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The National Youth
Administration in
South Dakota:
Youth and the New Deal,
1935-1943
KENNETH E . HENDRICKSON-

If ever people needed help, the residents of South Dakota did in
1933. Since the end of World War I, the agricultural economy of
the state had been depressed, and thousands of farmers went
bankrupt before the twenties ended. Their problems were caused
partially by overproduction and partially by a severe and prolonged drought that began in 1926 and became progressively
worse until 1935. After that conditions eased somewhat, but
normal rainfall did not return until 1941.
The effects of the great drought in South Dakota were ghastly.
Cattle died by the herd. Duststorms, nightmarish and bizarre in
appearance, raced across the state. Crickets, beetles, and
grasshoppers attacked vegetation. The combined effects of the
insects and the weather killed birds and trees in enormous
numbers. Rivers ran low, while ponds and prairie lakes dried up.
Soil was ravaged by wind erosion. In 1934, it was estimated that
out of 37 million acres of farm land in the state, 11 percent had
been irreparably damaged, and over 95 percent had been harmed
to some degree. By that time, the people of the Land of Infinite
Variety had long been in need of assistance. South Dakota had the
•The author thankfully acknowledges the generous financial support of the
Hardin Foundation that made possible the research and writing of this article.
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Wind erosion scenes in South Dakota in the 19S0s.
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highest percentage of population on relief of any state in the
nation.'
The burdens of poverty fell upon South Dakota's youth with
particular severity. Farm life was gruesome and futureless.
Towns and cities, seemingly the sources of greater opportunity,
offered, in fact, only greater obstacles to poorly educated and illtrained young people. Most rural school districts were extremely
poor and able to offer only the barest essentials of an education,
while many urban systems were hardly much better off. Yet, the
young people of South Dakota were desperately eager to learn.
During the twenties and early thirties, school attendance increased each year in spite of the drought and in spite of the
declining population of the state. With little to do on the farm and
nowhere to go in the city, young people clung desperately to the
hope that education might somehow provide them with an
escape.^
Beginning in 1933, the New Deal attempted to render aid to
American youth. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was
established, and many work camps were in full operation before
the end of the summer. In early 1934. the Federal Emergency
Relief Administration began a program of aid for college
students, which, in a period of about eighteen months, provided
more than $15 million in assistance for the nation. Approximately
$85,000 of these funds were spent in South Dakota. There was no
direct aid for high school students under this program, but some
teachers' salaries were subsidized and some dormitories were
constructed in rural school districts in order to promote high
school attendance,^
The program of assistance to youth was expanded dramatically
on 26 June 1935 when President Franklin D. Roosevelt created
the National Youth Administration (NYA) within the framework
of the new Works Progress Administration (WPA). Fifty million
dollars of the WPA appropriation was earmarked for NYA operations, and Aubrey Williams of Texas was named administrator of
the agency.* The original objectives of the NYA were simple: to
1. E. A. Trevor, "Final Report: National Youth Administration for the State of
South Dakota" (1943), pp. 6-8, Records of the National Youth Administration-South
Dakota, Record Group 119, National Archives, Washington, D.C. (hereafter cited
as Trevor, "Final Report").
2. Ibid., pp. 9-11,
3. Ibid., pp. 11-14.
4. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 26 June 1935; Trevor, "Final Report," p. 15.
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provide part-time employment for needy students in high school
and college, and to provide youth not in school with relief work
that would be of benefit to them, their families, and their communities. Williams and his associates were concerned that the
jobs performed by the NYA workers be more than "make-work";
however, the achievement of this ideal often left much to be
desired.
The agency began as an administrative substructure of the
WPA and remained so until 1939, when it was made an independent entity under the Federal Security Agency. With complete
autonomy between 1939 and 1942, the NYA reached its greatest
heights of popularity and achievement, characterized by a great
deal of local participation and decision making. During the last
year of its existence, however, the operations of the NYA were
modified and centralized under the War Manpower Commission.
It then lost much of its local support and popularity and declined
rapidly.
