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ABSTRACT 

My dissertation, “American Crops for American People: Statist Agriculture, Race, 
and Environment on the Northern Great Plains,” argues that U.S. federal agronomy and 
standardized field crop agriculture driven by larger and larger corporate farms eliminated 
a diversity of ethno-agricultural practices and, ultimately, communities of Chinese, 
Japanese, and Mexican farmers. During the 20th century, the region was developed to 
produce massive staple surpluses, accumulate capital, and cement federal and corporate 
power in this extractive hinterland. Using documents from federal and local agricultural 
archives, I argue that the USDA and its corresponding outreach organization, the 
Cooperative Extension Service, defined the archetypal “American” farmer and 
simultaneously homogenized white European immigrants into American patriots, while 
ostracizing communities of color that fell outside this definition. Wheat and sugar beets 
represented an imagined and whitened national agrarian identity on the northern 
grasslands. While regional case studies on the intersection of agriculture and race exist, my 
work is the first to posit the consequences of USDA and land grant college agronomic 
practice as a reason for ethnic and racial homogenization in this part of the country. This 
scholarship is increasingly important as global agriculture must change and adapt to a 
warming world. It is my contention that these solutions must at the same time also address 
the sustainability of diverse peoples and communities that have deep connections to places 
and lands. If the standardization of crops relied on the homogenization of farmers and 
agricultural communities, then a more sustainable future must also include peoples that 
have been left out of myth of rural essentialism in America. I argue that understanding the 
pivotal moments of American agriculture in the 20th century could point us to a more 
equitable, diverse, and sustainable future. To accomplish this, I look to the genesis of wheat 
and sugar beet agronomic and agricultural systems on the Northern Great Plains and their 
environmental and social development in the late 19th and 20th centuries. My 
reconceptualization of agricultural history challenges the ideological foundation of a white 
American heartland mythology, instead revealing that agriculture in this country has 
always relied on multiethnic bodies and families.
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CHAPTER ONE: AMERICAN PLANTS AND AMERICAN PEOPLE 

 During the Cold War the American farmer was characterized as a patriotic 

archetype for rural citizens to model themselves after. One Cargill ad proclaimed that the 

American farmer was a God-fearing, good-hearted, and civically-responsible man who 

was responsible for filling “America’s food basket” and fueling American industry.1 

Additionally, the American farmer had the wherewithal to utilize science, machinery, and 

his brains to feed the rest of the world.2 American agriculture and the American farmer 

were self-sufficient, progressive, and scientific. The ideology and methods of American 

agriculture promoted democracy and distributed its fruits to non-Americans around the 

world. The types of crops these farmers grew also represented “Americanness.” One call 

to action to the farmers of Montana after World War II read, “The Four Horsemen of the 

apocalypse ride rampant across the lands of Europe and  Asia, and in their wake leave a 

tragic trail of starvation, pestilence and death—a tragedy that can only be averted by your 

prompt action, Mr. American Wheat Farmer!”3 Similarly, the Future Farmers of America 

 

1 “What is a Farmer?” Montana Farmer-Stockman, 15 November, 1955, 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86075096/1955-11-15/ed-1/seq-
13/#date1=1945&index=0&rows=20&words=American+Farmer+farmer&searchType=b
asic&sequence=0&state=Montana&date2=1960&proxtext=american+farmer&y=0&x=0
&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1 (Accessed March 30, 2023). 
2 “The eyes of the world are on the American farmer,” Montana Farmer-Stockman, 01 
April, 1948, https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86075096/1948-04-01/ed-1/seq-
20/#date1=1945&index=1&rows=20&words=American+farmer&searchType=basic&seq
uence=0&state=Montana&date2=1960&proxtext=american+farmer&y=0&x=0&dateFilt
erType=yearRange&page=1 (Accessed March 30, 2023). 
3 “300 Million Starving People Look to American Wheat Farmers For Relief,” The 
People’s Voice, 19 April, 1946, 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86075189/1946-04-19/ed-1/seq-
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held a Sugar Beet Day in March 27th, 1954. The curriculum disseminated to the 

“Elementary Teachers of America” stated, “The study of basic American commodities is 

becoming increasingly important. Through their story many concepts of history, 

geography, and science are learned. But there is even a greater purpose… The American 

way of life cannot be taught merely through an understanding of its political 

development… [The study of sugar helps] children understand the true meaning of 

American democracy.”4 In both of these cases, wheat and sugar beets represented 

American people and American crops. The story of the American farmer was intertwined 

with these crops. However, these plants and their relationship to the people who actually 

tended them and cultivated them did not always represent such an easy connection 

between the “American farmer” and what grew on his fields. 

 My research is grounded in my own family’s history and its place in the Northern 

Plains as American farmers. In 1913, my great-grandfather, John (Jack) Bruckner, 

boarded a train in McGregor, Iowa, and found his way to Glasgow, Montana aboard the 

Great Northern. Jack escaped his abusive alcoholic father and sought a new life in 

Montana and ultimately claimed a homestead farther West in a small community outside 

of Malta called Harb.5 Jack would later marry my great-grandmother, Ida, and have six 

 

1/#date1=1945&index=1&rows=20&words=American+Farmer+Farmers+farmers+wheat
+Wheat&searchType=basic&sequence=0&state=Montana&date2=1960&proxtext=wheat
+farmer+american&y=0&x=0&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1 (Accessed March 
30, 2023). 
4 The Sugar Beet Goes to School: Teacher’s Manual, March 27, 1954, Box 2.5-2, 
Records of the Great Western Sugar Company, Archives & Special Collections, Colorado 
State University, Fort Collins, CO. 
5 Hazel M. Didier, The Yesteryears (Havre: Griggs Printing & Publishing, 1978), 285. 
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sons and one daughter. One of those sons was my grandfather, Laurin Howard Bruckner. 

My grandfather married Mary Ellen Kinder from Booneville, Arkansas, and together they 

began a life outside Malta, where he had grown up. Grandpa epitomized the classic, 

stereotyped ideal of an American farmer: a devout Baptist, a World War II veteran, an 

engaged citizen of Phillips County, and an American who “believed that hard work and a 

little know-how were all a person needed to get ahead.”6 My grandfather was a hard-

working man who strove to do well by his fellow man every day. He raised cattle and 

grew wheat, barley, and hay. To this day, almost everyone in the family has some of 

grandpa’s spring wheat as a Christmas decoration or in a crock in the corner of the living 

room. Every summer, I would come out to the farm and visit my grandparents. I was 

young but was still tasked with picking rhubarb and raspberries. Growing up in this 

space, I never felt “othered” by confrontational reactions to my mixed-race heritage.  

As I became older, however, I realized that being identified as an “oriental” by 

family and community members was problematic. My family never used the term 

maliciously, but it reflected the homogeneity of Northern Montana in the late twentieth 

century. The only people of color I knew in Phillips County lived across the road from 

my grandparents. And while my mom always spoke of Mr. and Mrs. Shiroishi as great 

friends of the family and kind people, I always wondered what their lives were like in 

such a white, rural, agricultural place. If my grandparents represented what it meant to be 

an American in the nation’s heartland, was the same true for Japanese Americans? What 

 

6 Sarah Smarsh, Heartland: A Memoir of Working Hard and Being Broke in the Richest 
Country on Earth (New York: Scribner, 2018), 59. 
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did it mean for me, the child of a Cambodian-Vietnamese immigrant father and a rural 

white woman? How did Montana become so ethnically homogenous and what were the 

social and environmental causes and repercussions of this transformation? 

 American Crops for American People argues that U.S. federal agronomy and 

standardized field crop agriculture driven by larger and larger corporate farms eliminated 

a diversity of ethno-agricultural practices and, ultimately, communities of Japanese and 

Mexican farmers and laborers. During the twentieth century, the region was developed to 

produce massive staple surpluses, accumulate capital, and cement federal and corporate 

power in this extractive hinterland. Using documents from federal and local agricultural 

archives, I argue that the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and its 

corresponding outreach organization, the Cooperative Extension Service, defined the 

classic “American” farmer and simultaneously attempted to homogenize diverse 

European immigrants into monocultural white American patriots, while ostracizing 

communities and individuals who—often people of color—fell outside that definition. 

Wheat and sugar beets represented more than just the sum of their biological parts; they 

defined an imagined and whitened national agrarian identity on the northern grasslands. 

Juxtaposing the two crops and their agronomic histories reveals the totalizing ethos of 

standardization in U.S. agriculture. Both field crops symbolized whiteness and 

Americanness by the 1950s; however, when examined critically and understood 

historically, the deep-rooted hypocrisy and contradictions of these nationalistic plant 

identities become uprooted. The history of wheat and cereal agronomy exposes a loss of 

environmental and botanical diversity and the elimination of the Indigenous peoples of 
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the Northern Plains. The history of sugar beets reveals the power of private industry in 

conjunction with the USDA to mobilize foreign people for labor while prohibiting them 

from forming permanent communities in the United States—and all the while abstracting, 

idealizing, falsifying the true nature of white sugar and its complicated and unsettling 

origin in beets and the people who actually tended the plants. While regional case studies 

on the intersection of agriculture and race exist, my work is the first to posit the 

consequences of USDA and land grant college agronomic practices as the basis of ethnic 

and racial homogenization in this part of the country. 

This scholarship is increasingly important as global agriculture must change and 

adapt to a warming world. The proposed solutions to the problem, however, at this 

moment focus on addressing issues of sustainability. It is my contention that these 

solutions must at the same time also address the sustainability of diverse peoples and 

communities that have deep connections to places and lands. If the standardization of 

crops relied on the homogenization of farmers and agricultural communities, then a more 

sustainable future must also include peoples and crops left out of the myth of rural 

America. I argue that understanding the pivotal moments of American agriculture in the 

twentieth century could point us to a more equitable, diverse, and sustainable future. To 

accomplish this, I look to the genesis of wheat and sugar beet agronomic and agricultural 

systems on the Northern Great Plains and their environmental and social development in 

the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. My reconceptualization of agricultural history 

challenges the ideological foundation of a white American heartland mythology, instead 
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revealing that agriculture in this country has always relied on multiethnic bodies and 

families. 

 Tracking the development of statist agriculture is a central unifying theme in this 

work. I define statist agriculture as the administrative structures that existed once the 

USDA—and related federal departments and agencies with interests in agriculture—

created a comprehensive research program for the agronomic development of wheat and 

sugar beets. The historiography of state development has typically followed a pattern that 

argues that the late nineteenth century to the post-World War I period was a time of 

unprecedented federal growth and oversight.7 Within this period was the creation of 

federal agricultural institutions that were intended to promote scientific research and 

standardize practice, most notably the creation of the land-grant colleges and 

 

7 I situate the emergence of statist agriculture between two landmark approaches to the 
American State in the nineteenth century. Stephen Skowronek argued that a new 
American State emerged from 1877-1920. Skowronek claimed that the expansion of 
national administrative capacities was a direct response to rapid industrialization. In 
contrast, Brian Balogh directly opposed the assertion that state development in the late 
nineteenth century was a unique development; rather, the structure of U.S. government 
was designed to be at its strongest when it was hidden and out of sight of the eyes of the 
public. I situate my own approach somewhere between the two. From 1862 to the turn of 
the century, the new Department of Agriculture reevaluated its research agenda. This was 
evidenced by the lack of a coherent agronomic program without a way to disseminate 
scientific research. Particularly in the West, there was a larger disconnect between the 
USDA and state and local-scale research. However, as Balogh argues, the government 
operated on the margins to exercise its power, and within the Department of Agriculture, 
incremental steps were taken to create programmatic cohesion. By the 1910s, federally 
sponsored programs, outreach, and research began to influence the way farmers in the 
West practiced agriculture. For more see Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American 
State: The Expansion of National Administrative Capacities, 1877-1920 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982); Brian Balogh, A Government Out of Sight: The 
Mystery of National Authority in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009). 
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subsequently their experiment stations and extension service.8 Then, from the late 1920s 

through the 1930s, the state underwent a transition into what scholars call a high 

modernist approach to American agriculture. Agency histories characterize this as the 

moment when the “old USDA” transitioned to the “new agency.” 9  This moment 

changed the relationship of the Department of Agriculture with U.S. farmers through the 

embrace of the agro-chemical paradigm, the mechanization of the fields, and the 

promotion of intentionally bred crop varieties.10 

 

8 For more on the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and the development of 
statist agriculture, specifically the administrative structures, see Nathan M. Sorber, Land-
Grant Colleges and Popular Revolt: The Origins of the Morrill Act and the Reform of 
Higher Education (Ithica: Cornell University Press, 2018); Roger L. Geiger, The History 
of Higher Education: Learning and Culture from the Founding to World War II 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016); Frank A. Waugh, The Agricultural College 
(New York: Orange Judd Company, 1916); Roy V. Scott, The Reluctant Farmer: The 
Rise of Agricultural Extension to 1914 (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1970); 
Laurie Winn Carlson, William J. Spillman and the Birth of Agricultural Economics 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2005); Gilbert C. Fite, American Farmers: The 
New Minority (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1981); Courtney Fullilove, The 
Profit of the Earth: The Global Seeds of American Agriculture (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2017); Samuel P. Hays, The Response to Industrialism, 1885-1914 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957); and Richard S. Kirkendall, “The 
Agricultural Colleges: Between Tradition and Modernization,” Agricultural History, 
Spring 1986, Vol. 60, No. 2, 3-31 and Social Scientists and Farm Politics in the Age of 
Roosevelt (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1966). 
9 For more on USDA agency histories and the periodization of the department see Wayne 
D. Rasmussen and Gladys L. Baker, The Department of Agriculture (New York: Praeger 
Publishers, 1972) and Gladys L. Baker, Wayne D. Rasmussen, Vivian Wiser, and Jane 
M. Porter, Century of Service: The First 100 Years of the United States Department of 
Agriculture (Beltsville: Economic Research Service Agricultural History Branch, 1963).  
10 For more on the historiography of high modernist agriculture in the 1920s and 30s see 
James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998); Mary W.M. 
Hargreaves, Dry Farming in the Northern Great Plains: Years of Readjustment, 1920-
1990 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1993); and Deborah Fitzgerald, Every Farm 
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By analyzing wheat and then sugar beets, the chronology of state-influenced 

agriculture becomes less clear. Wheat certainly fits the chronology for the top-down 

implementation of a federal program made real through advances in plant breeding, 

agronomic techniques, and mechanization. Before the Northern Plains was settled, both 

Canada and the United States envisioned amber waves of wheat in their western interiors. 

As a result, the allocation of capital, the investment of federal resources, and 

collaborations with private industry were in place before many of the western territories 

were settled by Anglo colonists. The removal of Native peoples was calculated. The 

displacement of their bodies and the conquest of their lands provided the fields necessary 

to grow wheat and graze cattle. The cereal agronomy program was systematic from 

vision to reality. As state-level agricultural institutions developed in the 1890s through 

1914, cultural varieties of wheat—types of wheat brought by immigrants and 

homesteaders that were not intentionally bred for environmental adaptation—became 

scant as dedicated marketing and propaganda programs championed varieties created by 

their agronomists. By the 1920s farmers were afforded few opportunities to grow crops 

other than land-grant-bred cereals. Wheat—and a few varieties at that—represented the 

prestige crop and cornerstone of the supposedly self-sufficient American farmer. 

In comparison, the arrival of the sugar beet was not expected or endorsed by the 

federal government for most of the nineteenth century. Private entrepreneurs viewed 

French and German successes with the crop and attempted to catalyze an industry in the 

 

A Factory: The Industrial Ideal in American Agriculture (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2003). 
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United States. However, because of the lack of a state-sponsored program, nearly every 

attempt in the United States failed catastrophically until the 1890s. Whereas wheat was a 

known product with measured yields and profits, sugar beet cultivation remained elusive 

and resistant to the desires of federal and private sugar interests. Agricultural scientists 

were familiar with wheat, but the same could not be said for the sugar beet. Irrigation 

became necessary to grow the crop in parts of the American West. The eradication of 

invasive plants and insects hostile to the growth of the sugar beet needed to be 

accomplished for the safety of the harvest. And the cultivation of the sugar beet required 

massive amounts of foreign hand labor and federal intervention that ran contradictory to 

the agrarian individualistic vision for American farmers. A dedicated state-sponsored 

research program for the crop did not exist until the 1920s. Similarly, the industry did not 

reach the same levels of mechanization as other popular field crops grown by U.S. 

farmers until the late-1940s. Sugar beets did not attain the same high modernist status 

until the 1950s with the total mechanization of the industry, a dedicated federal research 

program, and economic protection in the form of tariffs.  

Situating the history and chronology of wheat and sugar beets in the West disrupts 

a streamlined and progressive narrative of statist agriculture in the United States. The 

totalization, standardization, and systemization of western agriculture did not occur in 

one fell swoop, despite the wishes of the agricultural scientists at land-grant colleges and 

leaders at the USDA. The project of implementing a top-down agronomic program was 

fraught and haphazard from the beginning of my chronology in the 1850s all the way 

through the next century into the 1950s. While I track the development of federal and 
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state-supported agriculture, I do so to show the constant tension between the statist hopes 

for wheat and sugar beets and the human and environmental resistance to that vision. 

Agronomists frequently described the social and cultural dynamics of better wheat and 

beets couched in progressive rhetoric. Superior flour and sugar composed the diets of 

superior bodies. The plants and products represented civilized peoples. As Raymond 

Williams argued in his essay, “Ideas of Nature,” our projections on the natural world are 

a reflection of the way humans organize and understand society.11 When agronomists 

early on discussed “races” of sugar beets with reference to appearance and origin, e.g. the 

“white German beet,” it reflected a historical view of how plants were viewed by people 

through the lens of race and ethnicity. For wheat and sugar beets, the interplay was at 

times as explicit. As Montana State College’s agronomist, Philip V. Cardon, propounded 

in 1922, “The Eugenic Ideal” was the belief that racial improvement could occur through 

the control of genetics, individual behavior, legislative reform, and immigration control.12 

His adoption of breeding superior races of wheat is intimately connected with his belief 

that standardized, scientific varieties, of wheat were “Better than the freak varieties of 

Field Crops,” referring to cultural varieties that were still grown in Montana in 1916.13 At 

 

11 Raymond Williams, “Ideas of Nature” in Problems in Materialism and Culture 
(London: Verso, 1980), 67-69. 
12 Philip V. Cardon, The Eugenic Ideal, 12 April, 1922, Folder 3, Box 1, Series II, Philip 
Vincent Cardon Papers, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. For more on 
eugenics in Montana see Casey J. Pallister, “Perilous Propagation: The Origins and 
Growth of Eugenics in Montana,” PhD Diss., Montana State University, Bozeman, 
Montana.  
13 Philip V. Cardon, Standard Better Than the Freak Varieties of Field Crops, 1916, 
Folder 3, Box 5, Series IV, Philip Vincent Cardon Papers, National Agricultural Library, 
Beltsville, Maryland. 
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other times, the relationship between plant and human perceptions were softer and muted 

and abstract. When sugar beet agronomists sought to mechanize the industry in the 

1930s, they spoke of the social problems of sugar beet cultivation. The Bureau of 

Agricultural Economics reduced foreign contract labor to a monetary value to be 

eliminated. The USDA and sugar beet scientists did not directly address the “social 

problems” as labor activism by Chicano and Mexican beet workers, but understood 

historically, the two issues were related and mentioned enough that the mechanization of 

the industry was in part to reduce the need for foreign labor economically and socially. 

The other central theme of American Crops for American People is the farmers 

and laborers themselves. This dissertation balances the statist approach by examining 

local environments and people on the Northern Plains and in the West. In my chapters on 

wheat, I track the creation of the archetypal American Farmer. My later chapters follow 

the history of the beet sugar industry in the United States and their reliance on Japanese 

and Mexican immigrants. 

The creation of this character in the Western United States was closely tied to a 

Jeffersonian vision of an agrarian smallholder yeoman that would personify the American 

Spirit. This agricultural class was intended “to be the best repository of republican virtue; 

and [they] laid the basis for a flourishing commerce in the West that would cultivate an 

active, industrious, and republican people.”14 Establishing an agricultural class with a 

flourishing industry in the West required a product, and that product was wheat. The 

 

14 Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America 
(Williamsburg: Institute of Early American History and Culture, 1980), 205. 
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American farmer in the West was to grow wheat and corn.15 However, the hope of 

farmers growing wheat and corn had to be balanced with human and environmental 

obstacles. As farmers arrived on the Northern Plains, many of them were Scandinavian 

immigrants who arrived on the Great and Northern Plains with their own conceptions of 

agriculture and how to practice it. The majority of Eastern and Northern Montana was 

settled between 1890 and 1915, they were colloquially known as “Honyockers.” M.L. 

Wilson later described the type of agriculture in  Montana’s “Triangle” as “old style 

farming methods” that did not work in Montana’s environment. Wilson noted that these 

farmers were hesitant to adopt scientific types of farming.16  

The shift towards the adoption of scientific agriculture occurred on the Northern 

Plains during and after World War I due to a couple of reasons. First, a major drought hit 

the Northern Plains during 1916 and carried on through the war. As a result, farmers 

across the state were unable to acquire seed. Governor Sam V. Stewart, in conjunction 

with Montana State College’s Agricultural Experiment Station and Extension Service, 

procured state-endorsed varieties of spring wheat and disseminated them to Montana 

farmers. Second, growing wheat became the duty of a patriot. Prior to the war, European 

and Scandinavian immigrants on the plains possessed a “complimentary identity that 

 

15 John Buchkoski, “Theodore Roosevelt and America’s Agricultural Future,” 06 
November, 2019, 
https://www.theodorerooseveltcenter.org/Blog/Item/Theodore%20Roosevelt%20and%20
America's%20Agricultural%20Future (Accessed March 31, 2023). 
16 Milburn Lincoln Wilson, Dry Farming in the North Central Montana “Triangle,” June 
1923, Bulletin No. 66, Montana Extension Service in Agriculture and Home Economics, 
https://arc.lib.montana.edu/msu-extension/objects/ext1-000095.pdf (Accessed March 31, 
2023).  
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pledged allegiance to both American citizenship and ethnic adherence.”17 However, 

during World War I, any perceived seditious act could land someone in prison or socially 

ostracized from a community. In some areas, councils of defense called for armed 

militias to guard fields and grain elevators because of an imaginary threat of German 

subversives burning Montana’s wheat supply. By the end of the war, options for farmers 

were severely limited to scientifically-bred varieties; compared to the prewar years, there 

were fewer options. In conjunction, a white, American, farming class emerged by the 

1920s that was premised on promoting American agriculture in a self-sufficient manner 

through statist structures by cultivating certain crops. As one author later noted, 

“American farmers were the workers in the arsenal of democracy… [Their] basic need 

was for small grains” during the Great War.18  Wheat represented the totalizing power of 

statist agriculture to homogenize a crop and a group of people. While this was the hope 

for all the crops in the seed repertoire of the American farmer, some proved defiant. 

Sugar beets were markedly different in terms of the types of people that cultivated 

them and interacted with them on an intimate level. Capitalists and entrepreneurs 

beginning in the 1830s attempted to start a beet sugar industry in the United States to 

compete in a global sugar market mostly built on cane sugar in warm and humid climes. 

Most attempts failed dramatically due to a lack of capital investment and familiarity with 

the crop. With the true genesis of the industry in the late nineteenth century, it became 

 

17 Jon Gjerde, The Minds of the West: Ethnocultural Evolution in the Rural Middle West, 
1830-1917 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 8. 
18 Howard R. Tolley, The Farmer Citizen at War (New York: The MacMillan Company, 
1943), 27. 
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apparent that the thinning and harvesting of the sugar beet would become problematic. 

Like wheat, beets were seen as a potential crop for the white agrarian smallholder in the 

West.19 However, the West lacked a crucial productive ingredient that was present in the 

French and German industries: a large labor force willing to do manual stoop labor. As a 

result, the industry had to recruit laborers willing to do the work and bring them to the 

fields—as sugar beets require immediate transport from the field to the factory or else the 

crop deteriorates. In the Great Lakes region and on the Great Plains most of the laborers 

who arrived to work on the sugar beet fields were Germans from the Volga region. These 

German Russians were viewed as second-class citizens, and while some came to 

Montana in the early twentieth century, they very quickly transitioned from laborers to 

farmers and acquired land. Consequently, the beet fields in the Northern Plains relied on 

a population of Japanese workers to thin and harvest the crop. Due to increasingly 

prejudice and, at times, violent reactions to their presence in the area, Japanese workers 

were relegated to the margins of Montana’s beet communities. This occurred 

synchronously with private sugar companies attracting Mexican labor fleeing from the 

Mexican Revolution.  

My dissertation tracks the arrival of both groups of people in Montana on the 

sugar beet fields. Ultimately, Japanese and Mexican laborers were effectively prevented 

 

19 For more on race and sugar beets see April Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization: 
American Empire and the Cultural Politics of Sweetness (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2015); Kathleen Mapes, Sweet Tyranny: Migrant Labor, Industrial 
Agriculture, and Imperial Politics (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2009); and 
Sarah Deutsch, Making a Modern U.S. West: The Contested Terrain of a Region and its 
Borders, 1898-1940 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2022). 
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from forming stable, meaningful communities in Montana because of outspoken 

sentiment against their race. Japanese peoples and other East Asian immigrants helped 

define an American ethnicity through the exclusion of their non-white status.20 A big 

concern of Montana farmers was the prospect of Japanese laborers acquiring land and 

competing with “American” farmers. For Mexican laborers, their settlement was 

encouraged by the Great Western Sugar Company in the 1920s. However, once a second-

generation of Chicano beet workers began mobilizing and creating labor unions to 

demand better pay and living conditions, the industry and government realized the need 

to move away from free wage labor and create a system that could control both the 

importation of labor and their subsequent repatriation. Oral histories of Japanese and 

Mexican beet populations show that many of them wanted to acquire a piece of land and 

live a life like my grandfather and grandmother; however, as Sarah Smarsh wrote, “the 

American Dream has a price tag on it. The cost changes depending on where you’re born 

and to whom, with what color skin and with how much money in your parents’ bank 

account… You can pay an entire life in labor, it turns out, and have nothing to show for 

it.”21 

American Crops for American People unfolds over a series of four chapters that 

track the development of statist agriculture across wheat and sugar beets. The flow of the 

narrative is roughly chronological, although there are period overlaps between the second 

 

20 Gail M. Nomura, “Significant Lives: Asia and Asian Americans in the History of the 
U.S. West,” The Western Historical Quarterly, Spring 1994, Vol. 25, No. 1, 75. 
21 Smarsh, Heartland, 62. 
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and third chapter. My first chapter, “Wheat is Empire,” is a quotation from Charles Maier 

that conveyed the hope and vision for the Canadian West to establish the Dominion’s 

interior as a region bountiful and fecund environment. The chronology begins in the 

1850s with the contest to define the international border along the 49th parallel between 

the two nation-states. Both the United States and Canada developed similar goals to 

establish a landing zone in their Wests as places to welcome white Anglo settlers. In 

order to achieve this, the subjugation of Native peoples and their lifeways was essential. 

The settler-colonial project eliminated Indigenous peoples in both nations, destroyed their 

foodways, and relocated them to confined spaces to make way for cattle and wheat. The 

chapter then turns to the development of the Ottawa Central Experimental Farm and the 

U.S. Agricultural Experiment Stations as a lens into the agronomic process of creating 

scientifically-bred wheat varieties that would allow the settler conquest of the 

environment through successful wheat cultivation. Ultimately, the Canadian agronomist 

Charles Saunders created a variety of spring wheat, called Marquis, that would transform 

the environment of the Northern Plains into a system favoring monocrop development 

and cultivation. The civilizing drive to create this wheat was evidenced by the 

displacement of Native people and plants for Anglo bodies and crops. 

Next, my second section, “A Rooted System,” examines the period from the 

creation of the land-grant university in Montana to the 1920s and argues that these three 

decades constituted the winnowing of crop diversity and the creation of an American 

farmer archetype. Although Marquis and other cereal research was completed by the end 

of the nineteenth century, there was no method for the dissemination of agricultural 
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information to American farmers. Initially, the USDA envisioned that the Agricultural 

Experiment Stations would be the medium for public outreach of scientific information. 

The Office of Experiment Stations believed that through the publication of bulletins and 

circulars American farmers would begin practicing better business methods and 

employing the latest scientific agriculture on their fields. However, research staff quickly 

complained about being overburdened and frustrated with apathetic responses from 

farmers. In Montana, Experiment Station staff had success by partnering with the local 

farmers’ institutes to bring information to rural people. This model was promoted by 

advocates of a national Cooperative Extension Service, which would be tasked with 

outreach and communication to farmers. However, the United States entered World War I 

in 1917, shortly after the Smith-Lever Act passed in 1914. The functions of the Extension 

Service were put to use during the war to ensure agricultural production and prevent 

seditious activities. Some Local and County Defense Boards asked that their county 

agents sit on the committees. As a result, as Montana Extension agents were promoting 

and disseminating Marquis seed to farmers as part of a larger patriotic mission on the 

home front to promote ideological and cultural conformity. After the war, with all these 

agricultural administrative arms in place, a dedicated pure seed program further cemented 

state-sponsored agriculture. 

