace their dwindling labor supply as young men left the farm for military service
and higher paying industrial jobs. Consequently, farm machinery
manufacturers received some priority for scarce raw materials so
that they could maintain production of needed agricultural equip14. Thomas D. Isem, Custom Com.bining on the Great Plains: A History (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1981), pp. 17-18. A detailed study of the use
of the combine can be found in Gabriel Lundy, K. H, Klages, and J. F. Goss, Progress Report on the Use of the Combine in South Dakota, South Dakota Agricultural
Experiment Station, Bulletin 244, (Bn)okings, Sept, 1929).
15. Census of Agriculture, 1950, 2:52, 226-27.
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accomplish work that once required a crew of threshers arid teams of horses.

ment. By the end of World War II, almost 76 percent of South
Dakota's farmers had tractors. This number was up about 20 percent in a short period of five years. Although the agricultural census of 1940 did not record the number of grain combines, by 1945
there were 10,831 of tbese macbines harvesting much of the state's
small grain. There was also an increase in the use of other machines.'"
Witb the utilization of more and more motorized equipment in
the late 1930s and 1940s, a new operating expense began to enter
farm accounts—the cost of gasoline and oil required for tractors
and trucks. Traditionally, farmers had raised their own fuel in the
form of hay and oats for horses. Horee feed was not often a cash
outlay. Now, however, farmers were spending several hundred dollars a year to buy gasoline and oil. In 1939, 56,709 South Dakota
farmers spent $8.9 million for petroleum products, or an average
of $157 per farm. Data are not available for 1945, but by 1950 the
figure had jumped to $587. As machinery got more complicated
and expensive, repair costs also rose. Earlier figures do not exist
16. Ibid., 2:226; U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, United
States Census of Agriculture, 1954. vol. 1, pt. 11, North Dakota and South Dakota
(Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, I95(j), p. 200.
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for machine repairs, but by 1949 the average annual cost for South
Dakota farmers for this purpose was $412.'^
Farmers had always needed some cash to buy supplies required
to produce crops and livestock and for at least a part of their living. However, the cost of mechanization, as well as growing expenses for seed, fertilizer, and other supplies, placed greater
pressure on farmers to increase their cash flow. Many farmers
sought to meet their greater cash needs by enlarging production,
which was one of the driving forces behind the move toward
mechanization and the operating of larger farms in the first place.
Even with enlarged operations, however, farmers found themselves caught in a harsh cost price squeeze when tbeir expenses
grew and the price of farm commodities failed to rise or, in some
cases, even fell. This problem became especially important following the Korean War when agricultural prices dropped sharply but
the cost of products farmers had to buy remained relatively bigh.
Between 1951 and 1956, farm prices declined about 23 percent,
17. Census of Agriculture, 1950, 2:295. 297.
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while the commodities farmers had to purchase stayed nearly the
same."*
A comparison of machinery prices to farm commodity prices
from the end of World War II to 1960 gives a clear picture of the
cost-price squeeze for farmers. In 1946, the average price of a tractor was sixteen hundred dollars; by 1960, tbe price had nearly
doubled to three thousand dollars. Wheat prices, however, actually
averaged sixteen cents a bushel less in 1960 than in 1946. Consequently, while 838 busbels of wheat would buy a tractor in 1946,
it took 1,748 bushels, or more than twice as much, in 1960. It took
the sale of 1,513 bushels of wheat to purchase a self'-propelled combine in 1946, but 3,829 some fourteen years later. Wbile it is true
tbat the newer machines were better, this fact did not make up
for the cost of machinery when farm prices were so relatively low.
Also, the price of many repairs rose dramatically. A planter sprocket that cost $3.55 in 1947 cost $9.43 in 1961. A twelve-inch plow
18. Gilberte. Fite, AnieHcan Farmers, the New MinoHty {Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1981), p. 107.