Until 1942, each state program was administered by a State
Youth Director appointed by Aubrey Williams. The state directors, in turn, built their own staffs, attempting to make them as
efficient as possible within the limits of very small administrative
budgets. South Dakota had five youth directors during the
lifetime of the NYA, the most important of whom was Anna C.
Struble, who served from 1937 to 1941. State headquarters for
the NYA were in Pierre from 1935 to 1937. They were then
moved to Mitchell, where they remained until 1942 when the
state administration was dismantled.^
In South Dakota, as in most states, the administrative staff of
the NYA was small, in fact, inadequate, particularly while it was
under WPA control. At the end of the first fiscal year of operations, the staff consisted of nine administrators and six
secretaries. Four of the administrators, including the State
Youth Director, were located in Pierre, while the others, who
bore the title of District Supervisors, were located in Aberdeen,
Watertown, Sioux Falls, and Rapid City. This group could not
possibly have handled its responsibilities without the assistance
of the Local Advisory Committees, which were established in
counties and towns all over the state. These committees were
made up of ordinary citizens who served without pay. It was their
5. Trevor, "Final Report," pp. 16-21. The other four directors were: P. L.
Ketchem, John M. Erwin, Vernon Clarke, and Byron Brophy.
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job to explain the NYA and its purposes to their neighbors and to
secure sponsors for projects in their communities. In addition,
they were to make certain that the work projects undertaken
were as useful as possible and, at the same time, did not displace
workers in private industry or interfere with private enterprise.
The committee system was successful and largely responsible for
the high level of popularity experienced by the NYA although, of
course, the levels of success and popularity varied considerably
from place to place and time to time.*
Considering the desperate conditions prevailing in South
Dakota in 1935, one would expect to find that the relief program
was received amid great public rejoicing. If such rejoicing
occurred, it was not reflected in the press. The Sioux Falls Daily
Argus-Leader, the largest and most widely read newspaper in
the state, had been cool to the New Deal from the beginning. Now
it became openly hostile, complaining that the burdens of deficit
spending would surely ruin the country. Even some of the proRoosevelt papers, like the Pierre Daily Capital-Journal, received
the news with circumspection. State officials, like Relief Administrator M. A. Kennedy, announced that South Dakota would
proceed "slowly and cautiously" to implement the program and
would do nothing to tread upon the toes of private enterprise.^
Nevertheless, Philip L. Ketchem, the first State Youth Director for South Dakota, set to work at once to appoint his staff and
to implement the school portion of the program for the 1935-36
academic year. The need was urgent and time was short.
Students had to be apprised of the existence of the program, and
school administrators had to be informed of their responsibilities.
In spite of problems, the program was launched on time.
However, it was inevitable that many work projects did not
measure up to the ideological standards of the NYA leaders in
Washington. There were numerous make-work jobs, which hardly provided the "training and guidance" envisioned at the capital.
School men did not exert much imagination but, instead,
grumbled incessantly about "red tape."
Still, the program was popular from the beginning. Between
1935 and 1941, an average of 5732 high school students and 952
6. Ibid., pp. 21-23. See also John M. Erwin to Richard R. Brown, 10 Jan. and 10
Mar. 1936, Administrative Reports, Records of the National Youth AdministrationSouth Dakota, Record Group 119, National Archives, Washington, D.C. (hereafter
cited as NYA-SD, RG 119, NA).
7. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, June-Aug. 1935; Pierre Daily Capital Journal, June-Aug. 1935.
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college students per month received aid in the form of part-time
jobs. High school students received $6 per month, while college
students received $15 per month. If these seem to be paltry sums,
it must be remembered that the median annual income of those
who applied for aid was $379 and that they came from families
with an average of eight members. Thus, an extra $6 per month, if
properly managed, often made the difference whether a student
remained in school or dropped out.
To be eligible for the school relief program, a student had to be
from a relief family, be between sixteen and twenty-four years of
age, and be fully enrolled and in good academic standing in school.
Nationally, funds were allocated to serve 6 percent of a school's
total enrollment, and, as a result, there was never enough money
available to give assistance to all those who wanted it. In South
Dakota, because of desperate need, the ratio was 10 percent, but
this was still insufficient. There was always a long waiting list,
and school officials begged constantly for more funds.
