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Richard Francis Kneip—the energetic wholesale dairy equipment 
salesman from Salem—served as governor of South Dakota from 1971 
to 1978. He campaigned against Republican incumbent Frank Farrar 
in 1970 on a platform that included tax reform and improved manage-
ment of state government. Those issues came to define Kneip’s admin-
istration. Only the sixth Democrat in the state’s history to hold the of-
fice, he led a massive overhaul of the executive branch, reducing the 
number of departments, boards, and agencies from 160 to just sixteen 
and creating the cabinet style of government in place today. Kneip was 
not as successful on tax reform. He spearheaded annual efforts in the 
legislature to create a state income tax, seeking to reduce a burden on 
property owners that he believed was unfair. He nearly achieved his 
goal in 1973, but his plan fell one vote short.
 As the decade progressed, Kneip dealt with more controversial is-
sues. The rise of the American Indian Movement, the takeover of 
Wounded Knee, and the ongoing discord between Indians and non-
Indians is well documented. A less well-known issue, but contentious 
nonetheless, was the fight over the Oahe Irrigation Project. Kneip sup-
ported Oahe and worked closely with South Dakota’s congressional 
delegation, particularly Senator George McGovern, to keep the proj-
ect moving. Opponents, largely small family farmers whose land would 
be used for pipelines and canals, continued to grow until they played 
a significant role in determining Oahe policy. Kneip remained a strong 
champion of Oahe, in spite of the strong opposition, believing it to be 
a project whose benefits greatly outweighed its shortcomings.
 The massive Oahe Irrigation Project called for pumping water from 
the Oahe Reservoir on the Missouri River through a system of tubes, 
canals, ditches, and reservoirs some one hundred miles to 190,000 acres 
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of farmland in the northeastern quarter of South Dakota. The “return 
flows” would travel south through the state via the James River, ulti-
mately ending up back in the Missouri. For a region with inconsistent 
rainfall, whose climate is classified as “semiarid,” the idea appeared for 
many years to be a good one.1

 People living on the Northern Great Plains have long recognized 
the economic potential of the Missouri River, which snakes twenty-
four hundred miles from its source in Montana to its mouth near Saint 
Louis. As early as 1838, government agencies provided money and man-
power to help make the upper reaches of the river passable for barges 
and other boats. In 1888, Congress appropriated money for an irriga-
tion study that focused on those portions of the Missouri that flowed 
through arid or semiarid lands.  In 1910, South Dakota booster and State 
Historical Society secretary Doane Robinson devised his own plan for 
irrigating with Missouri River water. During the drought-plagued 
1930s, the Bureau of Reclamation, an agency of the Department of 
the Interior, began conducting studies to determine the feasibility of 
pumping Missouri River water east to the James River Valley. State and 
national leaders also began to recognize the economic impact of the 
river’s destructive powers. Periodic floods in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries resulted in millions of dollars in damages. Be-
cause the river was uncontrolled, the potential for catastrophic floods 
continued to exist. Harnessing the power of the Missouri offered the 
possibility of generating substantial amounts of electricity, as well.2

 With these factors in mind, representatives of the United States 
Army Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation began study-
ing flood control on the Missouri in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Both 

 1. For an in-depth study of the Oahe Irrigation Project, see Peter Carrels, Uphill against 
Water: The Great Dakota Water War (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999). 
 2. Donald J. Mendel, “Oahe Conservancy Sub-District: A Study of Administrative 
Organization, Processes, and Problems” (master’s thesis, University of South Dakota, 
1963), pp. 2–4; “Brief History of Oahe Project,” Box 183, Folder 1, Richard F. Kneip Pa-
pers (hereafter cited as Kneip Papers), Richardson Collection, Archives and Special 
Collections, I. D. Weeks Library, University of South Dakota (USD), Vermillion; John 
Ferrell, “Developing the Missouri: South Dakota and the Pick-Sloan Plan,” South Dakota 
History 19 (1989): 308–9.
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agencies presented separate plans to Congress. The first, prepared by 
Col. Lewis A. Pick of the Army Corps of Engineers, called for the con-
struction of five large dams along the river, eighteen more to be built 
along its tributaries, and a series of levees to prevent flooding. A second 
plan, put forth by the Bureau of Reclamation and named for W. Glenn 
Sloan, a former assistant regional director, recommended the creation 
of ninety smaller dams, most of them along the Missouri’s tributaries. 
In 1944, these ideas were combined to form the Pick-Sloan Plan, which 
Congress approved late that year as part of the Flood Control Act of 
1944.3

 Not long after the act was adopted, the Bureau of Reclamation be-
gan studying a plan to utilize Missouri River water in a large-scale ir-
rigation project that would include fifteen counties in northeastern 
South Dakota. The agency conducted soil tests, developed land clas-
sifications, and investigated the land’s ability to drain, an important 
factor in preventing the buildup of alkali that could render the soil 
unproductive. In the late 1950s, reports indicated that such an irriga-
tion project could carry water to 540,000 acres. By 1960, this amount 
had been reduced to 482,000 acres due to drainage factors.4

 The potential benefits of this project prompted citizens in the area 
to create an entity that became known as the Oahe Conservancy Sub-
district. In the November 1960 election, more than 85 percent of voters 
in the affected counties favored the creation of the subdistrict, a gov-
ernmental unit that had the power to collect taxes and whose eleven-
member board would act as the voice of the Oahe Irrigation Project. 
Throughout the 1960s, planning on the Oahe Project continued at an 
aggressive pace. The government produced several feasibility stud-

 3. Ferrell, “Developing the Missouri,” pp. 310–14; Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 
12–14.
 4. “Brief History of Oahe Project”; Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 39–41.