Gasoline and oil expenses formed an
ever-growing part of farm, expenses as use of
motorized equipment increased. This Standard Oil
tank truck stands ready to make rural deliveries
from Qwanka, South Dakota.
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share rose from $3.30 to $5.12 in the same period. Some repairs
declined in price, but there were .substantial increases overall.^^
As mentioned above, the cost-price squeeze had fueled much
of the drive for greater efficiency in the years after World War
II. While mechanization was only one factor in improving agricultural efficiency, it was probably the most important. Consequently,
South Dakota farmers, like those throughout the nation, turned
to more and larger machines to farm larger acreages and reduce
the cost of each unit of production. By 1950, the average farm
size in South Dakota was 674 acres, up 130 acres from a decade
earlier, and the number of farms had declined to 66,452. The average acreage of farmland harvested increased about one hundred
acres per farm during the same period. Use of the latest and most
.sophisticated machinery had made these larger farms feasible.
By the 195().s, agricultural machinery had become both larger
and more powerful. In 1951, only 8 percent of the tractors sold
had more than 35 horsepower; by 1964, only 8 percent had less
than that. These more powerful tractors pulled larger equipment
such as four- and five-hottom plows, six-row cultivators, and
twenty-foot drills with ease. Moreover, they delivered greater
horsepower per gallon of fuel. Manufacturers were also adding
features that provided both greater efficiency and comfort. The
continuous power takeoff was a major improvement, as were better hydraulic systems for raising and lowering machinery being
pulled. By 1960, farmers couid enjoy such options as power steering, soft foam-rubber seats, self-starters, and cabs to protect the
operator from heat, cold, and dust.^**
One of the greatest technological advances in grain farming was
the self-propelled combine harvester-tbresher. First manufactured
commercially in 1944, the machine soon became popular among
farmers. Self-propelled combines had the advantage over pulled
machines in that tbey were easier to operate and generally moved
faster through the field. Between 1945 and 1950, the number of
grain combines in Soutb Dakota doubled, growing from 10,831 to
21,812. By 1954, there were 33,204. Half the state's farmers had
a combine, many of which were self-propelled.2'
19. U.S., Congress, House, fhrm Cost-Pri£e Squeeze: Hearings before the Subcommittee on Equipment, Supplies, and Manpower of tht^ Committee on
Agriculture, 87th Cong,, 1st sess,, 1961, Serial H, pp, 73, 139-40.
20. E, M, Dieffenbach and R, B, Gray, Tower in the Present," in U.S., Department of Agriculture, h)wer to ¡^oduce: The Yearbook of AgHculture, I960 (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1960), pp. 34-42.
21. U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Cen.su.s, United States Census
of Agriculture, 1959, vol. 1, pt. 19, South Dakota (Washington, D.C: Government
Printing Office, 1961), p. 7.
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A John. Deere corn ¡ticker strips ears from the stalk and elévales them into a
trailing wagon, a task that previously required countless hours of hand work.

South Dakota farmers eagerly took up all of the latest agricultural technology. Besides tractors and combines, they bought corn
pickers that stripped the ears from the stalk and elevated them
into a wagon or truck. By the end of the 1950s, corn heads on combines picked and shelled the corn in a single operation. South Dakota farmers had 26,160 corn pickers in 1950, and 32,697 only five
years later. There were also a growing number of hay balers, milking machines, forage harvesters, and other types of labor-saving
equipment. In 1959, South Dakota farmers were spending almost
$44 million a year on gasoline and oil for their farm production
activities.^^ By 1964, full mechanization had been achieved on the
vast majority of the state's farms.
As early as 1950, it became clear that mechanization was having a major effect on farm .structure in South Dakota, as it was
in the rest of the country. Farmers who managed well and had
capital for land and the proper machines could operate large acreages. The gap between bigger, more prosperous farmers and those
who were just getting by was widening perceptively. In 1950, the
United States Bureau of the Census began analyzing commercial
farms by economic class. On the basis of the value of farm prod22. Ibid., pp, 7-S; Census of Agriculture, 1950, 2:221.