Within each state, allocations were made by the use of an attendance ratio, which fact often caused inequities. For example,
in South Dakota the need was much greater in some areas than in
others, particularly where town schools had a large proportion of
rural students. Since there was not enough money to go around,
school officials had to select recipients, and their decisions often
determined an individual's future. Such pressure was unacceptable to many school administrators, so in 1938 a complicated formula was devised that provided proportionately more scholarships to those schools with high numbers of students from rural
areas.
By the time the school work program entered its second year of
operations in 1936, John Erwin had become State Youth Director
and the program was coming under more severe criticism from
Washington. Aubrey Williams, his assistant director Richard R.
Brown, and their associates continued to insist that NYA
students should receive training and guidance as well as scholarships. Yet the state administrators had no way to ensure that
students would not be involved in simple make-work projects.
They encouraged the development of vocational guidance programs, but they did not have the personnel to monitor all the
schools in the state, and many principals either would not or
could not take the time to do what was necessary. For the next
two years, little changed. There was no direct contact between
the state office and the schools, resulting in confusion and
numerous minor irregularities. Meanwhile, Washington kept up
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the pressure for more sophisticated programming without much
success. More than 70 percent of all projects involved clerical or
maintenance related duties. Few involved recreation, research,
the arts, or other imaginative activities, and there was little job
counseling. Improvements would not become apparent until
1938,"
South Dakota, like most states, experimented with camps for
unemployed women early in the program. The two state camps
were located on the campus of Wessington Springs Junior College and on the campus of the defunct Columbus College in Sioux
Falls. Both opened at the end of October 1935 and closed on 20
December, having served a total of 132 young women. The
women received brief training courses in home economics,
English, social science, and recreation, which were intended to
give their lives new meaning and direction. The camps were
popular but were terminated in order to encourage youth to
either stay in school or enter the out-of-school work program.
Their greatest significance was that they provided the pattern
for the resident centers that opened later.•*
During the thirties, many young people were both out of school
and out of work in South Dakota, and for them the NYA provided
the out-of-school work program. This program was designed to
combine work with training and service to the community and,
thus, go beyoTid the basic concept of relief. The philosophy of this
program was based upon two principles: first, that work relief
was more satisfactory than direct relief, or "the dole"; and second, that appropriate job training was not available in formal
academic institutions. Through this program, the NYA also
sought to stress the dignity of labor. Many youth, it was thought,
were ill-suited for white collar jobs and needed training that
would enable them to make a decent living with their hands.
The out-of-school work program began more slowly than the
school work project. Communities had to be prepared to accept it;
local cosponsors had to be located for each project; projects had
to be planned; and the weather had to be reckoned with. The abnormally severe winter of 1935-36 eliminated outdoor projects
until spring. The need to sell the program to communities
throughout the state also took time. Many communities were
reluctant to make donations to the program in a time of acute
economic distress and had to be convinced to do so. In this pro8. Trevor, "Final Report," pp. 24-63,
9. Ibid.. pp. 64-66,
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cess, the Local Advisory Committees played a vital role, and
Director John Erwin reported that without them little would
have been accomplished,'"
To be eligible for the out-of-school work program, youth had to
be from eighteen to twenty-four years of age and from a family on
relief. They were allowed to work a maximum of forty-six hours
per month at a rate of pay equal to one-third the rate for WPA
workers doing similar tasks. Each project was to have a local
cosponsor who was required to supply materials, supplies, and
supervisory personnel. Major construction projects that would
compete with private enterprise were not permitted.
During the first fiscal year, the government provided $285,000
for the out-of-school program in South Dakota, most of which was
expended in the following categories: youth community develop10. Ibid., pp. 67-69. See also John M. Erwin to Richard R. Brown, 10 Mar,. 18
Apr.. and 9 May 1936, NYA-SD, RG 119, NA.
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ment and recreational leadership, rural youth development, and
public service training. Despite the high sounding nature of these
designations, the early projects were anything but outstanding.