My third section, “The Taming of Hostile Environments and Invasive Bodies,” 

tracks the early development of the sugar beet industry in the American West to the 

1920s when the USDA and private sugar interests began a dedicated agronomy program 

for the crop. The sugar beet was envisioned as the great sugar plant that would rival 
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global and foreign cane sugar markets. However, the importation of the plant proved to 

be difficult. Climatically, the sugar beet in the American West had a very short growing 

season compared to western Europe. Similarly, until the beet arrived in the United States, 

the crop had never been grown on irrigated land in Europe. The mission to irrigate and 

reclaim water in the West coincided with beet sugar’s civilizing mission. Factories began 

opening rapidly around 1900 once the environmental and agronomic components were in 

place. However, industry and the USDA realized the need for a stable pool of laborers as 

the initial beet campaigns experienced labor shortages. As a result, this chapter concludes 

with the arrival of Japanese and Mexican laborers to Montana and the Northern Plains. 

My last chapter, “The Fruits of American Agriculture,” examines the 

development of a sugar beet agronomy program in the 1920s through the 1940s with the 

total mechanization of the industry. I begin this chapter by tracking beet sugar company’s 

attitudes shifting attitude towards Mexican and Chicano laborers. Initially, the company 

created colonias as a way to attract families that would stay over winter and live in the 

vicinity of the beet fields they worked from May to September. This method quickly 

backfired on the Great Western Sugar Company in Colorado as labor activism among 

betabaleros disrupted harvests in the early 1930s. As a result, the company desired a 

form of foreign contract labor that could be imported, controlled, and deported once their 

usefulness was complete. At the same time, private sugar beet researchers and USDA 

scientists sought to fully mechanize the industry to rid the fields of expensive and socially 

problematic aspects that hindered the progress of the industry. However, as the first field 

tests for beet harvesters were underway in the early 1940s, the United States entered 
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World War II. The immediate shock of the war, combined with the repatriation of 

thousands of Mexican laborers during the 1930s, created a massive agricultural labor 

shortage in the beet fields of the Northern Plains and Rocky Mountain West. Ultimately, 

incarcerated Japanese laborers were brought in from California to save the crop despite 

local anti-Japanese protests. At the same time, the beet industry solved their issues with 

Mexican labor as the Bracero Program formally began in the Fall of 1942. By the end of 

the war, over 25,000 foreign laborers—including other groups such as conscientious 

objectors, prisoners of war, and additional foreign labor (from Barbados, Canada, etc.)—

were used in Montana. However, the mechanization of the industry ultimately overlooked 

these people and their contributions to the history of the sugar beet in Montana. Instead, 

sugar beets were plants grown by American people for American industry and 

consumption.  

 

  



20 
 

CHAPTER TWO: WHEAT IS EMPIRE: THE MAKING OF THE MODERN 

AGRONOMY ACROSS THE 49TH PARALLEL 

“Montana Free Homestead Land,” proclaimed the Great Northern Railway’s 

pamphlet advertising over 10,000,000 acres of “free land” that “promises to see the 

greatest movement of settlers to the remaining homestead lands in Montana… that has 

ever taken place to any portion of the United States.” 1 After achieving statehood in 1889, 

Montana promoted agriculture through the rhetoric of gold and rain following the plow. 

Many railroad companies touted that their lines of transportation to a bountiful American 

West would be the passage to easy land and riches for many immigrants and poor 

agricultural small holders. Montana stood as a hopeful opportunity for many seeking to 

claim the last vestiges of a “closing frontier.” Similarly, just across the 49th parallel to 

the north, Alberta and Saskatchewan were both labeled as “The Colorado of Canada” and 

“Last Best West,” a region just “a short distance north of the Montana Boundary… 

[containing] choice Fall or Winter Wheat Lands.”2 The Canadian Pacific Railroad vied 

for the same pool of potential homesteaders south of the international boundary. The 

surge of homesteaders to the area of the Northern Great Plains “ignored the international 

 

1 Great Northern Railway Company (U.S.), Montana Free Homestead Land, (Saint Paul: 
Great Northern Railway Company (U.S.), 1914), 2. 
2 The Alberta Railway and Irrigation Company: Sunny Southern Alberta: The Colorado 
of Canada, 1905, NA-3765-3, Glenbow Library and Archives, Calgary and Alberta. Paul 
F. Sharp, “The American Farmer and the ‘Last Best West,’” Agricultural History, Vol. 
21, No. 2 (Apr., 1947), 65. 
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line before and was to do so for another, and perhaps last, time on the North American 

continent.”3 

On the U.S. side of the line, Henry Syverud homesteaded near Dagmar, Montana 

in 1910, he was seeking to capitalize on the advertised bounty of 10,000,000 acres of free 

land. He believed “that farming has come to stay in Montana.”4 Syverud had several 

years of bountiful harvests, filling his two quarter-sections with rows of flax, oats, durum 

wheat, blue stem wheat, and fife wheat.5 However, five years of successive drought on 

the Northern Plains broke his dreams. The years 1914-1916 brought high yields, and 

farmers obtained nearly 25 bushels per acre of spring wheat in these years.6 Beginning in 

1917, however, drought cut spring wheat yields down to 6 bushels per acre, and by 1919 

northern Montana farmers reported one bushel per acre, if they were able to harvest 

anything at all.7 Henry Syverud invested his entire livelihood in Sheridan County, 

Montana, and for the rest of his life would experience the fickle nature of farming and 

agriculture on the Montana Hi-Line. North of the international boundary, homesteaders 

arrived synchronously on the Canadian Prairies. Although these settlers arrived on the 

 

3 Sharp, “The American Farmer,” 65. 
4 Great Northern Railway Company (U.S.), Montana Free Homestead Land, (Saint Paul: 
Great Northern Railway Company (U.S.), 1914), 2. 
https://cdm16013.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p267301coll1/id/3355 (Accessed 
April 3, 2023). 
5 Flax Crop on New Breaking, 1912, v1p15.07, Syverud Collection, Montana State 
Historical Society, Research Center Photograph Archives, Helena, Montana 
6 M.L. Wilson, Dry Farming in the North Central Montana “Triangle,” June 1923, 
Bulletin No. 66, Montana Extension Service in Agriculture and Home Economics, 
https://arc.lib.montana.edu/msu-extension/objects/ext1-000095.pdf (Accessed April 3, 
2023), 18. 
7 Wilson, Dry Farming in the North Central Montana “Triangle,” 18. 
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Northern Plains in a different nation, they grew wheat, barley, oats, and flax, likely 

planting the same cultural wheat varieties.8  

The Great Northern advertisement boasted the region’s assured permanence as an 

agricultural hub in the West, however, the impressive amount of arable land listed was 

little more than boosterism to encourage settlers to fill in pre-gridded towns.9 By 1910, it 

was clear from census data on agriculture that the remaining land in Montana contained 

the least desirable and lowest-priced agricultural lands in the state.10 Yet Henry Syverud 

and other European and Scandinavian homesteading populations flooded northern and 

eastern Montana and the Canadian Prairie Provinces seeking the promise of a better life 

in the two Wests. Historian Karen Hansen reveals that inheritance laws and economic 

destitution drove many of these Scandinavian immigrant communities from their homes 

in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark.11 Railroad companies in dire need of a labor force  

targeted these populations. In Minnesota, historian Claire Strom argues, the Great 

Northern Railroad Company “sent immigration agents to Europe, targeting British and 

Scandinavian immigrants, and arranged for editors of foreign language newspapers to 

 

8 William M. Saunders, “Bulletin No. 18: Ladoga Wheat,” Central Experimental Farm, 
Department of Agriculture, February 1893, Ottawa, Canada. 
9 For more on the tactics of the Great Northern Railway’s strategy to fill in pre-gridded 
towns along the Montana Hi-Line see Claire Strom, Profiting From the Plains: The Great 
Northern Railway and Corporate Development of the American West (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 2003). 
10 Per Cent of Land Area in Farms, and Average Value of Farm Land Per Acre, In 
Montana, By Counties: 1910, prepared by special agent of agriculture, John Lee Coulter, 
Bureau of the Census (Washington, DC, 1910).  
11 Karen V. Hansen, Encounter on the Plains: Scandinavian Settlers and the 
Dispossession of Dakota Indians, 1890-1930 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 2-4. 
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tour the [Red River] valley.”12 For example, circa 1910, the Great Northern published 

their “Briefe von Farmern: Die ansässig sing auf Den fruchtbaren Ländereien von 

Montana und Washington” to disseminate abroad in Germany. In the pamphlet’s 

testimonials, a farmer in Chinook, Montana, Henry Borch, boasts to his fellow 

countrymen abroad about the opportunity to secure free land and guaranteed future 

profits. He claims, “Ich ernte jetzt Hafer, Weizen, Gerste und ziehe Küchen-

gewächse aller Art, wie Kartoffeln, Mais, Erbsen, Bohnen, Zwiebeln, Beten, Kürbisse, 

Gurken, Wassermelonen, Karotten, weiße Rüben, Kohl, Rutabagos, 

Rüben, Squash, Cantaloupes.”13 Henry’s language portrays the Hi-Line as an Edenic 

haven that could grow any field crops in addition to onions, corn, cantaloupes, and 

whatever the else the listener’s imagination could envision. However, the targeted 

advertisements of “free, fertile, land” by railroad companies were direct and intentional, 

meant to meet the goals of the nation-state and the railroad company’s desire for profit on 

the Montana Hi-Line, not the success of immigrant farmers. 

The boom of white immigrant communities and the growing of cereals in the U.S. 

and Canada reflected agrarian visions for a wheat empire. Specific bodies were intended 

 

12 Robert F. Zeidel, “Peopling the Empire: The Great Northern Railraod and the 
Recruitment of Immigrant Settlers to North Dakota,” North Dakota History 60 (Spring 
1993): 15-16 in Strom, Profiting From the Plains, 19. 
34. Great Northern Railway, Briefe von Farmern: Die ansässig sing auf den frucht-
barren Ländereien von Montana und Washington an der Great Northern Railway, n.d., 
Box 10, Montana Pamphlet Collection, Mike Mansfield Library, University of Montana, 
Missoula, Montana. The translation reads, “Now I am harvesting oats, wheat, barley, and 
am cultivating hardy plants of all kinds like potatoes, corn, peas, beans, onions, beets, 
pumpkins, cucumbers, watermelons, carrots, white turnips, cabbage, rutabaga, turnips, 
squash, cantaloupes.” 
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to grow certain crops in the West. This idea was posited by Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson 

believed that American farmers were embodied republican virtue and spirit. The 

American West, in his vision, would be populated by agricultural yeoman that were 

entirely self-sufficient and civically engaged. Furthermore, Jeffersonian agrarian ideals 

were connected closely to the types of crops that smallholders grew. Influenced by his 

own perception in Virginia, Jefferson often vilified crops such as tobacco as “tyrants,” 

whereas wheat made possible the agrarian idea because it “preserves soil fertility, 

requires little labor, and enables a life of rural leisure, thus yielding both economic 

independence and republican virtue.”14 Tobacco required large amounts of hand labor, 

usually slave-based; whereas wheat could be accomplished by less labor-intensive 

systems. Jefferson viewed his region as tainted by the structures of tobacco culture, as a 

result the West became the landscape and environment to begin a new agrarian ideal that 

would embody Republican virtue. However, Jefferson’s vision assumed an empty 

landscape devoid of its own pre-existing plant-human structures, relationships, and 

logics. As U.S. and Canadian settler colonists plowed the land and planted cereals on the 

Northern Plains, they were actively replacing native grasses and plants with Anglo-

European ones. And even when white homesteaders did arrive, they were derided as 

ignorant and uninformed by agricultural experts for the types of crops they grew and how 

they grew them. The fact that agriculture was largely dictated by immigrants in both 

areas did not align with the agricultural ideology of Canada and the United States. 

 

14 Mark Sturges, “Jefferson, Washington, and the Rhetoric of Agricultural Reform,” 
Early American Literature, Vol. 50, No. 2 (2015), 690. 
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Environmental and human diversity were not in alignment with state goals. Canada and 

the United States first orchestrated the destruction of millennia-old Indigenous 

settlements and environments. Then, settlers arrived and replaced native plants and 

indigenous foodways with cereals and European-style agricultural systems. Both nation-

states took actions to address their loose control of their agricultural peripheries. Two 

areas that appeared strikingly similar environmentally and agriculturally took divergent 

paths in the early twentieth. 

Both the machinations of the nation-state and private industry designed this 

regional hinterland to serve the needs of Seattle, Saint Paul, and the United States. For 

much of the nineteenth century, the United States and Canada jockeyed for territorial 

claims near the northern border. Although the reality for most of the century was a 

porous, imaginary line, the latter half of the century saw both nation-states ramp up 

nation-building and border-hardening projects. The objective for both the United States 

and Canada at the end of the nineteenth century was consolidating control over one of the 

last amorphous spaces on their continental boundaries. After native peoples were forcibly 

removed from their traditional lands and bound to reservations, a narrative could be used 

by the governments and railroad companies to advertise “a great blank page” full of 

riches and wealth to be capitalized on by hopeful homesteaders. Both nation-states sought 

to encourage immigration and facilitate agricultural development along the 49th parallel. 

Studying Montana and Prairie Provinces beginning in 1880 reveals that the two regions 

are similar with regards to environment and agriculture. However, by the turn of the 

twentieth century, both the United States and Canada intervened through the arm of 
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agricultural experiment stations and their corresponding federal agents, and later in the 

United States, Extension Services, to exert control over the environment in a way that 

aligned with each country’s nation-building agenda. Both nations acted and reacted in 

their own self-interest. Similarly, it was in the best interest of both the Great Northern 

and the Canadian Pacific Railways to create an extractive agricultural periphery that 

would provide a steady stream of capital for each. Ultimately, the period from 1880 to 

1918 on the Northern Plains reveals three territories that shared a similar environment 

and history underwent incorporation as “state” and “province” and began to diverge 

environmentally, agriculturally, culturally, and historically. 

The narrative presented here is not a comparative transnational history that gives 

equal weight to Canada and the United States. Rather, this chapter tells the relational 

history of Montana and Prairie Provinces and how both the United States and Canada 

developed similar environmental and agronomic goals in order to establish an 

environment for white Anglo settlers. The political and agricultural developments 

between both nation-states on the Northern Great Plains in many ways mirrored one 

another, but ultimately with different outcomes that influenced regional and national 

histories to this day. While this chapter considers Canadian agronomy and policy, its 

primary concern is the vision and subsequent creation of a wheat empire in the Northern 

Plains in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I argue that settler colonial visions 

for the American and Canadian Wests centered on the creation of a wheat empire. In 

order to make this goal a reality, both nation-states took sequential steps to lay the 

foundation for the mass growing of wheat. The United States and Canada first displaced 
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and removed Native peoples, then created agricultural experimental farms and stations, 

and lastly, developed the first scientifically-bred strain of spring wheat, Marquis. Once 

accomplished, the international boundary began to harden and environments started to 

diverge. However, the history and reality of the 49th parallel is complicated and defies 

easy explanation. 

Borderland Anxieties and Contested Geographies 

Prior to 9/11, the U.S.-Canadian border was heralded as “the world’s longest 

undefended border.” However, this understanding of the relationship and politics between 

both countries is ahistorical and misleading. Historians John Herd Thompson and 

Stephen J. Randall argue that “For more than two hundred years, the relationship between 

the United States and… the Canadian nation-state has been intense. Substantial and 

minor conflicts, bilateral and multilateral institution building, tranquility and turbulence 

have marked those two centuries.”15 The power-relations between these two nation-states 

shaped settlement on the Montana-Prairie Province border. Many homesteaders made 

choices to settle on either side of the line, traded with their neighbors across an imaginary 

boundary, and exercised more freedom in practicing agriculture at a time when such 

flexibility existed. However, most of their freedoms in these actions ended after World 

War I. 

 

15 John Herd Thompson and Stephen J. Randall, Ambivalent Allies: Canada and the 
United States (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 1. 
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In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the United States and Canada 

undertook massive nation-building projects that included sharpening and hardening 

territorial borders. The defining of each nation’s space and their plans for the Montana-

Northwestern Provinces border happened relatively late compared to other imperial 

projects.16 Although both nations considered portions of the Northern Great Plains as part 

of their western interior, Canada and the United States devised plans in the mid-

nineteenth century for how this land would fit into the larger fabric of both nations. In 

1853, Isaac Stevens took an expedition through North Dakota, Montana, and Idaho with 

the goal of mapping a potential rail line from the Puget Sound area to Saint Paul. Along 

the way, Stevens reported on the feasibility of agricultural settlement on the Northern 

Great Plains. Writing to Illinois Senator Stephen A. Douglas, his supporter, Stevens 

acknowledged the presence of the Blackfeet, Nez Perce, and Flathead Indians, yet also 

claimed that this “beautiful and fertile” land allows for vegetables and grain that “are 

easily raised & arrive at great perfection.”17 In the report, Stevens further conceded that 

the paths he charted for the potential line were well known to all the surrounding tribes. 

Steven’s letters to Douglas revealed some of the first actions of the United States taking 

action to consolidate its presence on the Northern Great Plains through the use of a 

military expedition to chart a railway. 

 

16 For an in-depth history of the development of the Montana-Alberta borderlands see 
Sheila McManus, The Line which Separates: Race, Gender, and the Making of the 
Alberta-Montana Borderlands (Omaha: University of Nebraska Press, 2005), 1-36. 
17 Isaac Stevens, Correspondence from Isaac Stevens to Stephens A. Douglas, September 
18, 1853, Folder 23, Box 3, Stephen A. Douglas. Papers, Special Collections Research 
Center, University of Chicago Library, Chicago, Illinois. 
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Similarly, Canada and Britain imagined their western holdings in Rupert’s Land 

and the Northwestern Territories as an agricultural haven full of opportunity for profit 

and settlement. The creation of the first colony, Selkirk, in 1811 marked a transition in 

how the British-Canadian government viewed the land in the Red River region and what 

would become western Canada. Historian Doug Owram argues that the creation and 

survival of the Selkirk settlement for five decades enlarged the potential of the Canadian 

West from fur trading, arctic exploration, and evangelism and to agricultural settlement.18 

By the mid-nineteenth century, the British Canadian government sent two expeditions to 

Rupert’s Land and the Northwestern Territories. Historian Sheila McManus argues that 

the purpose of these expeditions “proved to be the key year in shaping [the Canadian 

government’s] visions of the land east of the Rockies… marking the decisive shift away 

from Thompson’s era of fur-company exploration and mapping and toward government 

exploration and mapping for the purpose of agricultural settlement.”19 Both expeditions 

exemplified the Canadian government’s plan and hopes for the Northern Great Plains as 

the region came to be defined by its imagined and perceived agricultural fecundity, being 

labeled as “the fertile belt.”20 

Once the Northern Great Plains was acknowledged by the Canadian and United 

States governments for its perceived agricultural potential, it became subject to various 

plans to develop it into an extractive resource periphery. Beginning in 1872, the United 

 

18 Doug Owram, Promise of Eden: The Canadian Expansionist Movement and the Idea of 
the West, 1856-1900 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), 11. 
19 McManus, The Line Which Separates, 5. 
20 McManus, The Line Which Separates, 5. 
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States and Canada agreed to survey and mark the border from the Rockies to the Great 

Lakes in what is known as the North American Boundary Commission. At this point, the 

“western boundary existed only in a diplomatic sense; in terms of human and economic 

geography, national perimeters remained undefined.”21  

For Native peoples, the demarcation of natural features by foreigners, and the 

creation of nation-state geographies, at first meant little to their daily lives. To many of 

the Indigenous peoples of the Northern Great Plains, the only geographies that mattered 

were the ones that had existed for centuries prior to the arrival of Anglo settlers. Even 

when fur traders arrived in the northern Rocky Mountain West in the late eighteenth 

century, they entered an environmental space and the common and contested grounds that 

defined the region.22  It was after the demarcation of the international boundary along the 

49th parallel that Washington and Ottawa found themselves concerned with the groups 

that were active in crossing this fluid space that defied the imaginary lines that were 

intended to show national sovereignty over the land. Thus, some of the first actions by 

both governments were concerned with controlling Native peoples and women. Several 

scholars in the field of Western Women’s History have shown how some of the earliest 

 

21 Thompson, Ambivalent Allies, 47. 
22 For more on human and environmental geographies of the Northern Great Plains see 
Theodore Binnema, Common & Contested Ground: A Human and Environmental 
History of the Northwestern Plains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001), 3-6. 
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instances of the nation-state their consolidating power in the U.S. and Canadian Wests 

revolved around the control of Native Americans and women.23 

The mobility of Indigenous peoples on the Northern Great Plains conflicted with a 

nation-state geography that viewed the ownership of land above any ecological or Native 

landscape, thus both the U.S. and Canada sought to control these groups. Sheila 

McManus argues that controlling the Blackfeet was one of the first major obstacles on the 

Montana-Alberta border along the 49th parallel. McManus writes, “nations are in fact 

made and unmade at their borders. Heartlands can be heartlands only if the edges around 

them are already doing the work of defining whatever it is that is seen to separate one 

nation from another… the forty-ninth parallel across the West was a key site of that 

making and unmaking.”24 Controlling the Native American populations along the border 

was essential to securing this hinterland for both Canada and the U.S. Additionally, 

historian Beth LaDow argues that Indian policy is one of the areas of exception where the 

nationalist agendas of both states converged to control a mobile population that 

threatened the legitimacy of the international border and hindered white settlement.25  

In a similar way, women moved freely across the border and did not conform to a 

neat hierarchical and patriarchal construction of space and were also seen as a group that 

needed to be controlled. Western women historians have shown how the bodies of both 

 

23 Elizabeth Jameson and Sheila McManus, One Step Over the Line: Toward a History of 
Women in the North American Wests (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2009), xv-
xix. 
24 McManus, The Line which Separates, xi-xii. 
25 Beth LaDow, The Medicine Line: Life and Death on a North American Borderland 
(New York: Routledge, 2002). 
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white and indigenous women in legally and spatially liminal places along borderlands 

were an urgent concern to both governments.26 Char Smith has shown how women 

prostitutes from many different class and ethnic backgrounds moved north across the 

border into Alberta seeking economic opportunity in Canadian boomtowns, much to the 

dismay of local and provincial officials.27 Many men in these places were concerned for 

the safety of white women in borderland areas because of the lurking threat of men with 

darker skin assaulting them. While Native women were subject to flexible legal systems 

that more often than not worked against them and offered them little-to-no protection in 

cases of violence and sexual abuse.28 In Alberta, one top-down policy intended to 

manage and control the bodies of women promoted monogamy as the “correct” and 

“right” cultural standard. Sarah Carter’s The Importance of Being Monogamous reveals 

 

26 For more on gender and nation-state see Sheila McManus, “Unsettled Pasts, Unsettling 
Borders: Women, Wests, Nations” and Sylvia Van Kirk, “A Transborder Family in the 
Pacific North West: Reflecting on Race and Gender in Women’s History,” in Elizabeth 
Jameson and Sheila McManus, One Step Over the Line: Toward a History of Women in 
the North American Wests (Athabasca: AU Press; Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 
2008), 29-47 and 81-94. 
27 Char Smith, “Crossing the Line: American Prostitutes in Western Canada, 1895-1925” 
in Elizabeth Jameson and Sheila McManus, One Step Over the Line, 241-259. 
28 For more on protecting the virtue of white women see Katherine Benton-Cohen, 
Borderline Americans: Racial Division and Labor War in the Arizona Borderlands 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 3-4 and Peggy Pascoe, What Comes 
Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 85-93. For more on Native American women’s bodies see 
Katrina Jagodinsky, Legal Codes and Talking Trees: Indigenous Women’s Sovereignty in 
the Sonoran and Puget Sound Borderlands, 1854-1946. While these books do not 
explicitly deal with the Northern Great Plains, the structures they highlight are ubiquitous 
in borderlands regions and reveal how U.S. and Canadian policy in high trafficked 
borderlands areas play out historically. Thus, I extrapolate these same dynamics to the 
49th parallel along Montana and Prairie Provinces because what happens near and around 
the “core” radiates outward to the “periphery.” 
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how the federal government of the Canadian state promoted the white, monogamous, 

husband-wife model as “the basic economic and social building block of the West” with 

the purpose of producing crops and populating Saskatchewan and Alberta; 

simultaneously, in order to accomplish this reordering of sociocultural practice and the 

domestic sphere, the Department of Indian Affairs had to abolish and transform Native 

and Mormon marital practice to conform.29 These white families in turn established the 

foundational building blocks of agricultural communities in the West. It was through 

programs like these that Canada and the United States sought to extend their influence 

over Montana and Prairie Provinces by controlling previous constructions of space and 

non-white and non-male bodies. 

The abundance of historiographic attention to this region has centered on the 

entrance of both nation-states into the region in order to consolidate their territory on 

either side of the boundary. These histories examine the mythic narrative of the American 

and Canadian Wests through a lens of American Exceptionalism. However, from the 

inception of the perceived fertile agricultural landscapes of the Northern Great Plains, the 

process of controlling wayward groups can be absorbed into the larger narrative of the 

plans for Ottawa and Washington to develop and settle this region according to the early 

reports mapping the region. The cartographic imagination of both were challenged by 

women and Indigenous peoples, but ultimately those once imaginary lines along the 49th 

parallel became harder by the late nineteenth century. Sheila McManus argues that the 

 

29 Sarah Carter, The Importance of Being Monogamous: Marriage and Nation Building in 
Western Canada to 1915 (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2008), 10-11. 
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creation and reinforcement of the 49th parallel relied on the military control of Native 

groups and the implementation of settler colonial infrastructure, in the form of irrigation 

projects, survey systems, and the like.30 Although tenuous at first, the 49th parallel laid 

the foundation for other lines to be drawn, state and provincial lines, railway lines, and 

gridded lines. Ultimately, by 1908, with the International Boundary Commission created 

to demarcate the boundary accurately, the international boundary shaped space along the 

international border.31 

While the history of capitalism and extractive peripheral development through the 

intersection of rail companies and the state has been well-documented by historians and 

geographers on the Northern Great Plains, the role of agronomy and agricultural science 

in the history and development of rural space can help explain the political-economic, 

cultural, and environmental history of the region.32 Michel Hogue wrote that “The forty-

 

30 McManus, The Line Which Separates, 179. 
31 For more on the hardening of the international U.S.-Canadian border before and during 
World War I see, Mary Murphy, “Bittersweet: Food, Gender, and the State in the U.S. 
and Canadian Wests During World War I,” in Erna Melanie DuPuis, Matt Garcia, and 
Don Mitchell, Food Across Borders (New Brunswick, Rutgers University Press: 2017), 
141-142. 
32 For a broad overview of capitalism and the development of rural space from 
geographers see Neil Smith, Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production 
of Space (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1984); Jason W. Moore, Capitalism in the 
Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital (New York: Verso, 2015); and 
Immanuel Wallerstein, World Systems Analysis: An Introduction (Durham, Duke 
University Press, 2004). For more on capitalism, railroads, and the development of rural 
space in the American West and Northern Great Plains see William Cronon, Nature’s 
Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1992) 
and John C. Hudson, Plains Country Towns (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1985). Although many of these works do talk about the construction of space 
through systems of capital and nation-state, they often champion the flows and 
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ninth parallel began as a political fiction, but it was soon made real by the actions and 

investments of state agents and borderland peoples.”33 The spatial order imposed by both 

nation-states along the 49th parallel was enforced for the development of a divided, 

gridded, mono-cropped, extractive periphery.34 

Once the boundaries hardened and the cartographical and physical fences went 

up, officials envisioned the two Wests as a vast expanse of “empty” land waiting to be 

conquered and plundered for its endless profits. Disregarding the Indigenous systems of 

human-environment interactions in place centuries before the arrival of Anglo settlers, 

James J. Hill imposed his agricultural techno-optimistic vision on the region for the 

purpose of extraction and profit.35 However, the idea of the Northern Great Plains as a 

 

concentrations of capital as the most important factor. I argue that the role of the nation-
state through the arm of agricultural science and agronomy enforce a vision onto the 
landscape and built environment in the early twentieth century that ossified a particular 
political economy that centers around, and rewards, a monocrop practice that adheres to a 
reductive, hypermodern, and industrial way to see the world and environment. 
33 Michel Hogue, Metis and the Medicine Line: Creating a Border and Dividing a People 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 4. 
34 Two historians that have influenced my thinking on the discussion of the making and 
unmaking of places and peripheries are Kate Brown and Karen Wigen. In Biography of 
No Place, Brown tracks the transformation of the eastern borderland of Poland—known 
as the kresy—from an diverse ethnic place to a homogenized Soviet Heartland through 
state categorization of groups, which lead to ethnic cleansing. Wigen follows the creation 
of a Japanese periphery in Shimoina as an intentional state-building project to modernize 
Japan as a privileged core in East Asia. Both these works focus on the top-down power of 
the state to create geographies and peripheries in service to the nation. Both works lend 
support to my claim that state-sponsored agronomy in the United States has the power to 
shape the environment and political economy along the Montana Hi-Line. For more see 
Kate Brown, A Biography of No Place: From Ethnic Borderland to Soviet Heartland 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004) and Karen Wigen, The Making of a 
Japanese Periphery, 1750-1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995. 
35 Strom, Profiting from the Plains, 10. 



