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Adventures and Dilemmas
of a Grassroots Historian

WILLIAM C. PRATT'

Grassroots history is in vogue today. While there are different definitions of this approach, to me it is simply a kind of local and regional history that, in addition to entailing other sorts of research,
often takes the historian out into the neighborhood, the community,
or the countryside. There, he or she can talk to people, look at buildings, and experience the landscape.^ Grassroots history neither has
nor deserves a special status in the historical profession. Still, I think
my experience over the past decade or so studying the history of
farm and radical movements in the Dakotas has some bearing on
the work other historians are doing in numerous locales in this
country and elsewhere in the world.
There is an accidental quality to much of what occurs in historical
research of any kind. This is true both in terms of what sources survive and what topics we choose to study. In my case, a conversation with a colleague led to an invitation to dinner, where I met his
father, a former president of the Iowa Farmers Union and a major
figure in the 1948 presidential campaign of Progressive party candidate Henry Wallace. This meeting whetted my interest in the history
•An earlier version of this essay was given as a talk to the Phi Alpha Theta Chapter
at Emporia State University, Emporia, Kansas, 9 November 1989. The author also wishes
to acknowledge the financial support received from the University Committee on
Research of the University of Nebraska at Omaha.
1. For a somewhat different definition of grassroots history, see E. J. Hobsbawm,
"History from Below—Some Reflections," in History from Below: Studies in Popular
Protest and Popular Ideology, ed. Frederick Krantz (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988),
pp. 13-27.
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of the Farmers Union in the Gold War era, which has led me to archival holdings in seven or eight states (including materials in the
basement of the house of my colleague's father and in a bank in
Oldham, South Dakota), research in numerous newspapers, and
quite a few Interviews.
This interest also resulted in my attendance at the United States
Farmers Association convention every fall for fourteen years. There,
I met former participants in left-wing causes, and I gradually came
to the conclusion that I would be missing out on a wonderful opportunity if I failed to expand my research to include the experiences of some of them. One of the figures 1 came to know through
this small annual farm meeting was Glarence H. Sharp, who died
in April of 1989 at the age of ninety-seven. The son of a Populist,
Sharp was introduced to socialism and the Industrial Workers of
the World by itinerant harvest hands, and he himself sold the Socialist weekly newspaper, the Appeal to Reason, on the streets of
his hometown of Bristol, South Dakota. Later, he participated in the
Nonpartisan League and became a Gommunist, serving as state
party secretary in the 1930s and remaining a functionary for the
Minnesota-Dakotas district into the early 1960s before he was expelled. He had a good memory and was willing to share it with me.
What was more, he was willing to vouch for me with some of his
old acquaintances.
Thus, in the early 1980s, I decided against my better judgment
(which told me to finish my work on other topics before starting on
this one) that I was going to dig up what I could on radicalism in
the Dakotas. Almost every summer, beginning in 1983, I have made
a research trip to one or both of these states. Much of my attention
has come to focus on two separate sections: the extreme northwest
corner of North Dakota, or what I call "West of Minot," and the
extreme northeast corner of South Dakota. (I do not yet have a name
for this area. "Fast of Aberdeen" is not as accurate or as appropriate
as "West of Minot.") This focus is due to the unusual persistence
of left-wing sentiment in these two sections. Williams Gounty, North
Dakota, elected Socialist sheriffs prior to World War I and had six
precincts vote for Henry Wallace in 1948. The town of Sisseton, South
Dakota, elected a Socialist mayor in 1912, and Roberts Gounty, for
which Sisseton serves as county seat, had four small branches of
the Gommunist party as late as the 1940s.^
2. For an overview of Socialist activity in North and South Dakota, see William C.
Pratt, "Socialism on the Northern Plains, 1900-1924," South Dakota History 18
(Spring/Summer 1988): 1-35.
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My first research trip to North Dakota had been in regard to the
Farmers Union, but in the summer of 1983, I began on-site work
on radicalism with a visit to a farmer who lived near a small town
southeast of Minot. I had met the farmer briefly at Clarence Sharp's
ninetieth birthday celebration two years earlier. My initial reason
forwantingto visit with him was that I had been told he hada room
full of manuscript material that once belonged to Alfred Knutson,
a long-time Communist organizer. The story I heard was that Knutson never threw anything away. Since he had joined the Communist

