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Agricultural recessions have caused distress on several
occasions among farmers in South Dakota and have given rise to
protest movements that sounded the call for economic justice.
The Peoples party, the Nonpartisan League, and the Farmer-
Labor party were among these movements. In the 1890s South
Dakotans joined the Peoples party and helped elect Populist-
Democrat Governor Andrew E. Lee for two terms.* Just prior
to World War I fanners joined the reform-minded Nonpartisan
League in the search for relief and supported the candidates of
the league. This support diminished when Progressive Republi-
can Governor Peter Norbeck adopted many of the programs of
the league as his own. In the mid-1920s farmers formed the
Farmer-Labor party, and soon other reform movements
followed. ^

The threat of foreclosure was the main reason for unrest in
the 1920s. Farmers had earlier plunged into debt to enlarge
their farms as heavy rains produced bumper crops and world
markets sustained high prices. Suddenly, about 1924 rains

1. Alan L. Clem, Prairie State Politics-Popular Democracy in South Dakota
(Washington, D.C: Public Affairs Press, 1967), pp. 26-27.

2. S. Dak., Bureau of Public Printing, South Dakota Legislative Manual-¡ 919
(Kerre: State PubUshing Company, 1919), p. 412.
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Agrarian Radicals 409

diminished and prices dropped because of world-wide
overproduction. Soon banks failed and foreclosure threatened.

Governor Warren Green later described the situation as "the
most serious [that] has confronted our state in recent
history."^ Urging responsible actions, the governor called
leading citizens together at Huron to seek solutions to the
distress. The Committee of Twenty-two responded with a plan
whereby boards of county commissioners could issue farmers,
living in hard hit areas, warrants to buy feed for their
livestock.'' However, the governor's action was not enough to
appease the spokesmen from the northern and northeastern
counties of the state. They demanded a special session of the
legislature to declare a five-year moratorium on all debts,
interest, and taxes in the state. They also insisted on removal of
all past due and unpaid taxes from the records. ̂

Their demands shaped the platform of a new Liberty party
with its base in Roberts County. The party was short-lived,
entering candidates in only one contest before its demise, the
state election of 1932. The party captured few votes, suffering
defeat as did the Republican party, at the hands of
gubernatorial candidate Tom Berry and other New Deal
Democrats. But the farmers, expecting little from the Roosevelt
administration in the way of relief, formed organizations to
demand help.

Led in northeastern South Dakota by those who had been
active in the Liberty party and its predecessor, the Nonpartisan
League, farm protests reflected discontentment with the
continuing economic blight. By the mid-1930s half of the banks
in the state had failed, and countless farmers had lost their
Iands.ö Federal agencies were slow to act. There was near

3. Sisseton (S. Dak.) Courier, 6 Aug. 1931.

4. Ibid.

5. Ibid., 30 July 1931.

6. W.F. Kumlien, A Graphic Summary of Relief in South Dakota: 1930-1935
(Brookings, S. Dak.: Agricultural Experiment Station, 1937), pp. 7-8. The percentage
of the population of South Dakota engaged in agriculture in 1930 was one of the
highest in the nation. Because of the lack of industry in the state, the farmer had
little choice but to go on relief during periods of crop failure.
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starvation in some homes. So severe was the distress that rural
South Dakotans joined the most militant of organizations-the
United Farmers League. Taking a stand to the left of the larger
and m ore publicized Farm Holiday Association, the
Communist-led U.F.L. sank its roots into northeastern South
Dakota and gained power that far exceeded its numerical
strength. Always demanding, the league was to its members the
only hope; to others, it was a dangerous revolutionary force.

The United Farmers League was founded in the spring of
1923 with headquarters first at Fargo, North Dakota, then at
Bismarck. Initiated by farmers living in northwestern North
Dakota, formerly a stronghold of the Nonpartisan League, the
U.F.L. attempted to influence the infant Farmer-Labor party to
fight for the interests of poor farmers. Though a small
organization, the U.F.L. attracted memberships from militant
elements in the Nonpartisan League and Farmer-Labor party.
Confined primarily to the Dakotas in its early years, leaders
eventually formed chapters in Minnesota, northern Michigan,
and Wisconsin through the influence of the organization's first
paper, the United Farmer written by Alfred Knudsen.''

By 1931 the U.F.L. made inroads across northeastern South
Dakota and was especially vigorous in the Frederick area north
of Aberdeen. The depression of the thirties caused many
farmers to enter the ranks of the league because of its advocacy
of direct action to stop farm foreclosures and tax sales. The
leaders tried first to stop forced sales by persuasion. If that
failed, they held "penny sales" in which members bid a few
cents per item, then returned the goods to the owners. Or
U.F.L. leaders formed committees to investigate the facts of the
proposed sale and prevented the auctions with threats, forced
adjustments, or the scahng down of the debt. In either case
direct confrontation between masses of farmers and the
mortgage holders was the method employed.