36 
 
fertile belt, ripe for agriculture, had been a process nearly a half century in the making 

before Hill first laid down any track. And although Hill only received federal land grants 

in Minnesota and eastern North Dakota, he relied on cooperation and collaboration with 

the nation-state and its federal representatives in the form of agricultural experts and 

scientists to successfully market his line as the key to riches and wealth on America’s 

“last frontier.”36 If Hill and railroad capitalism imposed gridded lines and brought 

homesteaders to the Northern Great Plains, then agronomy experts, extension, and 

agricultural experiment stations gave texture to the map of the Montana Hi-Line by the 

beginning of the twentieth century. 

 The defining of the 49th parallel coincided with, and was integral to, the 

emergence and rise of the discipline of agronomy. Beginning in the late nineteenth 

century, the Canadian and United States governments passed legislation to create 

Agricultural Experiment Stations and Farms. The creation of these experiment farms in 

the late 1880s and early 1890s marked a rupture in the history of the Northern Plains. 

From the moment the experimental farms received federal funding and began operating, 

the agronomic focus for the region centered on profit and control. By starting the 

narrative of nation-state agricultural policies in the late nineteenth century, this section 

and chapter engage with two historiographic trends and provide new insights into the 

development of rural space, agronomic decisions, nation-state control, and community 

history along the 49th parallel.  

 

36 Strom, Profiting from the Plains, 7. 
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First, the work of Mary W.M. Hargreaves on dry farming in the Northern Great 

Plains in the twentieth century is important. In Dry Farming in the Northern Great Plains, 

1900-1925, Hargreaves argued that “the lack of a planned government program for land 

use in the region” and the lack of structure for the transition from agricultural settlement 

to commercial operations caused ecological and economic disaster in Eastern Montana 

after 1916.37 Hargreaves wrote and published her first volume in 1957 during the Green 

Revolution at a period of revived interest in Malthusian theory and a techno-optimistic 

belief in the ability of agriculture to overcome world hunger. However, this chapter 

argues that it was not a lack of federal structure that contributed to the environmental and 

economic failure of the Northern Great Plains; rather, it was an agriculture structure that 

coupled production with profit and the rejection of ethnoagricultural practices, which 

ultimately created a system that rewarded monocropping and resulted in environmental 

divergence on either side of the 49th parallel. 

Second, scholars date the emergence of a high-modernist ideology and 

industrialization of agriculture to the 1920s. James Scott argues that technological 

innovations, a high-modernist ideology, and the power of the nation-state converged in 

the period after WWI simplified and reduced farming to a “production and profit” 

model.38 Similarly, Deborah Fitzgerald argues that the mechanization and 

industrialization of agriculture were “epitomized by the modern mass production factory 

 

37 Mary W.M. Hargreaves, Dry Farming in the Norther Great Plains: Years of 
Readjustment, 1920-1990 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1993), xi. 
38 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 4-5 and 262. 
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and industrial boardroom, linked capital, raw materials, transportation networks, 

communication systems, and newly trained technical experts.”39 Both Scott and 

Fitzgerald have shaped borderlands and western American history by examining the 

intersection of capitalism, nation-states, agriculture, and farmers; and, while both 

accurately address the role of scientific agriculture, they neglect to examine the role of 

the actual field crops they are discussing, which is my intention here. The onset of 

modern agronomy on the Northern Great Plains in the early twentieth century was an 

important antecedent to the events in the post-WWI decade.  

I argue that the first prominent hard red spring wheat cultivar developed by 

Canadian agronomists, Marquis, is necessary to understand the decline of 

ethnoagricultural and environmental diversity. Wheat represented idealized landscape of 

Anglo and European settlement. These settlements represented “dwelling and 

permanence, but with a particular kind of commercial, agrarian landscape, one in which 

cultivated fields, farms, and towns have replaced the forest primeval.”40 Marquis was the 

missing component for the vision of amber fields and self-sufficient agricultural 

communities. Additionally, the catalyst to “command-and-control” pathology seen on the 

Northern Great Plains is encapsulated in the quest to develop a suitable wheat for the 

Prairie Provinces, which would eventually encompass 90 percent of the wheat produced 

 

39 Deborah Fitzgerald, Every Farm a Factory: The Industrial Ideal in American 
Agriculture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 3. 
40 Susan E. Gray, “Indigenous Space and the Landscape of Settlement,” The Public 
Historian, Vol. 37, No. 1, (February 2015), 60. 
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in Canada and 46 percent of wheat produced on the Northern Great Plains by 1917.41 The 

creation of the variety entailed an empire-wide effort on behalf of the British empire to 

support settler colonists in the Canadian West. However, the ubiquity of Marquis was 

short-lived. Montana and Prairie Provinces provide an example of how high-modernist 

agriculture differed from nation to nation. Although the environment, climatic 

parameters, and soil were more similar than different across the 49th parallel, the 

international border had material repercussions for rural landscape and population.42 

Early Agricultural Science on the Northern Great Plains 

The Hatch Act of 1887 in the U.S. and the “Act respecting Experimental Farm 

Stations” of 1886 in the Canadian session of Parliament proved to be pivotal in 

determining the environmental and economic futures of the Northern Plains. The 

establishment of the agricultural arms of the federal governments through these two acts 

created official institutions and agents, and tasked them with providing people with 

 

41 A command-and-control pathology is defined as attempts to “apply increasing levels of 
top-down, command-and-control management to natural resources,” which ultimately 
brings about a loss of biodiversity and explosion of reductive monocultural approaches to 
farming. This approach towards natural resources can be viewed as a natural outgrowth 
of the nation-state’s high-modernist ideology towards the natural world and its resources, 
thus I chose to adopt the phrase command-and-control to describe top-down control of 
the environment along the 49th parallel. For more see, C.S. Holling and Gary K. Meffe, 
“Command and Control and the Pathology of Natural Resource Management,” 
Conservation Biology, Vol. 10, No. 2 (Apr., 1996), 328-337; For information on the 
agricultural statistics on Marquis wheat see A.H. Reginald Buller, Essays on Wheat, 
(New York: The MacMillan Company, 1919), 246-247. 
42 Glenn Padbury, Sharon Waltman, Joseph Caprio, Gerald Coen, Sean McGinn, David 
Mortensen, Gerald Nielsen, and Raymond Sinclair, “Agroecosystems and Land 
Resources of the Northern Great Plains,” Agronomy Journal; Madison, Vol. 94, Iss. 2, 
(Mar./Apr. 2002): 251. 
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“practical information on subjects connected with agriculture” in order to promote 

“scientific investigation and experiment.”43 Similarly, the “Act respecting Experimental 

Farm Stations” mimicked the language of the Hatch Act and created the Central 

Experimental Farm in Ottawa, Ontario. While both legislative actions allocated federal 

money to Experimental Farms, Montana’s Agricultural Experiment Station would not 

exist until 1893, with its first bulletin published a year later. Meanwhile, the Ottawa 

Central Experimental Farm had several satellite stations, one at Indian Head in the North-

West Territories and later Lethbridge, Alberta. While these smaller experimental stations 

and farms represented a larger federal program and outlook, the work in Montana and the 

Prairie Provinces occurred at a regional and local level.44 The decisions made by officials 

and scientists at these experimental farms helped facilitate the shift on the Northern Great 

Plains towards an environmental vision that centered agriculture on profit. 

From their inception, the Ottawa Central Experimental Farm and its satellite 

campuses were created with the intention of solidifying and strengthening national 

security and agricultural markets. The 1884 Dominion session of Parliament created a 

committee to investigate and inquire “into the best means of encouraging and developing 

 

43 U.S. Congress, Hatch Act of 1887, 49th Congress (Washington: GPO, 1887). 
44 Michael Weeks makes this argument in his chapter on watershed management in the 
Colorado Piedmont. See Michael Weeks, “Measuring Expertise: Ralph Parshall and 
Watershed Management, 1920-1940,” in Brian Frehner and Kathleen A. Brosnan, The 
Greater Plains: Rethinking a Region’s Environmental Histories (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2021), 179. 
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the agricultural interests of Canada.”45 These agricultural interests stemmed from the 

Expansionist movement that gripped the English-Canadian society beginning fifteen 

years earlier. Canada had recently acquired Rupert’s Land and the North-Western 

Territory from the Hudson Bay Company in 1870, consolidating the large chunk of land 

from present-day Quebec to British Columbia. With the recently acquired land, the 

“West” became integral to the national hopes and aspirations of the burgeoning 

Dominion with an immediate focus on wheat as the national crop. The Department of 

Agriculture boasted that “the North-West of British America is destined to become the 

granary of the continent,” and Thomas Spence envisioned “The grand staples of the 

North West of Canada [being] Bread, Beef and Wool.”46 Visions of Canada’s West as a 

wheat frontier dominated the national agenda for agricultural development for nearly a 

half-century after gaining the North-West Territories. Thus, the 1884 agricultural interest 

committee’s goal was to turn this Edenic vision of the Prairies into a reality. The man 

chosen for the job was English-born pharmacist and scientist William M. Saunders. 

W.M. Saunders became the first director of the experimental farms in Canada and 

laid the foundation for a wheat-centered agriculture in the Prairie Provinces. Born to 

James Saunders and Jane Wollacott in Crediton, England in 1836, William and his 

 

45 William M. Saunders “Central Experimental Farm, Ottawa, Canada Introduction,” 
Ottawa, Central Experimental Farm, Bulletin No. 1, , February 12, 1887, 
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/88366#page/6/mode/1up, 2 (Accessed April 5, 
2023). 
46 Department of Agriculture, Canada: A Handbook of Information for Intending 
Emigrants (Ottawa: 1887), 51 and Thomas Spence, Manitoba and the North-West of the 
Dominion (Toronto: 1871), 24-25 in Doug Owram, Promise of Eden, 4 and 112-113. 
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parents emigrated to London, Ontario when he was 12 years old in 1848. Saunders went 

on to become an accomplished pharmacist after he moved to Ontario, but, his interest in 

botany and agriculture ultimately led him to publish scientific articles on horticulture.47 

While Saunders was hired by the Dominion to address agricultural issues in Ontario, it 

was not until behest of newly appoint Minister of Agriculture and friend, John Carling, 

that Saunders began his employment with the federal government in 1885. Carling’s first 

assignment for Saunders was no small feat. In a letter addressed to Saunders on 

November 2, 1885, Carling’s secretary wrote: 

Sir,-- I have an instruction from the Minister of Agriculture to state to you, 
having in view to put into effect the vote of last Session for the purpose of 
establishing an experimental farm… he would, therefore, feel obliged if you 
would have the goodness to visit as many of the more important agricultural 
colleges, experimental farms and experimental stations in the United States 
and Canada, as you may think necessary, for the purpose of enquiring into 
the various methods of working; and with a view of ascertaining as far as 
possible, what benefits, either direct or indirect, they are conferring on 
practical agriculture.48 

The creation of Canada’s experimental farms was a response of British-Canada’s 

expansionist dreams for the imagined West, and Saunders was the official charged with 

taking the best of agricultural institutions in the United States and the world and fulfilling 

the quest to turn the Prairies into a breadbasket.  

 

47 Ian M. Stewart, “Saunders, William,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, vol. 14, 
(1998): http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/saunders_william_14E.html (Accessed April 5, 
2023). 
48 William M. Saunders, A Report on Agricultural Colleges and Experimental Stations, 
With Suggestions Relating to Experimental Agriculture in Canada (Ottawa: Maclean, 
Roger, & Co., 1886), 1-2. 
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 After traveling for a little over a year, William Saunders reported back to Carling 

on what he believed were the most important aspects of American agricultural institutions 

to build a foundation for the Dominion’s experimental farms. Saunders reported on the 

status of agricultural institutions as they were in 1886, when there was little if any federal 

agricultural presence on the Northern Great Plains at that time, the closest public 

agricultural institutions—Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Washington—were still in their 

early years as well. Thus, Saunders reported at length on states with older and more 

established federal institutions such as California, New York, and Iowa. He focused on 

the plethora of specialties, disciplines, practices, and costs of these places and their day to 

day operations.. His summary of U.S. institutions informed his suggestions for the 

Canadian experimental farm program, which praised certain features of the American 

system and filled in gaps where Saunders perceived weaknesses. The structure of the 

Central Experimental Farm in Ottawa was adapted from most experimental stations in the 

U.S., including a staff with a horticulturalist, forester, entomologist, botanist, chemist, 

and veterinarian, each in charge of specialized research and reports. However, one area of 

difference was the importance of grain crops and cereals. Saunders stresses the need to 

introduce new varieties of spring wheat with scientific methods for the sake of Canada’s 

agricultural industry and profit, specifically citing the success that researchers in the 

Russian Empire encountered while testing and breeding wheat.49 This focus on wheat in 

Saunders’s report was tied to developing the Prairies and North-West Territories. 

 

49 William M. Saunders, A Report on Agricultural Colleges and Experimental Stations, 
63. 
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Ultimately, the mission of the Ottawa Experimental Farm was to “Test the merits, 

hardiness and adaptability of new or untried varieties of wheat or other cereals, and of 

field crops, grasses and forage crops.”50 And, while Saunders noted the need to “become 

bureaus of information for all who are concerned with agriculture or horticulture,” it must 

be secondary to “a view to [the] economy at the outset.”51 Shortly after Saunders 

submitted his report and presented it to Parliament, it received royal assent on June 2, 

1886 and Saunders was appointed the first director of the experimental farm program of 

Canada, stationed in Ottawa with four substations. The next year, on February 12, 1887, 

Saunders happily reported that the Ottawa Central Experiment Farm had procured seed 

from Russia, Japan, Germany, and England for the purpose of growing successful 

varieties of wheat, barley, oats, and rye on the Prairies.52 The founding of the Central 

Experimental Farm expressed an objective that aligned with nationalist goals for 

westward expansion and towards creating a lucrative wheat frontier.  

The experimental farm at Indian Head, North-West Territories was the first 

official federal agricultural presence on the Northern Great Plains and had already begun 

purity and grain tests by 1891.53 All subsequent bulletins published by the Ottawa Central 

Experimental Farm and the research conducted at its satellite farms was tightly focused 

 

50 Saunders, A Report on Agricultural Colleges and Experimental Stations, 79. 
51 Saunders, A Report on Agricultural Colleges and Experimental Stations, 65. 
52 William M. Saunders, “Central Experimental Farm,” Central Experimental Farm, 
Ottawa, Canada, Bulletin No. 1, 6. 
53 William M. Saunders, “Distribution of Seed Grain,” Central Experimental Farm, 
Ottawa, Canada, Bulletin No. 13, June 2, 1891, 
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/89979#page/8/mode/1up, 3-5 (Accessed April 
5, 2023). 
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on the production and breeding of successful cereal crops with few other publications on 

corn, poultry, and other industries. For example, some of the titles from 1891 to 1895 

include: “Results of Early and Late Seeding of Barley, Oats and Spring Wheat,” “Results 

of the Growth of Two-rowed Barley from Seed imported by the Government of Canada,” 

“Distribution of Seed Grain,” and many more titles focused on the production of cereal 

and its importance to “the profits of agriculture” for Canada.54 The tests conducted in 

British Columbia, North-West Territories, and Manitoba were in service to a precise 

national agenda. Meanwhile, while the Hatch Act in the United States was passed nearly 

simultaneously with the Act Respecting Experimental Farm Stations, the Montana 

Agricultural Experiment Station and Montana State University did not share the exact 

same concerns or priorities as their neighbors to the North. 

The foundation for agricultural experiment stations in the U.S. contained 

similarities to and notable differences from Canada’s Act Respecting Experimental Farm 

Stations. The Hatch Act of 1887 allocated money to create Agricultural Experiment 

Stations in conjunction with, and in service to, each states’ land-grant university. The Act 

itself gave little specific direction for the treatment of field crops aside from the statement 

to “test the comparative effects on crops of different kinds” of experiments.55 However, it 

was clear from the USDA’s first experimental farm station bulletin in 1889 that the 

 

54 William M. Saunders, “Results of Early and Late Seeding of Barley, Oats and Spring 
Wheat,” Central Experimental Farm, Ottawa, Canada, Bulletin No. 8, January, 1891, 
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/89977#page/6/mode/1up. The other titles are 
from Bulletins 9, 13, 21, and 24 of the Ottawa Central Experimental Farm. 
55 U.S. Congress, Hatch Act of 1887, 49th Congress (Washington: GPO, 1887). 
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function of these institutions were first and foremost concerned with creating a type of 

agriculture that promoted the best use of “money, labor, and scientific skill.”56 While the 

economic outlook of U.S. stations mirrored Canada’s, the national context differed. 

Canada’s experiment stations are couched in expansionist dreams and hopes for the 

North-West Territories. In contrast, the USDA’s first bulletin espoused an explicit 

connection between civic virtue and agriculture and how experiment stations should 

facilitate the creation of better citizens and farmers. Frederick Jackson Turner famously 

captured the national hope for the West as he wrote, “The existence of an area of free 

land, its continuous recession, and the advancement of American settlement westward, 

explain American development.”57 The belief in the Jeffersonian yeoman farmer could 

not be separated from the creation of agricultural experiment stations as a step towards 

U.S. “development” and “progress.”58 While Canadian expansionist dreams and 

westward movement embodied a strong centralized state, the U.S. myth of the West 

relied on individualism. These foundational beliefs were cobbled into the structure and 

operations of the agricultural experiment stations. For example, the creation of 

 

56 United States. Office of Experiment Stations. The What and Why of Agricultural 
Experiment Stations., book, 1889; Washington D.C., University of North Texas 
Libraries, UNT Digital 
Library, (https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc6357/: accessed June 23, 2021). 
57 Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” in 
Ray Alien Billington, ed., Frontier and Section: Selected Essays of Frederick Jackson 
Turner (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1961), 37. 
58  For more on Canada and the United States and national mythologies of westward 
“progress” see Donald Worster, “Two Faces West: The Development Myth in Canada 
and the United States,” in Carol Higham and Robert Thacker, One West, Two Myths: A 
Comparative Reader (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2004), 23-46. 
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agricultural experiment stations represented the federalist nature of the U.S.’s political 

system by placing a large portion of the management of these farms on the governor of 

the state as opposed to the tighter chain of bureaucracy north of the border. Both 

Canadian and U.S. experimental stations were created with the same broad goals that 

promoted scientific farming and maximized profit. However, these differences in the 

ideological foundation and purpose of these stations ultimately shaped rural space and 

environment in divergent ways across the 49th parallel.  

The Montana Agricultural Experiment Station’s first bulletins reflected the 

priorities of local and state agricultural productivity as opposed to the tight control seen 

in Ottawa and Indian Head’s experimental farms. Montana achieved statehood in 1889, 

and both the Montana Experiment Station and Montana State College began operation in 

1893 in Bozeman, Montana. Beginning in 1894 the first bulletin was established, and 

farmers’ institute work was conducted in western Montana in the areas immediately 

surrounding Bozeman and Missoula.59 The topics mostly included issues of disease, 

livestock, and local problems with agriculture near the experiment station. These early 

bulletins reveal the disparity that existed in scale and the difference of function between 

agricultural experimental stations in the United States and Canada. For example, issues 

focused on local problems such as Montana horses with glanders disease or the need to 

diversify pig feed based on local conditions. These problems were intended to help 

 

59 S.M. Emery, “Farmers’ Institutes,” Montana Agricultural Experiment Station, 
Bozeman, Montana, Bulletin No. 1, March, 1894, 14-15 and John Hamilton, U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Office of Experiment Stations, History of Farmers’ Institutes 
in the United States, Bulletin 174. 
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Montana farmers be more competitive with their agricultural goods at market in Saint 

Paul and Seattle. Early experimental bulletins in Montana were eclectic and often dealt 

with concerns of farmers in the southwestern portion of the state. While Canada’s 

experimental farm began with a focus on an expansionist agenda revolving around wheat, 

experimental stations in Montana began as a truly local institutions. Thus, while both 

institutions in Canada and the United States shared a name, and were modeled after one 

another, they functioned differently. It was not until the first decade of the twentieth 

century that the United States utilized their experimental stations to reflect national-scale 

agendas from the Office of Experiment Stations within the USDA.60 For the first years of 

its existence, the Montana Agricultural Experiment Station operated on a local-need 

basis, and truly embodied a bottom-up approach. 

Initially, Montana Agricultural Experimental Station bulletins pushed an agenda 

to move away from a grain monocrop culture. Field crops and research were at first under 

the purview of the botanist and later the agriculturalist within the station’s staff. The 

 

60 It is clear from the 1901 “Annual Report of the Office of Experiment Stations” that 
there existed a lack of cohesion between the USDA Office of Experiment Stations and 
the stations across the United States in the first roughly 15 years since the Hatch Act of 
1887. The report states: “Much progress has been made in determining the lines in which 
the stations can most effectively cooperate with the Department, and the methods of 
arranging and conducting cooperative operations.” The author suggests that treating 
groups of stations regionally is the best way to manage such a large endeavor. For more 
see, United States. Office of Experiment Stations. Annual Report of the Office of 
Experiment Stations, June 30, 1901, book, 1902; Washington D.C.. 
(https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc6020/: accessed July 8, 
2021), University of North Texas Libraries, UNT Digital 
Library, https://digital.library.unt.edu; crediting UNT Libraries Government Documents 
Department. 
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station’s first botanist and agriculturalist was Luther Foster. As one of the first three 

faculty members in the Department of Agriculture at Montana State College, later 

University, and part of the experiment station’s staff, Foster split his time between 

research and teaching animal husbandry courses.61 Foster authored the first two bulletins 

of the experiment station on grain smut and pig feeding. His sentiment for the agricultural 

outlook of farmers in the state reflected an ideology of diversified crop and livestock 

practice that would persist until World War I. He writes, “The past year has made the 

farmers of the state realize more than ever before, the necessity of greater diversity in 

farm products. Many are already reducing the grain acreage and increasing the extent of 

meadows and other coarse forage crops.”62 Foster’s quote reveals the attitude of several 

station staff and later extension workers within Cooperative Extension to encourage the 

practice of diversified agriculture to Montana farmers. In his second-to-last bulletin 

before leaving for South Dakota’s agricultural experimental station, Foster published the 

first large wheat study in Montana. Notably most of this seed came from William M. 

Saunders and S.A. Bedford of the Canadian Dominion experimental farms, other seed 

came from the Minnesota Experimental Station, which Montana acquired from the 

United States Department of Agriculture agents in Russia and Hungary.63 Although 

 

61 James E. Knight, “Animal and Range Sciences Department History, 1893-2016,” 
Montana State University, 2016, 
http://animalrange.montana.edu/ANRS_history_page.html (Accessed April 5, 2023). 
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spring wheat testing was the largest crop project for Foster, he sought to break the 

reliance on wheat by running experiments on “oats, barley, potatoes, field peas, grasses, 

and other forage plants” that were practical and profitable for the farmer in the state.64 At 

the heart of this approach was an ethos of sustainability. This vision for Montana farmers 

was short lived, but it is worthy of notice because it paints an option for the environment 

of northern Montana that accounted for the need to break a monocrop structure that was 

organically forming with the settlement of the state. While Foster was working against 

the fever dreams of wheat fields, Washington sought to streamline, standardize, and 

systematize cereal field crops. 

While local concerns drove decisions in Montana, the USDA focused its attention 

and on the global scene. Although the U.S. Patent Office attempted to obtain and 

introduce new crops as early as the 1860s, most attempts failed, and seed never made it 

into the hands of farmers. However, this work laid the foundation for the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture—and late land grant colleges and agricultural experimental 

stations—to pursue better, more profitable, varieties of cereals from abroad.65 In the 

1890s, Mark Alfred Carleton, assistant within the Division of Vegetable Physiology and 

Pathology, was assigned to search for a hard red winter wheat that would do well in the 

semi-arid U.S. West. What he found in Kansas was a group of men who imported a type 

 

64 Luther Foster, “Report of the Agriculturalist and Botanist,” Montana Agricultural 
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(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 64-66. 
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of hard red winter wheat labeled by Carleton as “Turkey wheat.”66 After researching this 

wheat and traveling to Russia in 1898 and 1900 to procure lines of Turkey wheat, 

Carleton’s writings reveal the shift in the USDA’s attitude towards cereal standardization.  

In the USDA 1896 Yearbook of Agriculture, Carleton wrote at length about the 

ubiquity of wheat and its importance as well as the difficulty of growing the crop in the 

West, and his thoughts on the subject would influence the foundational ethos of cereal 

breeding and agronomy in the United States. His thesis was to bring abou “improvement 

in agriculture practice that would, without any question, make wheat culture much more 

profitable than it is at present.”67 While Carleton encouraged good agricultural science in 

the form of tillage, timing of seeding, and disease control, he gave special attention to the 

selection of variety and cross breeding of wheat. Carleton blamed the “quack seed 

growers” and other duplicitous seed companies for a large portion of the human-caused 

failure of wheat in the U.S. His solution to this problem was to use experiment stations in 

each state to find the best seed through a “judicious selection of varieties” and then 

disseminate the seed to local farmers.68 Carleton then invoked in the relatively new 

science of breeding wheat varieties as a needed structure within experiment stations to 

improve the production and profit of cereals, specifically citing William M. Saunders of 

 

66 Courtney Fullilove’s book explains how Carleton’s “discovery” of Mennonite wheat 
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Canada as one of the famous scientists in this field. His monograph concluded with a 

recommendation for the USDA to focus on “the extension of the hard-wheat territory in 

the United States and the further trial of ‘the finest class of bread wheat in the world’ 

which are grown in southeast Russia under ‘conditions very similar to those which 

prevail in our own [northern states].”69 After these initial publications in the late 

nineteenth century Carleton advanced his career in the USDA to Cereal Expert and 

created the structure for wheat breeding and the federal government’s top-down structure 

for implementing better wheat for higher profits. And, similar to Canadian expansionist 

aspirations for the West, Carleton advanced an argument to expand the nation’s hard 

wheat frontier in the northern Great Plains states. Ultimately, Carleton’s research on 

wheat would influence the agricultural experiment stations implementing and using his 

methodology for standardizing seed and seed varieties. 

The shift within the Montana Agricultural Experiment Station toward a 

standardized wheat frontier in Montana can be seen before the end of the century. Luther 

Foster, before he left Montana in 1895, procured Ladoga wheat seed from Canada, which 

Professor Saunders received from Russia, and began testing wheat quality with Red 

Fife—another ubiquitous hard red spring wheat variety grown in the Northern Great 

Plains.70 Two agriculturalists later, Robert S. Shaw of the Montana Agricultural 

 

69 United States. Office of Experiment Stations. Experiment Station Record, Volume 9, 
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Experimental Station began using Hardy Webster Campbell’s dry farming system to 

grow and test a large amount of wheat varieties in 1898.71 Shaw tested Campbell’s 

methods in an attempt to scale up yield production with cereals. Although Campbell’s dry 

farming system took to Great Plains farmers, albeit largely through railroad boosterism, 

Shaw reported two years later in 1900 that “the Campbell system will not compete with 

methods of irrigation, though it may hold an important place in crop production in arid 

regions.”72 Even though Shaw expressed concerns over the Campbell method of farming, 

the pressure of the Northern Pacific and Great Northern to settle the towns along their 

lines overshadowed the tenuous feelings towards dry farming techniques. In 1905, 

Thomas Cooper, the land commissioner of the Northern Pacific, approached the USDA 

and Frederick B. Linfield, the director of the Montana Agricultural Experiment Station, 

to create four demonstration farms.73 Shortly after, at the behest of Linfield, three more 

demonstration farms were built, two of them along the Hi-Line at Harlem and Shelby. 

