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Historical Musings
A Memoir of Herbert S. Schell
and the University of South Dakota

GILBERT C. FITE

One of the best decisions my father ever made for me was to send me
to the University of South Dakota. It was there that I first came to
know and appreciate Herbert S. Schell, who, I soon learned, was a fine
scholar and teacher The mark of a great teacher is the positive impact
he or she has on the lives of students. Herbert Schell had that kind of
influence on my life and professional career.
I arrived in Vermillion in September 1939 with Roscoe E. Dean, Jr.,
my friend from high school and junior college at Wessington Springs,
South Dakota. He planned to enroll in the two-year medical program.
Our first problem was to find a place to live, preferably something
cheap. That task did not prove difficult in 1939. We found a room
to rent close to the university at 215 Harvard Street. Our congenial
landlady, Emma Dawson, charged us $15.00 a month for an upstairs
room, or $7.50 each. We shared a small bathroom with a young married couple who rented the other room upstairs. There was not much
unpacking to do. Years later, students would be seen lugging televisions, vidéocassette recorders, radios, cell phones, and a host of other
possessions to their rooms, but the late 1930s held nothing like that
for most students. We hung up our few clothes and then walked to the
B & M secondhand store where we rented an easy chair, a lamp, and a
hot plate. We were now ready for what in those days was called "light
housekeeping," and light it was. I kept a record of our expenses for
food and miscellaneous items, which usually totaled about ten dollars
each per month.
After we got settled, it was time to enroll. History was my interest
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and the area in which I intended to major. I had become fascinated
with the subject because of my teacher at Wessington Springs
Academy and Junior GoUege, Glifford Roloff. He was one of those rare
teachers who struck a spark in his students that never went out.
The History Department was then housed in Old Main, so I made
my way to that distinctive building. I found the office of Garl Ghristol,
department chairman, who had taught at the university for about
thirty years. He had an advanced degree from the University of Berlin
and spoke with a rather heavy German accent. He taught European
history. I do not know about his earlier years, but by the time 1 attended the university his classes attracted few students. Indeed, if he
had not been department chairman and signed the enrollment cards
of all history students, he probably would have had classes that, as we
say, did not justify teaching the course. While he knew his subject
well, his teaching was less than inspiring, or, as students would say,
dull. As a new student, I was certain to be assigned to one of his
classes. So much for getting enrolled.
It was now time to pay my tuition. In 1939, tuition at the University
of South Dakota was $35.00 a semester. Hiere was also a $3.00 fee for
my accounting course, a $3.50 library fee, $4.00 for the health service,
and a student union fee of $2.00. The total for my first semester was
$47.40. Since I did not have such a large amount of money, I had
to work out a payment plan. After making a small down payment, I
arranged to pay the remainder at $5,00 a month. As I remember,
I worked this plan out with G. S. Ball, a crusty, brusk, no-nonsense administrator. He completely intimidated me—unintentionally, I am
sure—partly because he seemed to personify the ashtray that sat on
the counter across from where he collected students' payments. The
ashtray was in the form of a coiled rattlesnake, which to me portrayed
his attitude toward those who might be delinquent in their tuition
payments. In any event, I managed somehow to pay all of my tuition
by the end of the semester.
The other members of the History Department were Glarence Beckwith, who had been at the university since 1928, Bert James Loewenberg, a Harvard Ph.D. who was beginning his third year at the university, and Herbert Schell, who had been with the department since