OVERLE AF

This Bureau of Reclamation map shows the features of the Oahe Irrigation Project, 
which Richard Kneip believed could turn the James River Valley into an “abundant 
garden.”
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ies. Brown and Spink county residents created irrigation districts. In 
June 1965, a governmental report recommended the project be accom-
plished in two stages, with the initial stage allowing for the irrigation 
of 190,000 acres of land. It also recommended that Congress reautho-
rize the project. As a result of federal legislation passed in 1964, all Mis-
souri River Basin water projects not yet under construction required 
congressional reauthorization. Congress complied in July 1968, and in 
January 1969, the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district board and the fed-
eral government finalized a master contract for the Oahe Project that 
placed much of the responsibility for the project’s construction and 
operation on the board and the subdistrict’s taxpayers.5

 All through the decade, opposition to the project was minimal to 
nonexistent. In the spring of 1968, a contingent of supporters attended 
the reauthorization hearings in Washington, D.C. Opponents “made 
no effort to present their case” on that occasion, according to Peter 
Carrels, author of Uphill against Water: The Great Dakota Water War.6 
At federal field hearings held in Redfield later in the year, only one man 
out of hundreds in attendance—Russell Berry, a South Dakota State 
University professor—rose to question the project’s worth. The Oahe 
Project, he contended, would benefit fewer than 1 percent of South 
Dakota farmers. Berry also suggested the Bureau of Reclamation’s 
cost-benefit estimates were skewed.7 In fact, even during the election 
of 1970, in which Richard Kneip was making his first attempt to be-
come governor of South Dakota, Democrats and Republicans alike 
“were falling all over themselves trying to demonstrate that they were 
more for the Oahe project than the other party.”8 From all appearances, 
nearly everyone agreed the Oahe Project would be beneficial to South 
Dakota.
 After his election, Kneip immediately became involved in support-
ing the project with its chief proponent in Washington, D.C.—Senator 
George S. McGovern. McGovern and other Oahe supporters argued 

 5. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 29, 35, 51–54, 57; “Brief History of Oahe Project.”
 6. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 55.
 7. Ibid., pp. 55–56.
 8. Interview of Ted Muenster, by Gerald Wolff, 23 Aug. 1978, Tape #1905, South Da-
kota Oral History Project (SDOHP), USD.
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that the irrigation project was just compensation for the land that had 
been lost as a result of dam and reservoir construction under the Pick-
Sloan Plan. The potential economic benefits were not lost on McGov-
ern, either. In the weeks immediately before and after Kneip took of-
fice, McGovern and fellow Democrat Senator James Abourezk urged 
him to travel to Washington for meetings regarding Oahe funding. 
The project was facing some difficulties in Congress. Earlier in 1970, 
lawmakers had signed off on a basic appropriation of $500,000 in addi-
tion to $350,000 to be used for land acquisition. By early 1971, however, 
the Nixon Administration opposed including any funds for Oahe con-
struction in its budget for the next fiscal year.9

 On 22 February 1971, Kneip, McGovern, Abourezk, and South Dako-
ta’s Democratic representative, Congressman Frank E. Denholm, met 
with administration representatives in the nation’s capital. The delay 

Governor Richard F. Kneip 
served from 1971 to 1978, the 
most active years in the de-
bate over the Oahe Project.

 9. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 55, 57–58; McGovern to Kneip, 24 Dec. 1970, and 
Abourezk to Kneip, 2 Feb. 1971, both in Box 31, Folder 10, Kneip Papers.
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in the start of construction had already driven cost estimates up by 
three hundred thousand dollars, they said. In the meantime, the South 
Dakota Legislature weighed in by passing a resolution calling on Con-
gress to release funds for the Oahe Project. State Senator E. C. Pieplow, 
a Republican from Aberdeen, a community that heavily supported 
Oahe, invoked the idea that the federal government owed South Da-
kota for its earlier sacrifices. “About the only thing we have to show 
for our willingness to cooperate,” noted the disgruntled senator, “is a 
million acres of valuable South Dakota farm and ranch land under wa-
ter. It is my opinion that the federal government is guilty of deception 
and dishonesty in their dealing with us, and it is time for action on our 
part.”10

 To help persuade the Nixon Administration to release funds, South 
Dakota’s congressional delegation convinced the Oahe Conservancy 

This fair booth painted a rosy picture of the Oahe Irrigation Project, including benefits 
for municipal water supplies, fish and wildlife, and recreation.

 10. Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 24 Feb. 1971.
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Sub-district board to hire Ken Holum as its lobbyist. Holum, a South 
Dakota native and ardent Oahe supporter, had served in the Interior 
Department during the administration of President John F. Kennedy. 
In the summer of 1972, thanks in part to Holum’s efforts and the fact 
that elections were again on the horizon, $1.55 million in federal funds 
were released to begin construction on Oahe.11

 Most of Kneip’s efforts concerning Oahe during his first two years 
as governor involved trying to secure funding for the project, which he 
continued to see as a “golden opportunity” for South Dakota in water 
development and economic development.12 As the governor’s former 
executive assistant Ted Muenster recalled, Oahe was seen as a “shining 
example of the opportunity for South Dakota to have reliable agricul-
tural production.”13

Ken Holum addresses a banquet held the night before the dedication of the James 
Diversion Dam, an advance feature of the Oahe Unit completed in the 1960s.

 11. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 57–58.
 12. Telephone interview with Dan Garry, 23 Mar. 2007, recording in author’s posses-
sion.
 13. Interview with Ted Muenster, Vermillion, S.Dak., 24 May 2007, recording in au-
thor’s possession.
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 Even as Oahe Project supporters celebrated victory, circumstances 
began to change. During the summer of 1972, George Piper began to 
learn more about the Oahe Project. Piper and his brother, Bill, were 
told that as part of the project, a dam would be built, thereby expand-
ing the Lake Byron reservoir and flooding three-quarters of the nine-
ty-year-old Piper homestead. Concluding that their neighbors’ lands 
might be facing a similar fate, the Pipers began holding meetings with 
area farmers to discuss the details of the project. They discovered that 
a good many farmers faced severe reductions in their acreages to satisfy 
the requirements of the Oahe Project. Not only would the size of some 
farms be drastically reduced, some would be sliced in half by canals 
or ditches, severely disrupting their operations. Farmers also reported 
that Bureau of Reclamation personnel had kept them in the dark about 
the project details and treated them unfairly in negotiations to acquire 
land.14

George Piper, who 
had a doctorate in 
zoology and col-
lege-level teaching 
experience, was a 
catalyst for organized 
opposition to the 
Oahe Project.