.An open, rolling landscape and a history of
radicalism characterize the West of Minot region.

party in the early 1920s and had been a key figure in Communist
efforts in agriculture, I thought that there must be a treasure-trove
of documents out there.'' What I would be able to do with a roomful of Knutson's papers! I daydreamed of, among many other things,
how I would get them photocopied. As it turned out, I did not find
any Knutson papers, but I have visited this North Dakota farmer five
3. Knutson is discussed in Lowell K. Dyson, Red Harvest: The Communist Party and
American Farmers (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982).
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Air-conditioned transportation is a necessity for summer travel in
the Dakotas. This scene was photographed in Ettendale, North Dakota.

times, and he has introduced me to other old farmers who participated in radical causes in this vicinity. My initial idea had been to
locate a pile of documents, but I ended up with invaluable grassroots
perspectives, including a wonderful off-color quote that I probably
will never be able to publish in a scholarly journal.
In the spring of 1987, I proposed a paper for the Northern Great
Plains History Conference scheduled for Sioux Falls, South Dakota,
in the fall. My topic was the farm revolt of the 1930s. As is often the
case, I had only a rough idea about the paper and submitted a title
general enough to cover what ! might actually write about five
months later. My idea was to write an article-length piece along the
lines of what Eric Hobsbawm and George Rude had written in their
book Captain Swing, which treated the Fngiish farm uprising of
1830.'^ I had been impressed with their work and thought I could
4. E. J. Hobsbawm and George Rude, Gaptain Swing (New York: Pantheon Books,
1968).
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use it as a rough model for a similar study set on the Northern Great
Plains. The naïveté of this notion (not to mention my hubris) was
not apparent at the time. I thought I should be able to count up
the number of farm demonstrations and farm sales that protesters
had stopped or attempted to stop in the region and build much
of my study upon those statistics. Someday I may be able to tally
up all those episodes, but 1 realized sometime in the summer of
1987 that 1 would not be able to do it by October of that year. Fortunately, 1 had not committed myself in the paper abstract of the previous spring and was able to rethink what I was about.^
I took my annual trip to North Dakota in August, researching in
weekly newspapers at the State Historical Society in Bismarck and
covering familiar territory traveling to other locales, including some
in the West of Minot area. Another trip into northeast South Dakota,
however, broke new ground. Fortunately, 1 was on leave that year
and could make the trip in September, Three weeks before the paper
was due to be read at the conference, 1 was still digging, and, this
time, I uncovered a new layer of radical experience, I spent a week
in Roberts County, which, as already suggested, had been a hotbed of radicalism for a long time. Here, 1 worked three days at the
courthouse, examining depositions and other legal papers related
to an iniunction and criminal case brought against local militants
in 1934.'^ In this county, the Gommunists and their farm front, the
United Farmers League, had a strong following and raised hell for