Copyright © 1990 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

298

South Dakota History

ucts sold, farmers were divided into six classes, ranging from class
t, which produced a value of farm products of $25,000 or more,
to class VI, which had a value of farm products sold of between
$250 and $1,199. In 1949, the two top categories of farms in the
state, that is, those with a value of products sold annually of more
than $10,000, made up only 17 percent of the total farms, but these
operations held about 40 percent of the land that was in farms.
The two bottom categories, containing a value of products sold
of less than $2500 a year, constituted 19 percent of the farmers,
but they held less than 10 percent of the farm land. The two middle categories, with a value of farm products sold between $2,499
and $9,999, made up over 60 percent of tbe farms, but they held
only 49 percent of the land. Although the largest number of South
Dakota farmers fell in the middle group, there were about twelve
thousand small, unprofitable units that had little, if any, economic
future. At the same time, there were many large farms. The farmers in class I ran operations that averaged 4,118 acres, and those
in class II held an average of 1,305 acres.^^
Tbe clearest picture of what was happening can be gleaned from
looking at the value of products sold by the top categories of farmers. While those in the two highest groups made up only 17 percent of the total commercial farmers, they produced 45 percent
of the value of all farm products sold in the state. The two middle
categories made up 63 percent of the total farms, but they received
only 50 percent of tbe value of farm products sold. The twelve
thousand of the lowest income farmers, or 19 percent of the total,
received less than 5 percent of the value of farm products sold.
With that kind of income distribution, it is not surprising tbat the
highest percentage of farmers in the top categories had telephones,
central electric power, grain combines, corn pickers, pick-up hay
balers, and motortrucks. There was little difference in the percentages of farmers in the upper and middle income groups when it
came to the ownersbip of tractors and automobiles. Nearly ail
farmers had automobiles if they were in the highest four categories, where the value of farm products sold was in excess of
$5,000.^^
During the 1950s and 1960s, the number of farms continued to
decrease, and the state's farm population dropped significantly.
23. Census of Agriculture, 1950, 2:1110, 1133, 1137. The classes of farms, based
on value of farm products sold, were: class I, S25,<X)0 or more; class 11, $10.000
to «24,999; class III, $5,000 to $9,999; class IV, $2,500 to $4,999; cla.ss V, $1,200
to $2,499; and class VI, $2.50 to $1,199.
24. Ibid., 2:1132-33, 1175.
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Between 1950 and 1961, tbe number of farms declined from 66,452
to 49,600, or an average drop of about 1,600 farms a year. The
strictly farm population decreased from 254,000 to 213,000 in the
same period. By 1960, only 30 percent of South Dakota's population of 680,514 people lived on farms. This trend, of course, was
not new, as the number of farms and farmers had been dropping
ever since the Great Depression. However, it became a matter of
deep concern to tbe state's leaders as they saw farm income drop
and so many young people migrate to other parts of the country.
Between 1950 and 1960, approximately 14 percent of South Dakota's young adults, many of whom were forsaking family farms,
left the state.^-'^
Since the state's economy was based so heavily on agriculture,
it was clear tbat hard times on the farm were a threat to South
Dakota economic and social welfare. While net farm income was
fairly good in 1950 and 1951, reaching $5,141 per farm in the latter year under the impact of high prices generated by the Korean
War, lower incomes soon returned and persisted for several years.
In 1955, average net farm income in South Dakota was a mere
$2,050, and in 1956 it was ouly $2,408. Income went up later, but
it did not again reach the 1951 figure until 1962.^"^ The fact that