 14. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 60–61, 68, 150–53.
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 In November 1972, the Pipers attended an Oahe Project hearing 
in Aberdeen. There, they met another faction that would prove to be 
important in opposing Oahe—environmentalists. As historian Benja-
min Kline has pointed out, “The 1970s witnessed the rise of the envi-
ronmental movement in the United States, as both a political and a 
public issue.”15 A series of environmental disasters during the 1960s led 
a significant portion of the public by 1970 to become aware of its re-
sponsibility to care for the environment. This group had also seen that 
protests, such as those organized in the 1960s to promote the cause of 
civil rights, could achieve results. These factors, in turn, led to a more 
“action-oriented approach to the environmental movement,” resulting 
in a flurry of environmental legislation and the creation of an “environ-
mental government bureaucracy.”16 
 In South Dakota, environmentalists became involved with groups 
such as the Wildlife Society, Dakota Rural Action, the Sierra Club, and 
the South Dakota Environmental Coalition. Environmentalists were 
mostly concerned with the effects of the Oahe Project on the James 
River, which would handle return flows from the irrigated acres in the 
northeast. Initially, the Bureau of Reclamation wanted to channelize 
the James River and make it navigable for commercial vessels. The plan 
for navigation was ultimately scrapped, but channelization remained 
on the table, raising concern among environmentalists over the impact 
to wildlife habitats along the river.17

 The Pipers quickly began to realize that quite a few people in South 
Dakota had questions about the Oahe Project. In January 1973, they 
hosted a meeting at the township hall near their home to talk about 
Oahe. By the end of the month, a group known as the United Family 
Farmers had formed and elected George Piper their president.18 Com-
bining forces with the environmentalists, United Family Farmers be-
came a formidable opponent of the Oahe Project. The strength of this 
organized opposition, recalled Kneip’s executive assistant Ted Muen-

 15. Benjamin Kline, First along the River: A Brief History of the U.S. Environmental 
Movement, 2d ed. (San Francisco: Acada Books, 2000), p. 99.
 16. Ibid., p. 84.
 17. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 63–67.
 18. Ibid., p. 68.
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ster, “took all the politicians by surprise.”19 Thirty farmers had attend-
ed that initial meeting of United Family Farmers. By the fall of 1974, 
the group’s membership totaled 665.20 Muenster and his successor as 
Kneip’s chief of staff, Dan Garry, believe both Kneip and McGovern 
underestimated the strength of this opposition, almost to the point of 
ignoring its existence. “It was such a shock that there was actually op-
position, that it took a while for the extent of the opposition to really 
make itself known,” Muenster said. As opposition continued to grow 
throughout the remainder of the 1970s, Muenster noted that longtime 
supporters like McGovern remained somewhat in denial over the fact 

A Bureau of Reclamation photographer recorded this view of Lake Byron and its envi-
rons as they existed in the early 1970s. 

 19. Muenster to Wolff, 23 Aug. 1978, Tape #1906, SDOHP, USD.
 20. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 76.
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that people could turn against a project that had been viewed positive-
ly for so long.21 This failure to read the situation correctly is also what 
led Kneip, in later years, to admit he handled the Oahe issue badly.22

 Up to this point, the Bureau of Reclamation had not been forthcom-
ing regarding the details of the project and scenarios like the one the 
Pipers faced. In an effort to buy more time to uncover more specific 
information, United Family Farmers, at its 23 August 1973 meeting, 
passed a resolution calling for a moratorium on the Oahe Project, halt-
ing land acquisition and construction. The group also expressed a de-

An artist’s rendering of the same area depicts Lake Byron as it would be expanded into 
the Byron Reservoir by the proposed Byron Dam.  

 21. Interview with Muenster.
 22. Interview of Richard Kneip by Herbert Hoover, 5 July 1978, Tape #1709, SDOHP, 
USD.
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sire to conduct additional studies to make an accurate determination 
of the project’s feasibility.23

 United Family Farmers took additional legal action following the 
release of the environmental impact statement on the Oahe Project 
in December 1973. In 1970, President Nixon had signed into law the 
National Environmental Policy Act, which required federal agencies 
to issue impact statements before work on federally funded projects 
like Oahe could go forward. This Bureau of Reclamation report put a 
largely positive spin on the project. Tucked away within the report’s 
hundreds of pages, however, were statements regarding negative im-
pacts of the irrigation project, especially its effects on the James River. 
According to the report, fifty-four miles of man-made channel would 
replace 120 miles of the river’s natural channel. As a result, bird and fur-
bearing mammal populations would be dramatically decreased. The 
report also emphasized the greater potential for flooding that chan-
nelization would create along some parts of the river. Additionally, it 

Members of United Family Farmers confer in a meeting room posted with newspaper 
clippings and other research.

 23. United Family Farmers, press release, n.d. (received in governor’s office 29 Aug. 
1973), Box 31, Folder 10, Kneip Papers.
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stated that the future quality of James River water would likely not 
meet drinking standards.24 Environmental groups bristled at these 
revelations. Brent Haglund, chairman of the East River chapter of the 
Sierra Club, called the “channelization and obliteration of 120 miles of 
James River bottom forest to a 54 mile open sewer” an “unacceptable 
cost.”25 In an effort to halt construction, United Family Farmers filed 
a complaint in United States District Court, requesting a restraining 
order and injunction against construction of the pumping plant. The 
court denied both motions.26

Both sides in the Oahe controversy created 
buttons to publicize their positions. “Use It 
or Lose It,” referring to Missouri River water, 
was a popular slogan among Oahe support-
ers, while opponents urged lawmakers to 
“Dump the Ditch,” their term for the Pierre 
Canal. Both buttons are displayed at the 
Museum of the South Dakota State Historical 
Society in Pierre. 