Youth were often paid for little or no work, and the supervisors
were often disinterested or incompetent or both. There was a
great deal of loafing and waste. The actual program no more
measured up to the ideals of the national NYA administration
than did the school work program."
In the second year, however, there were some noticeable
changes. The work of the Local Advisory Committees began to
show effect, and the projects undertaken began to exhibit
greater efficiency and usefulness. Public opinion, as reflected in
the press, also became more favorable. One of the most outstanding projects of this period was the establishment of a youth council in Watertown to fight juvenile crime and idleness. District
Director L. G. Heghin prevailed upon a group of civic clubs to
organize the council and rent an old Odd Fellows Hall for its headquarters. Upkeep was furnished by the civic clubs, while the city
provided materials for remodeling. The council established a
work shop to do minor repairs, a library, and public health and
recreational units. Ultimately, it employed sixty-eight people on
a part-time basis and was hailed as the most outstanding publicly
sponsored project in the history of the city.'^
Another successful public service project during this period
was the home service center established in Sioux Falls. Set up
with headquarters in an abandoned fire hall, this project provided training in sewing, cooking, recreation, and other skills for
young people, mostly female, who then went to the assistance of
shut-ins throughout the city. This project was popular and remained in existence until the termination of the NYA in 1943.'^
Beginning in the summer of 1936, recreational leadership
became an important part of the program throughout the state.
Arts and crafts, baseball, softball, marbles, and soapbox derby
programs were established in cities and towns all across the
state, with NYA trainees providing the leadership. Such programs, however, only provided employment for urban youth,
leaving many residents of the rural areas unaffected. This condition led eventually to the creation of the resident centers, which
were designed to bring young people from isolated areas
11. Trevor, "Final Report," pp. 70-72.
12. John M. Erwin to Richard R. Brown, 10 Apr. 1937, NYA-SD, RG 119, NA.
13. John M. Erwin to Richard R. Brown, 10 Sept. 1937, NYA-SD, RG 119, NA.
See also Trevor, "Final Report," p. 76.
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together at a central location in order to provide them with work
and training similar to that enjoyed by their urban contemporaries.'*
Its programs established, the NYA experienced its greatest
success and popularity in South Dakota between 1937 and 1940.
This era of success began in the fall of 1937 when Anna C. Struble
replaced John Erwin as State Youth Director. Struble was a professional social worker and former State Rehabilitation Director,
who had served the NYA since March 1937 as director of Educational Aid and Vocational Guidance. She had a strong personality
and guided the South Dakota NYA program with great energy,
often to the consternation of officials in Washington, who lacked
appreciation for her ability to cut red tape and trample upon procedural rules and technicalities. At the same time, they marvelled at her ability to spend money and come back for more
without a moment's hesitation. Despite the fact that her administrative methods caused concern in Washington, Struble was
allowed to carry on her work with a minimum of interference. In
time, her associates at the national headquarters even developed
a grudging admiration for her abilities.'^
In spite of her penchant for ignoring rules, regulations, and
directives emanating from Washington, Struble ran a tight ship
at home. She demanded their best efforts from all her subordinates and complained bitterly over cases of sloth or incompetence. Typical of her displeasure with personnel she considered inadequate was the case of Charles L. Rentsch. Rentsch
became director of finance for South Dakota NYA in June 1939
and proved to be anything but a competent accountant. His lack
of skill caused serious problems: requisitions and vouchers were
improperly handled, payrolls were late, and finances were
generally mishandled. Struble complained to both Washington
and Pierre, but since Rentsch was a close friend of State Relief
Director M. A. Kennedy and State Director of WPA Finance Carl
Boe, it took her a year to engineer his dismissal. With Rentsch
gone the financial administration of NYA projects in the state improved.'*"
14. Trevor, "Final Report," pp. 76-78.
15. John M. Erwin to Richard R. Brown, Apr. 1937; Anna C. Struble to Ella
Ketchem, 6 Oct. 1937; Struble to Brown, 30 Nov. 1937; David R. Williams to
Struble. 29 Dec. 1937; Brown to Struble, 11 Jan. 1938; Brown to C. B. Lund, 21 Jan.