Copyright © 2007 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

76 I South Dakota History

VOL. 37, NO. I

1925, except for the year he spent finishing his doctorate at the University of Wisconsin.
Glarence Beckwith was a good, workmanlike teacher from who I
learned a great deal in his course on the Reformation. But Bert
Loewenberg was the most challenging and exciting professor, and
there was never a dull moment in his classes. I should also mention
that Loewenberg considered South Dakota something of a foreign
country; not quite the Mongolia of the United States, but close to it.
He really did not want to teach at the University of South Dakota, but
in the late depression years it was a job, a way station until a position
opened up in an eastern college or university. He later accepted a position at Sarah Lawrence GoUege.
Loewenberg was a rousing Franklin D. Roosevelt liberal and a
strong internationalist. Many of his ideas tended to put him out of
step with the Vermillion community, but it was his wife who shocked
Vermillionites. The terrible and unconventional thing she reportedly
did was to be seen shopping in a Vermillion grocery store wearing
slacks or, according to another report, shorts. This incident was the
talk of the town for several days. The views and habits of Vermillion
natives had no hold on the Loewenbergs, who had lived in the nation's
largest metropolitan centers all their lives. But they were delightful
people. He was urbane, brilliant, and seemingly determined to raise
the intellectual level of students in the nation's hinterland.
Loewenberg was also a tough taskmaster. I took nearly all of the
courses he taught, and, aside from one G, I made all Bs. One day
he said to me in a good-natured way, "Fite, I think if you took enough
courses with me you might eventually earn an A." I never took
enough courses with him to reach that exalted goal, perhaps because I
could not nip through my dictionary fast enough in those instances
when I did not understand what he was talking about. I simply did not
know what many of his words meant, and I was not alone. Gontrary to
Winston Ghurchill, who preferred simple words and expressions,
Loewenberg seemed to prefer the uncommon and difficult. Thus, his
students spent part of the time in a kind of haze, groping for meaning
and understanding. I realized later that this exercise was good for
most of us.
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Whue I never did exceptionally well in his classes, I became a
strong admirer of Professor Loewenberg. Even though we were about
as different as two individuals could be, by the time I was a senior and
then a graduate student we hit it off quite well. I had evidently convinced him that I had a future in the field of history, because he singlehandedly got me a graduate assistantship at the University of Missouri so that I could pursue my doctorate. For that favor I will be
forever grateful.
So much for the first three members of the History Department at
the university when I arrived in the fall of 1939. Then there was Herbert ScheU, who was also dean of the graduate school. He had been at
the university for fourteen years and, despite his upbringing in Pennsylvania, quickly adjusted to South Dakota and the West. He soon began an intensive study of South Dakota history, and when I enrolled
in his course on the subject, I knew that I was studying with the kind
of teacher I most admired. Slight of stature (onlyfivefeet, four inches
tall) and a bit reserved, Herbert ScheU was all business. As a student,
one sensed that here was a professor who knew what good teaching
was really all about. He knew his subject, he had his materials properly organized, and he presented the information clearly. There was
not a lot of excitement in a ScheU class, but there was a great deal of
learning.
ScheU also had a genuine interest in his students. Somehow, he
seemed to know their needs and how to bring out their best. When it
came time for me to select a subject for my master's thesis in
1940-1941, I knew I wanted ScheU to serve as my adviser. We discussed various thesis topics but were slow to arrive at any conclusion.
At that time, urban history was a rising field of historical inquiry. (One
of Bert Loewenberg's professors at Harvard, Arthur M. Schlesinger,
had published The Rise of the City in 1933.) While urban history may
have been on the cutting edge of scholarship, ScheU realized that I
was not qualified to undertake a topic in that field. He sensibly suggested that we find a subject that would match my experience and interests, probably something connected with farming, agriculture, or
farm policy. His suggestion that I vmte on the farm bloc in the early
1920s was good advice, as the topic combined political and agricul-
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tural history, and I was interested in both. I finished the thesis in July
1941. What a good counselor he turned out to be. That thesis laid
down the first stretch of an academic path that led to six books and
many articles in agricultural history and farm policy. How could one
.have had a better adviser?
It is said that confession is good for the soul, and I must confess
that it was not easy for Herbert Schell to guide me through the master's program. I began my research vrith enthusiasm and some competence, but I was a miserable writer. I am sure there were times
when the professor doubted that I would make it. When he returned
the first draft of my thesis, it was blood-red with his markings. He
must have seen something, however, to give him hope that I could
somehow become a historian. That trait may be one ofthe marks of a
truly great teacher—first, to see a student's potential, and then to
groom and guide it.
Herbert Schell was what I call a student's professor. He always had
time for his students, and he never lost touch with many of them. Fortunately, I fell into the latter group. I still have a fat file of letters Schell
wrote to me and the carbon copies of my correspondence to him.
These exchanges began in the early 1940s, not long after I finished
my master's degree. From the time I left the University of South Dakota until his own retirement. Schell was generous with his counsel
and support. He maintained a constant interest in my work and professional development. I asked for and he gave me sound advice when
I was at the University of Missouri working on my doctoral dissertation on Peter Norbeck, South Dakota's progressive Republican governor and United States senator. The dissertation later formed the basis
for my book, Peter Norbeck, Prairie Statesman.
Schell would send his congratulations when one of my articles appeared in a scholarly journal, and he wrote many letters of recommendation for me. He was among the first to contact me when I
gained appointment as a research professor at the University of Oklahoma in 1958. "Congratulations on your appointment to the research
professorship," he wrote. "I shall be interested to hear more about the
details when I see you." He may have wondered how Fite made it, but,
if so, he kept his wonderment well hidden. Schell also maintained a
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personal interest in me and my family, writing warm congratulory letters on the occasions when our sons were bom.
But Herbert Schell was also a stern critic. He gave praise when
praise was due, but he did not hesitate to point out shortcomings
when criticism seemed appropriate. His critical comments were always made in a kind, tactful, and gentle way, but one got the message.
After reading part of the manuscript for my book Mount Rushmore,
Schell wrote that I would find it "cluttered up with comments made in
pencil." He had caught numerous mistakes in spelling, form, and usage. In other instances, he wrote, "TTiere are many places where you
can render your expression more smoothly," and "I found several sentences . . . where the thought could be expressed more graphically and
precisely in fewer words." What a wonderful way to tell me that I was
wordy and imprecise. How valuable this experience was for me. Herbert Schell was not only a mentor, but a helpful critic, supporter, and
friend.
During his long tenure of more than forty years as teacher, adviser,
and dean of the graduate school, Herbert Schell made fine scholarly
contributions of his own. He was an ideal example of the professor
who taught well, carried out all of the other duties expected of professors, and produced some first-rate scholarship. There was no conflict
in his mind between good teaching and research and writing. In his
view, research and teaching complemented one another
I believe that Herbert Schell's major and most lasting contribution
was his History of South Dakota, published in 1961. As much or more
than anyone in his generation, he lifted local and state history to a new
level of academic respectability and gave it a new dimension. When I
was a graduate student in the early 1940s, local and state history as a
field of study was an orphan child of the leading professional historians. Eew self-respecting scholars would devote their efforts to local
and state topics. Nor would they assign such topics to their doctoral
students, most of whom were steered to national or intemational subjects for their dissertations. Schell's own doctoral dissertation was entitled "The Inflation Movement, 1862-1878" andtireateda subject of
broad national significance.
State and local history had been left largely to the nonprofessionals.
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or, to borrow an expression from an earlier era, "little old ladies in tennis shoes." Most state and local histories of the time were either bulky,
multivolume publications or skimpy textbook-type efforts designed
for classroom use. They tended to be either superficial or encyclopedic. Rarely were they done by a top professional historian from one of
the state's universities or colleges. When Herbert Schell published his
History of South Dakota, the quality of state history took a quantum
leap. This book showed how a good professional historian could raise
the level of state history vmting. Schell had already produced important articles on drought, immigration, the Grange, railroads, politics,
and other topics in South Dakota history. With this kind of background in research and writing, he produced a very good history of the
state. Schell did a great deal to remove state history from the hands of
amateurs. His book was based on solid research, he dealt with important themes, and he wrote with feeling and appreciation for his
adopted state.
After retiring in 1969, Schell turned his attention to local history.
His research resulted in the publication in 1976 of his History of Clay
County, Until that time, county histories had, for the most part, been
of little use to serious historians. These volumes typically consisted of
lists of officials, some newspaper accounts of local institutions, and
pieces on some of the leading families in the county. Some of these
so-called "histories" were little more than "mug books" in which individuals paid to have a picture and biography included. Schell was
among the relatively few scholars who worked to improve the quality
of local history. The fields of local and state history are both immeasurably stronger because Herbert Schell devoted his scholarly career
to showing how such works ought to be written and why they are important. He helped to transform local and state history into the dynamic field scholars now write about as "grass-roots" history.
Schell's guidance and inspiration did much to launch my career as
a researcher and author in agriculture and rural history. While I wrote
books in other fields of interest, such as my history of Mount Rushmore and biographies of Peter Norbeck and Richard Russell of Georgia, the history of agriculture and rural America were of greatest importance to me. I was drawn to the field at least partially because I was
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raised on a farm and later ovmed our old family farm in Jerauld
Gounty. Over time, I wrote five books on various phases of agricultural history and coauthored with Ladd Haystead another volume entitled The Agricultural Regions of the United States. Published in 1956,

