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South Dakota: Some
Observations by a Native Son

GILBERT C. R T E

Editorial Note: Dr. Gilbert C. Fite, a native of South Dakota
and currently president of Eastern Illinois University, delivered
this speech on 10 June 1973, at Citizens State, a seminar on public
policy issues facing the South Dakota citizen. Citizens State was
held at the Center for Continuing Education on the campus of the
University of South Dakota. It was cosponsored by the South
Dakota Committee on the Humanities and the National
Endowment for the Humanities. The findings, conclusions, etc.
do not necessarily represent the view of either the South Dakota
Committee or the Endowment.
Every society is a product of its past. The social structure,
theeconomy, the political alignments and the outlook of South
Dakotans are as they are today because of how the state has
developed over the last century. South Dakota, of course, is not
an island. State boundaries are, after all, artificiai. Therefore, the
institutions, as well as the problems of the state, are similar to
those found in the larger area of the Great Plains.
One of the most important influences on the state has been
the natural environment. There are several aspects of this
environment that have had a marked influence on the state's
development. Distance and space within the state itself, as well as
the distance from the nation's centers of economic and political
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power have affected the state in at least two ways. Internally, the
development of institutions-schools, churches, local government, etc.-developed too fast and too far in the early years of
settlement. Every locality thought it needed these institutions
and services nearby in the horse and buggy days. This is the "too
much mistake" that Elwyn B. Robinson, the noted historian of
North Dakota, has written about. That is, the commitments of an
optimistic, proud, energetic people two generations ago built fora
future that never happened, or if it did happen, it was transitory.
In order to maintain all of the schools, churches, towns, local
governments, etc. that were established, population needed to
continue growing. Unfortunately, that was not to be the case.
When the Great Dakota boom of the 1880s got underway,
people saw no end to the growing settlement and population.
Governor Ordway said in 1883 that ''the progress and
development of Dakota during the past year has been almost
phenomenal. The tide of emigration which set in strongly in 1880
has been constantly increasing." Another observer said of
Dakota, "This is the sole remaining section of paradise in the
western world; all the wild romances of the gorgeous Orient
dwindle into nothing when compared with everyday realities of
Dakota's progress." The Dakota Farmer declared in 1884 that
"no country before has been able to draw the stream of
emigration so long and without diminution." Such promotional
exaggeration caused one cynic to exclaim that in Dakota "every
townsite was a city, every creek a river, every crop a bonanza.,
every breeze a zephyr and every man a damned liar."
Would there be any end to the expansion? It hardly appeared
so to that generation. The population grew by leaps and bounds.
From only 98,000 in 1880, it jumped to 348,000 in 1890 and to
401,000 in i 900. Conditions in the early 1890s had been difficult
and population growth proceeded at a slower pace, but in the first
decade of the new century the state added nearly 200,000 people,
reaching a total of 583,000 in 1910. Growth continued during the
next two decades, although at a slower rate, and by 1930 reached
692,000, but that was the high figure. By 1940 the state's
population dropped nearly 50,000 or 7.2 percent, and has never
exceeded that 1930 figure since.
The reason for the leveling off and even decline of the
population is clear enough. It was because of the state's location
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and its predominantly agricultural economy. However much the
state may have wanted to join the mainstream of America's
industrial development, and however much local chambers of
commerce talked about attracting industry to the state, it was not
to be. Again this was associated closely with space, distance,
chmate,and general isolation from the nation's economic power
centers. Distance from the nation's markets, lack of skilled
labor, lack of capital, long cold winters, and a host of other
factors combhied to keep manufacturing from developing to
any great degree. While youngsters used to sing "South Dakota,
the Sunshine State; all the people are feeling great," the state
did not possess the attractive climate of Arizona or Florida.
The economy continued to rest mainly on agriculture.
Agriculture has been an exploited and underpaid element of the
American economy throughout the nation's entire history.
Farmers have been in a kind of colonial position, and because of
their location. South Dakota farmers more so than many others.
Great Plains farmers have been among the country's worst
sufferers.
The problem has been that South Dakota and other plains
farmers have experienced a colonial status from which they have
been unable to escape. The people of the state have been
dependent since earliest settlement upon outside capital, outside
transportation, outside markets, and outside manufacturers.