 24. Kline, First along the River, p. 92; U.S., Department of the Interior, Bureau of Rec-
lamation, Final Environmental Statement, Initial Stage, Oahe Unit, Pick-Sloan Missouri 
Basin Program, South Dakota (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1973), 
chap. 3, pp. 7–36.
 25. Aberdeen American News, 4 June 1974.
 26. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 91–93.
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 Throughout the first half of 1974, other groups followed the lead 
of United Family Farmers. On 15 May 1974, the Brown County Farm 
Bureau passed a resolution opposing any further construction on Oahe 
until “reliable information has been collected and presented to clearly 
establish the fact that the project can be constructed, operated, and 
maintained without serious damages to and loss of environmental, so-
cial, and economic values.”27 Esther R. Edie, chair of the South Dakota 
Environmental Coalition, said her group along with five others sup-
ported a moratorium because “a mounting pile of evidence” indicated 
the project would be “socially destructive, economically unfeasible, and 
environmentally disastrous.” Edie continued, “The people of South Da-
kota are slowly finding out that all these years the Bureau of Reclama-
tion has painted a picture of inflated benefits and hidden and deflated 
costs.”28 Letters of opposition from the private sector also arrived in 
the governor’s office. One woman chastised Kneip, saying, “You don’t 
seem to realize yet the ‘Pie-in-the-Sky Promises of Oahe Irrigation’ are 
unreal and that the people are, with facts in hand, beginning to realize 
the Oahe Dream is, in fact, a nightmare.”29 Another couple wrote, “The 
problems far out weigh the feasibility of the project.”30

 As Oahe opponents began to strengthen their stand against the proj-
ect, Kneip and McGovern strengthened their support for it, continu-
ing to believe in Oahe’s benefits for agriculture in the state. “Irrigation 
is our best hope,” McGovern told Kneip, “to break away from exclusive 
‘dry land farming’ into other more profitable and productive crop pat-
terns.”31 Kneip indicated that he was adamantly opposed to any sort of 
moratorium on the project. “I have spent many hours listening to the 
opponents and the proponents of the Oahe Unit,” he wrote to Edie, 
“and I continue to oppose any call for a moratorium, which I believe to 
be in reality, a termination.”32

 While the debate went on, work on the project continued. In late 

 27. Gordon Bergh to Kneip, 17 May 1974, Box 31, Folder 10, Kneip Papers.
 28. Edie to Kneip, 21 May 1974, ibid.
 29. Betty Ries to Kneip, 11 May 1974, ibid.
 30. Mr. and Mrs. Harlan Tolvstad to Kneip, 14 May 1974, ibid.
 31. McGovern to Kneip, 23 Apr. 1974, ibid.
 32. Richard Kneip to Esther R. Edie, 23 May 1974, ibid.
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April 1974, a firm from Washington State was awarded a $10-million 
contract for the first major construction on Oahe—a large concrete 
building to house four pumping stations to move Missouri River water 
through the Pierre Canal and into the Blunt Reservoir.33 Meanwhile, 
United Family Farmers was growing more politically active. After Con-
gress granted a $1-million increase in funding for the Oahe Project for 
1975, United Family Farmers members began attending the bimonthly 
meetings of the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district Board more religiously. 
As a result, board meetings increasingly were held in a “hostile atmo-
sphere.” In fact, the meetings became so tense that board chairman Jim 
Lewis, who had served for nearly fourteen years, abruptly resigned in 
1974.34

 That fall, five of the eleven seats on the Oahe Conservancy Sub- 
district board were open, and United Family Farmers fielded candi-
dates for four of the positions. In the November election, all four can-
didates were elected, including John Sieh, a farmer from Groton and a 
vocal Oahe Project opponent. United Family Farmers now had a say on 
the board that was supposed to serve as the official voice for the Oahe 
Project.35

 As the 1975 state legislative session approached, United Family Farm-
ers planned to use lawmakers sympathetic to its cause to advance an 
Oahe moratorium measure. The group had one person on its side who 
was more than familiar with the legislative process. Former Lieutenant 
Governor William Dougherty, who had thwarted Kneip’s income-tax 
plan in 1973 and lost to Kneip in the 1974 Democratic gubernatorial 
primary, became a lobbyist for the group. On Friday, 7 February 1975, 
nine senators and representatives introduced House Concurrent Reso-
lution No. 502 calling for a construction moratorium. The following 
Monday, a group of fifteen legislators countered by introducing Sen-
ate Concurrent Resolution No. 4 in support of continued construction 
on Oahe. The house and senate state affairs committees met in joint 
session in a crowded house chamber on the evening of 25 February to 

 33. George McGovern, “Letter from Washington,” 2 May 1974, ibid.
 34. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 81.
 35. Ibid., pp. 83–86.
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debate the two measures. On 4 March, the house committee killed the 
moratorium resolution by a seven-to-five vote. Representative Ken-
neth Stofferahn, a Republican and United Family Farmers sympathizer 
from Humboldt, generated the required support from one-third of the 

A crane lowers one of four intake pipes onto the foundations of the Oahe Pumping 
Plant in July 1975. Each pipe was seven feet in diameter and could supply a pump unit 
with up to twenty-two hundred gallons of water per second.
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full house to force the committee to send the bill to the house floor. De-
spite Stofferahn’s successful “smokeout” effort, the bill died, defeated 
on a thirty-seven to thirty-three vote.36

 In the midst of this political wrangling, Kneip began to realize 
how politically active Oahe opponents were becoming. On 25 Febru-
ary, the governor wrote to Democratic Senator Michael J. O’Connor 
and Republican Representative Walter Dale Miller, stating that “a 
new consensus” needed to be built on Oahe. Kneip recommended the 
formation of a task force to study the project and offer policy recom-
mendations.37 The idea took shape in the form of a bill the adminis-

Too specialized in design for alternative use, the Oahe Pumping Plant today is a hollow 
shell.