1938; Aubrey Williams to Struble, 25 May 1939; all in NYA-SD, RG 119, NA.
16. Struble to Tom Popejoy, 22 July 1939; Struble to Aubrey Williams, 17 July
1939; both in NYA-SD, RG 119, NA.
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Director Struble also attempted to keep the NYA out of
politics. Shortly after she became State Youth Director, she
learned that many county supervisors of NYA projects were
active in the Young Democrats and were taking sides in the forthcoming senatorial election. Fearing that such activity might embarrass the NYA at the county or community level, Struble forthwith called upon all NYA employees to cease their political activities, or resign. Her demands caused an immediate sensation.
Numerous complaints stated that she was interfering in the constitutional rights of citizens. Aubrey Williams, his assistant,
Richard Brown, and Regional Director C. B. Lund all considered
the situation and counseled Struble to withdraw her demands,
which she did. Meanwhile, all NYA personnel in the state were
advised to use restraint in their political activities lest Struble's
worst fears be realized.'^
Toward Indians, Director Struble exhibited a typical South
Dakotan's attitude. "We do not distinguish between whites and
Indians so far as the work plan is concerned," she reported. "We
give both Indian men and women the opportunity to learn the
same things as white youth do while also stressing handicrafts
and the types of things that are supposed to be peculiarly Indian.
We have been criticized by some both in and out of the Indian
Service, but we have never discriminated against Indians. They
have received their fair share of assistance." Struble believed
that Indians needed to be taught the work ethic and to be judged
by the same yardstick as that applied to whites, "This is the only
sound principle to use with them," she said.'^
Under Struble's leadership, projects blossomed with profusion,
and the quality of the work improved. With greater emphasis on
training and less on relief, the out-of-school program matured
after she took command in 1937. In cooperation with cosponsors
all across the state, the NYA built swimming pools, playgrounds,
and school buildings. They built bridges and parks and improved
roads. They manufactured clothing and furniture and distributed
goods to the needy. On these projects, an average of thirty-five
hundred persons were employed per month at an average wage
of ten to twenty dollars." But maturity and success also brought
the first organized opposition. Professional vocational educators
17. Struble to Richard R, Brown, 10 Mar, 1938; Brown to Struble, 21 Mar. 1938;
Brown to C. B. Lund, 28 Mar. 1938; all in NYA-SD, RG 119, NA,
18. Struble to Kar! D, Hesley, 8 Feb. 1940, NYA-SD, RG 119, NA.
19. Trevor, "Final Report," p. 79.
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professed to fear that the NYA represented a dangerous threat
by the federal government to dominate their field. Once begun,
this opposition did not subside but grew stronger with the
passage of time. It would be most damaging when the NYA came
under close scrutiny during the early stages of the war.^"
Nonetheless, the out-of-school work program continued to
develop. In 1938, the resident centers for rural youth went into
operation. These centers were patterned after the earlier camps
for unemployed women, but they were designed to be more permanent, Struble pushed the development of these centers
vigorously. In all, she established twelve of them in the state,
nine for women and three for men.
Typical of these centers was the one operated in Madison from
September 1938 to May 1942. Here young women learned sewing
and homemaking skills and attended the institution then known
as Madison Normal School. During the four year existence of the
center, eighty-nine young women received training and education
there. They worked four hours per day and earned a maximum of
thirty dollars per month, of which they returned eighteen dollars
for their cooperative living expenses and paid six dollars for tuition at the college. Most of the women remained at the center for
two years and completed the requirements for a one-year
teaching certificate. When the center closed, eighteen of the
women were teaching in the South Dakota public schools, and an
additional eight awaited graduation and assignment. Moreover,
the center had one of the best job placement records in the country, with graduates employed in various types of work from coast
to coast.^'
Another successful resident center in Flandreau had work projects located at the Indian Vocational School. Here young men
received training and work experience in such fields as highway
engineering, masonry, welding, agriculture, carpentry, baking,
and barbering. They built a new home for the superintendent of
the school, a large cattle barn, a hog house, and a gymnasium
under the supervision of a highly trained faculty of more than
sixty persons. Both Indians and whites were employed on this
project and worked well together although they were segregated
for housing and recreational purposes. Like the Madison center,
this one was popular and always had a waiting list, largely
because its success in job placement was high. Unfortunately, the
20. Ibid., pp. 87-91.
21. Ibid., pp. 91 99. See also Madison Daily Leader, 23 May 1942.
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Flandreau center was terminated in 1942 when the activities of
the NYA turned almost exclusively to defense training projects."