farmers nationwide were suffering a similar fate was no solace to
South Dakotans.
As prices dropped after the Korean War, farmers became thoroughly aroused. The cattle situation became so bad in the fall of
1953 that some ranchers and their spokesmen testified in Watertown before the touring House Agriculture Committee about tbe
need for price relief. Cattle prices were scarcely half what they
bad been a year earlier. Roscoe E. Dean, Jr., a physician from Wessington Springs who had a cattle business iu addition to bis medical
practice, wired Congressman Harold Lovre, urging Congress to take
action that would help farmers who were suffering from tbe cost25. Marvin P. Riley, Soutk Dakota Population atid Farm Census Facts: Ranking
of Counties on Popnlation Facts, ¡<J50^19()0, and Farm Fartx, 1954-1959, South
Dakota Agricultural Ex|>eriment Station, Circular 151 (Brookings, Jan. 1962); Marvin
P Riley and Jame.s E. Pew, Tlie Migration of Young Adults, ¡950 to I960: South
Dakota Counties, State Economics Areas and States in the North Central Region,
South Dakota Agricultiiral Experiment Station, Pamphlet No, P122 (Brookings, Nov.
1967); Marvin P. Riley and Robert T. Wagner, Reference Thbles: Population Cha^ige
of Counties and hiforjmrated Places, South Dakota, 1950-1970, South Dakota
Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin 586 (Bro()king.s, July 1971).
26. U.S., Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, Farm Iricmne:
Stau; Estimates, 1949 ¡966, FIS 207 Supplement (Aug. 1967), pp. 12-13.
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price squeeze. The disparity between farm and nonfarm prices.
Dean remarked, was especially destructive to the young farmers
and small family operators.^^ Governor Ralph Herseth echoed this
theme when he also testified before the House Committee on Agriculture some years later, indicating that the situation had not improved much. He declared that the economy of his state was being
"most seriously threatened by the disastrous continuing drop in
the income of our farmers." He added that economic stagnation
on the farm had "already made itself felt upon the main streets
of our cities and towns in South Dakota to a great degree."^"
Several South Dakotans were on hand in 1961 to testify before
the House Committee on Agriculture when the lawmakers met
in Sioux City to examine the cost-price squeeze and its effects upon
farmers. Congressmen, including South Dakotan Ben Reifel who
was a member of the committee, heard repeated demands for legislation that would somehow restore farm income. Like Governor
Herseth the year before, these witnesses described how low agricultural returns were driving farmers out of business and leaving
ghost towns from one end of the state to the other. Ben Radcliffe,
president of the South Dakota Farmers Union, said that the costprice squeeze was forcing one thousand farmers a year out of business and tbat low farm income was threatening the state's entire
economy. Actually, he underestimated the numl)er of farmers who
were leaving agriculture. Radcliffe claimed that for every twelve
farmers who ceased operation, one local business failed. "A drive
through a small town in South Dakota with a look at its vacant
buildings will bear tbis out," he added.^"^ Ross Cumming, master
of tbe state Grange and a farmer who lived northwest of Huron,
told the lawmakers that agriculture was the "victim of its own tremendous capacity.' ' In other words, the efficiency to which mechanization had contributed so much was not producing prosperity
on the farm.^"
M. J. Mickelson, an implement dealer from Aberdeen, discussed
the pressure on farmers to add acreage and engage in larger operations. The idea, he pointed out, was to increase volume in hopes
of making a profit even at lower prices, but this was not working.
27. Mitchell Daily Republic, 14 Oct. 1953; Wessington Springs Independent, 15
Oct. 1953.
28. U.S., Congress, House, General Farm Legislation: Hearings before the Com,mitt^e on Agriculture, 86th Cong., 2d sess., 1960, pt. 1, pp. 480-81.
29. Farm Cost-Price Squeeze, p. 253.
30. Ibid., p. 254.