 36. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 100–101, 103; Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 15 Mar. 
1973; South Dakota, Proceedings of the House of Representatives, Fiftieth Legislative Session 
(1975), pp. 265–66; South Dakota, Proceedings of the Senate, Fiftieth Legislative Session 
(1975), pp. 267–68.
 37. Kneip to O’Connor and Miller, 25 Feb. 1975, Box 183, Folder 2, Kneip Papers.
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tration introduced to the legislature, which called for creating a task 
force and appropriating thirty thousand dollars for the study. Senate 
Bill 236 breezed through the Senate State Affairs Committee in early 
March but died on the senate floor at session’s end.38 Meanwhile, the 
Oahe Conservancy Sub-district Board weighed in on the moratorium 
issue. The board voted five to three to reject the moratorium effort 
and instead passed a resolution supporting continued construction. In 
protest, twenty-five members of the audience stood up and refused to 
sit down for half an hour.39

 With its efforts in the legislature having failed, United Family Farm-
ers began crafting a new approach to stop Oahe. In July 1975, the group 
held a large rally at Medicine Knoll, a site near Blunt that was slated for 
future construction on the Pierre Canal portion of the project. There, 
the group announced its intention to seek a referendum to bring the 

From a makeshift stage, state legislator Kenneth Stofferahn speaks to more than seven 
hundred people gathered on Medicine Knoll on a hot July day in 1975 to protest con-
struction of the Oahe Project.

 38. South Dakota, Proceedings of the Senate (1975), pp. 345, 641, 830, 833; Sioux Falls 
Argus-Leader, 13 Mar. 1975.
 39. Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 21 Mar. 1975.
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Oahe Project to a public vote. In this effort, they gained backing from 
an unlikely source. Senator James Abourezk made a surprise stop at 
the rally and shocked those in attendance by announcing his support 
for the idea of a referendum, provided it was limited to voters in the 
affected areas only.40 
 While not a full endorsement of the referendum, this development 
was important for two reasons. First, it rocked the appearance of a 
united front that McGovern had been trying to maintain among mem-
bers of South Dakota’s congressional delegation. Second, it marked the 
first time an elected official of Abourezk’s stature had come out in sup-
port of an initiative backed by the United Family Farmers. In the fall 
of 1975, Abourezk wrote Kneip to let him know that he had contacted 
the state senate and house leadership to urge their support for a refer-
endum. Such action, he told Kneip, would “provide the solid record of 
public backing needed to push this Project ahead in the Congress.”41

 Oahe Project supporters, including the vocal Ken Holum, immedi-
ately spoke out against the idea of a referendum. Holum recognized 
the significance of Abourezk’s qualified support for the plan. The de-
velopment, he told Kneip, “raises new obstacles for this urgently need-
ed project and, simultaneously, I am sure creates embarrassment and 
problems for our party and its leaders and particularly for you as Gov-
ernor.”42 Abourezk, however, did not waver in his support for the Oahe 
Project. In September 1975, he wrote to John Stennis, chairman of the 
Senate Appropriations Committee’s Subcommittee on Public Works, 
asking that Oahe receive the full $7.87 million in funding for 1976.43 At 
the same time, Abourezk told Holum that opposition to a referendum 
was a “serious strategic error.” Flatly opposing the referendum idea, 
the senator warned, would cause project supporters to fall “into a trap 
which poses a very serious threat to completion of the Project.”44

 Oahe supporters again responded quickly. Steve Thorson, an Oahe 
advocate and director of the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district board, told 

 40. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 105–6.
 41. Abourezk to Kneip, 22 Sept. 1975, Box 181, Folder 2, Kneip Papers.
 42. Holum to Kneip, 28 Sept. 1975, ibid.
 43. Abourezk to Stennis, 25 Sept. 1975, ibid.
 44. Abourezk to Holum, 3 Oct. 1975, ibid.
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This 2006 aerial image shows an overlay of the Pierre Canal route between its origin 
near the Oahe Dam and its intersection with U. S. Highway 14. One of the largest cuts, 
at “Beastrom Crossing,” can be seen in the lower middle right (PC-5A and 5B). The in-
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set at top right shows lands acquired for the Pierre Canal and Blunt Reservoir. The Oahe 
Dam power plant is visible near the top left, and the location of the adjacent pumping 
plant is indicated. 
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Abourezk his push for a referendum was “the biggest step backwards 
to South Dakota ever created by one individual.” Thorson equated the 
situation with “recalling a Congressman after he has been elected be-
cause a few people disagree with him.”45 George McGovern likewise 
believed that a referendum could do irreparable damage to the Oahe 
Project. If enough people in the area voted to discontinue the project, 
Congress could very well oblige them. Kneip assured the senior sena-
tor that he would work to foster support for the project in the state 
legislature.46

 Other state Democratic leaders followed the governor’s lead. Jim 
Pribyl, executive director of the Democratic State Central Committee, 
presented a plan to high-ranking Democratic legislators that would, if 
successful, put the party in a positive position on the Oahe issue. Pribyl 
suggested creating a bipartisan committee to craft a referendum bill 
that would please both Oahe proponents and opponents. Such a de-
velopment would take “Kneip off the hook in terms of veto or signing” 

Senators James Abourezk and George McGovern field questions from United Family 
Farmers members who traveled to Washington, D.C., to testify on the Oahe Project.

