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Lynn J. Frazier and
Progressive Reform:
A Plodder in the Ranks
of a Ragged Regiment
RONALD BRILEY

During the 1920s, a decade that was symbolized by jazz
music, the speakeasy, flappers, and prosperity, the reforming
zeal of pre-World War I progressivism was believed to have
collapsed. Historians, however, have found such a view to be
erroneous. From the Midwest such prominent senators as
George Norris and Robert Howell of Nebraska, Smith Brookhart of Iowa, Henrik Shipstead of Minnesota, Robert LaFoUette
of Wisconsin, and Gerald P. Nye and Lynn Frazier of North
Dakota journeyed to the nation's capital in order to engage in
combat with what they believed to be predatory business
interests. However, this group of extremely vocal and talented
congressional leaders was never able to dominate the political
arena, perhaps because these farm state insurgents found it
difficult to formulate any collective program.' Despite this
important failure, credit has generally been bestowed upon
these political mavericks for initiating important legislative and
reform measures. For example, Arthur S. Link has labeled
midwestern senatorial endeavors to obtain agricultural relief for
their constituents as "a milestone in the development of a
comprehensive political doctrine that it was government's duty
1. Darrel LeRoy Ashby, "Progressivism Against Itself: The Senate Western
Bloc in the 192O's," Mid-America 50 (Oct. 1968): 291-304; Arthur S. Link, "What
Happened to the Progressive Movement?" American Historical Review 64 (July
1959): 850; Robert S. Alien and Drew Pearson, Washington Merry-Go-Round (New
York: Horace Liveright, Inc., 1931), p. 184.
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to protect the economic security of all classes and particularly
depressed ones."^ Unfortunately. Link has not extended his
analysis of depressed groups beyond farm interests. Another
field of reform endeavor, however, does exist to test his
hypothesis.
The 1920s witnessed the revival of interest in relieving the
plight of the American Indians. This is a topic that has too
often been ignored by historians. One of the few studies on this
subject has described the movement for Indian reform as "a
new horizon for progressives in the 192O's."^ Certainly, one of
the key senatorial Progressives in this area was Lynn J. Frazier
of North Dakota. He was chairman of the Senate Committee on
Indian Affairs from 1928 to 1933 and led a special subcommittee to survey conditions among American Indians.
Two contemporary reporters observed that Frazier, while an
honest Progressive, was not an original thinker. He was, in short,
"a plodder in the ranks."'* Such a simple description, however,
does not take into account the extent to which the Progressive
ideology, upon which Frazier based his actions, also lacked any
original contributions. One of the most simple, but stñl
accurate, definitions of progressivism has been provided by
Rüssel B. Nye, who argued that progressivism in America was
the struggle between democracy and plutocracy.^ Progressives
were determined to undermine the threat presented to democracy by business monopolies.^ Although such a broad definition
almost appears to render the term Progressive meaningless, the
fact that a large segment of people identified themselves with
this label, and were also greatly concerned with the impact of
monopoly upon democracy, tends to make the term a viable
one.
Nye's interpretation of progressivism also coincides with the
2. Link, "What Happened to the Progressive Movement?" p. 846.
3. Margaret Garretson Szasz, "Indian Reform in a Decade of Prosperity,"
Montana, The Magazine of Western History 20 (Jan. 1970); 23.
4. Allen and Pearson, Washington Merry-Go-Round, p. 203.
5. A description of historio graphical approaches to progressivism may be found
in Herbert F. Margulies, "Recent Opinion on the Decline of the Progressive
Movement," Mid-America 45 (Oct. 1963): 250-65.
6. Rüssel B. Nye, Midwestern Progressive Politics (East Lansing: Michigan State
Univeisity Press, 1951), pp. 26-27.
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views expressed by Robert M. LaFollette of Wisconsin, who was
the very embodiment of Progressive reform. LaFollette believed
that the most important goal for those involved in politics was
to restrain the power of business monopolies and return
government to the common people. "The supreme issue,
involving all the others," stated the Wisconsin senator, "is the
encroachment of the powerful few upon the rights of many.