South Dakota's relation to the larger national economy has not
been unlike that of the underdeveloped countries of the world in
relation to the advanced industrial nations. South Dakotans have
produced raw materials that, with few exceptions, were sold to
outsiders at prices determined by others, and they bought
manufactured goods, credit, and transportation at prices set by
those outside the state. That is, the state's main wealth,
agricultural products, and also some minerals, had to be
exchanged for finished products and services whose costs were
high and completely beyond the control of local residents. In an
economic sense the terms of trade between the residents of the
state and the rest of the country were highly unfavorable, just as
the terms of trade are unfavorable between an underdeveloped
country like India and an advanced indtistrial nation such as the
United States or Great Britain.
The effect of the state's economic position is evident in the
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area of personal income. In 1971 the per capita income of persons
in South Dakota was $3,446 a year compared to an average of
$4,138 for the nation as a whole. South Dakota ranked
thirty-sixth out of fifty states. Millions of dollars of the state's
wealth have been drained away by the Hearsts, the Pillsburys,
the Armours, the farm machine companies, and the railroad
corporations. Much of the wealth out of the Homestake gold
mine, for instance, may well have gone into the construction of
Hearst's castle at San Simon in California, which is filled with
rare and expensive art pieces from all over the world. Little
remained to build South Dakota.
As if this basic economic condition were not bad enough,
agriculture in the state has been severely damaged from time to
time by natural hazards. Drought,dust storms,untimely frosts,
and grasshoppers have caused millions in damage and reduced
people's income. These conditions are. of course, directly related
to the physical location of the state. Much of the state is chancy
country. Partial crops are common and complete failures not
unknown. Contrast this, if you will, to parts of Illinois or Iowa. A
middle-age fanner in south central Illinois was asked if he had ever
had a crop failure. He replied that he could remember one year
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when the crop was not good, his com made less than fifty bushels
to the acre! Thus, to some extent South Dakotans suffer from a
kind of double economic jeopardy. They are in a poor bargaining
position with other elements in ihe economy, and on top of that,
they often lose their main source of income frotn natural hazards.
Indeed. South Dakotans have lived with hardship since the
earhest years of settlement. Drought and grasshoppers have
periodically brought widespread damage that not only destroyed
crops, but the lives of a strugg'ing people. In 1874 much of
southeastern Dakota was ravaged by grasshoppers that ate the
crops and vegetables the drought hadnot küled. Nearly all of the
corn between Yankton and Sioux City was lost in that fateful
year. In 1889, and again in the early 1890s, conditions were
even worse. In December 1889, Governor Mellette visited Clark,

Faulk, and Miner counties after a dry season and reported that
at least six hundred families were nearly destitute. Two months
later, in February 1890, the governor declared that except
foroutside charity "many of our people must have perished
during the past winter." Some succeeding years were bad, but
the drought of 1894 was unprecedented. Many corn fields
produced nothing and the state average was only about four
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bushels per acre; wheat averaged only six bushels per acre. To
make things even worse, prices were at their lowest level
since the Civil War.
However hardy the people may have been, many of them
could not succeed in the face of such disasters. Thousands left the
state, especially from the counties between the James and
Missouri rivers. Sixteen counties in the state lost population
between 1890 and 1900.
While there was no extended period of drought from the
late 1890s to 1930, there were a number of years when
crops were short. However, the first half of the 193 Os
destroyed many South Dakotans. Nineteen thirty-one was a
bad year and many farmers required seed loans in order to
plant in 1932, but 1933 and 1934 were luch worse.
Indeed, those years were reminiscent of 18^ and 1894,,
both so far as natural conditions were concerned, and also
prices. Drought accompanied by wind blew the soil against
the fence rows until you could walk over the fences in
many places without even seeing them. Many farmers were
left with nothing. Grain would not sprout, and if it did, it
grew only a few inches before turning brown and dying in a
soil that had turned to powder under the intense heat.
Livestock men sought to keep their herds together by
cutting Russian thistles and putting them up for hay, or
when no forage whatever was available, they sold their
cattle to the federal government. A mile north of
Wessington Springs, there is a cattle graveyard more than a
city block long and half as wide where hundreds of cattle
were driven into a pit, shot, and covered over with a
bulldozer. There are many other such graves around the
state. Discouraged and broke, thousands of people gave up
and went elsewhere, many to the West Coast. .