 45. Thorson to Abourezk, 6 Oct. 1975, ibid.
 46. Kneip to McGovern, 16 Oct. 1975, ibid.
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and would take “Abourezk off the hook because we won’t be blaming 
him for bringing up the referendum issue.” If Democrats could seize 
the initiative and make the plan work during the upcoming legislative 
session, Kneip and the party would emerge as problem-solvers extraor-
dinaire in South Dakota.47 Kneip, however, opposed the referendum 
idea altogether.
 As United Family Farmers prepared to take on the 1976 legislature, 
the organization got a boost in confidence. Curt Hohn, a longtime Mc-
Govern staff member who worked in the senator’s Aberdeen office, 
resigned his position and became the first paid executive director of 
United Family Farmers in late 1975. Hohn had been an early propo-
nent of the Oahe Project, but after years of talking with farmers whom 
the irrigation project would adversely affect and further investigating 
the details, Hohn changed his position. Believing he could no longer 
work for McGovern because of the senator’s staunch support for Oahe, 
Hohn left and took his talents to the grassroots United Family Farmers. 
The group believed Hohn would be able to use his political acumen to 
make significant gains during the legislative session.48

 Kneip devoted the first segment of his 1976 State of the State legisla-
tive address to the Oahe Project and the referendum issue. Previous 
public votes on authorizing the creation and operation of the various 
irrigation districts, he said, had already proven support for the proj-
ect, and he decried the emotionalism that had entered the debate. The 
governor stated that he and other officials had “taken an even harder 
look at the merits” of Oahe and planned to continue to “review and 
evaluate the project and suggest modifications and adjustments as the 
project construction progresses.” Kneip clearly remained committed 
to realizing “the dream of an abundant garden in the James River Val-
ley.”49

 Supporters of a referendum on Oahe remained just as committed to 
their cause during the 1976 legislative session. Representative Kenneth 
Stofferahn, who had spearheaded the moratorium effort the previous 

 47. Pribyl to Homer and Denny, 18 Nov. 1975, Box 182, Folder 1, Kneip Papers.
 48. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 113–15.
 49. South Dakota, Proceedings of the Senate (1976), pp. 29–30.
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year, presented a referendum measure to the house in the opening 
days of the session. His plan called for an election in the counties that 
composed the subdistrict. Only rural residents of those counties would 
be allowed to vote; city residents would be excluded. Almost immedi-
ately, Stofferahn attacked Kneip’s position on the Oahe referendum, 
citing the governor’s endorsement of a referendum on an income tax 
earlier in the same session. In each of the five previous years, Kneip had 
tried but failed to push tax reform through the legislature. In 1976, he 
changed his approach by attempting to put the tax issue on the bal-
lot. Stofferahn, predictably, contended that if a referendum was a good 
idea when it came to tax reform, it was a good idea for Oahe.50

 Initially, little support seemed to exist for Stofferahn’s plan. The 
House State Affairs Committee voted the bill down nine to four, but 

Contractors excavate Pierre Canal Reach 1A at “Beastrom Crossing” in April 1977. The 
earth-moving equipment demonstrates the scale of the deeper canal cuts.

 50. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 110; Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 7 Jan. 1976.
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again, Stofferahn led a successful smokeout effort and the bill, modi-
fied to allow all residents of the subdistrict to vote, moved to the full 
house. On 5 February, after an hour of debate on the house floor, that 
body passed the referendum measure by a thirty-nine to thirty-one 
vote. Supporters who had gathered in the gallery stood and applaud-
ed. Their euphoria, however, was short-lived. Just days later, the Senate 
State Affairs Committee voted six to three to table the bill. An effort 
to smoke it out of the senate committee proved unsuccessful, and the 
referendum proposal was dead.51

 Having escaped the session with the status of the Oahe Project 
basically unchanged, Kneip traveled to the nation’s capital for fund-
ing hearings. There, he urged lawmakers to increase funding for the 
project from $16.6 million to more than $17 million. A group of United 
Family Farmers members made the trip to Washington, D.C., to tes-
tify against the appropriation. In the end, Congress went along with 
Kneip’s request and then some; Oahe would get $19 million in 1977.52

 For the second year in a row, United Family Farmers experienced 
defeat in the South Dakota legislature. After failing to get legislative 
support for a referendum, the organization shifted its focus back to the 
Oahe Conservancy Sub-district Board of Directors. In November 1976, 
six members of the board, all of them project supporters, would be up 
for reelection. If United Family Farmers could field candidates to win 
those seats, Oahe opponents would hold a majority on the board. Such 
a victory would be significant, given the position of the board as the 
state’s official voice on the Oahe Project.53

 During the summer of 1976, United Family Farmers operated with 
a “sense of desperate urgency.”54 Having failed twice in the legislature, 
many members believed the November elections were the best hope 
United Family Farmers had to end the Oahe Project. The group put 
Hohn to work feverishly campaigning for their candidates. In an ef-
fort to help pro-Oahe candidates, McGovern hosted a large gathering 
in Sioux Falls just days before the election. The effort proved nearly 

 51. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 110–11; Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 6 Feb. 1976.
 52. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 116–17.
 53. Ibid., p. 119.
 54. Ibid.
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fruitless. In the biggest victory to date for United Family Farmers, five 
of their candidates won seats on the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district 
Board.55 Opponents now determined Oahe Project policy.
 With a governing board controlled by people who were against the 
project, it was fairly obvious that the board would try to derail Oahe. 
Despite the fact that Kneip told McGovern, somewhat optimistically, 
that they would just have to wait and “see how things ‘shake-out,’ ”56 
eight of the eleven members of the board signed a letter requesting 
that work on Oahe be stopped until January 1977, when the new mem-
bers could convene and adopt an official policy on the project. The let-
ter was sent to the White House, the Department of the Interior, and 
the state’s congressional delegation. When John Sieh delivered a copy 

Longtime irrigation proponent Robert Hipple speaks at George McGovern’s pro-Oahe 
conference in October 1976. McGovern is seated second from left. Harvey Wollman, 
Kneip’s lieutenant governor and the conference moderator, appears at far left.

 55. Ibid., pp. 119–20, 125–27, 130.
 56. Kneip to McGovern, 11 Jan. 1977, Box 397, Folder 1, Kneip Papers.
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of it to Kneip, an “eyes-blazing argument” ensued between the two in 
the governor’s office.57

 Kneip and McGovern were not only dealing with a new subdistrict 
board but with a new president of the United States, as well. In the 
election of 1976, Democrat Jimmy Carter had defeated the incumbent 
Republican Gerald Ford. Carter was a man with whom Kneip could 
easily communicate; the two had been friends since Carter’s days as 
governor of Georgia. Carter’s appointment as secretary of the interior 
was Cecil Andrus, another of Kneip’s friends, who had served as gover-
nor of Idaho. Not long after the elections, Kneip and McGovern knew 
they needed to meet with Andrus and explain the benefits of the Oahe 
Project. Once the Senate confirmed Andrus, Kneip told McGovern, he 
would begin communications with the interior secretary regarding the 

Members of the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district Board testify in Washington, D.C., in 
1977, after Oahe opponents won control of the board.  From left to right are Leonard 
Naessig, Glenn Overby, chairman John Sieh, Bill Piper, Siegfried Swanhorst, and Bob 
Hipple.