Yet another important resident center was located at Sand
Lake, a remote area northeast of Aberdeen. An abandoned CCC
camp, it was acquired without cost, but the army had stripped it
of wiring and plumbing. Unfortunately, the NYA trainees preparing the camp for use knew little about plumbing. As a result, the
first residents, arriving in 1940, found the isolated location and
faulty plumbing a lamentable combination. Although operating

Masonry shop, Flandreau Indian School

successfully as an automotive and welding shop until 1943, it was
one of the least popular centers in the state."
Hundreds of youths passed through the South Dakota resident
centers between 1938 and 1943. They received training that
might otherwise have been unavailable to them, and many ac22. Trevor, "Final Report," pp. 97-98.
23. Ibid., pp. 98-99.
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quired jobs as a result. But equally important, they received
citizenship training of incalculable value. Under supervision they
governed themselves through elected councils. They learned to
manage their money, and they were given incentive to better
themselves at a time when defeatism, bitterness, and despair
often governed their family environments.
While most of their attention was focused on the resident
centers and the out-of-school work program. Director Struble and
her associates also sought to improve the quality of the in-school
program, which had never quite measured up to the ideal standard. In 1938, she appointed E. A, Trevor, former superintendent
of schools in Platte, to act as liaison between headquarters and
the schools and colleges of the state. Trevor did a remarkable job.
During his first year in office, he visited all the institutions in
South Dakota, imploring and cajoling principals and
superintendents —"genus scholiensis," as he liked to call
them —to expend more of their time, energy, and skill in
operating the program in an effort to bring it more into line with
the ideal.^'* The director was pleased with the results, noting in
her reports to Washington that "gold-bricking" and "make-work"
projects had declined considerably."
In 1940, Struble appointed a statewide School Work Council,
with Superintendent W. Marvin Kemp of Faulkton as chairman,
to provide even greater coordination and efficiency. The council
encouraged more effective allotment procedures, more publicity,
and, perhaps most important of all, more gracious acceptance of
the program by school administrators. Unfortunately, it was
abolished in 1942 when the administration of the NYA was
reorganized.^*
The beginning of the war inaugurated a new and final era in the
history of the NYA in South Dakota. The drought, which had endured for such a disastrously long time, began to break in 1940,
and farm work became more abundant than it had been for years.
Simultaneously, the demand for NYA employment and other
forms of work relief for youth declined. In the fall of 1940, the
draft became a reality, and many young men chose to volunteer.
This development also reduced the pool of youth available for the
NYA."
24. Struble to Aubrey Williams, 8 Dec. 1939; Trevor to George C. Mann, 14 Feb.
1941; both in NYA-SD. RG 119, NA.