These periods of hard times not only hurt and drove away
part of the population in the state, but they had the effect of
forcing an adjustment between the number of people and
available resources. As indicated earlier, a predominantly farm
economy could not support a continually expanding population.
The Great Depression emphasized what some people were
beginning to realize in the 1920s, that there must be a better
relationship between population and resources.
Moreover, another factor was entering the picture. That was
the growing technology in agriculture that freed an increasing
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number of people for alternate economic opportunities. My
father bought his rirst tractor m iy29, and by the IV^Os
thousands of farmers in the state were turning to tractor power. In
1930 some thirty thousand farmers reported tractors in the state;
by 1940 the number reached nearly forty thousand. By 1940
about 55 percent of the farms were tractorized. This permitted a
rapid increase in the size of farms. In 1900 the average size of farms
in South Dakota was 362 acres; by 1969, after about one
generation of tractor farming in the state, the average size had
grown to 997 acres. In 1935 the state had the largest number of
farms in its history-83,303, but this number dropped rapidly in
succeeding years and by 1969 there were only 46,000 left, a little
more than half as many.
The state's economic balance over time has shown little
relative gain for the production of wealth outside of farming. In
1969 the value added by manufacturing in South Dakota was
$214 million; value of farm products was $958 million, or more
than four times as much. In contrast, by 1969 Iowa had almost a
fifty-fifty balance between agriculture and industry, with the
value of farm products worth $3.7 billion and the value added by
manufacturing slightly more. Consequently, there has been an
accelerating outflow of young peoplefromSouth Dakota because
tbey were not needed in agriculture and alternative employment
in manufacturing was not present.
This has been one of the great tragedies of South Dakota and
all the Great Plains states. It has spent millions on child-rearing
and education of young people only to see them leave the state
and earn their money and pay their taxes elsewhere. I think of my
own community of Wessington Springs and find that very few of
the friends I grew up with are still in South Dakota. Thus, the
returns from investment in people have been collected in other
states. To some extent, the problem has been counteracted in
recent years by an inflow of federal funds over and above that
paid out in federal taxes, but the situation has formed a more or
less permanent drain upon the state's economy.
The problems that have faced South Dakotans have not gone
unchallenged. They have searched for answers to specific
economic handicaps, answers that have sometimes been outside
the main stream of American history. I believe that we could call
South Dakotans an experimental people. The Norbeck Era found
South Dakotans turning to government to solve their particular
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problems. In defending his state-in-business program in 1916,
Norbeck said, "Where men attempt to extort an unreasonable
profit, it is the business of the government to step in and regulate
it and where the regulation can be best had by government
ownership and operation, this plan should be adopted."
Therefore, Norbeck favored a state rural credit plan, state hail
insurance, a state coal mine, and a state cement plant. Norbeck
favored experimentation. He was never positive that the
suggestions he made would work satisfactorily in practice.
Looking back at his governorship in 1921, Norbeck wrote : "First,
we supported every good suggestion that the farmers made.
Second, we did not even oppose their going into new
experiments of uncertain value, providing the risk connected
with the venture was only nominal, for the farmers themselves
were the main taxpayers, so why should they not be permitted
to have some experiments if they honestly and sincerely asked
for it (sic) in the belief that it would better their conditions."
The Norbeck programs tailed if we judge them by the
standards of business success (except for the cement plant), but
the support for Norbeck and his program indicated people's
willingness to experiment, to try something different, and to
attack their own problems. When state enterprise failed, Norbeck
and other South Dakotans turned to the federal government.
Francis Case, despite his conservative bent, traded votes with
Robert Kerr of Oklahoma so they both got what they
wanted—development of the Missouri River in the North and the
Arkansas project in the South. These two statesmen, one a
Republican and the other a Democrat, had similar problems in
their states and souglu to solve them in the same way.
The state has had a history of political contradictions and
inconsistencies. Any people who would elect a Peter Norbeck and
a Harlan Bushfield, and a Karl Mundt and a George McGovern
could be characterized as politically eclectic to say the least.