The beginning of the short-lived relationship between the Great Northern, the USDA, and 

the Montana Agricultural Experiment Station expanded the agricultural influence of these 

federal institutions to the Hi-Line for the first time. 
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Although the demonstration farms along the Hi-Line lasted only a year, the 

methodology behind them and their existence revealed the attitudes of capitalists and 

agricultural scientists who hoped this region would populate with a labor force that would 

grow large swaths of wheat. Historian Claire Strom showed James J. Hill was at first a 

proponent of diversified farming along his line; however, due to the pragmatic need to 

attract settlers to the towns along the great northern, he pushed Campbell’s farming 

system post-1902 and sought collaboration with Frederick Linfield and Alfred Atkinson, 

both recently appointed the director and agronomist of the Montana Experimental 

Station.74 Linfield and Atkinson would coauthor a bulletin praising “Dry Farming in 

Montana.” This bulletin was the first instance that the Montana Agricultural 

Experimental Station viewed the 570 mile-stretch along the Canadian border as an 

opportunity to develop and create more farmland within the state.75 Both Linfield and 

Atkinson expressed reservations about the project, but ultimately embraced the promise 

that Campbell’s system could provide Montana farmers with the necessary tools to 

practice dryland agriculture. The northern portion of the state, on the plateaus between 

the Milk and Missouri rivers along the Hi-Line, was highlighted as land with the potential 

for success.76 The dry farming solution seemed to answer the problems of the railroad, to 

settle and colonize the land with farmers, and the issues of the Montana Agricultural 

Experiment Station to provide better and more profitable forms of agriculture. However, 
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by adopting Campbell’s system these first demonstration farms encouraged a system that 

revolved around the intensive monocropping of wheat. Further, those farms instilled the 

“best practices” of wheat farming as specified by Mark A. Carleton of the USDA to 

carefully select and grow only the hardiest of wheat strains bred by agronomists, free of 

disease, and drought tolerant.77 While these demonstration farms and the relationship of 

the Great Northern with the USDA and the Montana Agricultural Experimental Station 

were short lived, their inception marks the beginning of an intentional extractive wheat 

frontier that prioritized profit and control. 

The creation of the Canadian experimental farm program and U.S. experimental 

farm stations reveals the intentions of both nation-states to create an extractive wheat 

periphery to serve two different nationalistic goals. For Canada, the creation of the 

Ottawa Central Experimental Farm served the recent Dominion’s expansionist dreams. 

Wheat stood as a symbol for Canadian westward movement and national progress, and as 

Canadian poet, Charles Mair, put it, “Wheat is Empire.”78 In order to establish their 

sovereignty, the Dominion had to fill in Prairie Provinces with settlers who would grow 

wheat. In 1886 with the Act Respecting Experimental Farms, Parliament moved to create 

an official institution to ensure the larger national agricultural agenda. With William M. 

Saunders at the head of the Ottawa Central Experimental Farm, the settlement of the 

Prairie Provinces from the outset was tied to Canada’s nationalistic agenda for westward 
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expansion. For the United States, its federalist structure left a degree of ambiguity as to 

the top-down USDA directive of exactly what the Montana Agricultural Experiment 

Station’s mission in Montana would be. Initially, local farmers and need-based issues 

drove the early bulletins of the MAES; however, with a stronger USDA vision for field 

crop production in the Northern Great Plains and railroad interests, the Montana 

Agricultural Experiment Station became a medium to maximize agricultural profits. Both 

Canada and the United States adopted a national ideology for the region that championed 

profit and extraction at all cost. Thus, the groundwork was laid for a wheat monocrop 

culture in the Northern Plains. Simultaneously, the creation of Marquis wheat, the 

catalyst and progenitor for the next century of wheat agronomy on the northern Great 

Plains, revealed how a capitalistic extractive ideology in the region led to a loss of 

ethnoagricultural and environmental diversity. 

Marquis Wheat, “one of the most valuable food plants in the world.”79 

 The Northern Great Plains boasted one of the most hostile and rugged 

environments in North America for growing field crops, thus the need to find the most 

efficient and profitable wheat suitable for growth on the Prairie Provinces and then 

Montana figured prominently in federal projects in the region. Due to the centrality of 

federal interests from the outset of the Canadian Experimental Farm program, 

understanding the historical process of creating the “perfect wheat” for the Northern 

Great Plains took place north of the 49th parallel and is largely a Canadian story. 
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However, by the end of the nineteenth century and up to World War I, the ramifications 

of what happened in Canadian agronomy is pivotal to understanding the culturally 

standardized monocrop culture and agronomic outlook that developed in Montana. 

Wheat is not native to North America, thus the federal processes to successfully 

find, create, and engineer an environmentally compatible wheat cultivar took 

approximately 80 years in the Prairie Provinces. Most colonists and settlers discovered 

what worked and what did not through a vetting process of trial and error. Before 

agricultural science and the onset of agronomy, agriculture on the Northern Great Plains 

was an agro-cultural process whereby settlers brought their seed and knowledge with 

them to a new environment. Attempting to transplant lifeways from Europe and the East 

Coast on a new environment was a diverse ethnoagricultural process prior for most of the 

nineteenth century. However, tracking what varieties of wheat were grown across the 

fluid international line along the 49th parallel is a messy and convoluted process.80 

Ultimately, although the environment of the Northern Great Plains proved harsh and 

often unsuitable for agriculture, that outcome was unacceptable to both Ottawa and 

Washington. Thus, through a process of varietal and agricultural standardization and pure 

seed programs, the two aspiring wheat empires succeeded in engineering an extractive 

 

80 Often settlers and homesteaders did not designate what they actually called their wheat, 
and what is left behind instead are examples in the archives of the early cultural varieties 
that were successful in the North West Territories and Montana. Many of these cultural 
varieties go unnamed, but are nevertheless present in the memoirs and histories of 
immigrants to the Northern Great Plains in the stories of crop failure. 
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periphery by creating a crop adapted to the environmental constraints of the Northern 

Great Plains. 

The Northern Great Plains prior to colonization did not contain any sedentary 

agriculture. For millennia, human habitation and foodways on the Northern Great Plains 

revolved around the buffalo.81 In the early nineteenth century settlers attempted to 

transplant European-style agriculture to the region. This movement from native plant 

communities and food systems to agriculture marked the beginning of a wheat 

monoculture.82  

The first recorded attempts at growing wheat and barley in the region occurred 

near Pembina, North Dakota by the Selkirk colonists of the Red River Valley.83 These 

attempts between 1812 and 1814 failed catastrophically, and the colonists relied on help 

from the Anishinaabe leader, Chief Peguis, to sustain them throughout the winter.84 Early 

accounts of the catastrophe explained the grain failure as a result of “impure seed or 

inexperienced labor.”85 However, more recent agronomic explanations argue that the 

failure was due to the wheat cultivar itself, arguing that because the seed was likely from 
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Scotland it was unsuitable for cultivation on the Northern Great Plains.86 These varieties 

continued to produce poorly thus prompting the colony to seek a new supply of wheat 

seed further to the south. The Selkirk colonists traveled to Wisconsin and acquired a 

variety of seed labeled “Prairie du Chien.”87 Little is known about the variety, but it was 

ultimately ousted by the arrival of the first hard red spring in the United States, Red Fife. 

The contested origin stories over the founding of Red Fife in North America 

represent much of the cultural history of wheat on this continent in that little is known or 

understood about the earliest types of wheat and cereals grown in the Northern Great 

Plains in the early nineteenth century. The first recorded history of Red Fife’s 

introduction—and perhaps the most cited among historic and contemporary histories—is 

found in A.H. Reginald Buller’s Essays on Wheat, published in 1919. Buller relied on 

newspaper reports from 1861 that told of David Fife of Ontabee, Ontario who obtained a 

quantity of “quality wheat” from a friend in Glasgow, Scotland who obtained the 

shipment from a friend in Danzig.88 The story goes that Fife did not know whether the 

wheat was a spring or fall variety and ultimately his first crop failed aside from three 

plants. The next year he planted late in the season and had a bountiful, disease-free 

crop.89 There are multiple versions of the story that involved mischievous oxen and 

heroic women, all of which are written into the mythic founding of spring wheat in the 
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Northern Great Plains. Ultimately, Buller’s history of the introduction of Red Fife has 

been fixed in the history of the introduction of hard red spring wheat into the United 

States. His account would later be adopted in the 1904 Canadian Department of 

Agriculture and USDA reports on cereals in the Northern Great Plains and continues to 

be reprinted and retold in modern scholarship.90 However, because wheat is not widely 

grown in Glasgow or modern-day Danzig/Gdansk, one of the glaring problems with this 

narrative is the question of the origin of the seed. 

The contested nature over the origin of Red Fife has largely been ignored by 

agricultural federal agencies because it was already seen as a steppingstone by the time 

that Canadian agronomists “discovered” the benefits of it for creating better and more 

profitable wheat in the West. Buller’s account acknowledges that Charles Saunders—

William Saunders’ son and Head Dominion Cerealist in 1904—immediately challenged 

the origin of Red Fife, ultimately attributed it to another wheat grown in central Europe 

known as Galician.91 The report that Buller cited was Saunders’s report to the Committee 

on Agriculture and Colonization on milling tests of cereal varieties. The purpose of the 

report was to identify the most profitable varieties of wheat with high quality milling 
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attributes in western Canada and export them to eastern Canada. While Saunders 

acknowledged that Red and White Fife were the most popular, successful wheats grown 

among farmers in the Prairies, he also reported on other popular varieties grown across 

the Dominion by the names of Club Wheat, Kidd Wheat, Burkinshaw’s Early, Goose 

Wheat, and a number of Russian, Kazakh, and Australian wheats procured abroad by 

Canadian agronomists. Many of the former varieties such as Goose and Burkinshaw’s 

Early have origin stories like that of Red Fife. They were cultural varieties that were 

brought by settlers and each community boasted about its wheat as the best in the area. 

While reporting to the House of Commons, Saunders attempted to classify and categorize 

these cultural wheats by using “scientific” varieties and their traits as the baseline for the 

best and most lucrative variety. His exclusion of Kidd, Goose, and Club wheats was 

based on the fact that the flour milled from these varieties were darker and more 

unattractive.92 These traits were immediately thrown out because they were categorized 

as impure “mixtures.”93 Instead, Saunders argued that only the pure fixed varieties that 

his team obtained from India, England, Russian Empire, and the Kazakh Steppe justified 

crossing, selection, and breeding. He qualified his choice by restating the function of the 

 

92 Dr. Charles E. Saunders, “Milling Tests of Wheat—New Varieties of Cereals: Before 
the Select Standing Committee on Agriculture and Colonization,” House of Commons, 
Committee Room 34, Ottawa, March 21, 1905, 211-213, 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31175035156929&view=1up&seq=7&skin=20
21&q1=cross. 
93 Dr. Charles E. Saunders, “Milling Tests of Wheat—New Varieties of Cereals: Before 
the Select Standing Committee on Agriculture and Colonization,” House of Commons, 
Committee Room 34, Ottawa, March 21, 1905, 218, 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31175035156929&view=1up&seq=7&skin=20
21&q1=cross. 



62 
 
Canadian Experimental Farms that, “Ever since the experimental farms were established 

efforts have been made to obtain, from other countries, desirable varieties of early-

maturing wheat.”94  While Saunders’ report ultimately boiled down to the importance of 

milling qualities and the grading of grain, his process and methodology reveal the active 

choice to breed varieties that were seen as scientific in a systematized way, effectively 

erasing the stories of what other settler colonists grew and how they did so.95  

One of the subtle lines of inquiry in the report that Saunders gave to the House of 

Commons was to explain which types of wheat could colonize “marginal” lands in the 

Canadian West. Saunders detailed interaction between experimental farms and areas in 

the Spirit River District, Northern Alberta, and the Peace River District, Northern British 

Columbia and the exchange of seed. Taking successful examples from the Canadian 

Experimental Farms, foreign seed, and community seeds near metropolitan areas—in this 

case Edmonton, Toronto, and Brandon—Saunders then sent the seed to these areas to 

determine which “portions in the river valley are good.”96 The intention to breed better 
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wheat, as exemplified by his report on the successes of the milling and baking quality of 

Red Fife, was as much connected to profit and the development of milling technologies 

as it was to the need to settle the hinterlands in the Canadian West, thereby making the 

region profitable through a federally created extractive industry.97 By 1900, wheat 

breeding and the production of new varieties stemmed from Canada’s federal desire to 

colonize and make efficient the land in the West that was not as fertile as railroad 

boosters hoped. However, shortly after this report, Saunders would find his golden egg 

wheat variety. 

The creation of Marquis was not some serendipitous moment of scientific 

experimentation; it was the result of the past two decades of scientific research in Canada 

that began immediately with the creation of the Agricultural Experimental Farm system 

in the 1880s. The first year, 1903, that Marquis was tested in an experiment plot, just one 

year before there were 71 different varieties of spring wheat trails that were tested in 

Ottawa, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, British Columbia, and Nova Scotia.98 Every single 

variety was tested at these five experimental farms for yield and milling quality. The 

origin of most of these seeds was unknown. Some cultural varieties were named after 
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individuals and nations—Pringle’s Champlain, Crawford, White Russian, Hungarian, 

Japanese, etc. While the “scientific” varieties were assigned the name of the place they 

were bred and a number—Minnesota No. 149, Australian No. 13, etc.99 The success of 

Marquis was the result of two decades of intentional Canadian federal work at the 

Experimental Farms. 

The methodical approach to testing these varieties was at the heart of the 

experimental farm mission to conquer the varied environmental obstacles to production. 

Prior to the establishment of the Canadian agricultural experimental farms, the production 

of wheat on the prairies evoked a number of myths about what could go wrong from seed 

to flour. In 1818, the Selkirk colonists reported a plague of grasshoppers so dense that 

“all their hopes were in a moment blighted! Crops, gardens, and every green herb.”100 

Similarly, there were reports of hordes of wheat-eating mice and a panoply of natural 

disasters. Anecdote and myth aside, two of the ubiquitous challenges for all settler 

colonists in North America attempting to grow wheat in the nineteenth century were 

ripening earliness and disease.  

The short growing seasons, punctuated by dangerous frosts as early as August in 

the Canadian West, posed an obstacle to settlement of the North-Western Territory. From 

the outset finding varieties abroad that matured earlier was paramount. In the Ottawa 

Experimental Farm’s fourth bulletin, William Saunders proclaimed that “The question of 

early ripening varieties of grain, and especially of wheat, is one of the utmost importance 
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to the future of Canada.”101 Saunders went on to proclaim that early ripening hard wheat 

varieties would allow the Dominion to compete against Russia and the United States on 

the global market. For the next two decades, the Experimental Farm sought out varieties 

that ripened early, even if it was one day at a time. For example, in 1902, all spring wheat 

varieties planted at the Brandon Experimental Farm were in the ground by May 5 and at 

Indian Head as late as May 27.102 Respectively, the first damaging frosts in both areas 

occurred often between September 6 and 12, giving farmers approximately three months 

for the seed to germinate, grow, dry out, and harvest.103 In such a short growing period, a 

single day could make all the difference.  

Another hurdle for farmers and plant breeders in the Canadian West was seed and 

plant disease. These fungi known colloquially as smuts, rusts, and mildews plagued 

Dominion entomologist and botanist, James Fletcher. As early as 1888, Fletcher 

published the third Ottawa Central Experimental Farm bulletin—the first bulletin that 

dealt with specific content rather than the structure, formation, and mission of the 

institution—on the topic of grain disease. Fletcher outlined the gravity of these diseases 

on wheat yields and thereby profit. Citing a report from the U.S. Commissioner of 

Agriculture, Fletcher warned of annual smut losses exceeding $200,000,000.104 While 

Fletcher outlined the treatment for the various types of wheat diseases, the only way to 
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really combat them successfully was to secure seed varieties that contained genetic 

resistance to them.105 Ultimately, the way to grow wheat and overcome the climatic and 

disease problems in the Northwestern Territories was to find and develop a variety that 

excelled at ripening early with rust resistance that still retained excellent milling qualities 

and would do well at the market. 

The work began by William Saunders in the 1880s came to fruition as his son, 

Charles, successfully crossed a strain of Red Fife and Hard Red Calcutta to create 

Marquis, which was immediately noted for its rust resistance and superior earliness.106 

The experimental farm where Marquis was first crossed and tested was never 

documented after the strain made its way back to the central farm in Ottawa in 1902. 

Charles Saunders guessed that the first seeds were created in Agassiz, British Columbia. 

In 1903 and 1904, test plots of Marquis were planted in Ottawa and confirmed the 

earliness, rust-resistance, and yield quality of the variety.107 The millings and baking 

qualities were initially “rubber-like” and needed to be improved; so, through a series of 

further crosses and tests, the 1906 crop of Marquis was ready to be distributed to the 

experimental farms in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta for further propagation and 

site tests in different climates and environments.108 From there, after several years of 

growing more seed for the purpose of distribution, Marquis was ready for public 
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distribution in 1909. The success of Marquis was felt immediately. Every popular wheat 

that was grown on the Northern Great Plains to this point had some deficiency that was 

noted, whether it was susceptible to disease, was late, or had fluctuating yields. Yet, 

Buller proclaimed in 1919 that “The introduction of Marquis wheat is one of the greatest 

practical triumphs that Canada has ever had, one that is perennially fruitful, not 

impoverishing but ever increasing the wealth of our country and making it a better land to 

live in.”109 However, nearly a century after Buller’s proclamation, the creation of 

Marquis stands as a watershed moment of rupture in the environmental and social history 

of the Northern Great Plains. 

The moment the spring wheat, Marquis, sprouted on the fields of individual 

farmers in the Canadian West, the Dominion achieved its desire to create a fecund 

agricultural region in the Canadian West with wheat at its heart. While previous centuries 

saw British agriculture and farmers as mere tools to accumulate capital and utilize 

marginal land, the combination of technological innovation, with flour mills and 

railroads, plant science practiced through plant breeding, and state agendas resulted in the 

creation of a Marquis that sent the environmental trajectory of the Northern Great Plains 

onto a path of wheat monocrop culture different from anywhere else in the world.110  This 

 

109 Buller, Essays on Wheat, 158. 
110 For more on the history of England’s rural poor, agricultural transformation, and the 
exploitation of British agricultural laborers and peoples see Jim Handy, Apostles of 
Inequality: Rural Poverty, Political Economy, and the Economist, 1760-1860 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2022); Alan Armstrong, Farmworkers in England and 
Wales: A Social and Economic History 1770-1980 (Ames: Iowa State Press, 1988); and 
E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage, 1966). 
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moment was—at its time—praised as a moment of technological and utilitarian genius. 

However, as several historians have recently argued, it was really a power play for 

empire and imperial control.111 This moment fits within historian Charles S. Maier’s 

characterization of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a “modern world… gripped 

by [an] episteme of separation,” defined by “when nations consolidated territory, 

enforced borders, and used natural resources to build political, economic, and military 

power.”112 Broadening Maier, this separation extended to not just using natural resources, 

but manipulating them and bending them to the whims of imperial desire for control.113 

Through plant breeding, the Saunders were able to take the first step towards imposing a 

wheat frontier on the Canadian West, and very shortly after the success of the variety 

would spread across the international boundary. 

The beginning of plant breeding and wheat agronomy marked a trajectory towards 

a narrowing of genetic diversity. Soil ecologist Catherine Zabinski argues that the plant 

 

111 Recent scholars of North American Empire have examined the centrality of wheat as a 
tool of empire. For more see Daniel Immerwahr, “Wielding Wheat: A new history makes 
a case for the world-ordering power of wheat,” Review of Oceans of Grain: How 
American Wheat Remade the World, Scott Reynolds Nelson, Basic Books. The New York 
Review, July 21, 2022. 
112 Charles S. Maier, “Consigning the Twentieth Century to History: Alternative 
Narratives for the Modern Era,” American Historical Review 105 (June 2000): 819, 824 
and Among Empires: Ascendancy and Its Predecessors (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2006). Also, Mark Fiege, “The Nature of the West and the World,” Western 
Historical Quarterly, Vol. 42, No. 3 (Autumn 2011), 305. 
113 As Olmstead and Rhode argue in their monograph, the era of wheat innovation from 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century is an era of biological change that many 
historians have glossed over instead focusing on a later period of mechanization 
involving farm machinery, pesticides, etc. Alan L. Olmstead and Paul W. Rhode, 
“Biological Innovation in American Wheat Production: Science, Policy, and 
Environmental Adaptation,” 72. 
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breeding is an oxymoron because “breeding is the intentional selection of superior 

variants in a population. But once we select for plants with the best trait, we eliminate 

other genetic variants, leaving less variation from which to select in the future.”114 And 

while several hundreds of new, and widely-grown, spring wheat varieties were developed 

after Marquis, its biological longevity still exists today. From 1911 to 2005, Marquis’ 

genetic bread-making allele have been incorporated into every spring wheat cultivar.115 

While the narrowing of genetic diversity is not inherently the cause of environmental 

issues or social oppression, Marquis’ creation represents a crucial component for the 

manufacturing of an extractive agricultural periphery and related reduction and 

simplification of culture, ideas, and practices. 

From the early twentieth century on, the region’s agriculture inextricably bound 

Northern Plains farmers to wheat. Global markets, federal incentives, seed markets, and 

cultural pressures bound farmers to a structure that was manufactured for the purpose of 

empire and capital accumulation, first in the Canadian West then farther south in the U.S. 

From the outset, both nation-states sought to control national boundaries through 

agriculture. The federal agricultural arms of both nations acted in service to nationalist 

goals to build up statist power. Cereals and cattle were of the utmost importance on the 

research agendas of the Agricultural Experimental Farms. While farmers who came to the 

 

114 Zabinski, Amber Waves, 120-121. 
115 J.R. Kalous, J.M. Martin, J.D. Sherman, N.K. Blake, S.P. Lanning, and L.E. Talbert, 
“Phenotypic Variation and Patterns of Linkage Disequilibrium Associated with 
Introduced Genes in Spring Wheat,” Crop Science, Vol. 51, November-December 2011, 
2466-2467. 



70 
 
Canadian and U.S. Wests brought their own seed and methods of agriculture, they would 

soon be damned by agricultural scientists as inefficient, wasteful, careless, and old. This 

older, more diverse agricultural system was eliminated within a few decades. Individuals 

that arrived on the Montana did not know that they were already a larger cog in the 

machinations of an agricultural statist and corporate agenda.  
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CHAPTER THREE: A ROOTED SYSTEM: STATIST AGRICULTURE, EXTENSION 

SERVICE, AND THE WHITENING OF MONTANA 

 At the beginning of the 20th century, corporations and businesses with 

agricultural interests worked with federal and state officials to advance a statist cereal 

agronomy that led to  the construction of a new identity for the American farmer. 

Monocropping of wheat became linked to nationalism and patriotic idealism. The ideal of 

the Jeffersonian yeoman farmer, whose contribution to the nation was measured by self-

sufficiency, no longer ruled. Homesteaders to the northern grasslands faced new 

expectations. 

  Politicians and the railway companies marketed growing wheat, and only wheat, 

as the proper way for a homesteader to farm. Great Northern and Northern Pacific 

Railway brochures targeting people eager to acquire land always began with Montana’s 

enticing high wheat yield numbers. In one pamphlet, the Great Northern Agricultural 

Agent touted “a tremendous agricultural awakening of Montana” and boasted that settlers 

were capitalizing on free land and massive wheat yields.1 Railways and agricultural 

agencies offered knowledge and assistance from agricultural experts and scientists. The 

settlement of the Northern Plains centered on the development of cereals, primarily 

wheat. In Montana’s earlier period of settlement in the 1860s through 1880s, the western 

 

1 For examples of brochure language touting wheat see Great Northern Railway 
Company (U.S.), Montana Free Homestead Land, (Saint Paul: Great Northern Railway 
Company (U.S.), 1914), 2 and Free Government Land Adjacent to the Northern Pacific 
Railway: Homestead Laws, Location of U.S. Land Offices, Homestead Lands Still Open, 
1916-17 (01/01/1917 - 31/12/1917), Montana Memory Project, accessed 31 Aug 2022. 
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and southern half of the state saw more freedom and diversity in the types of crops and 

varieties grown. However, by the period of settlement along the Hi-Line, agricultural 

options for settlers had narrowed significantly as corporate and government scientific 

agricultural experts and programs encouraged state-endorsed crops and specific 

varieties.2 For settlers after 1900, options were limited to just a few specific varieties of 

wheat. Agronomists promoted wheat for wartime production as the only option for 

homesteaders. Eventually, wheat came to symbolize more than its germplasm, awns, 

berries, and products; it represented American and Montanan identity. 

Wheat’s symbolic meaning quickly defined the patriotic duties of rural 

Montanans during the First World War. Governor Sam V. Stewart’s biggest problems 

during his tenure as Montana’s governor during the First World War were wheat and 

sedition. Consecutive years of drought and poor harvests beginning in 1915 created a 

massive shortage of wheat seed in the state by the onset of the first World War. Similarly, 

strikes led by the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) and Agricultural Workers 

Organization (AWO) in the Dakotas and Washington stoked fears of sedition in 

Montana’s rural communities. Rural Montanans wrote Governor Stewart asking for 

federal seed relief and a call to action against the “I.W.W. Menace” in the same letters. In 

large part, Governor Stewart was responsible for the hysteria as he famously proclaimed 

in 1918 that he would, “Fix it so that no longer may the enemy spies or the peddlers of 

sedition and slander go free in Montana… We are today either loyal citizens of this, our 

 

2 M.L. Wilson, “The Evolution of Montana Agriculture in its Early Period,” Mississippi 
Valley Historical Association Proceedings 1917-1918. (1919), 9:429-440. 
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native or adopted land, or else we are traitors. The neutral or “half baked” citizen, in time 

of war, is an impossible conception.”3 Stewart’s fear mongering raised the call to arms 

across rural Montana as people in counties and towns on the Hi-Line feared that IWW 

spies had arrived to burn their wheat fields. Despite the fact that IWW activity, including 

eleven IWW-led strikes, concentrated in Montana’s mining and timber communities, 

hysteria in agricultural areas persisted.4 The manufactured and fabricated fear of 

agricultural sedition in the Montana countryside loomed larger than any real threat before 

and during World War I. 

This chapter argues that the dogmatic development of agricultural efficiency and 

practice in the World War I period fueled war hysteria focused on marginal communities 

in Montana. This critical moment in Montana defined agriculture as a patriotic means of 

capital accumulation. Among the unforeseen consequences was the loss of diverse 

ecological, cultural, and social alternatives. Prior to the onset of the war and the 

accompanying wave of xenophobia, communities in eastern and northern Montana took 

pride in their immigrant and ethnic identities. Being Danish, German, Norwegian was not 

perceived as conflicting with being American. Rural communities, many of them 

composed of first-generation immigrants, publicly displayed their ethnic heritage with 

flags, feasts, and cultural festivals. As Jon Gjerde argues, “Immigrants [in the West] 

 

3 Dave Walter, “Patriots Gone Berserk: The Montana Council of Defense, 1917-1918,” 
Montana Magazine, (September/October, 2001), 78. 
4 James Gregory, “IWW Strikes and Free Speech Campaigns, 1906-1920,” Mapping 
American Social Movements Through the twentieth Century, 
http://depts.washington.edu/iww/map_strikes.shtml (Accessed September 9, 2022). 
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celebrated life in the United States because it enabled them to retain beliefs that 

originated outside of it.”5 Communities celebrated their origins and held communal 

gatherings and events to keep cultural heritage alive.6  

Evidence indicates that ethnic heritage was also wrapped up in crops, crop 

varieties, and agricultural practice particular to these immigrant groups and their cultures 

prior to the war. Agricultural institutions and scientists propounded diverse field crop 

practices as a wise and practical solution to challenging the wheat monocrop developing 

on the Northern Plains with Marquis spring wheat. However, patriotic zeal altered the 

identity of rural communities and agricultural practice. Under the stresses of the Great 

War and at the urging of public officials, that at times bordered on coercion, rural 

communities chose to emphasize their Americanness so that “patriots” could not target 

them as alien subversives. Wartime responses varied by county and place; at its worst, 

suspected subversives could be beaten and placed in jail and lose their job. Other times, 

community members took advantage of the opportunity to accuse their neighbors of 

subversion for personal gain. The inconsistency created a tense environment in Montana 

where no one was entirely safe. Part of this American identity entailed a commitment to 

wheat. Growing wheat, and only wheat, was the correct duty of a patriot. 

 

5 Jon Gjerde, The Minds of the West: Ethnocultural Evolution in the Rural Middle West: 
1830-1917 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 8. 
6 My evidence for this claim come from the number of Montana county histories, oral 
histories, and photo collections at the Montana Historical Society. See below for citations 
and more information. 
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This chapter unfolds in a series of three phases that follow the relationships of 

federal agricultural agencies to field crop production and to Montana farmers. The first 

phase analyzes the development of Montana State College and argues that the initial 

trajectory of the institution—despite momentary deviations—envisioned a mission to 

promote diversified farming as a beneficial business practice and to promote rural civic 

development. Crop diversity meant economic stability for the prudent farmer. The 

university acted as a hub for community outreach to farmers and communities to achieve 

these goals. Prior to the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, the agricultural experiment station and 

the farmers’ institute—which were inseparable from Montana State College in terms of 

leaders, resources, and mission—functioned as the primary organizations that 

disseminated the latest scientific and agricultural knowledge. The history of Montana’s 

land-grant university provides insight into a larger national context in which 

conversations within the USDA focused on how to efficiently standardize agricultural 

colleges and landscapes in the West. These bureaucratic structures systematized and 

optimized outreach and the circulation of agricultural research to farmers who would 

eventually be coopted by the war effort. Montana’s agricultural college and Cooperative 

Extension Service had their mission and function altered permanently by World War I. 