This mighty power has come between the people and their
government."7 LaFollette, however, was unable to offer any
real political platform to alleviate this state of affairs. The best
solution that LaFollette was prepared to recommend was the
election of honest men to office. He argued that "if they have
the highest standards of integrity and the highest ideals of
service, all our problems, however complex, will be easily
solved."^ In 1924, after almost three decades of public service,
LaFollette continued to emphasize the issues of democracy,
monopoly, and honesty in his unsuccessful try for the presidency.^
Thus, the Progressive legacy that Frazier inherited was based
7. Robert M. LaFollette, LaFollette's Autobiography (1913; reprint ed.,
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1968), p. 321.
8. Ibid, p. 171.
9. Kenneth MacKay, The Progressive Movement of ¡924 (1947; reprint ed..
New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1966), p. 249.
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upon an almost naive faith in democracy and a contempt for
corruption. Progressive forces in North Dakota had for decades
struggled against corrupt railroads, elevators, and grain exchanges that had deprived North Dakota farmers of an adequate
return on their crops. Although Progressive elements in North
Dakota enjoyed electoral success, their emphasis upon political
rather than economic reforms did not alter the difficulties of
farmers in that state.'''
Following the failure of North Dakota progressivism, a new
attempt at economic reform was initiated in the Nonpartisan
League created by a former socialist organizer, A. C. Townley.
The Nonpartisan League platform consisted of a program that
perhaps can best be described as state socialism. The platform
called for the creation of state-owned mills and elevators to
process the grain of North Dakota farmers. A state bank was
also to be established to aid these state enterprises and to
extend credit to farmers."
To head the state ticket for his new organization, Townley
desired a candidate who was not closely associated with radical
politics or league officials. He chose an obscure farmer from
Hoople, North Dakota. That man was Lynn Frazier, who was
pictured by the league as a plain farmer called from the plow to
lead his fellow agrarians. Charles Edward Russell, publicist for
the league, described Frazier as a "reserved, scholarly, university
graduate living upon a farm about nine miles from any given
point, a sturdy level-headed person whose previous ambition
had been to be a good citizen and cultivate the soil with
scientific skill."'^
Russell's description was accurate in regard to Frazier's
10. Challes N. Glaab, "The Failure of North Dakota Progressivism," MidAmerica 39 (Oct. 1957): 200.
11. Detailed information on the Nonpartisan League and its program can be
found in Robert L. Morían, Political Prairie Fire: The Nonpartisan League,
1915-1922 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1955); Theodore Saloutos,
"The Rise of the Nonpartisan League in North Dakota, 1915-1917," Agricultural
History 20 (Jan. 1946): 43-61; Elwyn B. Robinson, History of North Dakota
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1966), pp. 327-52; Edward C. Blackorby,
Prairie Rebel: The Public Life of William Lemke (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1963).
12. Charles Edward Russell, Tfie Story of the Nonpartisan League (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1920), p. 209,
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background. Frazier was born in Minnesota on 21 December
1874, and moved to North Dakota when his father homesteaded there in 1881.'^ He attended country schools, graduating from high school in 1891. Following his graduation
Frazier taught rural schools for six years, hoping to save enough
money to study to become a doctor. In 1897 he enrolled in the
University of North Dakota where he was a star football player
until his graduation in 1901. Frazier was forced to abandon his
dream of becoming a doctor when his brother, who had been
managing the family farm, died suddenly. To prevent his
mother from losing the farm, he returned home to operate it.
Frazier settled on farming as a career, married the daughter of a
neighboring farmer, and began to raise a family that eventually
would include three daughters and two sons.
Although lacking political experience and any fundamental
understanding of the league program, Frazier had an unimpeachable reputation for honesty and was a family man who
neither smoked nor drank. To the conservative North Dakota
fanners, these were certainly favorable qualifications. Neverthe13. There is no biography of Frazier available. Therefore, biographical
information Is somewhat limited. Most historical research into North Dakota politics
has concentiated upon A. C. Townley and the Nonpartisan League rather than
Frazier. Brief descriptions of Frazier's life can be found in Morían, Nonpartisan
League, } 915-1922, pp. 54-55; Robinson, History of North Dakota, pp. 336-37.