5. For the study that I ultimately wrote, see William C. Pratt, "Rethinking the Farm
Revolt of the 1930s," Créai Plains Quarterly 8 (Summer 1988): 131-44.
6. The existence of these materials had first been called to my attention In a history
of the Roberts County United Farmers League written by Gordon Smith, one of
Clarence Sharp's grandsons. While at the courthouse on this trip, one of the typical
disappointments of the grassroots historian overtook me. I was at this time also researching the 1912 fall election when Eugene V. Debs, the Socialist presidential
nominee, made his best showing nationally The South Dakota Legislative Manual
reported that he received 192 votes in Roberts County, and I was anxious to see the
precinct breakdown of that vote. The county clerk was cooperative and allowed me
to look at everything they had, but I never found anything about Ihe 1912 election.
In fact, the earliest election records in the Roberts County Courthouse date to the
late 1920s. (I might add that I later discovered the same paucity of records for this
era in the Brown County Courthouse in Aberdeen.) On the other hand, I did find
more recent returns that showed Henry Wallace, who ran for president on a thirdparty ticket in 1948, attracted a respectable vote in some of the same Roberts County precincts that Communist-backed candidates carried in the 1934 election. These
eleclion records confirm a left-wing presence at the grassroots level here similar to
what I found in selected precincts in Williams and Mountrail counlies in West of
Minot.
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several years before New Deal programs and anti-Communist sentiment reduced their clout. The depositions were particularly rich
in detailed biographical information, but I was able to supplement
them with interviews and conversations with local people, including
descendants of some of the defendants. While I spoke with only
a handful of people, their recollections were quite belpful.
I spent a good portion of that week driving from place to place.
The weather was pleasant, and the leaves of late September were
spectacular. As I traveled, I talked with a number of other people
who might know something about my topic. Several of them were
sons and daughters of participants in the farm insurgency. My topic
has a particular sensitivity to it in that I am interested in determining who among the protesters were Communists. I know, courtesy
of Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) documents, that there were
four separate Communist party groups in Roberts County as late
as the mid-1940s, but I do not find it helpful to ask a person right
off if his or her parents had been Communists. Thus, I am somewhat
circumspect about this topic. On some occasions, I find myself talking with people who I know had been party members themselves
or were children of party members; yet neither they nor I ever let
on about it.
One local man, however, had told me earlier that he had been
active in the Communist youth group. This trip, I visited him at
home, following his Dakota directions, which went something like
this—two miles west, seven north, four west, two north, two west,
and one-half south. Such directions are great in the daytime, if you
get them written down correctly, but the return trip on a dark
September evening can be a real challenge. The man was quite forthcoming in an extended kitchen conversation, but I did sense some
vexation on his wife's part concerning all the discussion about earlier
Communist activity. At one point, she asked me where I was going
to read this paper. Her husband and another local couple were interested in thehistory of thearea, however, and were quite helpful.
They urged me to contact the daughter of an old-time radical who
lived in the northern end of the county.
Following up the lead, I spent a delightful evening at this woman's
house, visiting with her and her sister. They brought out a scrapbook with items their father had written, including some political
poetry that had been published in newspapers and a draft of his
deposition for the injunction case. He had been an early settler in
the area and the first postmaster of a nearby village. At one point
in the evening, the older sister asked me if I had ever heard of a
man named Sharp, who used to visit her father in the 1930s. I replied
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that I knew him and had visited with him several times. However,
I did not say that it was probably because of what Gtarence Sharp
had told me that I made this trip in the first place.
One of the most interesting episodes of this trip occurred on the
way back to Omaha. During my Roberts Gounty stay, I had frequently made inquiries concerning Oscar Brekke. He had been a major
figure in the 1930s farm revolt in South Dakota, serving first as president of the Grant Gounty Farmers Holiday and then as the organization's state president. Grant Gounty borders Roberts Gounty on the
south, and Brekke had participated in one of the scraps that led
to the cases I was studying. No one I talked to had heard anything
about him, and they thought he was probably dead, as he would
have to be in his nineties. Finally, I tried telephone information and,
to my surprise, obtained a phone number for him. Despite repeated
calls, I never got an answer. His address was Albee, a small community (in a part of the United States where there are no large communities) southeast of Milbank, the county seat of Grant Gounty.
I first inquired about Brekke at Peever, which has the only farmimplement dealer in the area, and at Wilmot, which is in the extreme southern part of Roberts Gounty. I spent Friday night in Milbank and decided I could spend some of Saturday morning hunting
for him. He had been a house mover after the Farmers Holiday era,
and I thought I might be able to obtain a lead at a hardware store.