this work had worldwide circulation. It was translated into Russian in
the Soviet Union in 1957 and was on the shelves of the National University Library in Beijing, Ghina, when I visited there in 1975.
In addition to books and chapters in books, I published many articles on farming and farm problems in scholarly journals. Seven of
these articles were written for a general audience and appeared in
Current History, a popular periodical with national circulation. Others
have appeared over the years in the pages of South Dakota History.
One of my professional aims was to advance the study of agricultural and rural history. I believed that historians had not given these
fields the attention they deserved. To the purpose of strengthening
the field, I joined the Agricultural History Society in 1946, became a
member of its executive committee, and served as president in 19601961.1 also had the good fortune to become president of the Southern
Historical Association in 1974 and the Western History Association in
1986.
Whatever reputation I may have made professionally, my major
goal was to be a positive infiuence on my students. Achieving that aim
meant good teaching, which is something that cannot be accurately
self-judged but should be a high priority for every college and university professor. I found teaching aU levels of college students to be challenging and rewarding, but it was my doctoral students who brought
me the greatest satisfaction. During twenty-six years at the University
of Oklahoma, I directed the study of thirty-five doctoral candidates,
most of whom went on to highly successful careers in teaching, pubhshing, and administration. Five became college or university presidents. To see these indi'viduals contribute to scholarship and other aspects of higher education in such leadership roles was wonderfully
rewarding for me.
In more than forty years as a college professor, interrupted by five
years as president of Eastern IUinois University, I have received many
honors, including membership in the South Dakota Hall of Fame. It
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has been my students, however, who have given me the greatest pleasure and honor. I hope that I gave the same sense of reward to Herbert
ScheU.
I am proud to have attended the University of South Dakota and
lucky to have been a student of Herbert ScheU. I owe him a great deal
for any of the scholarly success I may have achieved. To acknowledge
my debt to him, I dedicated one of my best books in agricultural history. The Farmer's Frontier, i86¡-ic)oo, "to my teacher and friend Herbert S. ScheU who first interested me in agricultural history."
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