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less, Frazier's chief political asset was the fact that he was a
common farmer, and he made full use of that image in his
campaign for governor when he stated, "I am not a politician,
but I can milk and slop hogs and fill the bill on the farm.''^'*
Townley had correctly estimated Frazier's political appeal
to the huge North Dakota farm vote. Frazier was elected
governor in 1916, and returned to that office in 1918 and 1920.
Under the Frazier administration most of the Nonpartisan
League platform was enacted into law, but North Dakotans
soon discovered that fundamental economic reform would
require more than simply the election of honest men to office.
Mismanagement was uncovered in the league-sponsored state
enterprises enacted during the Frazier administration. Frazier,
while not personally accused of mishandling funds, was believed
guilty of covering up such corruption. Accordingly, he was
removed from office in a recall election in November 1921.
At the time it seemed that his political career had ended,
but one year later Frazier was elected to the United States
Senate. An agricultural depression, which had begun in 1921,
and was partly responsible for the problems of the Frazier
administration, proved not to be of any short duration.>5 The
farmers of North Dakota believed that only federal action could
save them from the effects of disastrous price declines.
Therefore, in 1922 the voters of the state wanted someone in
the Senate who would represent agrarian interests. Frazier,
despite difficulties during his term as governor, seemed the
perfect choice. In the area of farm relief, he had proven himself
capable of expanding his Progressive beliefs in order to attempt
some economic reform. The New York Times described the
former governor as "for the farmers first, last, and all the
Frazier was elected senator under the Republican banner
upon a platform that demanded aid for depressed farmers. He
denounced railroads and Eastern financial interests as a threat to
14. Saloutos, "The Rise of the Nonpartisan League in North Dakota,
1915-1917 " p . 53.
15. For an excellent discussion of agrarian difficulties in the early 1920s, see
James H. Shideler, Farm Crisis, 19! 9-1923 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1957).
16. New York Times, 26 Nov. 1922.
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democracy.'"^ With the exception of a class interest in
agriculture, Frazier remained basically tme to a Progressive
legacy that was concerned with the problems of democracy and
corruption. However, Frazier's interest in Indian reform while
senator would seemingly indicate that he was able to expand his
interest in depressed groups and their economic problems
beyond the field of agriculture, even though the Indian's plight
played no part in his election, A close examination of Frazier's
statements on the Indian question, however, does not appear to
support this conclusion. His interest in Indians was never really
able to escape the encirclement of Progressive thought regarding
monopoly, democracy, and corruption.
A renewed interest in the situation of Indians in the United
States was awakened in 1922 by the contemplated passage of
the Bursum Pueblo Land Bill, which would have separated the
Pueblo Indians from much of their land. In protest over this
legislation, a wave of muckraking articles appeared describing
the plight of the Indians. In addition, reform groups such as the
American Indian Defense Association were formed.^^ In
December 1923, Secretary of Interior Hubert Work summoned
a Committee of One Hundred to study the Indian problem. The
conclusions of this panel have been described as "a series of
innocuous resolutions.''^^ Despite the failure of this conference, the Indian issue continued to attract much interest.
Thus, Indian reform was an important national issue when
Frazier arrived in Washington and was assigned to the Senate
Committee on Indian Affairs. However, the main interest of the
freshman senator from North Dakota was in his agrarian
constituents. He had little time to devote to the cause of Indian
reform, although he did introduce a resolution asking that the
Court of Claims be allowed to render a judgment in all claims
17. Grand Forks Herald, 27 June 1922.
18. The agitation for Indian reform in the early 1920s is discussed in Randolf C.
Downes, "A Crusade for Indian Reform, \922-\9'iA," Mississippi Valley Historical
Review 32 (Dec. 1945): 336-40. See also Szasz, "Indian Reform in a Decade of
Prosperity," pp. 16-27.