This crucial moment reveals the turn from the initial vision and direction of both 

institutions, and my analysis shows that after the war there was no return to an ideal of 

diversified farming as the bedrock of rural communities.  

The second phase then examines the formation of the Extension Service in 1914 

and the four-year period between the arrival of the first county agents in Montana and 
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their invitations to sit on county and local defense boards. Extension inherited a structure 

and process from the farmers’ institute, an organization trusted by farmers throughout the 

state. The first county agents continued the work of promoting diversified farming and 

civic engagement. However, the onset of the Great War derailed all these initial 

conversations and goals in favor of patriotic fervor and maximum wheat production.  

The third phase analyzes the moment when the agricultural college and Extension 

reversed their modus operandi and championed wheat agriculture to support the war 

effort. At the order of Governor Sam V. Stewart and the state council of defense, county 

agents were tasked with maximizing agricultural production and ensuring patriotism 

among farmers. Environments and communities became standardized, homogenized, and 

“Americanized.” 

The Land-grant College 

 The first three decades of Montana State College’s existence embodied the 

institution’s commitment to serving and educating the citizens of the state. Agriculture 

and agricultural education were always the core curriculum of Montana State College.7 

Despite initial disagreements about the intellectual and educational vision of the 

institution, the founders of MSC believed this institution would create better citizens and 

farmers in Montana.8 Prior to World War I, the university with its Agricultural 

 

7 Merrill G. Burlingame and Edward J. Bell, Jr., The Montana Cooperative Extension 
Service: A History, 1893-1974 (Bozeman: Montana State University, 1984), 3-4. 
8 For more on the intellectual disagreements between Montana State College’s first 
president, Augustus M. Ryon and college board member, Peter Koch, see Robert Rydell, 
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Experiment Station and Cooperative Extension Service operated by addressing local 

agricultural issues and sought to promote diversified farming practices. Embodied in 

Montana State College’s motto, “Education for Efficiency,” the goal of civic 

development was equally important as making farmers better businessmen. Historian 

Robert Rydell has argued that this model of “education for the moral efficacy of 

technology” and agriculture in Montana stood apart from a larger national trend to view 

the land-grant colleges as factories to solve the “education problem.”9 On the national 

level there was a push towards standardization of land-grant universities in the late 19th 

century, but, in the Northern Plains, agricultural colleges formed identities that were 

separate and unique from schools on both coasts, fully embracing their agricultural 

populace and seeking to make better farmers and citizens. 

The argument over the form and function of an agricultural college occurred 

nationwide. The mission of the land-grant colleges—much like the description in the 

previous chapter of agricultural experiment stations—began as a highly localized 

movement. Land-grant universities in the 19th century became battlegrounds to define 

the meaning and mission of the Morrill Act as it related to college. As historian Nathan 

M. Sorber has argued, “There was never a singular land-grant ideal, but instead the 

meaning of the law was debated by people with diverging class interests… The grangers 

wanted practical studies and manual labor as the best preparation to work and live on a 

 

Jeffrey Safford, and Pierce Mullen, In the People’s Interest: A Centennial History of 
Montana State University (Bozeman: Montana State University Foundation, 1992), 9-14. 
9 Rydell, In the People’s Interest, 22. 
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farm… In contrast, a bourgeois coalition of professionals, businessmen, scientists, and 

statesmen viewed the Morrill Act as a way to promote social mobility, expand scientific 

knowledge, and spur economic development.”10 What resulted in the Northern Plains 

tended to favor the latter group of powerful individuals defining the purpose of the land-

grant college. Local elites and capitalists sought to raise land values and attract settlers to 

their towns.11 States such as Washington, Montana, Idaho, the Dakotas, Utah, and 

Wyoming all received their land-grant university after the Hatch Act of 1887—which 

allocated money to agricultural research as a core function of the college.12 Thus, most of 

the newer western states at the end of the 19th century embodied an explicit mission of 

agricultural education for the betterment of the farming class.  

Most of the agricultural land-grant universities in the Northern Plains were 

subject to very different polemics compared to their East and West coast counterparts. 

 

10 Nathan M. Sorber, Land-Grant Colleges and Popular Revolt: The Origins of the 
Morrill Act and the Reform of Higher Education (Ithica: Cornell University Press, 2018), 
4-5. Although Sorber follows eastern land-grant Universities he writes, “Although 
anchored in one region, this history provides an original framework for understanding 
land-grant development nationwide. This book reveals that the debates over the form and 
function of the land-grant colleges were part of a larger contest to define the political, 
social, and economic foundations of American society.” While in the American West the 
land-grant colleges came of age in a very different social context removed from the 
politics of established metropoles and universities, Sorber’s larger argument certainly 
applies to rural agricultural states in the West like Montana, North Dakota, and 
Wyoming. The Land-Grant Colleges were not uniform in their mission until the Hatch 
Act of 1887 and the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, and as I argue in this chapter, the extreme 
circumstances of World War I. 
11 Robert W. Rydell, Democracy by Degrees: The 125th Anniversary History of Montana 
State University (Bozeman: Montana State University, 2018), 10-11.  
12 Roger L. Geiger, The History of Higher Education: Learning and Culture from the 
Founding to World War II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 302-205. 
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The specific context for the Morrill Act was rooted in a burgeoning agricultural New 

England society, resulting in arguments focused on what creating an “agricultural 

college” meant and how it might differ state-to-state. Fierce debates occurred over 

whether to focus on agriculture, the mechanical arts, and/or education. As a result, “Each 

state found a unique solution to creating a land-grant college.”13 States formed the 

identity of their land-grant colleges in response to local, state, and regional needs. 

The creation of agricultural colleges in the Western United States marked an 

important shift in sociospatial power as these institutions became important scientific 

research centers.14 In 1916, Frank Albert Waugh, a landscape architect and agricultural 

educator, defined the purpose of the agricultural college as twofold. Drawing his 

inspiration from Western agricultural colleges he claimed their first purpose was to 

vocationally train farmers and second, to develop the “personal human culture” of 

students.15  

In the Northern Plains, the debate over mission and identity occupied different 

arenas of rural civic life. Western leaders of the agricultural colleges such as Kenyon L. 

Butterfield, William J. Spillman, and Alfred C. True envisioned the land-grant colleges as 

the nexus for “agricultural progress” in the United States. In Montana, the leaders, 

founders, and faculty of the “Agricultural College and Experiment Station of the State of 

 

13 Geiger, The History of Higher Education, 285-286. 
14 D.W. Meinig, The Shaping of America: A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years of 
History, Volume 3: Transcontinental America, 1850-1915 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1998), 318-319. 
15 Frank A. Waugh, The Agricultural College (New York: Orange Judd Company, 1916), 
1-2. 
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Montana” in 1893 always “envisioned an institution that would combine the traditional 

denominational college’s function of teaching permanent moral truths with the land-grant 

college’s emphasis on sound agricultural practice and training in a variety of trades.”16  

Most agricultural colleges attempted to disseminate knowledge and support 

farmers by publishing agricultural experiment bulletins and circulars, but it became clear 

that additional structures and emphases were needed for outreach.17 As stipulated in the 

Hatch Act of 1887, agricultural knowledge and the results of new experiments would be 

made known to the public. In the late 19th century, no other agricultural institution in the 

world conducted agricultural research on the same scale as the agricultural experiment 

stations in the United States.18 

However, methods of connecting to the farmers in each state remained 

problematic. First, bulletins and circulars designed to provide education and outreach 

lacked any comprehensive form of distribution. Station directors and members compiled 

 

16 Rydell, In the People’s Interest, 11-12. It is worth mentioning here that even 
conversations about agrarian civic virtue were in contention. The debate centered on the 
role of education in conjunction with practical farming experience. On one end of the 
spectrum, advocates of a Jeffersonian agrarian democratic camp argued that a central 
component of American identity lay in the importance of land ownership as it related to 
freedom and personality formation. On the other end, advocates argued “that farmers 
needed collegiate education to become good citizens and leaders and thus needed a 
curriculum that included more than agricultural science and farming techniques.” For 
more on the development of these opposing views of agrarian citizenship and the land 
grant colleges see Richard S. Kirkendall, “The Agricultural Colleges: Between Tradition 
and Modernization,” Agricultural History, Spring 1986, Vol. 60, No. 2, 4-7. 
17 See the previous chapter for a detailed narrative of the first and earliest MAES 
bulletins and circulars. 
18 Roy V. Scott, The Reluctant Farmer: The Rise of Agricultural Extension to 1914 
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1970), 139. 
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lists of names by word of mouth and published their work in farm newspapers.19 Further, 

the language of the bulletins sometimes formed a communication barrier between the 

farmers and the university. Agricultural college and experiment station leaders believed 

that the solution was to create two bulletins, one, a short piece written for the ordinary 

farmer and the other written with highly technical language for other agricultural 

scientists.20 Compounding the problem of communication was general distrust and 

hostility among farmers towards the new agricultural colleges in the West. Those who 

were not won over by the promises of wealthy boosters and the railways viewed these 

new institutions as ivory silos attempting to define agriculture with little-to-no practical 

knowledge of farming.21 As a result, some of these “farmers thought that tax-supported 

efforts to teach agriculture were a waste, that book farming was ridiculous, and that the 

colleges were providing useless information… They lacked confidence that higher 

education would prove its worth.”22 The apex of this mistrust took place a decade before 

the founding of Montana State College and its experiment station in 1893. However, 

 

19 Association for the American Agricultural Colleges and Experiment Stations, Henry E. 
Alvord and A.W. Harris, Proceedings of the Third Annual Convention of the Association 
of American Agricultural Colleges and Experiment Stations, 
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/292216#page/3/mode/1up (Accessed April 5, 
2023), 39-41.  
20 Association for the American Agricultural Colleges and Experiment Stations, 
Proceedings, 1889, 42 and 1894, 69-71. 
21 Alan I. Marcus, “The Ivory Silo: Farmer-Agricultural College Tensions in the 1870s 
and 1880s,” Agricultural History, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Spring 1986), 22-23. 
22 Laurie Winn Carlson, William J. Spillman and the Birth of Agricultural Economics 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2005), 37. 
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these conversations and the second Morrill Act shaped Montana State College’s approach 

to community outreach. 

 Despite these problems many farmers requested agricultural information, and  the 

MSC experiment station staff implemented a well-known system called the Farmers’ 

Institute. The founding of the Montana Agricultural College helped create the state’s 

identity as a place focused on mining to a burgeoning agricultural state. In 1911, J.H. 

Hall, the Commissioner of the Department of the Bureau of Agriculture, Labor and 

Industry, noted that agriculture was set “yield more wealth than the mines [of 

Montana].”23 Although only 12 percent of arable land was put into crop in 1910, Hall 

maintained extreme optimism that Montana’s agricultural industry would rival that found 

in California.24  

The creation of the Montana Agricultural Experiment Station coincided with the 

founding of the state’s Wool and Stock Growers Associations as well as the Horticultural 

Society and Farmers Alliance.25 Many of these groups took the initiative in holding 

institute meetings in the last decade of the 19th century. While the farmers’ institute and 

similar agricultural education groups had long histories, sometimes in contention with the 

land-grant colleges, Montana State College from the outset incorporated the Institute with 

 

23 J.H. Hall, Agricultural Montana (Helena: Department of the Bureau of Agriculture, 
Labor and Industry, 1911), 2. 
24 For more on agriculture and land utilization in Montana see, J.C. Taylor, “An 
Agricultural Program for Montana,” Montana Extension Service in Agriculture and 
Home Economics, Bozeman, Montana, Bulletin No. 84, May, 1927, 5-8. 
25 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 3-4. 
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its bulletin dissemination.26 Merrill G. Burlingame and Edward J. Bell, Jr., in their 

history of Montana’s Cooperative Extension Service claim that Experiment Station staff 

who came to Montana were familiar with other models of the farmers’ institute system—

including both the successes and failures of other institutions—and initiated their own 

version with a focus on diversified farming in the western valleys of the state.27 Between 

1893-1894 there were 16 institutes held in western and southwestern Montana, and from 

1894 to 1900 there were 14 meetings across the state.28 By 1899, nearly all farmers’ 

institutes were state-funded and represented a farmer-driven form of agricultural 

education. Four decades after the Morrill Act, the agricultural land-grant colleges had 

found a system of agricultural education outreach that overcame the general distrust and 

suspicion that farmers held towards scientific agriculture.29 

 

26 The farmers’ institute as a form of farmer education through sessions and lectures in 
the countryside began as early as 1824 in New York, although it really took form and 
boomed in the late nineteenth century. These institutes looked different regionally and 
were sponsored by various organizations such as state boards of agriculture, state 
agricultural societies, agricultural fraternal organizations, and eventually the agricultural 
colleges. For more, see Alfred Charles True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work 
in the United States: 1785-1923,” United States Department of Agriculture, 
Miscellaneous Publication No. 15, Oct. 1928, 3-32; Sorber, Land-Grant Colleges and 
Popular Revolt, 138; Scott, The Reluctant Farmer, 64-66 and 92; and Jeffrey W. Moss 
and Cynthia B. Lass, “A History of the Farmers’ institute,” Agricultural History, Spring, 
1988, Vol. 62, No. 2, pp. 150-163. 
27 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 6-7. 
28 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 7. 
29 Gordon Gary Scoville, “Anti-democracy college: An outline of the corporatist culture 
of organized social machinery and the leadership of the land-grant agricultural colleges in 
the progressive era,” PhD diss., (Montana State University, 1990), 177-179; Scott, The 
Reluctant Farmer, 102-103; and Carlson, William J. Spillman and the Birth of 
Agricultural Economics, 40-41. 
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Although the colleges and experiment stations provided the speakers, lecturers, 

and experts for an institute meeting, local farmers were expected to advertise the meeting, 

arrange the program, decide location, and suggest the topics to be covered.30 While 

farmers chose the speakers and topics, the Montana Experiment Station and agricultural 

college sought to promote scientific and diversified farming practice while responding to 

the Institute requests.31 Farmers’ institute meetings typically lasted two-to-three days and 

were both educational and social gatherings. Experiment station staff were not paid for 

their work in the institutes. Initially, communities provided funds in exchange for 

direction on agriculture, horticulture, and other miscellaneous farm subjects such as 

dairying and bee keeping.32 Additionally, these meetings were  opportunities to meet with 

fellow farmers in local counties and across the state. Evening sessions included music, 

singing, fair-like recreational activities such as live animal exhibits, and farm machinery 

demonstrations.33 Women were invited to attend and participate in the earliest farmers’ 

institutes and likely shouldered part of the burden for local arrangements, meals, and 

logistics.34 While initial participation of women in Montana was low, by 1901 there were 

dedicated female speakers, who talked about food preservation at the farmers’ institute 

 

30 Scott, The Reluctant Farmer, 92-103. 
31 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 8. 
32 True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work in the United States: 1785-1923,” 21-
22. 
33 True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work in the United States: 1785-1923,” 22. 
34 True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work in the United States: 1785-1923,” 21. 
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meetings.35 From 1893 to 1901, the farmers’ institute in Montana was a grassroots 

agricultural education movement. Montana State College, its agricultural experiment 

station, and the farmers’ institute operated in tandem from the outset, pairing agricultural 

needs-based research with outreach. Recognizing the success of the model that attracted 

farmers to a central location, both the railroads and USDA would become involved by the 

beginning of the 20th century.  

 As the farmers’ institute grew increasingly popular in Montana and nationally, the 

organization began to expand bureaucratically and administratively. The USDA director 

of the Office of Experiment Stations, Alfred C. True, wrote, “Following the natural 

course of such movements in the United States, the farmers’ institutes have been 

developed first through individuals and local organizations and secondly, through the aid 

of the States, but the time has now come for the nation to do something to promote this 

great enterprise.”36 The farmers’ institute was a proven way to overcome the distrust of 

agricultural science and, as a result, it became the official mode of dissemination to the 

larger public. The national American Association of Farmers’ Institute Workers 

(AAFIW) began in 1895; speeches given at the annual meeting began to include topics 

such as “The farmers’ institute as a medium for developing the mutual interests and 

relations of farmers and the United States Department of Agriculture,” the relation of 

 

35 Children were also encouraged to come to these meetings beginning in the early 
twentieth century. For more see, Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension 
Service: A History, 1893-1974, 8 and True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work in 
the United States: 1785-1923,” 21. 
36 A.C. True, “Report of the Office of Experiment Stations,” U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (Washington: GPO, 1901), 27-28. 
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railroads to agriculture, and other papers about the gendered segregation of institute 

meetings by 1901.37 By 1903 there was a designated position within the USDA titled the 

Farmers’ Institute Specialist within the Office of Experiment Stations, which was tasked 

with “investigating and reporting upon the organization and progress of farmers’ 

institutes in several states and territories and upon similar organizations in foreign 

countries, with special suggestions of plans and methods for making such organizations 

more effective for the dissemination of the results of the work of the Department of 

Agriculture, experiment stations, and of improved methods of agricultural practice.”38  

As Nathan Sorber has argued, this moment in the early 20th century fits squarely within 

what he terms the “standardization stage” of land-grant development.39 In Montana, this 

movement can be clearly seen both through the administrative and legislative structuring 

of the institute. In 1901, the Legislative Assembly of Montana created a Board of 

Administration that consisted of “the Governor of the State and the Director of the 

Montana Experiment Station as ex-officio members” and a number of presidents and 

representatives from agricultural organizations.40 

 

37 A.C. True, “Proceedings of the Seventh Annual Meeting of the American Association 
of Farmers’ Institute Workers,” U.S. Department of Agriculture (Washington: GPO, 
1902), 6-7. 
38 John Hamilton, “Farmers’ Institutes in the United States,” U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Report of Office of Experiment Stations (Washington: GPO, 1903), 636. 
39 Sorber, Land-Grant Colleges and Popular Revolt, 15-16. 
40 F.B. Linfield to Governor J.K. Toole, “A copy of the rules of organization,” September 
22, 1903. Letter. From the Montana Historical Society, Governors records, 1889-1905, 
Box 210 and Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-
1974, 7-8. 
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 The first meetings of the Montana farmers’ institute after the 1901 statute 

displayed the commitment of the organization to diversified agriculture and civic 

development, despite being absorbed by the USDA. Between November 1901 to 

December 1903 there were over 50 institutes held across the state that included 

Experiment Station staff, prominent local agriculturalists—publishers of agricultural 

newspapers and local “enthusiasts” or “growers”—and local farmers.41 What is evident 

from the first annual report covering these meetings is that equal weight was given to 

topics requested by farmers and the promotion of scientific agriculture. For example, 

Montana farmers solicited talks that related to grains and grasses, stock and stock 

feeding, pests and crop disease, and county statistics. These topics were juxtaposed with 

papers given by the Montana State College Experiment Station staff on irrigation, soil 

fertility, root crops, horticulture, food adulteration, domestic science, and a broad 

category called education, which included papers titled “Industrial Education,” “Farmers’ 

Reading,” and “Business Methods.”42 The papers on scientific agriculture focused on 

diversifying agricultural practice away from solely wheat farming. R.S. Shaw in bulletin 

no. 40 of the MSC Experiment Station—with the same title as his talk at the farmers’ 

institute in 1902—wrote: 

While root crops have hitherto been grown in small quantities only in 
Montana, there is nevertheless a useful place for them. The old grazing 
system and the more recent work of production of grains are rapidly giving 
way to diversified farming as the cultivated areas are being extended and 
tilled in a more progressive manner. Field roots will hereafter play an 
important part in the stock feeding operations of the farmer… We take the 

 

41 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 10. 
42 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 8-10. 
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ground that farmers that are so situated should raise small areas of roots 
each season for winter feeding; for such work can be conducted on every 
farm in Montana where grain, legume, and roots can be grown.43 

Shaw then qualified his plea for the growth of root crops by encouraging farmers to 

slowly incorporate sugar beets, carrots, mangolds, turnips, and potatoes because the 

current labor and logistics systems would be unable to handle a sudden change and 

increase in these products. Farmers’ institutes after the onset of federal intervention and 

funding still embodied an ethos that sought to use the agricultural college and its 

corresponding mediums for outreach for the greater public good. The views promoted by 

the early members of Montana State College show a real concern for both environment 

and farmer. 

Several scholars point to this moment in the early 20th century as the death knell 

of a truly democratic farmers’ institute in the United States.44 There were certainly 

individuals and scientists who viewed the farmers’ institute as pandering too much to the 

public. The 1906-1907 Experiment Station Record, which was an internal USDA 

publication that recounted past and current literature and abstracts of experiment station 

work, claimed that there was “too prevalent [an] idea that the stations belong to the 

 

43 Robert S. Shaw, “Root Crops in Montana,” Montana Agricultural Experiment Station, 
Bozeman, Montana, Bulletin No. 40, November, 1902, 3-4. 
44 For more see Scoville, “Anti-democracy college,” 160-179 and Sorber, Land-Grant 
Colleges and Popular Revolt: The Origins of the Morrill Act and the Reform of Higher 
Education, 15-16. Sorber believes that the standardization stage is ultimately what lead to 
a watered-down vision of what the Morrill Act initially envisioned for the popular 
agrarian platform the land grant colleges were supposed to be. Scoville takes a much 
more Marxist approach and argues that land grant agricultural personnel in the farmers’ 
institute were “analogous traveling salesmen of a business corporation” as the USDA was 
subservient to the interests of industry. 
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farmers… In our desire to recognize him [the farmer] we have gone to the extreme in 

some respects, and it has affected our progress as scientific institutions.”45 While other 

similar editorials and speeches were given at the annual meeting of the American 

Association of Farmers’ Institute Workers, they were still scattered--confined to 

individuals on a state-by-state and station-by-station basis. No one overarching consensus 

existed regarding the relation of the agricultural colleges and their experiment stations to 

their publics. Negative attitudes towards experiment station staff relations to farmers 

were balanced with a strong belief in promoting and elevating agricultural citizens. For 

example, in his welcoming address at the seventh annual meeting of the AAFIW, Joseph 

H. Brigham, the assistant director of the USDA, reminded the directors of experiment 

stations and staff that,  

the work of the farmers’ institute is not confined to giving practical 
information… in regard to the growing of crops. Of course you will do that 
work. You will help the farmers. You will tell them why and wherefore such 
things should be done upon the farm… The most important part of your 
work, in my judgement is the influence in which you will exert upon the 
farmer himself. You will wake him up. You will broaden and develop the 
man who tills the soil. You will make him not only a better farmer, but a 
better citizen of a grand Republic.46  

 

45 United States. Office of Experiment Stations. Experiment Station Record, Volume 18, 
1906-1907, book, 1907; Washington D.C.. 
(https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc5036/: accessed December 12, 
2022), University of North Texas Libraries, UNT Digital 
Library, https://digital.library.unt.edu; crediting UNT Libraries Government Documents 
Department. 
46 Joseph H. Brigham, “Proceedings of the Seventh Annual Meeting of the American 
Association of Farmers’ institute Workers: Address of Welcome,” U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (Washington: GPO, 1902), 12. 
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Brigham’s call resonated with some and in Montana Director Frederick B. 

Linfield affirmed that the purpose of the farmers’ institute was to disseminate the 

scientific agriculture produced by the college and experiment station in service to the 

betterment of Montana farmers.47 Rather than interpreting federal absorption of the 

farmers’ institute as a form of nefarious state control, this moment reveals that from 1901 

to 1914, there was a genuine effort by the USDA to define the relationship of Montana’s 

agricultural college to its broader public in order to serve it. The structures used by 

Montana’s farmers’ institute were inherited by the Cooperative Extension Service on 

both a state and national level. 

 

47 F.B. Linfield, F.B. Linfield to Governor Edwin L. Norris, December 21, 1903. Box 
210, Governors records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, Helena, 
Montana. In addition to verbalizing his commitment, Linfield’s actions also reveal that he 
truly believed in the function of the agricultural college as an institution for scientific 
agriculture for the betterment of the farmer. Early in the twentieth century, both the 
Northern Pacific Railway and the Great Northern Railway had strong connections to the 
types of content at farmers’ institute meetings and demonstrations held by the Experiment 
Station staff. James J. Hill granted privileges to MSC such as the funding of 
demonstration farms, substations, and faculty at the college that would promote forms of 
agriculture that coincided with boosterism tactics to attract settlers such as dryland 
farming. However, by 1910-11, there was a noticeable drop in the number of farmers’ 
institutes offered as well as overall attendance, resulting from Linfield’s falling out with 
Louis Hill over the veracity of dryland farming experimentation and cut ties in 1909. In 
Linfield’s letter to Governor Edwin L. Norris in 1910, Linfield laid out an argument 
that—now lacking financial support and free transportation from the railroad—the burden 
of promoting better farming and better farmers should fall on the state of Montana. As 
Fred S. Cooley wrote in his history of Montana Extension, “When others were carrying 
on a frenzied campaign of land selling and colonization, he [Linfield] was working 
indefatigably to discover how the settlers might be enabled to succeed and prosper in 
their new venture.” For more see Strom, Profiting from the Plains, 112-117; Burlingame, 
The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 20; and F.B. 
Linfield, F.B. Linfield to Governor Edwin L. Norris, December 21, 1910. Folder 6, Box 
172, Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, Helena, 
Montana. 
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The relationship between farmers in Montana and the farmers’ institute as the 

outreach arm of Montana State College continued to grow in popularity until the 

establishment of the Cooperative Extension Service with the Smith-Lever Act in 1914. 

The utilization and optimization of the institute as a way to disseminate agricultural 

knowledge can be seen in the growth of numbers of meetings, sessions, and attendance. 

In 1901 there were an estimated 1,543 attendees—both farmers and experiment station 

staff—across 17 meetings; in 1911 there were 30,344 attendees over 101 meetings 

statewide.48 Within the USDA there was no doubt that the farmers’ institute through the 

agricultural colleges “had succeeded in reaching every farmer in need of instruction.”49 

Once the mechanism of outreach was in place, the direction of the Montana agricultural 

college and experiment station developed in two important ways.  

First, the large number of institutes and attendees reflected a strategic plan by the 

Organization of the Board of Farmers’ Institutes in Montana to reach every farmer by 

having a meeting in every county once per year, and agents visited large areas of land 

across multiple counties. In 1903, the first set of rules was published for the MSC 

farmers’ institute. Article 2, Section 2, read, “The State shall be divided into districts 

comprizing several counties, which may be reached by a party of Institute workers.”50 

 

48 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 10. 
49 Scott, The Reluctant Farmer: The Rise of Agricultural Extension to 1914, 169. 
50 F.B. Linfield to Governor J.K. Toole, A copy of the rules of organization, September 
22, 1903. Box 210, Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, 
Helena, Montana. 
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Thus, a proto-county agent program was born in Montana, an organization that sent local 

agricultural experts and representatives of the agricultural college into the field.51  

Second, a larger number of Institute meetings and a growing budget required a 

further division of specializations within the Experiment Station staff. Whereas Luther 

Foster acted as MSC’s first agriculturalist and botanist until the late 19th century, by 

1905 the position of agriculturalist split into several components, including a dedicated 

animal husbandry scientist, horticulturalist, and agronomist. Similarly, botany added a 

dedicated faculty member for entomology. This reflected a national trend. Alfred C. True 

wrote in his history of extension work that “in 1900 there were 3 agronomists at the land 

grant colleges, in 1905 there were 50, and in 1908 there were 99. These technical 

workers… formed the American Society of Agronomy on December 31, 1907.”52 As a 

nation, the United States was becoming more enamored with wheat and cereal field 

crops. 