Basically, the political power structure of the state has been
conservative, yet a strong current of progressivism and liberalism
has run through the electorate. The Progressive movement found
important support in South Dakota, and Norbeck, Bulow, and
McGovern have represented the more liberal trends. Many of the
state's farmers have had a strong commitment to liberalism. They
supported Norbeck and many of them joined the Nonpariisan
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League and even the Socialist movement. They have been the
backbone of McGovem voters in many communities. In Jerauld
County, for example, the farm townships have voted mostly for
McGovern while the precincts in Wessington Springs have voted
for any conservative Republican on the ballot. The heart of the
state's pohtical conservatism has been Main Street. There the
merchants, lawyers, doctors, publishers, etc., the community
powerstructure,havevoted conservatively most ofthe time. This
has been true throughout most of the Middle West. The dirt
farmers, but not the ranchers, have tended to vote for those
Peter Norbeek

Harlan Bush field
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political figures who wanted to use government to solve their
problems.
While South Dakotans from the pioneer days to the present
have concentrated on political and economic affairs, they have
been concerned with conserving their environment and with
building a worthy culture. It is well to remember that Peter
N o r b eck was one of the earliest and most effective
conservationists in the United States. Writing about
Norbeck's work in conservation after his death, Horace
Albright, director of the National Park Service, declared,
"We are not likely to see soon another leader arise who will
have such a broad knowledge of the conservation problems
of the country and the courage, power and legislative skill
in drafting and guiding through Congress the laws necessary
to provide permanent solutions to these problems." Indeed,
Norbeck had a deep interest in conserving both wildlife
resources and land. He was an especially strong supporter of
state and national parks. The almost limitless scope of the
senator's activities in this field included the development of
parks in his own state and throughout the nation. He was
among the leaders who imported pheasants into the state in
1911; he was the major figure in Congress in the 1920s
responsible for migratory bird legislation; he also worked to
preserve America's game all the way from Florida to Alaska;
and he was a strong supporter of the shelter belt program
for planting trees on the Great Plains.
While Norbeck was involved in a wide variety of
conservation and park programs, he was best known for the
Migratory Bird Act of 1929, Custer State Park, and the Mount
Rushmore National Memorial. There is not space to discuss the
Migratory Bird Act. but something should be said about Custer
State Park. In 1909 Norbeck visited the Black Hillsand conceived
the idea of creating a great state park that would maintain the
native vegetation and restore the nearly extinct supply of wild
game. Two years later most of the land that became Custer State
Park was donated to South Dakota by the federal government.
Norbeck, then in the legislature, began to make definite plans for
a game preserve. While he did not introduce the bill, it was, as he
wrote,"oneof my pet measures." The measure passed in the 1913
session. The legislation included an appropriation of $15,000 to
fence and stock the area. When Norbeck became governor, he

Copyright © 1974 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

South Dakota: Some Observations

465

asked the legislature to create a permanent state park. In 1919
Custer State Park was established and a State Park Board was
created to administer it. In 1920 when the park was enlarged, it
became the largest state park in the nation and compared
favorably with many national parks. Moreover, Norbeck was
responsible for the scenic roads in the park. The original Needles
Highway was laid out by Norbeck and state engineer Scovil
Johnson, who rode horseback through the area. After one
difficult trip into the needles region. Norbeck turned to Johnson
and said, *'Scovil, can you build a road through there," to which
the engineer replied, "If you can furnish me enough dynamite."
The Evening Huronite, which was generally critical of
Norbeck, declared that Norbeck in his road building "has been a
leader in the development of a new form of art. . . .In laying out
these magnificently beautiful roads, he pioneered in the framing
of natural scenery for the public. He found great pictures in
nature and gave them to the world by building roads to them."
Norbeck admitted that there would have been no such roads
"if I had hstened to the 'diploma boys' (engineers)."
However, the event that attracted the nation and even the
world to South Dakota was the Mount Rushmore National
Memorial. From a local point of view, the most important thing
about Mount Rushmore was that it was not conceived as a great
national memorial in the beginning. Rather, the move for massive
carvings was an indigenous development and one designed to
commemorate individuals associated with the area. When state
historian Doane Robinson first suggested granite carvings in the
Black Hills in 1923, he wrote, ' Í am thinking of some notable
Sioux, as Redcloud, who lived and died in the shadow of these
peaks." "In my imagination," he later wrote sculptor Lorado
Taft, "1 can see all the old heroes of the West peering out from
them (the peaks)."