19. U.S., Congress, House, The Indian Problem: Resolution of the Committee of
One Hundred Appointed by the Secretary of the Interior, anda Review of the Indian
Problem, H. Misc. Doc. 149, 68th Cong., 1st sess., 1924, pp. 1-49; Downes, "A
Crusade for Indian Reform, 1922-1934," p. 340.
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growing out of any agreement between the United States
government and Indian tribes. ^^
During his early congressional years Frazier was also active
in the effort to extend citizenship to all Indians. One student of
Indian affairs has labeled the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 a
Progressive measure aimed at big bureaucracy. Progressives did
not want the secretary of the Interior Department to be able to
grant citizenship at his indulgence.^i It is interesting to note
that the basic motive given for the passage of this act was
framed in Progressive rhetoric rather than in actual concern for
the Indians.
Despite these few legislative endeavors on behalf of Indians,
Frazier's first term was occupied with agricultural issues. In
1928 Frazier became more actively concerned with Indian
problems. He was appointed chairman of the Senate Committee
on Indian Affairs, and, in addition, won reelection to his Senate
post. In observing Frazier's new interest in Indians, the fact that
his main concern remained agriculture should not be forgotten.
During the same session of Congress in which he assumed the
chairmanship of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs,
Frazier stated that the most important legislation that ever
could come before Congress would be farm legislation. 22
Agitation for Indian reform was given renewed emphasis in
1928 by the publication of a study conducted by the Institute
for Government Research. The Meriam Report, named after the
director of the project, found the majority of Indians in a
desperate economic situation as their old culture had been
destroyed, and they were unprepared to live in the white man's
world. The report concluded that the Indian Service had failed
to formulate a broad program of education so that the Indians
could live with a minimum standard of health and decency.^^
In conjunction with this new stimulus to Indian reform,
20. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 68th Cong., 1st sess., 1924,
65, pt 8:963.
21. Gaiy C. Stein, "The Indian Citizenship Act of 1924," New Mexico
Historical Review 47 (Fall, 1972): 266.
22. U.S., Congress, Senate, Concessional Record, 70th Cong., 1st sess., 1928,
69, pt 1:538.
23. Lewis Meriam et al. The Problem of Indian Administration (Baltimore; John
Hopkins Press, 1928), pp. 3-21.
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Senator William King of Utah, a strong advocate of Indian
rights, offered a resolution calling for a Senate investigation of
Indian affairs. The result of King's resolution was the formation
of a subcommittee of the Committee on Indian Affairs to
investigate the condition of American Indians. 24 The subcommittee was to be led by Frazier. This assignment was to have a
great impact on Frazier's view of Indian problems.
Initially, Frazier seemed a poor choice to lead any critical
investigation of the American Indians and their relationship to
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which was increasingly becoming
the target of Indian reformers. Frazier stated that the hearings
before his subcommittee were not for the purpose of discrediting the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Instead the goal of the
hearings was simply "to see whether some improvements can
not be made in the condition of the Indians."25 Also, on the
Senate floor the North Dakota senator requested funds' for the
construction of boarding schools for Indian children in North
Dakota, even though the concept of boarding schools under the
control of the Bureau of Indian Affairs was under attack by
many reformers. 26 Certainly Frazier did not appear to be a
major threat to the bureau.
However, after hearings in the states of Washington, Oregon,
California, and Utah, where he visited Indians and observed
Indian living conditions, Frazier returned to Washington in
1929 more critical of the Indian Bureau. On 7 January 1929
Oklahoma Senator W. B. Pine of the subcommittee was accused
by Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charies H. Burke of engaging
in a conspiracy to destroy him. The rebuttal, a subcommittee
report signed by Frazier, Robert M. LaFollette, Jr., and Burton
K. Wheeler, stated that "there is not a scintilla of evidence to
support or substantiate the charge of conspiracy, or any other
charge as set forth or made by Commissioner Burke before the
24. U.S., Congress, Senate, "Survey of Conditions of the Indians in the United
State.s," Hearing Before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Indian Affairs US
Senate, Senate Resolution 79. 70th Cong.. 1st sess., 1928. Other members of the
subcommittee were Robert M. LaFoUette, Jr., of Wisconsin, Burton K, Wheeler of
Montana, and W. B. Pine and Elmer Thomas of Oklahoma.