During the fall of 1931 Ella Reeve "Mother" Bloor and
George Maki, both organizers for the Communist party, made

7. Henry Puro, "The Position of the American Farmer and the Tasks of the
United Farmers League," Report of the Executive Council to the First National
Convention of the United Farmers League held at Minneapolis. 22-25 June 1934
(Chicago: U.F.L. National Office, n.d.), pp. 1-2.
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several trips into the Frederick area and laid the groundwork for
a successful drought relief caravan to be led by leaders of the
U.F.L. Trucks loaded with coal from a mine located near Van
Hook, North Dakota, hauled the cargo to destitute farmers near
Frederick, and then loaded grain for sale back in North Dakota.
This cooperation between the farmers of the two states gave a
new dimension to the U.F.L. and enhanced its popularity.
Despite the obvious Communist connections of the league, it
attracted more and more supporters and inspired actions by
other groups. Shortly after the caravan, the Red Cross, the
American Legion, and the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts all
mobilized to gather potatoes, vegetables, and old clothes for
farmers of the area. ^

After the successful caravan, Frederick U.F.L. leaders asked
Charles Taylor, editor of the Producers News in Plentywood„
Montana, to organize members in South Dakota, with the
promise that local farmers would finance his campaign. He
prepared for the organization of locals at Crooks, Viborg,
Roslyn, Pierpont, and Columbia, South Dakota. The most
viable organization, however, remained at Frederick.^

While the South Dakota U.F.L. dealt with local problems,
the nat ional headquarters planned more ambitious
undertakings. There was a call for a Farmers National Relief
Conference in Washington, D.C, to be held in the fall of 1932.
Leaders of the conference planned to coordinate the activities
of the agrarian program of the Communist party with those of
activist farm organizations. From 7 through 10 December those
present heard report after report concerning grim conditions
throughout the nation. President Herbert Hoover, Vice-
President Charles Curtis, and members of Congress received
delegations of farmers. Resolutions issued at the conference
asked for federal cash relief, government price fixing, credit
relief, and a moratorium on foreclosures. Those in attendance

8. Plentywood (Mont.) Producers News 27 Nov. 1931. The Producers News
became the official organ of the U.F.L. in 1932.

9. Ibid.
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were urged to call state conferences to bring the message to the
localities. '**

The year 1932 was one of rapid growth in farm radicalism.
Droughts in 1930 and 1931 caused a decline in cattle
production for lack of feed. Production of hogs dropped to the
smallest number in fifty years with a corresponding decline in
prices. Lamb prices were the lowest on record. The price of
corn was down to an average of thirteen cents a bushel in South
Dakota, compared to an average of thirty-one cents a bushel the
previous year. ' • Foreclosures mounted, and by the end of 1932,
renters outnumbered owners in South Dakota.'^ Needless to
say, the U.F.L. stood to gain from the resulting distress.

In February 1933 U.F.L. leaders called a South Dakota
Farmers Rehef Conference to be held in Pierre. When it became
apparent that left-wing forces would dominate the conference,
leaders of the Farm Bureau, Fanners Union, and Farm Holiday
Association denied that they had any part in the activities,
though this failed to dissuade members of these organizations
from attending.'^ Communist organizers who had ingratiated
themselves with the leaders of the conference were the main
speakers. They included Mother Bloor; Lewis Benzley, president
of the United Farmers Protective Association of Pennsylvania;
and Lem Harris, executive secretary of the Farmers National
Committee for Action. Rehef, security, and a rise in the
standard of living were the main objectives of the convention;
however, delegates also passed resolutions condemning imperial-
ist wars and supporting workers' demands for cash relief. They
also made it known that they favored retention of the primary
election law, endorsed a bill before the legislature providing

10. John L. Shover, Combelt Rebellion-The Farmer's Holiday Association
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1965), pp. 73-74.

11. U.S., Department of Agriculture, Yearbook of Agriculture-1933 (Washing-
ton, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1933), pp. 222-435.

12. S. Dak., Department of Agriculture, South Dakota Agricultural Statistics -
¡934 (Pierre: State Publishing Company, 1934), p. 7.