Copyright © 1990 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Effects of Mechanization

301

Farmers in Brown County who cultivated six to fifteen hundred
acres had thirty to fifty thousand dollars invested in machinery,
and even such large operators could not make a reasonable profit. Fred E. Larson, a John Deere dealer from Sioux Falls, testified
that in the last five years 36 percent of the state's farm machinery
dealers had gone out of business because farmers had failed, and
the income of those remaining was low. He and his banker, Larson explained, had repossessed more farm machinery during 1960
than in any year during his 15 years in business.-"
These and other South Dakotans, joined by farm spokesmen from
elsewhere, told the House Committee on Agriculture that the costprice squeeze was hurting individual producers, driving farmers
out of business, and wrecking the local economies of many small
towns. It was not a pretty picture for South Dakota and the rest
of the nation's rural heartland. These defenders of farmers also
went further. They argued that low agricultural income would
eventually destroy prosperity in the nonfarm sectors of the economy. The figures seemed to bear out the fears of these agricultural spokesmen. Population not only showed a rapid decrease in the
number of people on farms but a decline of small towns and trade
centers as well. Even many of the state's county seat towns could
not maintain their populations. The process went something like
this. Farms became larger and fewer in a community, reducing the
demand for goods and services in the small towns. Then businesses
would fail, and the town's population would shrink. With reduced
goods and other services locally, farmers made a quick trip by car
or truck to a larger trading center, aggravating the problems of
businessmen in the small towns as they lost part of what business
was available. Thus machinery dealers, hardware stores, grocery
merchants, and other retailers were gradually forced to the wall
in one small town after another. It was the inevitable consequence
of fewer and larger farms and a dwindling farm population.
Between 1950 and 1960, 59 percent of Soutb Dakota's towns and
villages lost population. Even such towns as Alexandria, Howard,
Flandreau, IVndall, and Webster, all in good agricultural areas, had
fewer people in 1960 than they had a decade earlier. For these
and other small towns, the population decline continued in the
1960s, in many cases at an accelerated rate. From 1960 to 1970,
almost 73 percent of the state's 280 small towns lost population.
The decline was even greater than in the 1940s and 1950s. While
some towns lost only a few people, as time passed it was an in31. Ibid., pp, 283-84, 298-99.
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creasing struggle, not only to preserve a solid core of businesses,
but to maintain schools, churches, health care facilities, and other
services. Smaller towns, those with less than five hundred people, were hit the hardest. Of the 193 towns of less than five hundred re.sidents, 76 percent lost population in the 1960s. For
example, Wakonda in southeastern South Dakota went from 454
to 290 people from 1950 to 1970, and Garden City in the northeast declined from 282 to 126 in the same period.-^^ As travelers
moved through these village.s, they .saw main streets that were
largely abandoned. The unpainted and boarded-up buildings testified to a huge demographic and population change based on a
changing agriculture.
As mentioned earlier, motortrucks and automobiles were a major factor in the decline of the small farm town, along with the
drop in farm population. These vehicles not only greatly improved
farm efficiency, they carried farmers right past the little towns,
where they once did business, to larger trading centers. Trucks
permitted farmers to haul grain and livestock to more distant
markets and to buy supplies there as well. In many cases, the small
town died because it was simply by-passed. Farmers and their
wives preferred to shop in a larger town where a greater variety
of goods and services existed and where prices were sometimes
lower. For example, all of the small towns around Huron—Alpena,
Woonsocket, Virgil, Wolsey, Wessington, and Cavour—lo.st population in the 1950s, and all except Wessington and Wolsey in the
1960s.•^•' Many of the state's towns had been declining in population for several decades. In the 1930s, people left because of
drought and depression, and during the 1940s, because of manpower demands by tbe military services and industry. But following World War II, scores of small country towns withered away
as farms got fewer and larger and the farm population dropped
steadily. It was not so much a dramatic collapse as it was a steady
and deadening attrition.
A look at Jerauld County in the east-central part of the state
will illustrate the point. In 1940, the county had 732 farms and
a total population of 4,752. There were three towns to service the
farm families and other residents. Wessington Springs, the county seat, had 1,352 people; Alpena in the northeastern part of the
32. Riley and Wagner, Reference 1h.bles: htpulation Change, table 4; Sidney G.
Goss, Robert T. Wagner, and Robert M. Dimil, Populution Change in South Dakota
Small Vßunis, 1960-1970, South Dakota Agricultura] Experiment Station, Bulletin
636, (Brookings, Dec, 1975), pp, 10, 13.
33. Riley and Wagner, Reference Thbles: Bnpulation Change, table 4.
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county had 440; and Lane had 214. While Lane had limited services, it did have a grocery store and other businesses, as well as
a grade and high school. Wessington Springs and Alpena had full
machinery services, grocery stores, banks, medical doctors, and
otber businesses and services.
Even tbough conditions were favorable for agriculture during
the 1940s, the number of farms in the county dropped by 56, or
about 7.5 percent. During the next decade, the decline continued

Small towns declinml and died as an invvilabtc vouscquviicc <ij ificindling
farm, population. In addition, automobiles permitted faimers to bypass
declining small-town markets and, merchants- Although Wessington Springs
gained population in the 1940s, it, too, experienced loss by the 1960s.