An abandoned farmhouse symbolizes the solitude of
life, both past and present, on the Northern Creat Plains.

Copyright © 1991 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

128

South Dakota History

So 1 set out in downtown Milbank to find one. Before I located it,
however, I spotted a newspaper office, went in, and asked a man
if he had ever heard of Oscar Brekke. He replied that he thought
Brekke subscribed to the paper and then found his address—a nursing home In Clinton, Minnesota.
Even if Clinton had been on the moon, I still would have wanted
to go there, but I also wanted to get home to Omaha for supper.
To reach Clinton from Milbank, you need to drive ten miles east
to the state line, go through the resort town of Ortonville, and then
drive twenty miles north on U. S. Highway 75. Unfortunately, that
day, the Minnesota Highway Department was working on the road,
and there were quite a few delays. I drove through Clinton without
seeing the nursing home and had to stop and ask for directions,
learning that I had driven right by it. Finally, I reached the facility
and asked about Oscar Brekke. Yes, he was there, but he was probably down watching the movie. I followed the nurse to the recreation area, where I saw a number of people, all of them in wheelchairs
(or so it seemed). The nurse walked into the group and said, "Oscar,
there is someone to see you." I couldn't tell which one was Oscar,
but I heard "WHO IS IT?" She apparently answered: "1 don't know.
He is standing over there." "LET HIM STAND OVER THERE AND
WAIT!" came the reply. The nurse motioned me over. Embarrassed,
I approached a tall, white-haired man, whom I recognized as Oscar
Brekke from a picture I had seen in a farm paper of more than fifty
years earlier. I introduced myself and told him I wanted to talk to
him about the Farmers Holiday. "THAT WAS A LONG TIME AGO!
I'LL TALK ABOUT THAT!" said Brekke. That day, before I had even
asked any questions, I learned something about the tenacity of the
people who had participated in the Farmers Holiday movement.
It is not always this difficult to track down old radicals, but research
at the grassroots often requires a great deal of travel. Some days
you do not find anybody to talk to. The travel itself can be instructive, however. On one trip, I left Interstate 29 to head west toward
Aberdeen and immediately found myself on a gravel-road detour.
After a few miles on this township road, I saw a large cloud of dust
approaching in the distance. I pulled over to the side, only to be
passed by a Greyhound bus. Sometimes, driving on isolated Dakota
roads, a researcher might try to imagine what it was like to travel
there fifty or sixty years ago. If it now takes seven hours to get from
Sisseton to Omaha on 1-29, one can imagine how long it used to
take to drive from Sisseton to Aberdeen or some of the other locales
on gravel roads. That, too, is part of the historian's task: putting
himself and his readers back in time.
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Wandering around the countryside, you soon discover that man's
best friend is not a dog. Unleashed farm dogs seem to be the norm
on Dakota research trips, and they can scare the hell out of you.
In August of 1987, while I was hunting for a Finnish cemetery south
of Wing, North Dakota, I had been given directions to a farmstead
near the cemetery where I could ask for more specific guidance.

Pausing to take in the scene through an open
car door, the grassroots historian car) easily imagine
what travel was like on the gravel roads of fifty years ago.

Pulling into the yard from the gravel road, I immediately saw a dog
down by the house. It was standing in front of its doghouse and
seemed to be tied. I paid it little attention as I got out of my car
and walked toward the nearby house trailer. Halfway between my
car and the trailer, I found that my earlier observation had been
incorrect. The dog was not tied and was now heading toward me
at a good clip. I felt a rush of fear as I wondered whether I had
enough time to get back to my car. What if the dog got there before
I could open the door? And if I got up on top of the car, the dog
could keep me up there all night! Not having much time to work
out a plan of action, I ran to the car and dove in through the open
window. By the time the dog got there, I had the window almost
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The country church
privy, like this one in
Marshall County, South
Dakota, can be the
traveling researcher's
best friend.

closed. Only then did the farmer come out of the house. I drove
over to him, opened the window a crack, and brusquely inquired
about the Finnish cemetery.
Places on the plains can be pretty far apart. While the landscape
and solitude often complement one another, the distances between
restaurants, motels, and other conveniences can lead to long and
uncomfortable days. Sometimes on a research trip in this part of
the country, man's best friend is actually a country church privy.
After several years of this kind of travel, I have learned to take a
cooler with bottled mineral water and soft drinks, and 1 try to stay
stocked up with some snack food and information about motels.