When Robinson needed help to promote his idea, the first
man he turned to was Peter Norbeck. Norbeck's first response was
one of caution. "It is a new suggestion entirely; I had never
thought of it," he wrote Robinson. Nevertheless, Norbeck
admitted that there was "a wonderful opportunity to work out
among the Black Hills Needles the very thing you suggest." From
the outset Robinson was interested in the artistic, historic, and
cultural value of such carvings, but he was even more concerned
with their prospective economic value. He told a group of citizens
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in Huron on 22 January 1924, that every community needed a
tourist attraction and that such carvings in the Black Hills would
attract people to the state. But more than this, Robinson made it
clear to the gro.up in Huron that he wanted spectacular figures of
sculpture "emblematic of the outstanding historical life of the
state."
Here was an idea of local origin that was designed to add
both to the state's culture and to its economy. However, within a
short time, Robinson's idea of honoring state or regional heroes
was replaced by Gutzon Borglum's concept of creating a giant
national shrine dedicated to the nation's size and greatness. Doane
Robinson did not get to carve the history of the state or region in
granite, but he did get the tourist mecca that he sought so
vigorously.
South Dakota's culture was of European origin, but it was
modified by the frontier, by the continued isolation of the state,
and by the resources available to invest in noneconomic affairs.
Despite—and in some cases because of-long distances, the sparse
population, and relative poverty. South Dakotans built a strong
and respectable cultural life. Schools, churches, libraries, art
galleries, museums, and publishing sprang up in all parts of the
state to meet the needs of the people.
Education has been of vital interest to South Dakotans since
thedaysofearliestsettlement. Indeed, schools at all levels were the
most important cultural activity in the state. Rural, one-room
schools were established quickly after settlement in order to
educate the children of immigrants in the territory. Towns
established high schools, and in the 1880s there was a burst of
activity in setting up colleges, both by churches and by the
territorial government. Theestablishmentof so many institutions
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of higher learning reflects perhaps better than anything else the
optimism and expectations of the early settlers. The number of
these institutions also demonstrates how expectations outran real
needs. Public colleges and universities were established in seven
communities, five of them in the 1880s. Moreover, nine
church-related colleges, three of which were junior colleges, were
also established. Most of these private colleges have struggled
agamst heavy odds ever since their founding. One of them,
Wessington Springs College, has had to close its doors. Even the
buildings have been razed and only the records of the students and
graduates themselves remain of that effort to bring a degree of
higher education to that part of the plains.
It is understandable why the legislature, as well as church
groups, created so many institutions. In the 1880s it was difficult
to travel from one part of the territory to the other and to scatter
the institutions over a wide area made sense. To church
denominations, colleges seemed necessary to prepare religious
leaders. However, facilities for higher education quickly outran
the population and the people's financial ability to support their
institutions.
The one-room country schools were generally consohdated
out of existence after World War II. The township where I lived as
a boy in Jerauld County had four one-room, ungraded schools
through the 1930s. Now there are none. The children in the
township are bused to Wessington Springs. This is typical of the
state as a whole. While consolidation did not save money in many
cases, it did offer richer and more extensive educational programs
to the young people in both the elementary and the
secondary schools.
In higher education consolidation has failed. This is not only
true in South Dakota, but in other sparsely populated states as
well. A few years ago the legislature at Pierre came very near to
closing Southern at Springfield, but such drastic action has not
been seriously contemplated since and the reason is clear.
Educational institutions are important economic assets to the
communities in which they are located. No chamber of commerce
can sit idly by and permit a college or university to be closed.
Consequently, the state has continued to maintain its institutions
of higher learning by spreading its limited resources wide and thin.
However, South Dakota has probably received more from its
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higher education dollar than most any state in the nation. The
quality of the University of South Dakota, for instance, is
undisputed. The graduates of the university have done well in
nationwide competition. The university has turned out
professional people of the highest quality and at low cost. This has
been possible because competent and unselfish faculty members
have given their talents and their lives to students at a price far
below that of most other states. South Dakota owes a heavy debt
to its college and university faculties. However, in the final
analysis we should be realistic and recognize that this condition
cannot go on forever. The ltívehng of population, the mainly
agricultural economy, and rising costs will place unbearable
pressures on the state's higher educational system in the years
ahead.