 

51 This was not unique to Montana. From the period of federal involvement with the 
farmers’ institutes (1901) to the Smith-Lever Act (1914), different states toyed with two 
models, the county agent model and the farm demonstration model—which were not 
mutually exclusive, although certain states preferred one over the other. The idea of a 
formal extension department with agricultural county agents emerged nationally as early 
as 1904 with Kenyon L. Butterfield of Michigan taking the lead at the American 
Association of Agricultural Colleges and Experiment Stations. However, within the 
county agent model there were vocal concerns raised by Western Experiment Station 
directors such as Frederick Linfield (Montana) and W.J. Spillman (Washington), that the 
spatial and agricultural differences between upstate New York and the West were very 
different. Montana was one of the earliest states to implement the county agent model 
through the farmers’ institute and also one of the first to have an “extension department” 
with county agents in 1912-1913. 
52 Alfred Charles True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work in the United States: 
1785-1923,” 89. 
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In Montana this can be seen through the addition of the station’s first agronomist 

and a bill passed in 1912 through the Montana Legislature allocating state funding to 

establish a dedicated grain laboratory in Bozeman “for the testing and labeling of all farm 

seed sold in the state.”53 The Montana State Grain Laboratory gained attention early on 

because it became the second largest operation of testing seed and new varieties of all 35 

grain labs in the nation.54 The centrality of Montana’s grain lab was the catalyst to open a 

new substation in Northern Montana near Fort Assiniboine that attracted USDA scientists 

from the offices of the U.S. Bureau of Plant Industry, the Dry Farm Office, and the Office 

of Cereal Grain Investigations.55 By 1916, the agronomy department within the Montana 

Experiment Station had the largest operating costs and personnel compared to any other 

department and shared a research program with the USDA’s goal to search for the most 

productive variety of wheat.56 While not all farmers were focused on wheat, the 

 

53 Frederick B. Linfield, Report of the Director of the Montana Agricultural Experiment 
Station, Folder 7, Box 172, Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana Historical 
Society, Helena, Montana. 
54 F.B. Linfield, Twenty-Third Annual Report, June 30, 1916, Folder 23, Box 11, 
University of Montana System Records, RS 72, Montana Historical Society, Helena, 
Montana. 
55 William A. Taylor, Memorandum of Understanding Between the Montana Agricultural 
Experiment Station and the Bureau of Plant Industry, U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
January 1, 1915, Folder 25, Box 11, University of Montana System Records, RS 72, 
Montana Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
56 Frederick B. Linfield, Summary showing distribution of Work Fund of Experiment 
Station from March 1, 1916, Folder 7, Box 172, Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, 
Montana Historical Society, Helena, Montana. What is important to note is that the 
Northern Plains, in the eyes of the USDA, was decades behind Canadian agronomy with 
the development and plant breeding of wheat. Marquis was widely grown on the 
Northern Plains in the U.S. and this was the period where the USDA tried to play “catch-
up” with their wheat agronomy programs. Thus, it is not happenstance that the Bureau of 
Plant Industry sent researchers to Hill County, near to the 49th parallel. 
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experiment station had to make the best of a situation in which a majority of agriculture 

in the state revolved around cereals. Paul C. Phillips, a historian at the University of 

Montana wrote in a letter in 1913, “The exclusive raising of one kind of crop made the 

farmer entirely dependent upon a good yield or good prices. Although the State 

Agricultural College, the county agent and the experiment station were established to 

give the farmer the benefit of experiment without cost to him, their efforts had made no 

extensive impression, and antiquated methods and theories of farming largely 

prevailed.”57 Although this extremely pessimistic view of the success of the agricultural 

college is likely exaggerated, the focus and specialties of Montana State College began to 

lean into a wheat agronomic research program. 

The bureaucratic expansion and mission of agricultural efficiency were the next 

developments in the standardization of the agricultural college. Both were responses to 

the growing number of farms in the state and attempted to help farmers move away from 

a solely wheat-based cropping system. However, these would ultimately be the very 

structures utilized to ensure maximized wheat output during World War I. As Merrill 

Burlingame wrote, “The institutes proved to be a ready-made method of working toward 

larger production and World War I and were particularly useful for the emergency war 

meetings.”58 

 

57 Paul C. Phillips, Paul C. Phillips to F.A. Bennett, 1913, Folder 10, Box 6, Paul Chrisler 
Phillips papers, Mansfield Library, University of Montana, Missoula, Montana. 
58 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 9. 
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Examining the history of Montana State College, the Montana Agricultural 

Experiment Station reveals that the ethos and mission of these three entities show the 

trajectory of an alternative vision for the land-grant college, agricultural education, and 

the relationship of rural citizens to urban places and peoples. From the outset the 

agricultural college of Montana functioned as a scientific hub in service to the state’s 

larger public. The farmers’ institute as a form of public outreach and scientific 

dissemination overcame the distrust of farm peoples towards the college and to this day 

Montana State University holds an affinity with agricultural communities in rural areas of 

the state. With the agricultural college present in every county and a clear research 

agenda and program with a growing focus on wheat agronomy, the college began a 

pivotal transition into formalizing an extension department. At this moment rural peoples 

and farmers felt supported and heard.59  

The influence exerted on meeting place and curriculum was as much bottom-up as 

it was top-down. The grassroots beginnings of the farmers’ institute were not lost on 

those who witnessed what came after. W.M. Woolridge of Hinsdale, a farming 

community on the Hi-Line, was a prominent figure in the Farmer’s Institute since the 

1890s. Woolridge was a part of the 7th and 8th legislature in 1901 that secured state and 

 

59 I do not mean to romanticize these institutes as will become more apparent later in the 
chapter. Certainly these meetings and institutions had their issues. Because of the 
multiple agricultural organizations involved, the institute would always have some clear 
political discourse and leanings. There are records of the stockman taking issues with the 
farmers in several early institute meetings. However, in Montana at least, Frederick 
Linfield always kept the meetings diplomatic and focused.  
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federal funding under the Farmers Institute Law. In 1919, after World War I, dismayed at 

the current state of the Institute, Woolridge wrote to Governor Sam V. Stewart:60  

Now, I want to feel that I am a friend of the Agricultural College, but our 
college has gone to seed along certain lines… This democratic plan of the 
organization of the Institutes was gradually encrouched [encroached] upon, 
and finally taken entirely out of the hands of the farmers… And above all 
the Farmers present felt it was indeed their institute… The American people 
are indeed a peculiar people, and this is especially true of the American 
Farmer… I know personally their [there] is great unrest among our rural 
people there is much just grounds for it, and much agitation . . . I know too 
that our farmers are being greatly exploited. I am not a N.P.Leagurer, and 
know nothing of their plans, nor have I been in sympathy with their 
movement, especially with its leadership, yet such an organization can only 
thrive where there is some just ground for bonifide complaint.61 

Woolridge felt the need to qualify his complaints about the death of the farmers’ institute 

as a democratic institution by declaring he was not in line with the Non-Partisan League. 

All radical organizations were suspect after World War I. The democratic vision and 

mission of Montana State College altered in six short years from the onset of Extension 

to the end of World War I. In order to fully understand how a grassroots system was 

appropriated by patriotic fervor and strong-willed individuals, the next section will turn 

to the development of the Montana Extension Service from 1913 to 1917. 

  

 

60 W.M. Woolridge, W.M. Woolridge to S.V. Stewart, March 22, 1919, Box 210, 
Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
61 W.M. Woolridge, W.M. Woolridge to S.V. Stewart, March 22, 1919, Box 210, 
Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
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Standardization and the Montana Extension Service 

 In 1913, the Montana Legislature formally recognized and created an Extension 

Department within the Division of Agriculture at Montana State College. The legacy of 

the farmers’ institute paved the way for Extension. All functions of the farmers institute, 

as well as individuals important to the institution, eventually became absorbed by the 

Extension Service. The collaborative relationship between farmer and college also waned 

with this transition. Although this period spans only four years, it exemplifies the 

pushback against the standardization and federalization of Montana State College’s 

agricultural program. 

Many of the Experiment Station staff and leaders in the farmers’ institute were 

still involved with the college when the Extension Department was established. Fred S. 

Cooley, the first director of the Extension Service, previously served as the director of the 

farmers’ institute. Thus, under the leadership of Frederick Linfield of the Experiment 

Station and Cooley, the mission of the agricultural college largely still revolved around 

diversifying crop rotations—explaining to farmers the dangers of growing wheat-on-

wheat, year-after-year—and education for the purpose of civic development. However, as 

it was not part of a federal program, Cooperative Extension Service introduced structures 

and ideas that altered Montana’s agricultural landscape. The Smith-Lever act intimately 

connected the USDA, and all the agency’s discourse, arguments, and conversations, with 

the agricultural colleges. As Richard S. Kirkendall argues, “a narrower view of farming 

was emerging in college circles… in the new field of Farm Management” shortly after 
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the Smith-Lever act in 1914.62 A new view towards agricultural education emerged that 

sought to create sense of business acumen among farmers. The emphasis on maximizing 

profits by optimizing the farm, even if it meant fewer people on larger plots of land, 

reflected the contemporary focus on making farming more efficient and food cheaper.63 

These tensions and connection to the USDA ultimately allowed for an easier transition to 

a wartime program that eliminated any discussion of diversified farming and agrarianism 

in favor of grain and patriotism. 

With the 1913 resolution, the first two formal county agents were hired and sent 

out to serve Montana’s public as Extension agents. Milburn Lincoln Wilson was assigned 

to Custer and Dawson counties in the eastern half of the state and Carl H. Peterson was 

sent to Fergus County in central Montana, places chosen—aside from Wilson’s personal 

connection to homesteading near Fallon, Montana—for their recent experience of 

dramatic booms in population of immigrants and homesteaders following the Enlarged 

Homestead Act of 1909 and active promotion of the region by the Northern Pacific and 

Great Northern Railways. 64 In 1912 there were 12,597 homestead claims filed in the 

 

62 Kirkendall, “The Agricultural Colleges,” 13-14. 
63 For more on the connections to the Farm Management model and the Country Life 
Movement see Gilbert C. Fite, American Farmers: The New Minority (Bloomington: 
University of Indiana Press, 1981), 16-19. 
64 This section on the history of extension largely follows M.L. Wilson as representative 
of Montana’s history, this is because there is a glut of information and biographies 
written about Wilson because of his later prominence within the USDA during the Great 
Depression as the Undersecretary of Ag., and one of the architects of the Agricultural 
Adjustment Act. 
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state, primarily in the Eastern and Northern sections.65 Honyockers, a derogatory word 

for a homesteader, flooded to the state.66 While there is no way to know exactly how 

many people came and from where, this mass migration of people arrived from places 

such as Eastern Europe, Scandinavia, Canada, the Midwest, and California.67 Their 

backgrounds were varied and multiple. As Joseph Kinsey Howard eloquently put it, “The 

honyocker was a farmer, spinster, deep-sea diver, fiddler, physician, bartender, cook.”68 

However, they all came to Montana seeking wealth because of the railroads concerted 

efforts’ to market the free land and wheat yields. While some were seduced by railroad 

publicity into thinking they could become rich farming Montana soil, others simply 

sought a larger amount of land than what was available to them in their previous home, a 

way to accrue a small amount of capital by proving up on and selling a homestead; still 

others sought the ideal of a farm life.  

The influx of homesteaders worried MSC Experiment Station staff. One letter to 

director Linfield voiced concern that foreigners and easterners would practice agriculture 

as they had in the “humid districts of the East” and would be doomed to fail. M.L. Wilson 

was tasked with educating the flood of immigrants in the proper way; as he claimed 

retrospectively, he was “to promote the most profitable use that can be made of Montana 

 

65 Joseph Kinsey Howard, “Plow – The Dream of Jim Hill,” in Michael Malone & 
Richard Roeder, Montana’s Past (Missoula: University of Montana, 1973), 346. 
66 For more on the multiple etymologies and contested definition of the word, 
“honyocker,” see David Mogen, Honyocker Dreams: Montana Memories (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska, 2011). 
67 Howard, “Plow,” 349. 
68 Howard, “Plow,” 346. 
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land.”69 Thus, it was recommended to Linfield that “On every irrigation project and in 

every dry farm community there should be a demonstration and experimental farm 

established… a place where the local crop problems could be studied; where the people 

could see how the work should be done from which an instructor may be sent out to show 

how success may be obtained.”70 

When Wilson emigrated to Eastern Montana in 1909 he was positioned to begin 

disseminating the virtue of crop diversification and farming in the arid Northern Great 

Plains. He was of the many Iowa State-trained agricultural scientists hired by Alfred 

Atkinson and Frederick Linfield. Wilson was originally hired to work in the dry-land 

farming department and develop strains of corn and flax for Eastern Montana.71 On 

beginning his work, Wilson very quickly realized that the newcomers were woefully 

unprepared, unequipped, and unknowledgeable about farming and the environment, he 

set out to convince farmers about the utility and practice of diversified farming, even 

going so far as inviting farmers who brought their own seed with them to participate in 

plant breeding trials.72 From 1912-1914, before Wilson became County Agent Leader 

and moved to Bozeman, he had published three circulars through the experiment station 

 

69 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 31. 
70 Letter to F.B. Linfield, n.d., Box 210, Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana 
Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
71 Harry Carson McDean, “M.L. Wilson and Agricultural Reform in Twentieth Century 
America,” PhD diss., (University of California, Los Angeles, 1970), 41. 
72 McDean, “M.L. Wilson and Agricultural Reform,” 40-46. 
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on the necessity of growing corn and flax in Eastern Montana.73 Wilson included the 

scientific and economic benefits of diversifying farmers’ crops, and at the end of each 

circular he listed local individuals across the state who had success with flax and corn 

and the new systems of agriculture. By the time Wilson became a county agent with more 

responsibilities in 1913, he had succeeded in introducing flax and corn to crop rotations 

in Eastern Montana—so much so that he was awarded a research grant by the American 

Flax Association to promote further research on the crop in Montana. Wilson garnered 

widespread respect among Montana farmers and the Experiment Station staff. 

The type of homesteaders who came to Montana in the early twentieth century 

varied in the way they understood their relationship to the land and how they practiced 

agriculture. While it is difficult to locate the perspectives of individual farmers in the 

archival materials, the few extant diary manuscripts, photo collections, and 

complementary collections—such as seed catalogs, local newspapers, and flour company 

ads—indicate that settlers had more freedom and power to experiment with seed and 

varieties before World War I than after. While experiment station staff sometimes viewed 

homesteaders as a barrier to agricultural progress, they nonetheless engaged with them in 

meaningful ways that did not deride them. Wilson created collaborative plant breeding 

clubs with farmers in Dawson and Custer Counties, and held largescale demonstrations 

 

73 For more see M.L. Wilson, “Flax Growing in Montana,” Montana Agricultural College 
Experiment Station, Circular 15, February 1912; “Cropping to Flax on New Lands of 
Semi-Arid Land Areas,” Montana Agricultural College Experiment Station, Circular 22, 
March 1913; and “Corn Growing in Montana,”  Montana Agricultural College 
Experiment Station, Circular 41, June 1914. 
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comparing plant varieties and crops.74 Wilson and his colleagues believed that all effort 

and research program “should go into helping those who are here to succeed.”75 The 

relationship of the agricultural college and extension with the public was democratic and 

open to defining agriculture collectively.  

Some farmers who brought their own seed slowly began to transition to 

experiment-sponsored seed. For example, in Rufus M. Jones’ reminiscence of 

immigrating to Sumatra, Montana, titled “Joys and Sorrows of a Dry Land Ranch,” he 

wrote that he had brought some White Dent corn seed from Iowa and planted it on his 

farm in 1913. It ultimately failed and he transitioned to varieties promoted by M. L. 

Wilson out of the Wibaux experiment station.76 While it may have been easy for some 

immigrants and homesteaders to transition to the more profitable crops, some had close 

cultural and personal ties to the seed they brought with them to Montana.  

This was particularly true of Scandinavian immigrants in the Eastern and 

Northeastern areas of the state. One family, the Jorgensens, grew wheat in their native 

Denmark and owned a family bakery until they left Denmark for Waupaca, Wisconsin. 

Following their journey to the U.S. and initial struggles to overcome the cultural 

 

74 To see Wilson displaying seed among the farmers in Eastern Montana see [M. L. 
Wilson and farmers examining seeds in Eastern Montana]. (01/01/1905 - 31/12/1925), 
Montana Memory Project, https://www.mtmemory.org/nodes/view/77600 (Accessed 
December 16, 2022). 
75 Letter to F.B. Linfield, n.d., Box 210, Governors Records 1889-1905, MC 35, Montana 
Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
76 Rufus M. Jones, Joys and Sorrows of a Dry Land Ranch, 1957, Page 5, Box 1, Rufus 
M. Jones Reminiscence, Mansfield Library, University of Montana, Missoula, Montana 
and M.L. Wilson, “Corn Growing in Montana,”  Montana Agricultural College 
Experiment Station, Circular 41, June 1914. 
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differences in a new country, eventually the Jorgensens and other Danish families left 

Waupaca because they heard of a Danish community blossoming in Eastern Montana. 

Remembering the allure of Montana, Jorgensen wrote: “We had constantly longed for 

fellowship with other Danes in a Danish congregation in a Danish settlement with a 

Danish school… Our neighbors were all native Americans. Most of them were 

uneducated and not too intellectual. We were lured by E.F. Madsen’s creation of a 

‘Dannevirke’ in Eastern Montana. Madsen named it ‘Dagmar.’ It’s full name is 

‘Dronning Dagmar’s Hinde (Queen Dagmar’s Memorial).”77 Immediately after arriving 

in 1907, the Jorgensen family was incorporated into the Danish agricultural community 

of Dagmar.  

The pictorial evidence from the Danish community at Dagmar found in the Henry 

and Edgar Syverud Photo Collection shows that agriculture was an intensely community-

based activity, perhaps more so than for other homesteaders because of the shared ethnic, 

cultural, and religious identity. The Syverud collection shows families, women and 

children included, in Dagmar and the surrounding areas in Sheridan County, aiding one 

another with planting, harvesting, and threshing. After his stint as a county agent in 

Fergus County, Carl B. Petersen, the other extension agent with Wilson, settled in the 

area and contributed to this communal agricultural identity.78 Ultimately, Jorgensen 

recalled that the seed he brought with him from Denmark to Wisconsin then to Montana 

 

77 Jorgen Jorgensen, 1937, Jorgen Jorgensen Family Papers, 1937, Mansfield Library, 
University of Montana, Missoula, Montana. 
78 Carl B. Peterson. (01/01/1959 - 31/12/1959), Montana Memory Project, 
https://www.mtmemory.org/nodes/view/77427 (Accessed December 16, 2022). 
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did not grow well because, in his estimation, the soil was poor and the rain infrequent. He 

and his family subsequently created a cooperative grain elevator in Sheridan County and 

lived in Dagmar until his death in 1940.  

Although Jorgensen never explicitly stated which wheat varieties he brought to 

Montana and what he later adopted, he shifted to grow Marquis spring wheat and 

Kubanka durum wheat during the Great War because it was considered the proper duty of 

a patriot grain farmer. Also, whereas Jorgensen clearly had ambivalent feelings about his 

place in America, it was defined for him during the war.79 The Jorgenson story is one of 

the few detailed accounts of an immigrant family coming to Eastern Montana with their 

own way of practicing agriculture through a shared ethnic identity. However, this period 

of openness within extension and agricultural college was drawing to a close. After 

World War I, there was a concerted effort to rid farmers of cultural practice and “impure 

seed” as agronomist A.J. Ogaard would later write. 

The Smith Lever Act in 1914 and M.L. Wilson’s adoption of his new position at 

MSC in Bozeman as County Agent Leader, marked the beginning of the Extension 

 

79 One interesting aspect from the manuscript and photograph collections from the 
Northeastern corner of Montana, also known as the Red Corner due to its socialist 
politics, is that many of these collections and reminiscences were either submitted or 
recorded during the Cold War. Thus, although the community’s participation in 
cooperative movements and the Non-Partisan League is well documented by historians, 
these archives appear to have selectively erased those aspects of the region’s connection 
to socialist leanings stemming from their Scandinavian heritage. For more see Michael J. 
Lansing, Insurgent Democracy: The Nonpartisan League in North American Politics 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015) and Verlaine Stoner McDonald, Red 
Corner: The Rise and Fall of Communism in Northeastern Montana (Helena: Montana 
Historical Society Press, 2010). 
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Service’s move away from the cooperative model on which the farmers’ institute was 

based, and proposed instead Farm Management as the future of Montana agriculture. On 

a national level this construct was defined by the USDA and regional leaders. The 

national extension program existed to make farmers efficient businessmen. Director of 

Extension at the USDA, William Allison Lloyd gave a speech in 1915 to the North 

Dakota Extension Conference titled, “The County Agent.” He said,  

The County Agent Movement means more than better farming, though it 
means that. It means more than increased production… It means more than 
a higher standard of production... It means something more than better 
methods… Something more than applied science. It means these things, all 
of them in a constantly increasing measure, but even more than this, it 
means better business methods. It means the study of the farm as an 
economic unit.”80 

At first the impetus for a national extension system focused on ensuring efficient 

and standardized agriculture to maximize profit. However, as noted by historian Roy V. 

Scott, the passage of the Smith-Lever Act and the development of a national extension 

program headed by the USDA was based on the agreement that the relationship between 

the agricultural college and the federal agents would be truly “cooperative,” hence the 

full title of the department as the Cooperative Extension Service. Agricultural colleges 

had long worried that such an act would lead to “fear of federal domination and a 

difference of opinion concerning the place and role of the county agent in an extension 

program” on a local basis.  

 

80 William Allison Lloyd, “The County Agent,” Vol. 1, #1, William Allison Lloyd 
Papers, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
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Initially, that was not the case. The Smith-Lever Act required every land-grant 

college to sign a memorandum of understanding with the USDA that detailed the 

relationship of the federal to the state and local.81 The implication was that “There would 

be no effort to bind the colleges to any specific type of work.”82 In Montana friction 

between a national program of crop standardization and seed purity did not manifest until 

the extraordinary circumstances of World War I. While Wilson and other regional 

extension leaders did shift toward a method of Farm Management, Montana’s extension 

service had nuances that distinguished it from the sole goals of capital accumulation and 

maximizing yields. 

One notable difference before the war and after is that Montana extension agents 

still encouraged diversified farming. Wilson continued to extoll the virtues of growing 

flax and winter rye even through the war, although both these crops would see drastic 

decreases in acres planted and harvested. Harriette Cushman, MSC Extension Poultry 

Specialist from 1922-1955, in her early history of The Montana Cooperative Extension 

Service: a History—one of the first institutional histories of MSC—wrote that the 

“overall-theme [of Extension from 1914-1917, prior to the war,] at that time, it was 

diversification. The day of the cattle empires was passing. Likewise, the ‘honyocker’ or 

the dirt farmer who was proving-up his section was being discouraged from ‘stubbling-

in’ wheat as the only crop. The Extension agent was attempting to get the farmers, 

 

81 Scott, The Reluctant Farmer: The Rise of Agricultural Extension to 1914, 302-313. 
82 Scott, The Reluctant Farmer: The Rise of Agricultural Extension to 1914, 308. 
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especially in the semi-arid section to try out corn and alfalfa.”83 The diversification 

program pre-WWI should not be interpreted with modern notions of diversity for the sake 

of agroecological health; rather, diversification was seen as an economically viable 

option because it was sound environmental practice. F.J. Chase, a MSC Experiment 

Station agronomist, wrote in 1916 that the goal of diversity demonstrations is “for the 

purpose of teaching what crops to grow and how much of each to secure the largest 

returns from invested capital and land, as well as from the expenditure of labor, time and 

power, have been conducted from the beginning of cooperative extension work in 

1914.”84 This express connection between diversified farming and farm management was 

seen as sound business practice for farmers, but would be overridden within a two-year 

time period by a model that championed pure seed and crop standardization over crop 

diversity. 

Early in 1914, before the war began the Extension Service wrestled with how to 

approach civic development and education through a national program. While Lloyd 

proclaimed that the “ultimate goal of County Agent work is to establish the most 

profitable type of agriculture, promote the best methods of farm practice and bring about 

the most wholesome rural life,” he also believed that it was only made possible when 

local communities reached a heightened sense of ideals and morals as it related to their 

 

83 Harriette Eliza Cushman, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: a History, 
1893-1974, n.d., Folder 2, Box 4, Harriet Cushman Extension Service Records, 1898-
1975, Montana State University Library, Bozeman, Montana. 
84 Floyd J. Chase, Annual Report, 1916, Folder 29, Box 2, Harriet Cushman Extension 
Service Records, 1898-1975, Montana State University Library, Bozeman, Montana. 
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duties as citizens in a local community.85 In a different speech, Allison used an apt 

comparison to describe extension’s role in civic development. He wrote, “The County 

Agent then has a threefold job: better farming, yes, but more than that; larger profits, yes, 

but something more than that. These are the trees he is planting and carefully nurturing 

but his work it is to reach its full measure of success, he must find its fruition in a better 

citizenship: A countryman who can afford and will have those compensations for himself 

and his family which make life enjoyable and renders possible the highest measure of 

service to the community.”86 Lloyd’s sentiments show a vision for a national Cooperative 

Extension Program that was more than a group of agricultural technocrats that cared only 

about profit. The health of rural communities remained a priority for county agents.  

While these conversations on a national and regional level reveal the potential 

direction and vision of Extension, in Montana the progress and growth of the Cooperative 

Extension Service was painstakingly slow. The Cooperative Extension Service and the 

county agent program were in their formative years following the tradition of the 

farmers’ institute and just beginning to shift towards a Farm Management model. The 

mission of Extension work was to aid with the instruction and practical demonstration of 

agriculture for the general population. Similar to the lack of a coherent agenda for the 

Agricultural Experiment Stations two decades prior, Extension was defining its role and 

 

85 William Allison Lloyd, Suggestions to County Agents on Taking Up the Work, c. 1915, 
Vol. 1, #4, William Allison Lloyd Papers, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, 
Maryland. 
86 William Allison Lloyd, The County Agent-What?, 1915, Vol. 1, #6, William Allison 
Lloyd Papers, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
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identity as an agricultural agency. Extension leaders, such as William J. Spillman, Alfred 

C. True, and Seaman A. Knapp, immediately began publishing bulletins and attending 

conferences to establish a cohesive county agent program.  

However, not all went smoothly. Wilson encountered difficulties in winning the 

trust of farmers in particular areas of the state where the farmers’ institute lacked the 

strength and presence that it had in Eastern and Northern Montana.87 In places such as 

Missoula and other Western Montana counties, Wilson struggled to find agents who 

could promote proper farm management when the foundational relationships between 

county agent and the public were missing.88 Many of these farmers cared little for 

scientific agriculture and instead wanted an Extension program that addressed marketing 

issues such as better roads, modes of transportation, seed grading, and flour milling.89 In 

the few years before World War I, the Montana Cooperative Extension Service never had 

a chance to fully develop an identity apart from continuing the work of the farmers’ 

institute and introducing Farm Management. The United States’ entry into the war in 

April 1917 led to the formation of an identity and program, although not one that stressed 

crop diversity and citizenship building. 

  

 

87 McDean, “M.L. Wilson and Agricultural Reform,” 80-82. 
88 Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 1893-1974, 37-
39. 
89 McDean, “M.L. Wilson and Agricultural Reform,” 78-83. 
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World War I and the Americanization of the Montana Farmer and Agriculture 

When the U.S. entered the war in April 1917 the rhetoric of crop diversification 

and civic development was quickly dissapeared. Extension became central to the defense 

council goals of increasing farm production, filling draft quotas, promoting fund drives, 

and whipping Montanans into a pro-American, anti-German frenzy. The Extension 

Service—as a three-year-old program—was defining itself and its purpose. The previous 

two decades of creating forms of outreach in the rural agricultural communities of 

Montana were conscripted for militaristic and nationalistic purposes. The War 

Department in Washington D.C. created a committee on instruction in agriculture, which 

effectively granted the war department control of the education and work of the 

agricultural colleges across the nation.90 In addition, the Montana State Council of 

Defense essentially mobilized the Montana State College Agricultural Experiment 

Station and Cooperative Extension Service to ensure patriotism through the concentrated 

growing of wheat, despite the institutions’ previous efforts to diversify farm crops. As 

Americans enlisted and were drafted, as other industries turned to war materiel 

production, the government oriented its program towards agricultural efficiency 

accomplished in the “American way.”  

Alfred C. True, the director of the USDA’s States Relations Service—the SRS 

was responsible for defining the relations of all the working departments within the 

agency to one another—wrote regarding the war work of the land-grant college, “Before 

 

90 True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work in the United States: 1785-1923,” 
8D. 
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the agricultural colleges fully realized the significance of the broadening of their 

functions by the Smith-Lever and Smith-Hughes Acts, or had perfected their organization 

for work under these acts, the United States entered the World War. Immediately 

administrative officers, teachers, research and extension workers, and students connected 

with these institutions offered their services to the Government.”91 True, writing an 

institutional history, outlined the process as a clear and methodical process in the 

development of the agricultural college and its corresponding outreach arms, but the 

process, in reality, was chaotic, messy, and at times, violent. Most institutional histories 

of Montana’s extension—and to a similar extent the larger institutional history of the 

USDA—tend to write about the war as a boon that galvanized extension into purpose and 

action.92 While this is true to a certain extent, it is necessary to interrogate to what 

purpose and what action the agricultural college was called. Many historians document 

the role of  agricultural colleges in relation to the hyper-patriotism that gripped the 

domestic United States during the war.93 However, the critical analysis of the relationship 

 

91 True, “A History of Agricultural Extension Work in the United States: 1785-1923,” 
9D. 
92 For more see Burlingame, The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: A History, 
1893-1974, 45-48 and Cushman, “The Montana Cooperative Extension Service: a 
History, 1893-1974,” 47-49. 
93 For examples of some works that inspired this argument see Mary Murphy, 
“Bittersweet: Food, Gender and the State in the U.S. and Canadian Wests during World 
War I,” in Matt Garcia, E. Melanie Dupuis, and Don Mitchell, Food Across Borders 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2017), 140-162; Arnon Gutfeld, Montana’s 
Agony: Years of War and Hysteria, 1917-1921 (Gainesville: University of Florida 
Monographs, 1979); Avner Offer, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989); and Nancy Rice Fritz, “Montana Council of Defense,” 
PhD diss., (The University of Montana, 1966). 
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of the agricultural college to the councils of defense in terms of setting long-term patterns 

in agriculture deserves more examination.94 Montana State College, the Agricultural 

Experiment Station, and the Cooperative Extension Service enforced forms of agriculture 

that were direct antecedents of the advent of high modernist forms of agriculture with 

industrialization.  