25. Struble to Aubrey Williams, 8 Dec. 1939, NYA-SD, RG 119, NA.
26. Trevor, "Final Report," pp. 61-62.
27. Ibid., p. 100.
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Under such circumstances, the ideals and purposes of the NYA
began to change. For some time, the national administration had
ceased to think of the program as a temporary relief measure and
had begun to think of it as a permanent feature of American society. Thus, changing conditions required an adaptation to current
needs. If the pool of eligibles was declining, then recruiting was in
order.^^ If the nation required an increasing number of individuals trained in defense related skills, the NYA would assist
in providing them. In this way, relief was virtually eliminated as
a primary reason for the existence of the program, and other
needs replaced it. Specifically, it was decided that such skills as
woodworking, sewing, sheet metal working, welding, radio
repair, automotive repair, and foundry working were skills that
would be in great demand for national defense and should
therefore be encouraged. The NYA now made more of its financial resources available for equipment and supervision in order to
improve training and, simultaneously, reduced funds available
for the in-school work program. Reflecting the new philosophy,
the agency shifted rapidly from one devoted to relief to one
devoted primarily to highly technical work-training. This shift
was met, inevitably, by growing opposition from professional
vocational educators who redoubled their claims that NYA was
intruding in their territory.^'
With major opposition to the program now appearing in force,
the fight in Congress to extend the NYA during the 1941-42 fiscal
year was bitter and prolonged. The opponents included not only
the vocational educators but also those people who opposed any
and all forms of federal intervention in local affairs, together with
the moss-back conservatives who were generally hostile to
anything new. Favoring the NYA were many of the manufacturers who employed NYA trained people in their shops, individuals who believed the relief program still had something to
offer to people in their areas, and progressive educators who
agreed with organized labor in its desire to have the NYA made
permanent. Among the latter, one of the most articulate in South
Dakota was E. A. Trevor. He believed that an agency like the
NYA could be a major force in the training of American youth for
the emergency conditions imposed by the war and, also, for the
needs of society in the postwar world.
28. Aubrey Williams to Struble, 14 Sept. 1939. NYA SD, RG 119, NA.
29. Trevor, "Final Report," p. 100; Herb Little to Struble, 28 Sept. 1940, NYASD, RG 119. NA.
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Public Law 146, which resulted from the protracted debate between the contending groups mentioned above, specifically
authorized the NYA to carry on a program of "construction, production, professional and clerical projects, and resident centers;
and a youth work defense program to furnish work experience
preparatory to employment in a defense occupation."^" In South
Dakota, emphasis was placed on the latter type of project. Many
"regular" work projects were terminated, and others were converted to defense training. Before the end of 1942, there were
defense training projects established in Mobridge, Winner,
Pierre, Marty Mission, Vermillion, and Sioux Falls. These projects were popular and useful even though the pool of NYA applicants was smaller than before and despite the fact that NYA
trainees now moved into private employment faster than they
30, U,S., Statutes at Large, vol, 55.

South Dakota street scene in 1H2.
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could be recruited. As late as June 1942, there were still 621
youth workers employed in the South Dakota defense shops,
most of whom discovered that when they went into private industry or the armed forces, they received higher pay or preferential treatment as a result of their background.
During this period of changing values, the rivalry and bitterness between the NYA and the vocational educators intensified throughout the country, but it was not a major problem in
South Dakota. Here State Director of Vocational Education C. 0.
Gottschalk cooperated effectively with Anna Struble and her immediate successor. Byron Brophy, to minimize friction and
adhere to the intents and purposes of the law. Responsibilities
were carefully delineated between the two agencies, and each
worked actively to avoid treading upon the toes of the other.^'
After another furious debate in the spring of 1942. Congress
voted to continue the NYA for yet another year. Now, however,
the program was to be entirely devoted to training and production for the war effort. Need was completely eliminated as a requirement for eligibility. The administration was also modified
substantially in September 1942 when control of the NYA was
transferred to the War Manpower Commission. Thus, the agency
lost its independence. State administration was abolished, and
the program was operated henceforth through a series of
regional offices. South Dakota was in Region VII, along with
Iowa. Nebraska. Minnesota, and North Dakota. Headquarters
were in Saint Paul, where Chester B. Lund was regional administrator.
Within each state, administration was further streamlined
with the creation of War Production Training Centers. There
were two of these in South Dakota, located in Pierre and Mitchell.
Pierre administered shop units in Winner, Mobridge. Sand Lake,
and Rapid City, while Mitchell administered those in Sioux Fails,
Vermillion, Huron, and Marty Mission. Merton E. Cain was the
project manager in Pierre, and E. A. Trevor served in the same
capacity in Mitchell. The shops provided training in machine
repair, welding, radio repair, and aviation mechanics for approximately 725 persons, who came mainly from rural areas. They
were operated jointly by the NYA and the State Office of Vocational Education, with the former employing supervisors in
charge of production and the latter employing supervisors in
31. Trevor, "Final Report," pp. 106-U.
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charge of training. While this arrangement was not entirely
satisfactory, it prevented the kind of deterioration that occurred
in some states, and it did not interfere significantly with output.