at an even faster pace. By 1960, Jerauld County had 551 farms,
and by 1964, only 494. The county lost 238 farms in the quarter
centuiy after 1940, and the average size rose from 418 to 649 acres.
In light of this situation, it is not surprising that the county's total
population declined steadily, reaching only 3,310 in 1970. In tbe
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30 years between 1940 and 1970, Jerauld county lost 38 percent
of its farms and 30 percent of its total population.
Wbile the number of farms and farm population dropped, so did
the town population. Wessington Springs actually gained 100 people in tbe 1940s, but Alpena lost 14, and Lane dropped by 50, nearly one-fourth of its total population. By 1960, Aipena had lost
another 20 people, and Lane was down to fewer tban 100 persons,
less than half its population in 1940. By the 196()s even Wessington
Springs could not maintain its population. It declined from 1,488
to 1,300, while Alpena lost another 100 persons, leaving only 307.
By 1970 only 94 people remained in Lane. Estimated total migration from the county was 1,063 persons in the 1950s alone.'*''
For the most part, the small farm towns no longer had a population and economic base that could maintain their bu.sinesses, sei"vices, and institutions. Alpena, for example, continued to support
a grade school and a very small high school, but by the 1980s Lane
no longer had any school at all. Only We.ssington Springs had a
medical doctor. Without adequate economic opportunities, people, especially young people, left Jerauld and other counties in
droves. Between 1950 and 1960, 35,515 young persons migrated
out of the state. The extent of that exodus was determined in a
study by Marvin P. Riley and James E. Pew at South Dakota State
University. By calculating the births and deaths between 1950 and
1960, Riley and Pew could figure what the population should have
been in 1960 if there bad been no out migration. As mentioned
above, statewide out migration was 14 percent in tbe 1950s. In
Jerauid County they found tbat 24 percent of tbe total population left, and 43 percent of the young adult population forsook
the county in the decade after 1950.-"^ By 1965, South Dakota's
farm population was down to 197,000, and by 1970 it had dropped
to 172,000. These statistics signaled the continuing demise of the
small farm towns.
In the twenty-five years between 1939 and 1964, a mechanical
revolution occurred on South Dakota farms. Tractors, motortrucks
and pickups, self propelled combines for grain, corn, and soybeans,
and larger plowing, planting, cultivating, and baying equipment
all combined to greatly reduce the need for labor and to make it
possible for the family farmer to farm several hundred, or even
a few thousand, acres. During the same time period, electricity
34. Ibid. The population and agricultural censuses of 1940, 1950, and 1960 contain detailed information on the declining number of farms and fanners by county.
35. Riley and Pew, Migration of Young Adults, pp. 22, 27.
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provided light and power for a host of appliances and machines,
further enhancing the ease and convenience of farm work. The
average commercial farm in the state had increased in size to 978
acres by 1969, about twice the size of farms in 1940. The number
of farms had dropped to 40,470, only a little more than half the
number of thirty years earlier.^"
As these developments occurred and the basic structure of agriculture changed, South Dakota's population shifted from the farms
and small towns to larger cities of over twenty five hundred population. In 1940, some 307,000 of the state's residents, or 48 percent, actually lived on farms, and tens of thousands more in small
towns of less than twenty-five hundred. By 1970, the farm population had declined by nearly half, to only 25 percent of the total,
while the urban segment had grown to 44.6 percent. The rest of
the people were residents of small towns. Although South Dakota
was the nation's second most rural state, the people living in towns
of twenty-five hundred or more made up almost half of the total
population by 1970.^^
Mechanization of agricultural production greatly stimulated
basic changes in South Dakota's economic and social life after 1940.
It permitted larger and fewer farms, encouraged the decline of
the farm population, and indirectly helped to weaken or destroy
many small towns. The changes supported by modern mecbanization continued in the 1970s and 1980s, and by 1990 they had not
yet run their full course.
36. U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 197-i( Census of Agriculture, vol. 1, pt. 51 (Washington, D.C.: Government Priming Of fice, 1977), p. 193;
Census of Agriculture, 1950, 2:ri2.
37. For figure.s on farm, small town, and urban population, see Goss, Wagner,
and Dimit, Population Change in South Dakota Small fltunts, p. U.
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