This system of agriculture left no room for the egalitarian spirit of the former 

farmers’ institute. As James C. Scott defined this movement, “The unspoken logic behind 

most of the state projects of agricultural modernization was one of consolidating the 

power of central institutions and diminishing the autonomy of cultivators and their 

communities vis-à-vis those institutions. Every new material practice altered in some way 

the existing distribution of power, wealth, and status; and the agricultural specialists’ 

claims to be neutral technicians with no institutional stake.”95 The consolidators of power 

in this case were the USDA and the Montana State Council of Defense. While the Bureau 

of Plant Investigations within the USDA promoted scientific varieties of wheat, the 

 

94 William J. Breen offers a national model for examining the councils of defense during 
World War I. He argues that the state councils of defense essentially acted as quasi-
federal agencies that exerted differing levels of power and influence over their states 
based on a place-by-place or region-by-region basis. While he is correct in breaking a 
myth of complete federal organization over the councils of defense, he trumps up 
agricultural efficiency in the Western states to “labor and loyalty.” I argue that it is 
necessary to understand the mechanics of the relationship between the agricultural 
colleges and the councils of defense precisely because it defines how the agency and 
college from then on promoted a wheat monoculture and industrialized, systemized, 
agriculture. For more see William J. Breen, Uncle Sam at Home: Civilian Mobilization, 
Wartime Federalism, and the Council of National Defense, 1917-1919 (Westport: 
Greenwood Press, 1984). 
95 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 286. 
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Montana Council of Defense sought to “patriotize” agriculture away from populist and 

union farm groups such as the Farmers’ Alliances, the Montana Society of Equity, the 

Non-Partisan League, and perhaps most importantly, the Industrial Workers of the World 

and Agricultural Workers Organizations.96 While wheat always had connotations of 

whiteness and racial overtones, this movement connected the standardization and 

efficiency of crops with “Americanness.” 

The “Americanization” of wheat in the prewar and war period came to express 

whiteness and an ideology of “patriots against immigrants.” Western author Zane Grey’s 

1919 novel, The Desert of Wheat, captured the symbolic importance of wheat as 

protagonist Kurt Dorn exclaims “Wheat is so wonderful… The clean, plump grain, the 

sowing on the fallow ground, the long wait, the first tender green, and the change day by 

day to the deep waving fields of gold… Oh! I guess I do love it all… There is nothing in 

the world so white, so clean, so pure as flour made from the wheat of these hills.”97 Dorn 

relates the purity and whiteness of wheat with his—and Grey’s—anti-union sentiment. 

Kurt Dorn’s attitude towards wheat farming merged with his sense of patriotism and 

identity as an American, and for the rest of the narrative Dorn is constantly battling with 

I.W.W. members who function as German spies threatening to undermine America’s 

wartime wheat economy by burning fields and grain. 

 

96 Gutfeld, Montana’s Agony, 96. 
97 Zane Grey, The Desert of Wheat (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1919), 
11. 
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Geographer Aaron Bobrow-Strain claims that the social meaning of bread has 

long marked hierarchies of status, and in America in the early 20th century people who 

ate white bread were American and those who ate dense and dark bread were not.98 

However, the “American-ification” of bread begins not with the product, but with the 

plant itself. While wheat often represented “hearty” white bodies from the northern 

hemisphere, immigrants and marginal communities were frequently associated with 

weeds or flora considered undesirable or “invasive.” Some examples include Russian 

Thistle, Mexican Bluestem, Brazilian Waterweed, or Scotch broom. As environmental 

historian Peter Coates argues, “Leaving alien fauna for foreign flora, we find that late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century efforts to distinguish between the desirable and 

the dangerous were equally influenced by the perception of promise and menace in 

human populations.”99 Similarly, as historian Mark Fiege has written, weeds and weed 

control could be anthropomorphized and nationalized with Americans represented as 

weed-killers attacking the weeds represented by Germans or the Kaiser.100 The scientific 

and economic ideologies of wheat culturally transformed to represent more than the sum 

of the plant’s biological or agronomic self. Wheat represented a cultural form of racial 

and ideological homogeneity and in its most extreme, purity. 

 

98 Aaron Bobrow-Strain, White Bread: A Social History of the Store-Bought Loaf 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 2012), 15-16. 
99 Peter Coates, Strangers on the Land: American Perceptions of Immigrant and Invasive 
Species (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 70. 
100 Mark Fiege, Irrigated Eden: The Making of an Agricultural Landscape in the 
American West (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999), 65. 
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To mitigate the perceived threat of German agricultural subversion in the 

Montana countryside, Governor Samuel V. Stewart attempted to mobilize the newly 

formed Montana State College Cooperative Extension Service County Agricultural Agent 

program. Shortly after the United States entered the Great War, Governor Sam V. Stewart 

created the Montana Council of Defense by executive proclamation. The state council 

consisted of “two bankers, a university president, two mercantile executives, a newspaper 

editor, and a ‘token’ woman,” with Stewart as chair.101 Stewart appointed Charles D. 

Greenfield, head of the Montana Department of Agriculture, as his executive secretary. 

All members were white middle-class professionals and, in the case of Mrs. Tylar B. 

Thompson of Missoula, a leading member of the Montana Federation of Womens’ Clubs. 

One of the first meetings of the Montana Council of Defense intended to mobilize 

the new Cooperative Extension Service to place Agricultural Agents in each county of 

Montana with the task to ensure the “cause of democracy” and that “every American 

citizen should exemplify perfect loyalty to the National cause.”102 At the behest of the 

defense council, agricultural agents were sent a list of nine tasks in order of importance. 

The first was to cooperate with defense council, the second to ensure patriotism among 

the populace, and the following seven focused on promoting scientific and standardized 

 

101 Walter, “Patriots Gone Berserk,” 79. 
102 Elliot, E.C. E.C. Elliot to S.V. Stewart, April 25, 1917, Folder 24, Box 10, Montana 
Governors records, 1889-1962, MC 305-8, Montana Historical Society, Helena, 
Montana. 
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agriculture.103 However, the Montana Council of Defense’s public motto encapsulated 

the intentional conflation of the two goals of agricultural efficiency and patriotism, 

stating “We’ll take the slack out of the slackers, work, war, or jail!”104 

It was easy for wheat to become the symbol of patriotism when wartime needs 

allowed the crop to become the dominant plant in the state. Wheat sprouted and spread to 

cultural and environmental dominance during the war due to two large developments. 

First, the promotion of wheat for wartime needs concentrated research and resources on 

wheat agronomy and simultaneously diverted it away from other crops. For example, 

before 1917 Extension staff aggressively marketed crops like winter rye and flax as crops 

to help diversify farmers’ crops and fields. Flax was promoted as one of the first crops to 

rotate with wheat because it was “a crop well adapted to Montana soils and climatic 

conditions, easy to produce at a low cost… having no lasting deleterious effect on the 

fertility of the soil, and well worthy [of] a regular place in our farming scheme on 

unirrigated land.”105 Similarly, winter rye was touted as a “permanent” crop in Montana 

because of “its winter hardiness, early maturity, wide soil adaptation, comparative 

freedom from disease, excellence of labor distribution and its use as a fall and spring 

pasture.”106 Both flax and rye were well adapted to the climatic conditions and 

 

103 Elliot, E.C. E.C. Elliot to S.V. Stewart, April 25, 1917, Folder 24, Box 10, Montana 
Governors records, 1889-1962, MC 305-8, Montana Historical Society, Helena, 
Montana. 
104 Walter, “Patriots Gone Berserk,” 80. 
105 M.L. Wilson, “Flax Growing in Montana,” Montana Agricultural College Experiment 
Station, Circular 15, February 1912, 109. 
106 F.E. Fuller, “Winter Rye in Montana” Montana Extension Service in Agriculture and 
Home Economics, Bulletin 28, August 1918, 1. 
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environment of arid Montana. However, wheat was still the most profitable. F.E. Fuller, 

MSC’s agronomist, acknowledged that rye was less profitable than wheat and this was 

the chief complaint against growing the crop. Fuller argued that the environmental 

suitability and resilience of rye were more important—and perhaps more profitable in the 

long run—than just economic value.  

However, eventually wheat would reign supreme. The economic, cultural, and 

political imperatives of the war reoriented the agronomic focus of Montana agriculture to 

wheat even on marginal land. Flax production steadily declined and plateaued after the 

war.107 Rye fared worse. Within two decades the crop was almost entirely absent from 

Montana fields. Rye and flax would never reach their prewar yield highs once wheat 

supplanted both.108 Ethnic breads made of corn, rye, and barley were popular and 

consumed widely prior to the Great War. However, the Great War consigned 

consumption of dark rye bread as the mark of someone racially and culturally inferior, a 

German Hun for example, “and eating white bread represented a key step towards 

‘Americanization.’ It was not just that white bread was culturally associated with white 

civilization—a symbol of progress of Americanness. White bread was believed to have 

made white American civilization possible.”109 The cultural significance of this shift was 

as environmental as it was ideologically and racial. This intersection represented the 

 

107 Joshua MacFadyen, Flax Americana: A History of the Fibre and Oil That Covered a 
Continent (Montreal: McGill & Queen’s University Press, 2018), 6-7 and 222-224.  
108 2157-8990, United States Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics 
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earlier hopes for a wheat empire in the West, a moment where American farmers grew 

American crops to feed to American people. 

The second factor contributing to wheat’s dominance can be traced to Extension’s 

shifted of its research program and outreach at the behest of the Montana Council of 

Defense’s agenda to maximize food production and wheat yields. While some states 

approached increased agricultural output with a hands-off policy, Montana’s Council of 

Defense directed the Agricultural Experiment Station and Cooperative Extension Service 

bulletins, circulars, and farm demonstrations.110 The emphasis of these bulletins shifted 

towards food and wheat production.111 MSC agronomist Alfred B. Atkinson—the future 

president of Montana State College beginning in 1919—declared “the opportunity as well 

as the patriotic duty of every farmer in the State [is] to plant the very largest crop [of 

wheat] possible.”112 Atkinson shelved his research program of promoting flax and other 

spring forage crops in service to his patriotic belief that farmers needed to grow an 

abundance of wheat and became head of Montana’s branch of the Food Administration. 

Similarly, farm demonstrations shifted towards showcasing scientific varieties of wheat 

 

110 Gutfeld, Montana’s Agony: Years of War and Hysteria, 1917-1921, 62-63. One 
important note here is that the importance of the state councils of defense cannot be 
overstated. As alluded to earlier, every state developed their own program and 
understanding of the functionality and parameters of their councils. The Montana’s 
council of defense sought to use the agricultural college and its bureaucratic structure and 
personnel to ensure loyalty. For more see Breen, Uncle Sam at Home, 102-104. 
111 Although Bulletin 28 was published in 1918 and concerned the utility of winter rye it 
is clear that this was a scheduled bulletin by F.E. Fuller that was started prior to the war 
as opposed to the five bulletins published shortly after April 1917 that covered “Spring 
Grain Crops” and how to grow a food garden, etc. 
112 Fritz, “Montana Council of Defense,” 14-15. 
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to farmers. For example in 1917-1918, thirty-three demonstrations featured only one 

wheat variety—which was a cultural variety—alongside an equal number of flax and 

corn varieties.113 By 1919-1920, Marquis spring wheat dominated the demonstrations and 

there were no cultural varieties offered.114 The perceived need and push for Marquis 

spring wheat seed was so great that the Agricultural Marketing Agent at MSC, W.L. 

Beers, alongside Alfred Atkinson and Montana’s Commissioner of Agriculture and 

Executive Secretary for the Council of Defense, Charles D. Greenfield, lobbied the U.S. 

Seed Stocks Committee for increased Marquis from Canada to spread proper and 

profitable wheat seed to Montana farmers.115 The push for scientific varieties came at the 

expense of cultural wheats. Botanists and agriculturalists viewed “Botany as a War 

Science,” promoting scientific varieties as “highly-productive races of cereals” and on the 

other hand cultural varieties as “freak varieties” that are heralded by subversives like the 

“N.P. [Nonpartisan League] advertising man.”116 Thus, it is no surprise that by the end of 
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the war “spring wheat means Marquis, and nothing else.”117 Because the Council of 

Defense had such a strong influence on the agricultural college, increased agricultural 

output also meant an opportunity to quell political opponents. Fears of the I.W.W. and 

A.W.O. allowed the Montana Council of Defense to accuse progressives and the 

Nonpartisan League of pro-Bolshevism activities and describe them as seditious and pro-

German.118  Extension agents, acting as leaders in county and local defense councils, 

were asked to circulate a survey on “Crops and Other Conditions in their Locality.” The 

survey first asked how much spring and winter wheat was planted and then followed with 

a series of loyalty questions such as: “Are people talking politics much? Are they 

satisfied with the democratic administrations, state and national? Are there any active 

farm organizations in your community? What ones? Has the Non-Partisan League an 

organization in your locality? How many members? Do you think this organization will 

be a factor in the next campaign?”119 The charge to increase agricultural efficiency 

cannot be separated from the desire to cull political subversives, even if they never 

burned wheat fields seed grain in Montana.  

 The ethos of patriotic overproduction reared its ugly head towards the end of the 

Great War. For “patriotic” farmers and rural Montanans, the stress of debt, drought, and 

 

117 P.V. Cardon, The Origin of Marquis Wheat, 1917, Box 5, Philip Vincent Cardon 
Papers, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
118 Gutfeld, Montana’s Agony: Years of War and Hysteria, 1917-1921, 93-100 and 
Ahmed White, Under the Iron Heel: The Wobblies and the Capitalist War on Radical 
Workers (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2022), 172-173. 
119 Report on Crop and Other Conditions of Locality, 1917, Folder 68, Montana State 
University Extension Service Records, 1912-1970, Accession 00021, Folder 36, Montana 
State University, Bozeman, Montana. 
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fluctuating crop prices drove people to dire straits. Droughts and poor harvests in 

Montana led to a lack of seed. The call by the government and county extension agents to 

produce as much as possible for the war effort put eastern Montanans between a rock and 

a hard place as most farmers did not have the means to fulfill their new patriotic duties. 

Letters flowed into Helena from around the state imploring Governor Stewart to address 

the grain seed issue. In Phillips County, farmers predicted that 31,000 acres of farmland 

will “lay idle this year” and that unless seed is secured “there will be a loss of one-half 

million bushels of wheat.”120 However, Montanans did not forget that taking on this 

financial and environmental strain was their patriotic duty. As a group of men from 

Havre, Montana put it in a letter to Stewart, “the three questions we feel are the most 

important: seed grain, sedition, and absent voters.”121 Many of the letters to Stewart 

inquiring about the status of the seed lien law simultaneously updated the governor and 

chair of the state defense council on the status of the “I.W.W. Situation.” Even county 

agents felt it was their duty to report subversives in the field. As H.L. Beers wrote to 

Alfred Atkinson: 

On the evening of the 9th of this month I gave a commencement address at 
Lambert about thirty miles from Sidney on the Great Northern branch. While 
waiting in the rear of the hall for the procession to start, I discovered a very 
conspicuous person standing close to my left. I was impressed at once by his 
character and appearance and jumped instantly to the conclusion that he was a 
member of some German royal family, who because of his apparent culture, 

 

120 C.O. Williamson, C.O. Williamson to Governor S.V. Stewart, January 31, 1918, 
Folder 2, Box 10, Montana Governors records, 1889-1962, MC 305-8, Montana 
Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
121 Delvin, Carruth, and Others, Delvin, Carruth and Others to Governor S.V. Stewart, 
February 4, 1918, Folder 2, Box 10, Montana Governors records, 1889-1962, MC 305-8, 
Montana Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
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intelligence, and military bearing, seemed entirely out of place in his 
surroundings. I, therefore, turned to him and said in a natural way that I did not 
know his name but that I was a good mixer and gave my own name. He 
responded by giving me in delightful diction his name and something of his 
history… Later inquiry developed the fact that he is the assistant-cashier in a pro-
German bank; that there is a strong Pro-German community in the neighborhood; 
that there has been general suspicious meetings, and the people have the general 
impression that there is some ulterior purpose… This is a simple statement of the 
facts which would seem to be deserving of consideration from the Secret Service. 
I hand this information to you in order that you may make use of it as seems best. 
The man may be entirely innocent of pro-German activity and may be a good 
American citizen, but the few facts that have been developed and the general 
bearing of the man, his associations, etc. do not awaken confidence.122 

County agents essentially monitored rural Montana to ensure agricultural efficiency and 

perfect patriotism. No one was above suspicion. Ultimately, many members of rural 

communities were driven by wheat patriotism and anti-German hysteria to make 

accusations of sedition, of being a slacker, or a hoarder against neighbors and travelers. 

Some of the violations of civil liberties include dossiers kept on suspicious people 

by county and local defense councils, tarring, feathering, and public beatings, and social 

and professional ostracization. Across the state “patriots” brought German farmers into 

town, made them kiss the flag, take an oath, march in a parade, and burn German-

language books. In some cases the abused were men who had lived in the county for two 

decades and served in the Spanish-American War. Another story from a biography of 

MSC employee Ed Bell Jr., titled Wheat Was My Life, recounted that in Wibaux County 

a train was “seized” by members of the IWW. However, the account in the Wibaux 

Pioneer reported that the men were asked to get off the train before they arrived at their 

 

122 H.L. Beers, H.L. Beers to Alfred Atkinson, May 22, 1918, Box 28, Agricultural 
Economics Department records, 1912-1949, Accession 00002, Montana State University, 
Bozeman, Montana.  
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destination, which they declined to do. They ultimately landed in prison for the night for 

their “anti-war” sentiment.123 Many of these attacks were motivated by personal reasons. 

Even Montana State College became a site for separating patriots from subversives. For 

example, a janitor at Montana State College accused Frederick Linfield, director of 

Montana State College’s Agricultural Experiment Station, of being a German spy and 

subverting Montana’s agricultural science.124 Ultimately, these claims were investigated 

and proved unfounded; the disgruntled janitor had been fired by Linfield in the previous 

months. The threat of a burning wheat field by I.W.W. agents in Montana never 

manifested, but the actions of the community among those targeted for imagined sedition 

were material and very real. 

In the immediate years following World War I, Montana State College Extension 

Service and Agricultural Experiment Stations continued to promote state-supported 

agricultural varieties and methods. Through a variety of programs such as the pure seed 

movement, increased farm demonstrations, and state agricultural fairs, the Extension 

Service continued to define Montana agriculture. However, even after the end of the war 

the most fervent “patriots” complained to Governor Stewart that Extension’s weakness 

was the cause of the persistent fictitious prominence of subversives in the countryside: 

“The American people are indeed a peculiar people, and this is especially true of the 

American Farmer. Today in Montana we hear much of the unrest of our Farming people, 

 

123 Ed Bell, Wheat Was My Life (Bozeman: Montana State University, 1981), 12-14 and 
“IWW’s TAKE CHARGE OF TRAIN,” Wibaux Pioneer, August 18, 1918. 
124 Director F.B. Linfield loyalty issues, 1917, Folder 28, Box 11, University of Montana 
System Records, RS 72, Montana Historical Society, Helena, Montana. 
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agitators have come in with purely selfish purposes, and have perfected great 

organizations among them, the real purpose of which remain to be revealed… much of 

this pernicious agitation might have been side-tracked if not entirely avoided through a 

properly organized institute system.”125 Wheat agronomy programs through Montana 

State College became the premier agricultural research, receiving the largest investments 

and attention. After this period, all cultural varieties were moot with the USDA’s bulletin 

on the “Classification of Wheat Varieties,” a wheat compendium for agronomists and 

agricultural economists. This hyperpatriotic fervor continued to blend the mission of 

statist agriculture with American identity even after the end of the Great War and into the 

interwar period and World War II. Wheat and white flour were the mark of 

Americanness. Any crop and any body that did not match that standard were labeled un-

American, undesirable, and unwanted.  

Yet, there was a problem. Other agricultural industries, notably Montana sugar 

and sugar beet production, needed laborers whose bodies and cultures did not fit the 

standard of Americanness created in the Great War. Montana sugar was not yet 

technologically or mechanically advanced enough in the post WWI period to discard 

nonwhite communities as sources of labor to thin, top, and harvest beets. 

  

 

125 W.M. Woolbridge, W.M. Woolbridge to S.V. Stewart, March 22, 1919. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE TAMING OF INVASIVE BODIES AND HOSTILE 

ENVIRONMENTS  

 In 1903, 18-year-old Katsuji Hashitani emigrated from Tottori-Ken, Japan to 

Seattle. Upon arrival aboard the boat Kanagawa Maru he adopted the English name 

Henry, and boarded an eastbound train to Billings, Montana to work thinning sugar beets. 

Henry’s early years in Montana were spent on the sugar beet fields in Yellowstone, 

Carbon, and Rosebud Counties amidst a small but growing Japanese community. He 

would describe the labor in the fields as fitting for “a menial laborer-like pig and cow” 

but saw his time there as a temporary means to an end.1  

For many Japanese immigrants who came to the American West, their goal was to 

labor on the railways, in beet fields, or in mines for a period, and eventually leave those 

punishing occupations and acquire land. Echoing writer and activist Carlos Bulosan’s 

sentiment on the possibility of an Asian immigrant attaining the American dream, 

Hashitani reflected on his sugar beet labor: “Is my youth being wasted? No. I have 

dreams. I have hopes. I will try to find more time to read, study & write. Life is nothing if 

you don’t try to better yourself.”2 His statement likely resonated with the hundreds of 

Japanese and Mexicans and immigrant families who arrived on the Northern Great Plains 

 

1 Henry K. Hashitani, Diary 1, December 23, 1905. Diary. Translated by Kaxuko 
Kuramoto in 1987, Henry K. Hashitani Papers, circa 1904-2019, Mansfield Library, 
University of Montana, Missoula, Montana. 
2 Henry K. Hashitani, Diary 1, December 23, 1905. Diary. Translated by Kaxuko 
Kuramoto in 1987, Henry K. Hashitani Papers, circa 1904-2019, Mansfield Library, 
University of Montana, Missoula, Montana and Carlos Bulosan, America Is in the Heart: 
A Personal History (New York: Penguin Classics, 2019). 
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to find a better life for themselves after escaping hunger and famine in East Asia, or civil 

strife and violence in Mexico.3 However, the playing fields for economic opportunities 

were never equal for Japanese immigrants and other people of color. 

Hashitani’s journey to work the beet fields of Montana defies both the spatial and 

racial narrative of white, Euro-American, easterners moving west to harvest endless 

bounties of wheat. A traditional description of the settlement of Montana follows a 

pioneer mythos of white settlers arriving in the American West from the East. This 

unidirectional path of diaspora can be seen in railway propaganda brochures of plows 

moving east-to-west from the Mississippi River and in paintings such as John Gast’s, 

American Progress, depicting homesteaders leaving New York City for the rugged lands 

occupied by brown-skinned Indigenous people in the middle of the country, or in Laura 

Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on the Prairie—or as she called her project her “Indian 

Country Book”—which celebrated “a destiny made manifest in claiming virgin land, 

 

3 For more on East Asian immigration to the West Coast see Ronald Takaki, “Overblown 
with Hope: The First Wave of Asian Immigration” in Strangers From a Different Shore: 
A History of Asian Americans (New York: Penguin, 1989), 21-75; Beth Lew-Williams, 
The Chinese Must Go: Violence, Exclusion, and the Making of the Alien in America 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018); and for more on Mexican immigration to 
the Southwest and Rocky Mountain West see Ramón A. Gutiérrez, “Mexican 
Immigration to the United States,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of American History, 
Retrieved January 18, 2023, 
https://oxfordre.com/americanhistory/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780199329175.001.0001
/acrefore-9780199329175-e-
146;jsessionid=1D1AFFEE0E1E8574AE9B9FE5038A6F5F#RelatedArticles and Sarah 
Deutsch, No Separate Refuge: Culture, Class, and Gender on an Anglo-Hispanic 
Frontier in the American Southwest, 1880-1940 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1987). 
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building a cabin and barn, clearing fields, and establishing a farm.”4 In these 

representations of the American West, imagined communities of white people would 

come to an unoccupied land and create a homogenous agricultural community based on a 

shared history and cultural background. Daniel Webster envisioned these communities 

and farmers as the “founders of civilization.” He viewed agriculture as a way to promote 

a “spirit of independence and manly freedom from the ground they plow.”5 However, this 

“manly,” white Euro-American community was not the community that first settled the 

West and Northern Plains. 

Throngs of people emigrated from east-to-west, south-to-north, and north-to-south 

and arrived on the Northern Great Plains with a common purpose: to seek a better life. 

Among them were Mexican and Japanese individuals and families.6 The push factors for 

Japanese from the southwestern prefectures of Japan and Mexican peoples from the 

central plateau and rural northern reaches of Mexico included agricultural, political, and 

economic hardship.7 Even white settlers did not exclusively arrive from New York City 

or major eastern, midwestern, or southern U.S. regions and their metropoles. Nor did 

 

4 Caroline Fraser, Prairie Fires: The American Dreams of Laura Ingalls Wilder (New 
York: Metropolitan Press, 2017), 356. 
5 Rexford B. Sherman, “Daniel Webster, Gentleman Farmer,” Agricultural History, Vol. 
53, No. 2 (Apr., 1979), 475. 
6 Chinese communities existed in Montana primarily as rail workers in the 19th century. 
However, with the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 as well as internal push 
factors in Japan, by the time Japanese settlers and laborers arrived in Montana the 
burgeoning agricultural industry was where they immediately found work. For more on 
this see Takaki, Strangers From a Different Shore, 42-53. 
7 Lawrence A. Cardoso, Mexican Emigration to the United States, 1897-1931 (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1980), 1-3 and Takaki, Strangers From a Different Shore, 
43-44. 
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these people all fit Gast’s archetype of the white male settler with stalwart hearts 

pursuing opportunities. Rather, these were easterners and Europeans, often without land, 

seeking economic gain. Ultimately, both groups were attracted to the American West by 

the agricultural and capitalistic interests of the nation-state and private industry. One 

major difference between these two groups that arrived in Montana at the same time was 

race and culture. For immigrant white settlers, there was the opportunity of becoming 

“American”; for Japanese and Mexican immigrants and other nonwhite people, there was 

none.  

This chapter argues that the rapid influx of Japanese and Mexican communities 

onto the Northern Plains and into Montana was closely tied to the agronomic 

development of sugar beets. When the global market for sugar facilitated an economic 

opportunity for the United States to expand its domestic beet industry at the end of the 

nineteenth century, Beta vulgaris altissima was largely unknown. Sugar beet agronomy 

lacked the support of the nation-state and industrial capitalism until the 1890s. It thus 

lagged behind other established field crops in terms of scientific support, agronomic 

research, public interest, technological developments—specifically mechanization and 

processing—capital investments, and environmental adaptations. Two consequences of 

the irrigation of the West were aiding the growth of the beet sugar industry and 

facilitating the creation of a white agrarian space.  

Prior to mechanization and research developments, the harvesting of sugar beets 

was extremely arduous and required large amounts of manual labor. Sugar companies 

recruited labor to meet these needs. As one Billings, Montana newspaper wrote regarding 
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the racialized nature of that labor, they were “waiting to employ Japs, little brown men 

will work … where Caucasians cannot be had” because Chinese labor had already been 

excluded.8 Ignatius Daniel O’Donnell’s new irrigated project in Huntley, Montana, in 

1904, experimented with the first sugar beet crop to attract Mexican labor to the state and 

region. Federal and private sugar interests viewed Mexican and Japanese bodies as the 

temporary solution to overcoming the environmental and developmental issues of 

growing sugar beets in the American West.  

There was scant opportunity for laborers of color to become “American” as they 

were seen as the lowest “class” of immigrant in the West.9 Theodore Roosevelt, 

preoccupied with preserving the strength of whites around the world, once wrote to a 

Canadian politician regarding the decline of Australia’s white birth rate: “If the 

 

8 “Waiting to Employ Japs,” Billings Gazette, April 11, 1905. 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84036008/1905-04-11/ed-1/seq-8/ (Accessed 
January 20, 2023). 
9 This statement needs to be qualified by the fact that some immigrants did not want to 
assimilate and in fact never saw themselves, nor wanted to be, “American.” Most of these 
individuals—Chinese and Japanese immigrants—always viewed their time in the United 
States as a temporary means to make enough money to bring back home. However, many 
ended up destitute and unable to return home and lived the rest of their lives in the United 
States. The other result of Chinese exclusion led to a group of Chinese nationalists 
forming communities in the United States. Regardless, of the attitudes of East Asian and 
Mexican immigrants towards assimilation, the important aspect of this structure is that 
for these nonwhite peoples they could not felicitously become American, even if they 
wanted to. For more, see Takaki, Strangers From a Different Shore, 12 and 81; Andrea 
Geiger, Subverting Exclusion: Transpacific Encounters with Race, Caste, and Borders, 
1885-1928 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 1-5 and 138-142; Mark T. 
Johnson, The Middle Kingdom under the Big Sky: A History of the Chinese Experience in 
Montana (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 81 and 101-105; and Judy Yung, 
H. Mark Lai, and Genny Lim, Island: Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on 
Angel Island, 1910-1940 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1991), Chapters 1 & 
2. 
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population of the country is not increasing and strengthening, how can it defend itself 

against the blackbird and the yellowskin? I think it would be better for Australia, seeing 

that she cannot get the peoples of the northern part of Europe, to take Italians, or do as we 

are doing in Hawaii, bring in the Portuguese, but bring in white races and people the land 

with them.”10 The American West was intended to be white, regardless of ethnicity.11 

Sarah Deutsch’s recent book makes the argument that the American West created the 

modern nation-state through shifting lines of racial and ethnic inclusion and exclusion 

that defined “whiteness” and “Americanness.”12 It was only through the othering of East 

Asian peoples that “An American ethnicity could be achieved.”13 The exclusion of 

nonwhite bodies from forming permanent colonies was central to the logic and 

framework of settler-colonialism. Whiteness was a prerequisite for Americanness. The 

Americanization of wheat coincided with the homogenization of ethnic identities into 

American. Neither Japanese nor Mexican laborers could coexist in the same way a 

Danish farmer could also be an American farmer.  

