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In the last issue, South Dakota History initiated "Dakota
Resources" with an article on the papers of Richard Olsen
Richards. Richards was active in the progressive faction of the
South Dakota Republican party, known as the insurgents. In this
issue, we will look at the papers of Robert Floyd Kerr, a
Republican politician from the same time period, who was a
member of the opposing faction of the Republican party, the
stalwarts.
South Dakota History invites other manuscript repositories to
submit articles about their collections for "Dakota Resources. "
Robert Floyd Kerr was born 12 April 1850 in Sugar Grove,
Indiana, to Andrew Jackson and Nancy Sayers Kerr. Kerr attended De Pauw University from 1872 to 187'7, during which time
he met and became good friends with Samuel H. Elrod. After
graduating from De Pauw, Kerr held a position as county superintendent of schools for one school year. In 1879 and 1880, he spent
eighteen months teaching math and English in Hirosaki, Japan.
After returning to the United States, Kerr spent 1881 through
1882 working as a civil engineer with a railroad survey crew in
Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. From 1882 to 1885, he was assistant
principal with the public schools in Blair, Nebraska.
Kerr came to Brookings, Dakota Territory, in 1885 as principal
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OÍ the preparatory department of the Agricultural College (now
South Dakota State University). He also held a chair in political
economy and history. In 1891, he left the college and pursued
several interests, including traveling in Europe, working for a
publishing house, and serving as superintendent of schools for
Brookings County. Returning to the college in 1899, Kerr served
as principal of the preparatory department and as librarian until
1905.
Always a staunch Republican and active in politics, Kerr was
appointed private secretary to Governor Samuel H. Elrod, serving his old friend in this capacity from 1905 to 1907. Kerr apparently had considerable political influence and was highly
respected, but his association with Governor Elrod put him in the
stalwart camp, which was swept from power by the Crawford insurgents in the 1906 election. After this two year leave of absence
from the college, Kerr did not return to school work. Instead, he
and twenty other business and professional men in Brookings
formed a company and took over a local farm paper. By the spring
of 1908, they were publishing a monthly paper with Kerr as
editor. By October of the same year, the Minnesota and Dakota
Farmer was coming out twice a month and subscriptions had
doubled. As editor, Kerr attempted to make the paper current.
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seasonally topical, and practical. In November of 1910, the paper
was sold to the Orange Judd Company and the name changed to
Northwest Farmstead.
In the November 1910 election, Kerr was elected as a representative to the state legislature, where his major efforts were
spent in the area of farm legislation. In 1912, he was reelected as
an independent. During this period of insurgent Republicanism,
he may have found it more expedient to run as an independent
than as a stalwart Republican.
Throughout his life, Kerr was involved in numerous projects
and business ventures: he was president of the State Historical
Society, Brookings manager of the Chautauqua, author of Block
Map and Manual of South Dakota, a real estate agent, and a
founder and secretary of the Brookings Building and Loan Association. In addition, he had interests in gold mines and various
other companies. He was also active in the Methodist Episcopal
Church and the Masonic Lodge.
R. F. Kerr died on 16 October 1921 in Brookings. His papers
were left to the South Dakota Historical Society in his will. The
four archives boxes of papers have been arranged in six series:
Correspondence, 1879-1919; a Subject File; Writings; Scrapbooks;
Miscellany: and Newspaper Clippings.
The Correspondence is filed chronologically in two sections: Incoming, 1891-1919, and Outgoing, 1879,1905-1906,1908-1919. This
correspondence covers such topics as Kerr's editorship of the
Minnesota and Dakota Farmer, his personal business and investments, politics, the historical society, Chautauqua business, his
South Dakota manual, affairs at South Dakota Agricultural College, church and lodge business. World War I, the Kerr family
tree, and letters with family and friends. The political correspondence is mainly in a letterpress book, 1905-1906, kept while
Kerr was Governor Elrod's private secretary. Incoming letters
during this period are mainly requests for Kerr's aid in securing a
job or government appointment. Scattered throughout the correspondence are letters from Eirod, Charles Burke, and others,
requesting Kerr's advice and assessment of the political situation. Correspondence relating to the Minnesota and Dakota
Farmer consists of answers to specific problems sent in by farm
readers and Kerr's dealings with persons writing for the paper.
The Subject File contains folders on agriculture, on the city
and county of Brookings, on investments, on politics, and on a controversy at South Dakota Agricultural College in 1896. The
Brookings material includes an "Early History of the City of
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Brookings," by Kerr and a list of Brookings County pioneers. A
folder on investment contains reports from the various companies in which he held stock and an occasional stock certificate.
The political folder consists of two notebooks, several newspaper
clippings on Kerr's appointment as the governor's secretary, and
numerous political form letters and pamphlets.
The Writings series has also been divided into several
categories: agricultural topics, historical topics, articles about
Japan, and miscellaneous topics. Included under historical topics
are two manuscripts, dated 1898 and 1907, which were apparently
for a book Kerr hoped to publish, entitled "Stories of the
Dakotas."
The three Scrapbooks consist of newspaper clippings. The first
two are undated and contain clippings on early Dakota history
and pioneer days. The third, containing clippings from 1913 to
1915, centers around Brookings, in general, and the college and
commercial club, in particular.
The Miscellany series, as the name suggests, is a variety of
unrelated and basically unimportant material. It does contain a
few items of note, such as, Kerr's 1891 passport, several certificates of appointment or membership, and an article by Electa
Kerr (relationship unknown) entitled "My Early Dakota Life."
There is almost an entire box of Newspaper Clippings, most undated and unidentified as to source. They are not arranged in any
fashion but cover such topics as politics; World War I, including
many maps and cartoons; Brookings; pioneers; and agriculture.
The Kerr papers would be useful to those studying South
Dakota politics during the 1900 to 1920 period. The papers are
also of value to anyone studying agriculture and farming practices during this period. In addition, anyone writing a history of
South Dakota State University would find interesting support
material in Kerr's papers. Finally, a history of Brookings or a
study of prominent Brookings residents would profit from
material in this collection. For more information on the Kerr
papers or other manuscript collections in the Historical Resource
Center, contact the Manuscript Curator, South Dakota Historical
Resource Center, Memorial Building, Pierre, South Dakota 57501;
telephone, 605-773-4372.
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