13. Aberdeen Evening News, 19 Feb. 1933.
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maximum high school fees of seven dollars and fifty cents per
month, and opposed direct buying of livestock by packers. ^'^

Following the meeting, the rank and file of the delegates
marched through the main streets of Pierre carrying banners
demanding that the state government stop all foreclosures and
evictions. They swarmed up the steps of the capitol building,
into the rotunda, and there enthusiastically sang a version of the
socialist theme song "Solidarity." The house and senate went
into recess so their members could observe the group from the
balcony. The delegates recruited spokesmen from the group to
speak before both legislative bodies. Generally the legislators
were sympathetic. However, they had passed a moratorium bill
that provided for an additional year of redemption under
certain conditions and they considered that adequate.

The U.F.L. leaders received even less response to their
demands from the executive department in Pierre.'^ Applica-
tion of relief measures in other states left much to be desired,
but at least there were good intentions. Governor William
Langer of North Dakota issued a proclamation forbidding
forced sale of farm properties. In Minnesota, numerous relief
measures were adopted including a two-year moratorium on
farm foreclosures. By comparison, relief legislation in South
Dakota was lacking.

Facing collapse. South Dakota farmers continued to stave
off foreclosures by their own means. Through 1933 the U.F.L.
led the farmers of northeastern South Dakota in forcibly
preventing such losses. The center of the power of the league
had shifted from the Frederick area to Roberts County. By
April 1933 the Sisseton branch boasted of the ability to gather
fifteen hundred farmers in less than two hours. '^

As the depression continued, farmers in the Midwest
became increasingly more militant. In Iowa a judge was dragged
from his courtroom by angry farmers when he refused to agree
to sign no more foreclosure orders. Throughout the nation there

14. Producers News, 24 Feb. 1933.

15. Homer Ayies, Stuigis, South Dakota, interview on 10 Apr. 1971.

16. Aberdeen Evening News, 1 Apr. 1933.
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were parades and demonstrations by farmers demanding relief,
and in South Dakota, the U.F.L. continued to move to the left.
The executive council of the league in Minneapolis issued a
policy statement on the relationship of the organization to the
so-called united front of American farmers. The council
declared the U.F.L. to be "a left-wing organization within the
farmers movement whose purpose is to unify the farmers
struggles and develop those struggles toward the final aim of
establishing a workers and farmers government." '"̂

By the fall of 1933 the infiuence of the league was
approaching its peak and, as a result, local officials were forced
to become more accommodating toward the organization.
Sheriffs in the northern section of the state came to expect to
be met by hundreds of league-led farmers whenever they
attempted to serve eviction notices. The U.F.L., nearly success-
ful in its campaign to eUminate evictions, became a force in the
lives of everyone connected with it. So efficient was the
Roberts County branch that it became a model for the national
organization. *̂

Though the league was at its height of power in South
Dakota, opposition to it was beginning to strengthen. Thus, in
February 1934 an injunction was issued against the organization
and eighteen of its members were arrested in Sisseton for
riotous assembly. The arrests resulted from an incident in which
the U.F.L. had removed a family from their home and replaced
a former occupant who had been evicted. It was not just the
individuals who were on trial, but the entire organization. The
civil injunction prohibited the league from such basic activities
as holding meetings or circulating hterature. Publicity given the
arrests by Attorney General Walter Conway contributed to the
atmosphere of excitement that pervaded Sisseton. A special
meeting of the exservicemen of the area unanimously voted for
the upholding of law and order and members pledged to
support the loeal police officers. '^

17. Producers News, 7 Apr. 1933.

18. Ibid., 12 Jan. 1934.

19. Sisseton Courier, 22 Feb. 1934.
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As the leaders of the U.F.L. sat in their cells, paranoia
spread throughout Sisseton. Rumors of an intended league rally
prompted Attorney General Conway to mobilize members of
the state constabulary. Heavily armed sheriffs and deputies
from five counties along with agents of the state Department of
Justice soon converged upon Sisseton. They were augmented by
some fifty exservicemen. Sporting a submachine gun and a large
supply of tear gas, the force, which now numbered nearly one
hundred strong, prepared to defend the jail against a possible
onslaught of angry farmers. While Sisseton became an armed
camp, those U.F.L. members not in custody met at Browns
Valley, Minnesota, some fifteen miles away. Fortunately, the
streets of Sisseton remained quiet and deserted, for no attempt
was ever made to free the prisoners. ^^