25. "Survey of Conditions of the Indians in the United States " 70th Cone 1st
sess.. 1928, pt 1:2.
26. Congressional Record, 70th Cong., 1st sess., 1928, 69. p. 8369.
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Subcommittee of Indian Affairs against Senator Pine."^'' The
struggle between Frazier's subcommittee and the Bureau of
Indian Affairs had begun.
The hearings in Washington, Oregon, California, and Utah
had indeed produced results. The New York Times observed
that very serious and well-supported charges of corruption had
been leveled against the Indian Bureau. ^^ In a muckraking
article for Survey magazine, John Collier, secretary of the
American Indian Defense Association and later to be commissioner of Indian Affairs under President Franklin Roosevelt,
maintained that the subcommittee hearings had uncovered
countless atrocities committed against Indians by the Indian
Bureau. Collier argued that the Indian Bureau was responsible
for massacring a hundred thousand California Indians. He
concluded his article by asserting that in order to relieve the
plight of suffering Indians it would be necessary to increase
state and local assistance to Indians, discontinue Indian Bureau
control over Indian property, and deposit all Indian land in
incorporated tribal holdings. 29
Collier's accusations shocked many people. Commissioner
Burke denied the charges, while Senator Elmer Thomas of
Oklahoma, the only member of the Frazier subcommittee who
was not a Progressive, maintained that Collier was engaging in a
propaganda scheme to gain funds for his operations. Frazier,
however, when queried about Collier's statements, replied
simply that they were a "fair statement of conditions that were
set forth by testimony before the Subcommittee of Indian
Affairs of the Senate."^«
Frazier's interest in Indian problems apparently had been
broadened by both the arguments of Collier and his own
personal observations of Indian conditions. He attempted to
follow one of Collier's recommendations outhned in his Survey
article when he supported legislation to increase state control
27. U.S., Congress, Senate, Committee on Indian Affairs, Alleged Conspiracy
Against Indian Commissioner Burke, S. Rept. 1400, 70th Cong., 2d sess., 1929, p. 1.
28.7Vew York Times, 8 Dec. 1928.
29. John Colüer, "Senators and Indians," Survey 61(1 Jan. 1929): 425-28,457.
30. "Grave Charges of Mistreating the Indians," Literary Digest 100 (26 Jan.
1929): 24-26.
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over sanitary, health, and school regulations on reservations.3i
He also argued for additional funds to continue the subcommittee investigation. Frazier asserted that many complaints had
been made against the Indian Bureau and "without doubt"
these required investigation.^^ Evidently, Frazier's investigating
body was beginning to step on the toes of prominent opponents
of Indian reform. Senator Carl Hayden of Arizona complained
that the Senate investigators were only interested in witnesses
who were "disgruntled or a sorehead."^^
Despite complaints, the committee was refunded and
launched additional investigations in Montana and Oregon.
These examinations conducted during the winter of 1929
produced a sense of outrage in Frazier. He was especially
concerned with conditions at the Flathead Indian Reservation
in Montana, and he sought to bring them to the attention of the
entire Senate in several addresses on the Senate floor.
In this case, the Rocky Mountain Power Company wanted
to develop power sites on the Flathead Reservation. Frazier
charged that the company was simply a paper organization of
the Montana Power Company, which in turn was a subsidiary of
the American Power and Light Company, which represented
one of the four big holding companies of the Electric Bond and
Share Company of New York.^^ xhe North Dakotan also
maintained that the Indian Bureau superintendent at the
Flathead Reservation was ignoring the desires of the Indian
councils and was evidently working with the Rocky Mountain
Power Company, ^s Thus, the Indians had lost all voice in
controlling their own destiny. Again, Frazier basically ignored
Indian problems to strike out at the traditional Progressive
enemy of monopoly and its subsequent introduction of
corruption and threat to democracy.