Copyright © 1991 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Grassroots Historian

131

Sometimes, I joke that I am going to write a guide to motels and
oriental restaurants in the Dakotas.
One of the pleasures of field work at the grassroots is visiting with
the people in these places. Often, older men and women are
delighted that someone cares about what happened in their communities and can tell you things that never made the local
newspaper or the centennial history. Four summers ago, I sat with
a man in McHenry County, North Dakota, a retired farmer who had
moved to town several years before. During much of the visit, we
looked at a personal scrapbook he had kept for decades. Now in
his late eighties, he had been a champion turkey raiser in the 1940s.
One clipping stated that he had sold a prize-winning turkey for a
higher price per pound than anyone had ever received before. My
reason for wanting to visit with him was his reputed good memory
and his earlier involvement in left-wing causes. This champion turkey
grower had been a good friend of Alfred Knutson, and his father
before him had been an active Socialist. When I asked why there
had been so many Socialists in his community, he replied, "Because
they were an intelligent bunch to start with," and then he smiled.
In August of 1989, I visited a retired rural mail carrier in northern
Williams County, situated in the heart of the West of Minot country. He himself had not participated in the radical causes I was
researching, but he and his wife were activists in the progressive
wing of the Democratic party and were enthusiastic Jesse Jackson
supporters in 1988. He knew the political history and beliefs of his
part of the state and was dumbfounded at some of the local names
I showed him on Communist nominating petitions circulated between 1930 and 1940. Whatever the explanation, those petitions carried some right-wing Republican signatures. During my stay, he
asked a couple to visit who lived in Wildrose, a small town approximately ten miles east of his hamlet. Both of them remembered tales
of Ella Reeve ("Mother") Bloor, a Communist orator who toured this
section of North Dakota in the early years of the Great Depression.
Close to seventy years old at the time, she had left a vivid impression in the memories of several people with whom I visited out
there. The woman from Wildrose had heard Mother Bloor speak
twice, and oneof those times was ata relative's farm south of Alamo.
I had already heard of this man, who had subscribed to the Daily
Worker as late as the 1950s and once threatened to report a rural
mail carrier who had not delivered the paper.'' My host and I also
7. The subscription may actually have been to the Worker, which was the Communist weekly paper.
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visited some rural cemeteries, and he pointed out tombstones of
old radicals he could identify. As always, I took photographs of those
markers.
I spend a lot of time in cemeteries. In some cases, I find inscriptions such as "WORKERS OF THF WORLD UNITE," and I do not
want to miss any of them. In North Dakota, there are two in the
Bergen cemetery, dated 1913 and 1914, and one in the Williston
cemetery that marks the grave of an old Socialist who died in 1968.
Tombstones provide death dates, and that makes it possible to look
up obituaries, which I often do. During my trip to Roberts Gounty
in the fall of 1987, I spent much of my time hunting for graves of
defendants in the injunction and trespass cases. The Sisseton
cemetery is big, the largest by far in the county, and I think I walked
in it on three separate occasions. I also walked in several others in
communities such as Peever, One Road, Glaire Gity, and Wilmot.

Inscribed ''WORKERS
OF THE WORLD UNITE,'
this tombstone marks
the grave of a child
in the Bergen, North
Dakota, cemetery.
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A walk through a cemetery, such as this one at Sisseton,
South Dakota, helps the grassroots historian not only to document
the deaths of individuals but also to ponder their lives.