The shops manufactured brass fittings, couplings, sheet metal
items, tool kits, and numerous other products for the United
States Arsenal at Rock Island, Illinois.
Although the production shops served a vital function for national defense, they suffered from several difficulties. Primary
among these were the continual attacks directed at the NYA by
vocational educators and their supporters. Across the nation
these attacks intensified, and, even though relations with the
vocational educators continued to be reasonably good in South
Dakota, the pressure had its effect. Major politicians began to exhibit hostility, and grass roots support diminished since local participation was no longer a major factor. In addition, recruits were
even more difficult to find. Many young people now simply waited
at home for the draft, while others went directly from school into
private employment. Still, the intense recruiting program had
some effect, and there were 350 trainees in the shops of the state
when the NYA was terminated in mid-1943.
In spite of problems and declining enrollment, the promoters of
the NYA sought to preserve it by pointing to the long term value
such a program would have in the postwar world and by emphasizing the obvious usefulness of the production shops to the
war effort. In addition, many public educators continued to promote the in-school work program, which still functioned although
on a substantially reduced basis.'^ These efforts had some effect
within the state, but the NYA was doomed nevertheless. Its fate
was not decided in South Dakota, or in any other state, but in
Washington.
After lengthy committee hearings in the spring of 1943, the
final debate on the NYA took place in June and July. The
arguments were the same as those used the two previous years;
however, both sides now presented their cases with more intense
emotion. After three days of discussion, the House voted on 2
July, and the Senate on 3 July. The NYA went down by a vote of
176 to 197 in the lower chamber and 33 to 39 in the upper. All four
South Dakota congressmen voted against it." At home, the press
32. Ibid., pp. 119-29.
33. U.S., Congress, House, Senate, Congressional Record, 78th Cong., 1st sess.,
1943, 89. pt. 5:6950 69. 7082. 7089.
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took little note of the event. The Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader
reported it without editorial comment."
Liquidation was carried out quickly and relatively smoothly in
spite of the fact that most state administrators were caught by
surprise. The production shops in South Dakota were either terminated or turned over to the State Office of Vocational Education for continued operation. However, enrollments now dwindled rapidly, and by the end of 1943, all the shops were closed.
The NYA was dead.^^
With the advantage of hindsight, it is easy to assert that the liquidation of the NYA was a mistake. Had it survived the war, had
it been made permanent, and had it been adequately administered, it might have become part of a general federal program that could have prevented or, at least, minimized the unfortunate conditions that presently exist in many areas of the country. Even in predominately agricultural states like South Dakota,
it could have served a useful function by providing high quality
training for those citizens unable to pursue an academic education. Had it been continued, the Great Society programs of the
1960s would already have existed when they were sorely needed,
and the guns or butter debates that brought them down might
never have occurred. Further, the present day welfare program
might never have become the catastrophe it is. But the NYA was
born of emergency conditions, born before its time, in fact, so that
its demise in 1943 seemed to many to be almost inevitable.
Ironically, the war brought prosperity and nearly full employment. It momentarily obscured the fact that a highly industrialized, highly technological society will always produce a concomitantly high level of social and economic dislocation unless
steps are taken to prevent it. So, the conservatives had their way,
an opportunity was lost, and the cost has been incalculable. Now
we must begin again.
The general effect of the NYA on the people of South Dakota
between 1935 and 1943 was salutary. Thousands of youth were
employed in the out-of-school work program during the eight
year period, and thousands more received assistance that enabled them to remain in school. Though the cash awards were
small, they were sufficient. Further, the program benefited many
people in addition to the recipients of the cash payments since the
financial pressures on their families were considerably relieved.
34. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 4 July 1943.
35. Trevor, "Final Report," p. 144.
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Thousands who used the roads, parks, playgrounds, school
facilities, clothing, tools, and implements manufactured or
repaired by NYA workers also benefited.
Finally, the NYA, like other state-federal cooperative relief
programs of the thirties, demonstrated that the federal system
can be made to work effectively for the welfare of all the people,
provided the will and the wherewithal are present in sufficient
quantities.
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