The subcommittee's report on irregularities at the Klamath
Indian Reservation in Oregon concentrated upon the same
31. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 70th Cong., 2d sess., 1929,
70, pp. 3150-51.
32. Ibid., p. 4506.
33. Ibid., p. 4366.
34. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 71st Cong., 2d sess 1930
72, p. 729.
35. Ibid., p. 7281.
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Progressive issues instead of examining actual living conditions
on the reservation and offering concrete solutions to these
problems. The report stated that lumber and grazing interests
had been obtaining Klamath Indian land against the wishes of
the tribe due to the corruption of Indian Bureau agents. The
investigating body reached the conclusions that "Indian Bureau
officials had ignored the wishes and regards of the Indians, that
they have been extravagant with the money and wasteful of the
property entrusted to their supervision; that the great majority
of the Klamath Indians have lost all confidence in their officials,
thus making it impossible to have anything like a satisfactory
situation."^^ Seemingly, the subcommittee believed that the
problems of the Klamath Indians could be solved by recruiting
honest Indian agents. The people of North Dakota had
discovered earlier that the Progressive panacea of simply
installing honest men in office was not enougli to overcome
complex political and economic problems.
Frazier and the other Progressive senators on his subcommittee also made no attempt to understand Indian culture and
heritage. They were concerned with Progressive problems of
democracy and corruption in Indian affairs, but they never
seemed to question the assumption that Indians should be
assimilated into white society. For example, it would indeed be
difficult to imagine Frazier applying to Indian culture the
superlatives that Indian reformers such as John Collier attributed to Indian life. Colher found Indian dance the closest
modern equivalent to the dramas of ancient Greece. He asserted
that Indian dances "were perhaps the last expression in this, our
modern world, of the unifying import of the common source
and common destiny of life."^"^
As early as 1924 Elizabeth Sheply Sergeant had pointed out
in the reform journal. New Republic, the basic failure of
politicians to comprehend the Indians' way of life.^^ This
failure resulted in some interesting incidents during the senato36. U.S., Congress, Senate. Committee on Indian Affairs, Investigation of Indian
Affairs on Klamath Indian Reservation, S. Rept. 158, 71st Cong., 2d sess., 1930, p. 4.
37. John Collier, From Every Zenith: A Memoir (Denver: Sage Books, 1963),
p. 137.
38. Elizabeth SMply Sergeant, "The Red Man's Buidcn," New Republic 37 (16
Jan. 1924): 200.
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rial interrogations chaired by Frazier. For example, at hearings
conducted in New Mexico Frazier could not understand how an
Indian Pueblo governor could punish another Indian for dancing
at a celebration in Gallop, New Mexico. Frazier was evidently
not capable of understanding that the dance was sacred to the
Indians, and that dancing before a white audience was equal to
desecrating one's religion. 39
Ignoring cultural and social issues, and to some extent,
economic issues, Frazier concentrated upon the Progressive
problem of corruption in Indian affairs. During the investigations of the subcommittee, Frazier maintained a low profile.
He did not enjoy being the center of attention and was, as
contemporary observers have commented, always happiest
when he could return to his farm in North Dakota.^« However,
when Frazier did let his views be known in subcommittee
interrogations, it was usually the subject of Indian Bureau
corruption that excited his interest. He unleashed a long
harangue against Charles J. Rhoads, President Herbert Hoover's
commissioner of Indian Affairs, because Indians were being
expected to pay for roads and bridges constructed on their
reservations that would only benefit white tourists.'"
Frazier also confronted the problem of corruption in Indian
affairs in many senatorial speeches. He demanded a reorganization of the Indian Bureau and asserted that "the money that
is appropriated by the United States Congress should be
honestly and efficiently spent for the benefit of the Indians and
not for^^ the benefit of politicians and Government employees.'"*^ ¡^ ^as his preoccupation with weeding out corruption that engaged Frazier in a major controversy.