 57. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 134.
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“vital importance” of Oahe.58 McGovern agreed with that strategy, say-
ing it was important in this “critical year.”59

 Shortly after it convened, the new Oahe Conservancy Sub-district 
Board took action. It passed a resolution calling for a series of seven 
hearings to be held on Oahe throughout the spring of 1977. The board 
then planned to review testimony gathered at those hearings to present 
to the Joint Appropriations Committee in Washington, D.C.60 Kneip 
and McGovern could see problems on the horizon. The senator told 
Kneip that Oahe would be in “serious trouble” if the board members 
testified in favor of discontinuing funding.61 Six days later, McGovern 
said there was “growing interest and concern” among project propo-
nents regarding the upcoming funding hearing.62 In a show of support 
for the project, the state legislature approved House Concurrent Reso-
lution 517 urging complete funding for Oahe for 1978.63

 As it happened, the deathblow for the Oahe Project did not come 
from the subdistrict board but from the president of the United States. 
While governor of Georgia, Carter had had unpleasant dealings with 
the Army Corps of Engineers on a dam project. After discovering nu-
merous inaccuracies in the agency’s report, Carter had derailed the 
whole project. The experience left a sour taste in the governor’s mouth. 
Consequently, upon becoming president, Carter ordered a nationwide 
study of all water projects then under construction. In the middle of 
February, rumors began to circulate that he was strongly considering 
deleting funding for the Oahe Project from his 1978 budget. The news 
became official with an announcement by Cecil Andrus that eighteen 
water projects, including Oahe, were being eliminated.64 Speaking 
bluntly about the situation, Carter said, “None of them are worthy and 
. . . none of them ought to be completed.”65 Kneip was in Denver at-

 58. Kneip to McGovern, 14 Jan. 1977, Box 397, Folder 1, Kneip Papers.
 59. McGovern to Kneip, 19 Jan. 1977, ibid.
 60. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 61.
 61. McGovern to Kneip, 8 Feb. 1977, Box 397, Folder 1, Kneip Papers.
 62. McGovern to Kneip, 14 Feb. 1977, ibid.
 63. South Dakota, Proceedings of the House (1978), pp. 934, 1289, 1388–89; South Da-
kota, Proceedings of the Senate, pp. 1287–88.
 64. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 145, 154–55.
 65. Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 5 Mar. 1977.
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tending a meeting of western governors when his executive assistant 
Dan Garry received the telephone call in Pierre. Hearing the news that 
funding for Oahe was being cut “was like you got the wind knocked 
out of you,” Garry later recalled.66 Compounding problems for Oahe 
supporters was the fact that after conducting the fourth in its series of 
hearings, the subdistrict board voted to ask Carter for a moratorium to 
stop all work on Oahe.67

 Despite these developments, Kneip and McGovern remained opti-
mistic that the project could be saved. McGovern pointed out that a 
project review panel led by Andrus still needed to make official recom-
mendations to Carter by 15 April. Nonetheless, the leaders knew they 
had work to do. In McGovern’s view, it was “time to emphasize the 
positive aspects of the situation,” and the senator stressed that South 
Dakotans should let Carter know about their support for Oahe. He 
also encouraged Kneip to meet personally with Andrus.68

 Meanwhile, Kneip took action in the legislature, introducing a bill 
to require the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district Board to support fund-
ing for the Oahe Project and make the governor the official voice of 
the project. Legislators instead passed a compromise bill that created 
the Oahe Task Force to monitor progress on the project, prepare an 
annual report for the legislature, and suggest project modifications.69 
Kneip’s executive assistant, Dan Garry, was picked to be the governor’s 
representative on the task force. The group’s original mission was to 
save the project, but it was not long, Garry noted, until those in the 
administration saw they “weren’t going anywhere” toward achieving 
that goal. These developments, plus an administration in Washington, 
D.C., that carried an unfavorable attitude toward Oahe marked “the 
beginning of the end.”70

 Proponents and opponents prepared for a federal hearing on Oahe 
scheduled for 21 March 1977 in Pierre. Kneip encouraged South Da-

 66. Telephone interview with Garry.
 67. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 161–62.
 68. McGovern to Kneip, 23 Feb. 1977, Box 381, Folder 1, Kneip Papers.
 69. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 139, 145; South Dakota Codified Laws, ch. 46-17A, 
sec. 3.3.
 70. Telephone interview with Garry.
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kotans to attend, and accommodations were made for five thousand 
people. On the day of the hearing, four hundred people crammed into 
the house chamber of the state capitol while another twelve hundred 
watched on closed-circuit television. Opponents hung large signs from 
the balcony of the gallery. Senator McGovern, who testified in front 
of the panel, said it would be “a travesty of the Democratic process” 
if President Carter had already made up his mind on the issue with-
out taking into account the opinions of South Dakotans.71 Kneip once 

Workers install a seven-foot drainage culvert under the Pierre Canal in April 1977. It 
was to double as a cattle underpass. 

 71. Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 21 Mar. 1977.
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again returned to the history of Missouri River development in his tes-
timony. “South Dakotans have traditionally honored their debts and 
they have expected others to honor theirs,” the governor said. “We have 
always considered an Oahe Irrigation Project as a debt of the federal 
government to the people of South Dakota. We cannot understand 
how a debt so solemnly made can be so lightly dismissed.”72

Today the finished culvert under the Pierre Canal lies ready to receive spring snowmelt.