The history of newspapers and magazines also reflects an
early optimism and the need for later adjustments as population
leveled off and shifted. By 1890, some 558 newspapers and 28
magazines had been established. By 1960, only about 80
newspapers remained and only a very few magazines. The
Midwest-Beach Printing Company is the only significant
printing firm in the state. Economic change and lack of
population growth forced many small newspapers and
magazines out of business, but not enough to give adequate
coverage of local, state and national events.
We can illustrate this point by using Jerauld County as an
example. In the 1920s Wessington Springs had two weekly papers,
the Republican and the Independent. There was also the Alpena
Journal in the eastern part of the county, and in Buffalo County
to the west, Gann Valley published a weekly. Today they are all
gone except the Wessington Springs Independent, which now runs
special sections of local news on Alpena and Gann Valley. With a
declining population in those areas, there simply were too many
papers in relation to the number of subscriptions and the amount
of advertising available. Here is another example of Elwyn
Robinson's too much mistake. However, some excellent
newspapers have grown up in the state and South Dakota has had
its share of outstanding publishers. W.R. Ronald and Ered C.
Christopherson are only two who fit this category.
Education and the press are important aspects of any
culture, but the humanities-literature, history, and art-tell a
great deal about a society and to some extent reflect the priorities
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in that society. While the humanistic studies that might flow from
greater affluence have never been present in South Dakota, the
people have produced some outstanding achievements.
The South Dakota Historical Society was established in
1901. Under the long-time direction of Doane Robinson, the
society gathered and preserved some of the basic raw materia! for
writing territorial and state history. Robinson himself wrote a
great deal of that history. The South Dakota Historical
Collections contain volumeaftervolume of history relating to the
territory and state. Moreover, between thirty and forty county
historical societies have been established and contribute further
to a better understanding of the history and traditions of the
state. In his History of South Dakota, Herbert S. Schell has set a
standard for one-volumestatehistories that could be profitably
emulated by other historians.
In literature, too, the state has produced distinguished sons.
It has also been the subject for some excellent literary efforts.
Hamlin Garland's writings about life in Brown County in Main
Traveled Roads launched him into a famous writing career. Ole
Rolvaag, a resident of the state for a time, achieved high acclaim
with his Giants in the Earth and subsequent volumes that dealt
with immigrant pioneers in Minnehaha County. Many other
writers have attained regional, if not national, fame both for
fiction and nonfiction. These include Will O. Lillibridge {Ben
Blair, 1905); Stewart Edward White (The Westerners, 1900 and
The Claim Jumpers, 1901), and Rose Wilder Lane, (Let the
Hurricane Roar, 1933). Badger Clark's poems in Sun and Saddle
Leather (1915) express with insight and emotion the attitudes
and spirit of western South Dakotans.
The most distinguished artists of the state, Harvey Dunn and
Oscar Howe, have stuck to local themes. Dunn made a
far-reaching reputation with his paintings of pioneer life, while
Howe has become famous for his Indian paintings that express
Indian life and ideas in symbolism.
Numerous museums also contain much of the state's history
and cultural artifacts. The W.H. Over Museum at the University of
South Dakota, the Pettigrew Museum in Sioux Falls, the
Robinson Museum in Pierre, and the Museum of Geology in Rapid
City are only among the best known. There are many smaller, but
educational, museums throughout the state.
It is clear that South Dakotans have built a worthy culture.
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While the people's main efforts have been directed toward
building a viable economy, the things of the mind and spirit have
not been neglected. The greatest cultural and humanistic
achievements have been indigenous to the people and to the area.
There have been no Rockefellers, Mêlions, or Fords to pour
millions into education, art. or symphony orchestras. What was
done had to be done by the people themselves. It came out of toil
and sacrifice.
But what about the future? Every indication points to the
demand for rather fundamental institutional adjustment. This is
true whether we are talking about medical treatment, local
government, trade territories, or education. The institutions of
the state must fit into the sparse population and modest level of
income experienced by most people. To try to do too much will
mean doing nothing very well. Perhaps the most promising
prospect for the future is the position of agriculture. While the
main resources have been exploited in years past, the growing
worldwide demand for food may well put agriculture and the
South Dakota farmer in the strongest bargaining position that he
has ever experienced. If this occurs, then rising incomes will be
sufficient to expand and strengthen the main cultural institutions.
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