On 21 January 1931 Frazier introduced an amendment to
negate the salary of Herbert Hagerman, former territorial
governor of New Mexico, as a special commissioner to negotiate
39. Erna Fergusson, "Senators Investigate Indians," American Mercury 23 (Aua
1931): 465.
^'
40. Allen and Pearson, Washington Merry-Go-Round, p. 203.
41. U.S., Congress, Senate, "Survey of Conditions of the Indians in the United
States," Hearings Before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Indian Affairs United
States Senate, Senate Resolutions 79and308. 7Ist Cong., 2d sess., 1930, pt. 6:2199.
42. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 7Ist Cong., 3d sess., 1931
74, p. 2767.
'
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Herbert J. Hagerman

with Indians in New Mexico and Arizona. Frazier, working from
information supplied by Collier before the subcommittee,
accused Hagerman of obtaining an oil lease from the Navajo
Indians for $1,000, and then selling the same lease to the
Continental Oil Company for $1,000,000.-^^ Frazier's charges
brought forward a chorus of denials on behalf of Hagerman.
Senator Sam Bratton of New Mexico stated that Hagerman was
an honest man and that he was "astonished" at Frazier's
attitude.'*'* Oliver LaFarge, director of the Eastern Association
on Indian Affairs, repudiated Frazier's action as disgraceful
toward "an honest official," while the Santa Fe New Mexican
simply observed that Frazier had been duped by John Collier.'^s
In the Hagerman dispute, as before, the position of the Indians
was delegated to a subordinate issue as debate centered upon
the integrity of a public official.
Yet, it is possible that the accusation made by the Santa Fe
43. Ibid.. p. 2778.
44. Ibid., p. 4882.
45. New York Times, 28 Jan. 1931; Santa Fe New Mexican, 31 Jan. 1931.
Lawrence Kelly in lus study of the Navajo Indians concludes that Hagerman was not
a crook. He was either not acquainted with the history of Indian mining laws, or, like
other New Mexicans, he could not perceive the Indian side of the argument. For
Kelly's argument see Lawrence C. Kelly, The Navajo Indians and Federal Indian
Policy (Tucson; University of Arizona Press, 1968). p. 63.
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New Mexiean that Frazier was duped by Collier may contain
some validity. Collier certainly recognized that Indian problems
had more complex origins than just Indian Bureau malfeasance.
Despite this fact, Collier, in his official position as secretary of
the American Indian Defense Association, applauded and
encouraged the assaults of Frazier's subcommittee against the
Indian bureaucracy. American Indian Life, the official publication of Collier's organization, urged the subcommittee to go
after the Indian Bureau and expose it as the party responsible
for the miserable living conditions of the Indians.''^ Collier,
writing in Ameriean Indian Life, praised the subcommittee in
laudatory phrases. He considered the hearings "epoch-making."
Collier declared, "Possibly, not before, and certainly not with
equal perseverance, has the Senate Committee or any other
official body wrestled with the Indian problem in its totality."'*'' Frazier received special praise lor his action against
Hagerman. Collier maintained that Frazier had sought to
dramatize corruption in the Indian Bureau by assaulting one of
its more extreme examples."fs
There is sometliing suspicious about the unqualified praise
by an extremely astute student of Indian culture for a
subcommittee that observed the Indians only from a narrow
Progressive point of view. Perhaps a plausible explanation is that
Collier believed that if the Frazier subcommittee sought simply
to make an objective study of the plight of Indians, the
subcommittee findings would be ignored. On the other hand, if
the investigating body would concentrate on scandals and
personality conflicts, the subcommittee, and indirectly the
Indians, would gain more national attention. Thus, Collier urged
the subcommittee to attack the Indian Bureau, which he did
blame for many of the Indians' problems. Frazier and the
Progressive senators on his subcommittee certainly needed little
encouragement.
Great legislative achievements were not formulated from the
investigations of Frazier's subcommittee. However, they did
alert many Americans to the plight of the Indians through their
46. >lme/7cijn/Hí/í'a/í ¿i/e, Bulletin 12 (June 1928): 15.