The trial of the U.F.L. leaders began in mid-June. States
attorney Dana Babcock prosecuted the case for the state while
Henry Pauli, a representative of the International Labor Defense
and the American Civil Liberties Union, Dewey Hanson of
Omaha, M.C. Lasell of Aberdeen, and G.G. Lasell of Sisseton
represented the defense. 2' The state produced about twenty
witnesses and attempted to reconstruct the events of the
eviction. In presenting the case to the jury, Babcock stressed
that during the preceding year he and the sheriff had been
confronted with mob resistance in Roberts County, and that
under the incitement of the U.F.L., the protests had become
vicious. Either this must end, maintained the prosecution, or
the county would have to be put under martial law. Babcock
concluded the case for the state with an appeal for "law and
order." "

Henry Pauli, young attorney for the defense, then rose to
speak and the courtroom became quiet. The family that had
moved onto the farm was a tool of the insurance companies, he
argued. Pursuing this line of attack, he pointed out that 60
percent of the land that Roberts County farmers depended on

20. Sioux Falls Argus Leader, ll'e^h. 1934,

21. Sisseton Courier, 28 June 1934.

22. Ibid.
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for their living was already controlled by the insurance
companies. Waving his arms back and forth in front of the jury,
the Duluth lawyer concluded with these words:

The conviction of these men will mean that thousands of Roberts
County farmers, and many more farmers of the United States will
be driven from their homes into the vast army of unemployed job
hunters. Many dispossessed farmers today are fighting for
standing room in the breadlines of the big cities. The acquittal of
these men will establish the right of these seventeen farmers, and
even your right, gentlemen of the jury, to organize tor the
protection of your homes. ^^

Silence greeted the end of Paull's summation, then a
thunderous applause shook the courtroom. The judge reached
for his gavel, but apparently realizing the futility of such a
move, suffered the indignity to the court.^'' This was not the
first such insult of the trial, for every day supporters of the
defendants packed the courtroom and at numerous times
clapped and yelled at Paull's attack of the witnesses of the state.
On several occasions the crowd rose en masse and rushed to the
front of the courtroom demanding dismissal of the action.
Defense attorney Pauli added to the embarrassment of the court
by referring to state witnesses as "scabs and traitors." -̂  The
tension mounted as the twelve men of the jury retired to
determine the verdict.

After four hours of deliberation, the jury, made up
primarily of farmers, brought in a unanimous verdict of not
guilty for all the defendants. The Sisseton Courier termed the
verdict one of prejudice and fear, and condemned the
cotirtroom actions of the defense as "un-American."20 Por the
U.F.L. the outcome presented further proof of the rightncss of
its cause and the ability of its leaders to outmaneuver the
"system."

Though the results of the trial seemed to represent a victory

23. Producers News, 28 June 1934.

24. Ibid.

25. Sisseton Courier, 28 June 1934.

26. Ibid.

Copyright © 1973 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



420 South Dakota History

for the league, just the opposite was true. The trial actually
signified the beginning of the end of the influence of the
organization in South Dakota. During the trial it had become
increasingly apparent that the U.F.L. was receiving support
from the Communist party. Party organizers appeared in the
Sisseton area to protest the indictments. Some league leaders
began to preach the inevitability of a socialist revolution.
National directives instructed organizers of the Communist
party to "show the face of the Party" in their efforts, and as a
result, the membership of the U.F.L. dropped sharply.

Though its influence was waning, the league indicated that
it would run a slate of candidates in the elections of I 934. C.H.
Sharp announced that he was rimning for Congress, Homer
Ayres of Strool for lieutenant governor, and Knute Walstad for
governor of South Dakota. However, before the elections took
place, the league was attacked both verbally and physically by
its opponents. In August 1934 the U.F.L. sponsored a "Farm
School On Wheels" at Clear Lake, South Dakota. The school,
which proposed to train farmers in organizational work,
expected students from North Dakota and some ten counties of
South Dakota. Courses offered included: History of the
Farmers' Struggles in America. Course on Organization Work,
Public Speaking, and Organizational Accounting. The U.F.L.
leased the grounds at Clear Lake for the month of August, but
the school's stay was to end shortly atter its arrivai. '̂̂

The citizens of the area, alarmed at what they believed to be
the teaching of communi.sm at the school, prepared to take
action. Led by local legion members, they raided the "School
On Wheels" camp and viciously assaulted its members. The
school moved to Veblen, South Dakota, where it remained for a
short time betbre moving across the border into Minnesota.^^

From this time on the U.F.L. exerted less and less intluence
in South Dakota. The election in the fall of 1934 pointed to the
fact that the league represented only a small minority of the

27. Ibid., 2 Aug. 1934.

28. Ibid., 30 Aug. 1934.
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farmers in the state and that it was no longer the viable
organization of protest it had been during the eariy years of the
crisis. Soon the New Deal farm programs and public disapproval
of the philosophical base of the U.F.L. joined to put an end to
this incisive farm movement.
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