Not all the defendants in the cases I was researching, however, were
from Roberts County. Sometimes, no one knew where they were
from or what had happened to them. It is a basic fact of social
mobility that many people who lived in the county at the time of
this episode moved away and died elsewhere. I have been reminded repeatedly of this fact as I go about my research in the Dakotas.
Probably the main reason I poke around cemeteries in the Dakotas, however, is to comply with a requirement of the FBI. The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) makes it possible to obtain information from FBI files concerning individuals. While the FBI does not
have a file on everybody, it has collected an enormous amount of information, and I have concluded that it is worth trying to see as
much of it on Dakota radicals as I can afford at ten cents a page.
Aside from an extremely restrictive classification system, which
denies researchers access to a large amount of information in the
name of national security, the major hitch in the FOIA is the Privacy
Act. This legislation prevents anyone but the person involved from
obtaining FBI files without his or her permission. Thus, the only
way historians or anyone else can obtain FBI files on an individual
(without his or her explicit authorization) is by proving that the subject has died. Providing a photograph of his or her tombstone is
an obvious way of demonstrating that a person is deceased.
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In recent years, I have shared my collection of graveyard photographs with the FBI in order to acquire files or to prevent the deletion of certain names from other FOIA releases. To some, this may
seem a ghoulish practice, but it is the only practical way I know to
gain access to this FBI archive, which has been assembled at great
expense to the taxpayer. Fven so, FBI records are no substitute for
newspaper research and interviews. Moreover, they have generally
been of little use in my study of radicalism in the Dakotas in the
period prior to 1940. Still, they often contain valuable information
on people in more recent eras.
The need to document the deaths of individuals has encouraged
me to visit remote cemeteries in the Dakotas, but these graveyard
walks have another role as well. As a historian, I need to find out
what I can about the people i study, and anything that encourages
me to look at the landscape or their communities or ponder how
they lived and died can help. Research at the grassroots has the
potential to become quite encompassing. My study of rural radicals
and insurgents has taught me a good deal more about their communities and lives than I initially sought to learn. Interviews and
ordinary conversations with people in these locales and hundreds
of hours spent reading in weekly newspapers such as the Stanley
Sun and the Bov^/bells Tribune have given me an introduction into
the social history of the Northern Great Plains well beyond that
seemingly required for my topic.
Twenty years ago, Roger Sale reviewed travel books by Bill Moyers
and Calvin Trillin in the New York Review of Books and found them
lacking when compared to Harry Caudill's Night Comes to the Cumberlands and Norman Clark's Mill Town. Sale observed that the
United States "is vast and mysterious and, even after two centuries
of increasingly exerted federal power, still a collection of provinces,
filled with known and little known boundaries." In Sale's view, "The
great reporters about the people of America are men who know
their boundaries and the region enclosed, and few men ever know
more than one or two."" These words have haunted me from time
to time. I am not certain that I will ever know enough about West
of Minot to do justice to its story of persistent radicalism. After researching this topic for several years, that is not a comforting
thought.
The dilemmas for grassroots historians are not terribly different
from those of other historians much of the time. How do you know
you have finished with your project when you know there is so much
8. Roger Sale, "Hello Out There," New York Review of Books 17 (12 Aug, 1971): 10.
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that you do not know? Or, asked a bit differently, how do you know
that what you have uncovered is at the heart of the matter? How
will other historians and editors look at this work? How do you relate
your topic to the work of other historians and still retain its uniqueness? For instance, what happened during the farm revolt of the
1930s in Williams County, North Dakota, is unique to a certain extent, but it is also related to similar episodes or developments elsewhere. Historians must read the work of others, not to learn
formulas that they can apply in their own research, but for perspective and hints about sources and approaches. Grassroots historians
work in the provinces and are often provincial themselves, but if
their provincialism is informed by a knowledge of the greater world,
it can be a strength. Most history has been acted out at the grassroots level, and it is there, in the neighborhood or community, that
one topic after another still awaits its historian.
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