47. Ibid., BuUetin 18 (July 1931): 14.
48. Ibid., p. 29.

Copyright © 1977 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Lynn J. Frazier

453

assaults upon the Bureau of Indian Affairs. This muckraking
function culminated in the appointment of John Collier as
commissioner of Indian Affairs by President Franklin Roosevelt. The Roosevelt landslide of 1932 resulted in the Republican
Frazier losing his chairmanship on the Committee on Indian
Affairs in favor of the Democrat Burton K. Wheeler. With the
advent of the Roosevelt administration, Frazier curtailed his
interest in Indian reform to concentrate almost completely
upon his main area of concern, farm legislation. The North
Dakota senator remained a champion of agrarian interests until
his defeat in 1940 in a bid for a fourth term.
Roosevelt's New Deal brought a new concern for Indian
problems into the national government. This interest resulted in
the passage in 1934 of the Wheeler-Howard Act, which sought
to revive Indian tribal life and to stop all further individual
allotting of Indian land.^^ CoUier praised the Wheeler-Howard
Act as perhaps the "Independence Day of Indian history," but
he neglected to credit Frazier with the important groundbreaking work he had done in the field of Indian reform during
the conservative 1920s, so In the Senate, however, one of
Frazier's Progressive colleagues, Henrik Shipstead of Minnesota,
did not forget the role played by Frazier. Shipstead expressed
his gratitude to Frazier, in addition to Wheeler and Collier, for
their efforts in studying Indian affairs and in support of the
Wheeler-Howard Act.^i Collier concluded that the WheelerHoward Act was constructed upon both a material and spiritual
foundation. It would provide economic security for the Indians
in addition to cultural freedom. ^^
Frazier, although not a sponsor of this legislation, was a
supporter of the act. Nevertheless, while he could have
comprehended Collier's description of the legislation as an
economic measure, the concept of cultural freedom was
49. The purpose of the Wheeler-Howard Act was to overturn the Dawes Act of
1887, wltích sought to break up all tribal holdings into individual allotments. Under
the Dawes Act. Indians lost huge amounts of their land.
50. U.S.. Department of the Interior, Office of Indian Affairs, Indians at Work 1
(1 July 1934): 1.
51. U.S., Congress, Senate, Co/i^esjjona/Record, 73d Cong., 2d sess. 1934 78
p. 1127.
52. Indians at Work 1 (15 July 1934): 3.
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certainly not a part of Frazier's Progressive ideology. Frazier
approached the problem of Indian reform from the perspective
of the progressivism that he had inherited from North Dakota
politics. He displayed little concern for Indians as a depressed
minority group. He did not express any cultural sympathy for
Indians, nor did he question the basic policy of assimilation
pursued by the government. In seeking to protect Indians from
the malfeasance of corrupt Indian agents and large business
interests, Frazier was confronting traditional Progressive
enemies. Indians, freed from the corruption of devious Indian
agents and the designs of monopolistic business concerns, could
then develop their own destinies in the type of individualistic
society favored by Progressives. If Frazier could only see the
issue of Indian reform in the light of traditional progressivism,
the same could certainly be said for such outstanding Progressives as Robert LaFollette and Burton K. Wheeler. These
two figures became interested in the Indians' cause only when
they discovered large business interests were attempting to
develop Indian land.^-*
The plight of the Indians was too complex of a problem to
be solved simply by a Progressive adherence to democracy,
honesty, and individualism. Perhaps this statement is also true
for other complex problems that Progressives sought to tackle
in the 1920s. If the test case of Indian reform is a useful guide,
it would appear that Progressives, with the possible exception of
agrarian interests, were basically not prepared to formulate new
solutions to the complex problems of the 1920s. It would seem
in retrospect that Frazier was not simply an individual who was
a plodder in the ranks. A more accurate description might be
that Frazier was a plodder in the ranks of a ragged regiment.
Progressive solutions alone could not solve the problems of the
American Indian.
53. Burton K. Wheeler and Paul F. Healy, Yankee From the West (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1962), p. 316; Robert M. LaFoUette. LaFollette's
Autobiography, pp. 377-80.
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