 72. Richard F. Kneip, Testimony Submitted to the United States Department of the 
Interior “Water Projects Review Panel,” 21 Mar. 1977, Box 265, Folder 4, Kneip Papers.
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 Oahe opponents, however, showed their strength. The report craft-
ed after the hearing by Bob Lane, a special assistant in the Interior De-
partment, suggested that in addition to probable environmental deg-
radation and questionable economic benefit, local backing for Oahe 
was uncertain. On the basis of this report, Andrus recommended that 
funding for Oahe be withheld until the extent of support for the proj-
ect could be gauged more accurately. On 18 April 1977, Carter formally 
announced that he would eliminate funding for the Oahe Project.73 
One month later, the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district Board passed 
a resolution declaring Oahe “unacceptable and unworthy of further 
funding and support.”74

 Kneip and the Oahe Task Force urged the president to reconsider. 
Some members of Congress did so, as well. Banding together, these law-
makers sought funding for all discontinued projects and wanted even-
tually to add new projects to the list. On 14 June, the House passed the 
Public Works Appropriations bill, which included funding for Oahe. 
A Senate committee sided with the president, however, and recom-
mended that the Oahe funding be removed. In July, the Senate passed 
the bill with no money for Oahe, and Carter signed it the following 
month. All construction on the Oahe Project stopped on 30 September 
1977.75

 In the meantime, the Oahe Task Force had begun meeting in June 
1977. The group held nine meetings throughout the remainder of the 
year. In its initial report to the 1978 legislature, the task force recom-
mended that Oahe not be completed without “substantial modifica-
tions.”76 In his 1978 State of the State address, Kneip said he could not 
support the task force’s recommendation. With construction on the 
pumping plant 72 percent complete and the Pierre canal 32 percent 
complete, the governor insisted that those portions needed to be fin-
ished. Doing so, he said, would require an additional $51 million in fed-

 73. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 168–70.
 74. South Dakota Oahe Unit Task Force, First Annual Report to the 1978 Legislature 
of South Dakota (draft), p. 2, Box 274, Folder 13, Kneip Papers.
 75. Ibid.; Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 171–72.
 76. South Dakota Oahe Unit Task Force, First Annual Report to the 1978 Legislature 
of South Dakota (draft), p. 8.
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eral funding. Determined to keep the project alive, Kneip said, “We 
have no viable alternatives now, until and unless the first segment of 
the system becomes operational.”77

 On 16 January 1978, the Oahe Conservancy Sub-district Board voted 
to ask for congressional deauthorization of Oahe, stating that it was 
time to proceed with studies of alternative projects. Cecil Andrus said 
deauthorization legislation was already being discussed. Its future 
would depend upon what happened in 1978, especially the elections 
that November and their impact on the makeup of the subdistrict 
board.78 In February, the assistant interior secretary ordered that all 
Oahe studies be stopped except for those relating to project termina-
tion. The Bureau of Reclamation started to pull employees from its 
Huron office. James Abourezk asked other members of South Dakota’s 

 77. South Dakota, Proceedings of the Senate (1978), p. 49.
 78. Carrels, Uphill against Water, pp. 176–85.

Reach 1B of the Pierre Canal, the “deep cut” through Medicine Knoll, was nearly com-
plete when construction was halted.
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congressional delegation to sign on to a bill asking for deauthorization. 
Predictably, Kneip and McGovern disagreed with Abourezk. In a May 
letter to McGovern, Kneip called the termination of Oahe “prema-
ture.”79

 This letter was one of the last communications Kneip sent regard-
ing the Oahe Project in his capacity as governor of South Dakota. Less 
than three months later, he resigned to accept a position as the United 
States ambassador to Singapore. Kneip’s immediate successor, Lieuten-
ant Governor Harvey Wollman, and William J. Janklow, who became 
governor following the 1978 election, now had responsibility for deal-
ing with Oahe. The Carter Administration, which had been watching 

 79. Kneip to McGovern, 9 May 1978, Box 382, Folder 1, Kneip Papers.

Standing water 
freezes in the aban-
doned Pierre Canal 
in 2009. Although 
full restoration 
of the land to its 
natural state was 
considered in the 
termination study, 
this option was 
rejected as too 
expensive. The canal 
now serves as wild-
life habitat.
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the South Dakota election, got a boost for its position on Oahe when 
only one of the board members who had opposed deauthorization won 
reelection.80

 Kneip watched from across the Pacific Ocean and, eventually, as a 
private citizen, as Congress approved a measure that effectively de-
authorized Oahe in the early 1980s. McGovern, whose reelection bid 
failed when Congressman James Abdnor beat him in 1980, was gone 
as well. In place of the Oahe Project, lawmakers authorized the con-
struction of the Walworth-Edmunds-Brown, or WEB, water project, 
which pipes purified Missouri River water to farms and communities 
in northeastern South Dakota.81 

 80. Carrels, Uphill against Water, p. 187.
 81. Ibid., pp. 196–201. 

In 2008, United Family Farmers members gathered to dedicate a statue memorializing 
their grassroots movement. Entitled RFD, the statue is a three-dimensional depiction of 
an image used on the United Family Farmers logo. It stands outside the Granary Rural 
Cultural Center in Groton, South Dakota. From left to right are John Sieh, Fr. Leonard 
Kayser, Curt Hohn, Tom Fischbach, Roger Schuller, and George Piper.
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 The Oahe Project had begun as a well-intended outgrowth of the 
Pick-Sloan Plan decades before Kneip became governor. It proceeded 
for many years with widespread support, but when a group of farmers 
began to question its long-touted benefits, grassroots opposition to the 
project grew. The ensuing struggle between Oahe Project proponents 
and opponents, who ultimately became a formidable political force, 
was bitter and protracted82 and continued until the dream of Kneip 
and others for a major irrigation project for South Dakota was gone.

 82. According to Dan Garry, the conflicts became “pretty brutal” at times (telephone 
interview with Garry). Carrels notes that both sides reported incidents such as obscene 
telephone calls, tire slashings, and mailboxes being run over. John Sieh received a death 
threat, as well. See Uphill against Water, p. 184.
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