 

10 Theodore Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt to W.L. King, 1908, Letter. Report of W.L. 
Mackenzie King… into the Methods by which Oriental Laborers have been Induced to 
Come to Canada (Ottawa 1908) in Avner Offer, The First World War: An Agrarian 
Interpretation, 167. 
11 This is not to say that white-skinned ethnic groups that arrived in the West did not face 
discrimination. Irish and German-Russian immigrants to the West often faced prejudice 
due to their religious beliefs. For more see David E. Emmons, The Butte Irish: Class and 
Ethnicity in an American Mining Town, 1875-1925 (Champaign: University of Illinois 
Press, 1990) and Simon M. Evans, A Geography of the Hutterites in North America 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2021) 
12 Sarah Deutsch, Making a Modern U.S. West: The Contested Terrain of a Region and 
its Borders, 1898-1940 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 1-14. 
13 Gail M. Nomura, “Significant Lives: Asia and Asian Americans in the History of the 
U.S. West,” The Western Historical Quarterly, Spring 1994, Vol. 25, No. 1, 75. 
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This chapter tracks the development of the sugar beet industry in the American 

West and Montana. The human history of the sugar beet in the U.S. follows the entangled 

narrative of migration patterns from East Asia and Mexico with the eventual exclusionary 

and homogenizing practices and policies of the U.S.14 Other recent approaches have 

examined the relationship of irrigation projects, agriculture, the global sugar economy, 

and capital accumulation to race and ethnicity.15 While all these histories acknowledge 

exclusionary racial practices and their relationship to the beet sugar industry, this chapter 

seizes on the historiographic opportunity to expand on the plant-human history of the 

 

14 These historiographical works tie together the push and pull factors of migration that 
caused Asian and Mexican immigrants to arrive in Hawaii and the American West and 
pay specific attention to race, identity, and exclusion. For more see: Gary Y. Okihiro, 
Cane Fires: The Anti-Japanese Movement in Hawaii, 1865-1945 (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1991); Roger Daniels, “Westerners from the East: Oriental Immigrants 
Reappraised,” Pacific Historical Review, vol. 25 (1966), pp. 373-383; Takaki, Strangers 
From a Different Shore, 1-18; Lawrence A. Cardoso, Mexican Emigration to the United 
States, 1-10; Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern 
America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); and Gutiérrez, David G. Walls 
and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of Ethnicity 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995). 
15 These works differ from the ones above and examine the United States as a Sugar 
Empire and see nonwhite bodies within the framework of settler-colonialism and 
industrial capitalism: Manu Karuka, Empire’s Tracks: Indigenous Workers, Chinese 
Workers, and the Transcontinental Railroad (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2019); April Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization: American Empire and the Cultural 
Politics of Sweetness (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015); Michael 
Weeks, Cattle Beet Capital: Making Industrial Agriculture in Northern Colorado 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2022); Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity 
& The Growth of the American West (New York: Pantheon Press, 1985), 217-233; Mark 
Fiege, “Labor and Landscape” in Irrigated Eden: The Making of an Agricultural 
Landscape in the American West (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999), 117-
144; and Iyko Day, Alien Capital: Asian Racialization and the Logic of Settler Colonial 
Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016). 
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sugar beet in relation to cultural ideas about nonwhite peoples in the late nineteenth 

century to the 1920s.  

This section then examines the burgeoning sugar beet industry in the American 

West as an extension of U.S. empire and as a response to the global sugar economy and 

market. The last two decades of the nineteenth century shaped the vision for a domestic 

sugar market within the United States, particularly in the American West. Aspirations 

transitioned from the cane sugar industry in the extraterritorial United States to the 

imagined fructuous lands of the West, ripe for the sowing of sugar beets. Members of the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints attempted to grow a beet sugar industry in the 

Great Basin in the mid-nineteenth century. However, as explained below, the sugar beet 

itself was unruly and resistant to human and environmental coercion. Ultimately, the 

earliest attempts in the United States failed. It was not until the intervention of the USDA 

that a domestic sugar beet industry became reality. 

Irrigation was the foremost task needed to ensure industrial success, followed by 

sugar plantations, rail lines, and canals. The land needed to be built anew and terraformed 

for the agronomic success of sugar beet agriculture in the West. Additionally, the biology 

and agronomy of the sugar beet had to be tamed in order for the industry to succeed. The 

one issue that could not be overcome by science and capital was the issue of nonwhite 

labor. Early attempts to create a domestic sugar industry in the United States initially 

overlooked a crucial aspect of cultivating sugar beets: finding an organized body of low-

paid labor to plant, thin, harvest, and top beets. As a result, the sugar beet industry had to 

break with the initial visions for a whitened West by bringing in dark bodies. 
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The sugar beet industry required laboring bodies on the land. This was a top priority for 

beet sugar capitalists. As one sugar planter in Hawaii said, “Get labor first, and the capital 

will follow.”16 And, although nearly 80 years and 3,000 miles separate this statement 

from the earliest forms of nonwhite labor arriving in Montana, the organizing principle of 

industrial capitalism still followed the same logic. The history of Japanese and Mexican 

communities arriving in the region followed push factors from Mexico and Japan. The 

first nonwhite laborers in the Northern Plains largely came from the railways. 

Agricultural work was seen as a step upwards in the economic ladder from the heavy 

physical labor of rail construction and maintenance.17 However, once nonwhite 

communities acquired land, built homes, and established settlements, they drew the ire 

and resentment of other white laborers and landless peoples. Eventually, legislation and 

racist sentiments truncated Japanese immigration. However, the sugar beet industry still 

required their bodies and labor and found loopholes and work-arounds to keep the sugar 

factories supplied with beets. This was one of the large factors for the growth of the 

Mexican community in and around Billings. This chapter ends in the 1920s with the 

beginning of the USDA Division of Sugar Plant Investigations because in many ways 

that was the catalyst that could overcome the one nonwhite and “unscientific” aspect of 

sugar beet agriculture, the undesirable bodies.  

 

16 Pacific Commercial Advertiser, April 25, 1874 in Takaki, Strangers from a Different 
Shore, 24. 
17 Carlos Arnaldo Schwantes, Hard Traveling: A Portrait of Work Life in the New 
Northwest (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 124. 
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“A Great Field for Industry: Opening for Capitalists” 

 Some histories begin their narratives of sugar beets in the Rocky Mountain West 

with the story of the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt and then move on to Aristotle, 

but a more realistic origin begins in the seventeenth century with the global colonial 

empires of Europe and Britain.18 Historians have well documented the economic and 

political history of sugar empires, pointing to the connections between American empire 

and the industrial beet sugar industry.19 Scholars such as Sidney Mintz were the first to 

claim that “Slave and proletarian together powered the imperial economic system that 

kept the one supplied with manacles and the other with sugar and rum.”20 Sucrose stored 

in the parenchyma of Saccharum (sugar cane) and Beta vulgaris (sugar beets) became a 

catalyst for the global botany of empire.21 But, identifying the sweet capital was just the 

initial step; to actually reap the bounty required a bitter solution. As the sugar trade 

 

18 For more on the internal history of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and 
the sugar beet industry in the American West see Fred G. Taylor, A Saga of Sugar (Salt 
Lake City: Deseret News Press, 1944), 1-13.  
19 For more on large histories of trans-Atlantic sugar economics and politics see 
Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization, 6-14; Gail M. Hollander, Raising Cane in the ‘Glades: 
The Global Sugar Trade and the Transformation of Florida (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2008); Cesar J. Ayala, American Sugar Kingdom: The Plantation 
Economy of the Spanish Caribbean, 1898-1934 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1999); and Kathleen Mapes, Sweet Tyranny: Migrant Labor, Industrial 
Agriculture, and Imperial Politics (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2009). 
20 Sidney W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1986), 184. 
21 Yota Batsaki, Sarah Burke Cahalan, and Anatole Tchikine, The Botany of Empire in 
the Long Eighteenth Century (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Publications, 2017), 4 and 
J.H. Galloway, “Botany in the Service of Empire: The Barbados Cane-Breeding Program 
and the Revival of the Caribbean Sugar Industry, 1880s-1930s,” Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers, Vol. 86, No. 4 (Dec., 1996), pp. 682-706. 



135 
 
developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, European and British sugar 

planters increasingly determined darker bodies were more suited to labor in the warmer 

climes where sugar grew.22 This European and British exploitative system acted as a 

model for the United States when it entered the global sugar economy in earnest after the 

Spanish-American War in 1898. As April Merleaux has argued, the emergence of the 

U.S. sugar empire—in both the sugar cane and beet sugar industries—"organized labor, 

land, and capital in each place in remarkably similar ways, in part because… of 

significant capitalist transformations.”23 The political economy of sugar beets and cane 

sugar stem from the imperial foundations of the United States. 

 The beginnings of the sugar beet industry in the Northern Plains occurred 

relatively late compared to the rest of the country. The first statist attempts to grow sugar 

beets on a large scale occurred in France and Europe in the early nineteenth century.24 

The birth of the global beet sugar industry was an imperial venture that required an 

 

22 For a more detailed account of black and African bodies being used for sugar labor see 
Katherine Johnston, The Nature of Slavery: Environment and Plantation Labor in the 
Anglo-Atlantic World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 41-44. 
23 Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization, 14. 
24 The catalyst for the beet sugar industry in France occurred when Napoleon Bonaparte 
enacted the “Continental System,” which effectively blockaded cane sugar from the 
British West Indies from being imported in Europe. Instead, Napoleon allocated massive 
amounts of capital towards state-sponsored beet science and manufacturing efforts. Thus, 
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near Lille, France, Napoleon had already allocated several millions of francs into 
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immense amount of private capital. In an attempt to rival the growing beet sugar 

industries of France and Germany—despite the temporary stasis of the industry at the end 

of the Napoleonic Wars—John Vaughn and James Ronaldson organized “The Beet Sugar 

Society of Philadelphia” in 1836.25 As a result, a few entrepreneurs experimented with 

growing sugar beets and processing them into sugar. The most notable attempts occurred 

between 1830-1850 in New York and Massachusetts but resulted in failure and the 

operation ceased. At this stage there was inadequate seed and a lack of capital investment 

for industrial development.  

Although the sugar beet plant science programs in Europe were still young in the 

1830s, they were far more advanced than the United States at the time. Most U.S. 

growers imported their seed from France, but it “produced beets that were very low in 

sugar content.”26 This is likely due to the vastly different climatic growing conditions 

between northern France and Northampton, Massachusetts where initial experiments took 

place. The different climatic conditions of France, Germany, and the United States were 

not initially considered or documented—although they were noted as a field to be studied 

further—until federal interest in the industry grew at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Even then, the only factors compared were rainfall and temperature.27 This information 

informed the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) initial assumption in 

1880 that the American Northeast was the most suitable region to grow sugar beets. 

 

25 Taylor, The Saga of Sugar, 21. 
26 Taylor, The Saga of Sugar, 22. 
27 McMurtrie, Report on the Culture of the Sugar Beet, 39-68. 
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Despite the environmental, meteorological, and climatological reasons for the early 

failure of the industry, it is telling that the first 1880 USDA publication on sugar beets—

by William McMurtrie, Superintendent of Agriculture in the United States Section and 

Agent and Representative of the USDA at the Paris Exposition of 1878—partially blamed 

failed attempts in the United States on growing “inadequate races” of the Beta vulgaris. 

While race was used synonymously with variety in these early writings, they still 

connected human cultural ethnicity and place of origin to the suitability of the plant in a 

new environment. For example, the most successful races of sugar beets were the “white 

German beet” and “French pink-top beet,” while the uglier and inefficient races were the 

Silesian beets from Poland.28 As Freida Knobloch argued, animal and plant breeding 

“themselves reflected a cultural preoccupation with race and descent, the best varieties 

(not surprisingly) [were] thought to be found in Northern Europe and Anglo-American 

pastures.”29 McMurtrie ultimately suggests that for a sugar beet industry to succeed in the 

United States, the correct races, “which will give the greatest returns and be at the same 

time the most satisfactory in every way to the grower… and to the manufacturer,” must 

replace the inferior beet seed that existed in the U.S.30 

Another explanation for the failed early attempts at producing beet sugar in the 

United States was the lack of federal support. In his “Report of the Culture of the Sugar 

Beet and the Manufacture of Sugar” in the United States, William McMurtrie blamed the 

 

28 McMurtrie, Report on the Culture of the Sugar Beet, 71-75. 
29 Frieda Knobloch, The Culture of Wilderness: Agriculture as Colonization in the 
American West (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 93. 
30 McMurtrie, Report on the Culture of the Sugar Beet, 71. 
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lack of success on the absence of commercial and industrial development. He claimed 

that “most attempts, which have had varying success or rather failure, seem to have been 

originated and guided by enthusiasm rather than by sound judgement.”31 The narrative 

then continues to recount the selective history of the industry in the U.S., paying 

particular attention to the failed operations in the Northeast and in California, which 

ultimately resulted in the absence of any functioning beet sugar factory in the United 

States from 1876-1880, the date of the report. “Bad management and a lack of practical 

knowledge,” McMurtrie concluded, were responsible for bad seed, poor planting practice, 

and unfortunate climate problems. In response to failure, he believed that sugar beet labor 

systems from France could be exported easily to the United States as the industry grew in 

scale.32 In France, McMurtrie reported that local and town labor was sufficient to 

accomplish the thinning and harvesting of beets, which he believed could be a model 

exported to the United States. His report to Commissioner of Agriculture William Gates 

DeLuc concluded with a summary and implicit call-to-action for government 

intervention: 

The [beet sugar] experiments made up to this time received no aid or 

encouragement either from the State governments or from the general government, with 

the exception of the provision that no machinery purchased abroad and imported for 

 

31 McMurtrie, Report on the Culture of the Sugar Beet, 167. 
32 The biggest concern that McMurtrie voices regarding the “Social Conditions Affecting 
Beet-Root Culture” was the relationship between manufacturers and farmers. Further, he 
wrote that these labor conditions from France in the mid-nineteenth century could be 
used as a model in the United States because they were relatively “simple.” For more see, 
McMurtrie, Report on the Culture of the Sugar Beet, 122-128. 
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manufacture of sugar from the beet in this country should be subject to customs duty, and 

the limited assistance given by the Department of Agriculture, in contributions of seed of 

the better varieties for experiment, and such information on the subject of the culture of 

the root and the manufacture of sugar as could be obtained by the means at hand; but this 

limited assistance was not of a character to produce any very marked effects.33 

McMurtrie’s message in 1880 reflected national anxieties over the future of the 

U.S. sugar market in the late nineteenth century. Shortly after, the United States 

government poured capital into developing the beet sugar industry and created tariffs that 

protected the industry from foreign sugar imports. Additionally, the decline of the Cuban 

sugar industry, resulting from the Spanish-American War, created a vacuum for the beet 

sugar industry to fill.34 This was the global and national context for the arrival of the Beta 

vulgaris into the dry, cold climes of the Northern Plains. The one notable omission in 

McMurtrie’s history was the story of the sugar beet and the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints in the American West. 

 The first sugar factory in the U.S. West, known as the Sugar House, opened its 

doors for operation March 5, 1853, outside of Salt Lake City, Utah. Four years earlier, 

Brigham Young sent Latter-day Saint missionaries into foreign countries to “carry the 

message of the restored gospel and, incidentally, to investigate industries that might be 

successfully established in the new Mormon Empire.”35 Brigham Young had a particular 

 

33 McMurtrie, Report on the Culture of the Sugar Beet, 169. 
34 Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization, 11-14. 
35 Taylor, The Saga of Sugar, 28.  
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interest in developing a sugar industry in Utah. The First Presidency of the Church issued 

a statement that connected the health of Saints and the economic success of Salt Lake 

City to securing a steady source of sugar.36 Brigham Young sent John Taylor, a leader in 

the Church, to Arras, Pas de Calais, in northern France. It was there that Taylor 

encountered one of Napoleon’s earlier factories still in operation and immediately saw 

the industrial and market opportunity for the “Great Basin Kingdom.”37 Taylor then 

established the Deseret Manufacturing Company and secured blueprints, machinery, 

seed, and experienced French sugar beet personnel and returned to the United States in 

May 1852.  

After an extremely long and arduous five-month journey from Louisiana, hauling 

machinery by wagon, the group finally arrived in Provo in November.38 Despite losing 

some machinery along the way, expectations and excitement ran high. In an interview 

John Taylor proclaimed that his machinery was on par with the best in the world and was 

confident that the Deseret Manufacturing Company would provide enough sugar for 

residents of Salt L:ake City to preserve themselves in it.39 Taylor’s optimism was equally 

tied to the massive debt he acquired on this venture. He had amassed over $44,000 in 

debt from French and British converts and completely exhausted his credit.40 His hopes 

would be dashed almost immediately when the first test runs to process beets into sugar 

 

36 Taylor, The Saga of Sugar, 28. 
37 Leonard J. Arrington, Beet Sugar in the West: A History of the Utah-Idaho Sugar 
Company, 1891-1966 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1966), 4-5. 
38 Taylor, The Saga of Sugar, 43. 
39 Taylor, The Saga of Sugar, 42. 
40 Arrington, Beet Sugar in the West, 5. 



141 
 
failed catastrophically. The Journal History of the Church reported that the first beet 

campaign in the American West yielded “a [large] quantity of inedible molasses and no 

sugar.”41 

 The failure to create consumable sugar from beets spelled the end of the Deseret 

Manufacturing Company and prompted Brigham Young to acquire the equipment and 

assume a massive $100,000 debt from John Taylor. Young oversaw two more years of 

failure, and then closed the project. Despite influxes of capital, the chemical techniques 

were not developed sufficiently to process available beets into sugar. As would be 

discovered at a later period, the seed imported from Northern France was not suited to the 

Great Basin.42 Ultimately, the Church accepted the bitter failure and wrote off the loss, 

but it remained a mark against John Taylor’s later presidency. While most histories of 

beet sugar in the American West begin with the successful attempts to kickstart the 

industry at the end of the nineteenth century, the early attempt by the Deseret 

Manufacturing Company and the Church reveals two critical aspects about the history of 

the Beta vulgaris altissima in the region. First, the sugar beet was resistant to human 

domination. Despite best laid plans, sugar beet agriculture in the Great Basin was 

challenging from an agronomic perspective. Second, the success of the industry required 

continuous inputs of capital to catalyze the industry—as recognized by William 

McMurtrie twenty-five years later. This would become even truer in the Northern Plains 

where distance to processing plants and access to markets were much further. Fred G. 
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Taylor, grandnephew of John Taylor—and later vice president of the Utah-Idaho Sugar 

Company—wrote in his Saga of Sugar, “while complete failure resulted from their effort, 

the vision of empire building and the determination to pursue it, still burned on within 

their minds and hearts… Like Moses they saw the promised land, unable to enter; others 

possessed it to achieve great purposes.”43 

 Beet sugar accounted for over half of all sugar sold in Europe and North America 

in the 1880s and the United States was not going to be left behind in the global sugar 

trade.44 American capitalists and reformers viewed this source of sugar as the more 

civilized alternative to cane sugar because “unlike cane sugar, which has long been 

closely associated with colonialism, slavery, and plantation agriculture, beet sugar was 

heralded for delivering rural industrialization and prosperity to family farms and rural 

communities.”45 It was a sugar that could represent all the promise of American 

agriculture, and in the last two decades of the nineteenth century the USDA took on that 

mission.  

Charles F. Saylor, the first special agent in sugar plant investigations within the 

USDA, boasted about the expediency of Americans to successfully implement a domestic 

beet sugar industry. In 1898 he wrote, beet sugar “brings the factory and the farm side by 

side. It brings the farmers, laborers, and capitalists into close association and cooperation. 

It places supply at the door of demand… It eliminates the foreign grower as a factor in 

 

43 Taylor, The Saga of Sugar, 55 and 60. 
44 Mapes, Sweet Tyranny, 4. 
45 Mapes, Sweet Tyranny, 4. 
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the supply of our daily wants, our business methods, and the emergencies of war… It 

conforms to an ideal system and simplifies the problems of our social and economic life. 

It is a great decentralizing power.”46 

Optimism radiated from Saylor’s earliest reports. His confidence in a potential 

domestic sugar industry came shortly after the end of the Spanish-American War, which 

April Merleaux argues is the true dawn of the U.S. as a sugar empire.47 The nationalistic 

ideology ascribed to the sugar beet from the outset was couched in the rhetoric of native 

versus foreign. The United States confiscated Spain’s sugar markets in the Philippines, 

Puerto Rico, and Cuba in 1898, the same year William McKinley annexed Hawaii. 

Ironically, the only domestic and American aspects of these new U.S. territorial colonies 

were the sugar and the white bodies of settlers. As Daniel Immerwahr has argued, 

Filipinos, Hawaiians—that is Indigenous Kanaka Maoli peoples—Samoans, and 

Chamoru (from Guam) were always considered foreigners who experienced cultural, 

social, and legal discrimination, despite being part of an “American” colony or 

territory.48 Saylor bifurcated the bodies and system of cane sugar from the products 

themselves for the sake of promoting the beet sugar industry.49 Saylor placed a 

tremendous amount of faith in a domestic beet sugar industry. He believed that the 

 

46 Charles Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1901 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 
1902), 46. 
47 Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization, 1-6. 
48 Daniel Immerwahr, How to Hide an Empire: A History of the Greater United States 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019), 7-12. 
49 Charles Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1898 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 
1899), 39.  
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United States was “a great commercial nation… [with] no market in the world equal to 

our own” that contained “the best students of agriculture, as well as the best statesmen,” 

and had the potential to outcompete all foreign cane and beet sugar markets despite only 

having three operating sugar plantations in the United States at the time of his writing.50 

Saylor proceeded to list 24 different states he considered prime prospects for new beet 

sugar factories. However, Saylor’s optimism would soon encounter several obstacles. As 

he wrote about sugar beets “simplifying” all the problems of social life and acting as a 

great force of decentralizing—fully embodying and contributing to American farmers 

living a Jeffersonian agrarian lifestyle—many farmers, agronomists, and sugar beet 

capitalists discovered that acquiring a steady stream of labor and producing quality beets 

was easier in theory than in practice. 

 The beet sugar industry arose again on October 15, 1891, at Lehi, Utah to much 

fanfare and excitement. Sugar beet entrepreneurs and scientists, Edward F. Dyer of 

Alvarado, California and James H. Gardner, a Latter-day Saint from Hawaii, arrived in 

Utah to witness the resurgence of  the sugar industry in the American West. After several 

tense moments, with onlookers undoubtedly recalling the fate of the Church’s sugar 

venture four decades prior, the large enclosed tank of processed sugar beet juice finished 

spinning in the centrifuge. After hosing off the product, Dyer “reached into the center and 

 

50 Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1898, 13-14. Saylor wrote his first 
report in 1898. At that time there were only 9 operating beet sugar factories in the United 
States (California, Oregon, Utah, New Mexico, Nebraska, Minnesota, Michigan, New 
York, and Wisconsin). Further, only California, New York, and Utah had factories that 
were past the “experimental phase” and had successfully turned plant into product. 
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grabbed a handful of gleaming crystals… A handful of clear, white granulated sugar! The 

crowd broke into cheers, and there were shouts of Hurrah! Hossannah!! White sugar from 

black molasses?... The Lord be praised!”51 Although the Deseret Manufacturing 

Company was the progenitor of the beet sugar industry in the West, this instance of 

turning sugar beets into refined, pure, white, sugar originated the growing, 

manufacturing, and processing of the Beta vulgaris that continues to this day. It was 

inaugurated by the Utah-Idaho Sugar Company, which began operation with nearly a 

half-million dollars in startup funds and the support of outside Eastern investors and 

railroad companies. The abundance of capital could not make up for the lack of a 

domestic sugar plant research program nor deal with the agronomic problems that quickly 

developed in the region. 

 The beet sugar industry boomed in the late nineteenth century despite the lack of 

any deep agronomic research or development. In the 1880s and 1890s the national beet 

sugar industry was born out of a declining Spanish sugar market, a series of protective 

sugar tariffs, and the desire to irrigate, populate, and civilize the American West.52 In the 

United States, the sugar beet was in a unique situation regarding its agronomic standing 

and progress compared to other field crops. Wheat and other cereals were the primary 

focus of the Hatch Act of 1887 that created the Agricultural Experiment Stations. Intense 

amounts of research, capital, and manpower went into preparing the fields for the arrival 
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of Marquis wheat and other scientific varieties of grain. Obstacles and problems were 

dealt with over the course of nearly three decades. Sugar beets did not have the same 

foundation. Private capitalists relied on international seeds, machines, techniques, and 

research concurrent with the boom of the industry. In order to overcome the lack of 

domestic research and resources, private sugar companies investigated sugar plant 

breeding and disease synchronously with the birth of a federal research agenda. 

One example was the absence of domestic seed. The only commercial seed 

available to the U.S. beet sugar industry until 1904 came from France and Germany.53 It 

was not until the 1890s that the USDA established the Division of Vegetable Physiology 

and Pathology that would be responsible for sugar beet seed and agronomic research.54 

Charles Saylor acknowledged the fickle grounds the U.S. beet sugar industry stood on as 

he wrote,  

Among the facts gathered with reference to the beet-sugar industry for the present 
season were interesting data showing that our people, especially the 
manufacturers themselves, are grappling with the problem of producing their own 
seed… There is no doubt about the necessity of our country working up as rapidly 
as possible… because we are at an enormous expense in importing this seed from 
Europe… [and because] we are in jeopardy in being dependent upon foreign 
countries for our seed.55  

 

53 The USDA had only just begun sugar beet seed investigations in the 1890s. There was 
no plant breeding or disease program until the twentieth century. For more see Arrington, 
Beet Sugar in the West, 19-20. 
54 “Department of Agriculture. Agricultural Research Service. Office of the Deputy 
Administrator for Production Research. Crops Research Division. Sugar Crops Section.” 
U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, 
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/10515134.  
55 Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1901, 43. 
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Saylor warned of the precarity of relying on international seed; “millions of capital are 

already invested in the implements of culture and factories, and a failure to secure seed 

for one year from Europe would be disastrous.”56 Saylor’s concern revealed the tenuous 

foundation of the beet sugar industry. Immense capital and federal power, in the forms of 

economic protections and subsidies, had bolstered an industry for which there were no 

logistics or research programs in place. Even though there was no domestic commercial 

supplier of beet seed, Saylor did not fail to ascribe a nationalist identity to the future U.S. 

seed industry, which he presumed would undoubtedly be better than the current inferior 

European seed grown.57  

In response to the lack of research and resources, private sugar companies began 

to create their own research arms to start plant breeding programs to produce seed for 

their contracted farmers. In one early example from the Great Western Sugar Company’s 

factory at Billings, Montana, the contract from 1907 read: “The seed used shall be only 

that furnished by the Company, for either planting or replanting the acreage herein 

specified, for which the Grower shall pay ten (10c) per pound.”58 This contract 

essentially was an early form of the Plant Variety Protection Act, which gave the sugar 

companies proprietary rights to the seed used to grow the plant all the way from seed and 

germination to maturity and fruiting. Originally, the protection of good seed was a 

 

56 Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1901, 43. 
57 Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1901, 45. 
58 Original Memorandum of Agreement Between ___ Grower and Billings Sugar 
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necessity for these sugar companies as they relied on European seed during the 1890s and 

1900s. While there was some truth to Saylor’s comment regarding receiving problematic 

seed from Europe, it was initially the ignorance of sugar growers in the United States that 

led to low yields and ruined crops. In Lehi, Utah, for example, the Utah-Idaho Sugar 

Company accidentally was sent a variety of beets known as mangel-wurzel, from France, 

which was “a variety of beets fed to stock… [and] fell far below the requisite percentage 

of sugar content and purity.”59 In order to avoid failed campaigns due to inadequate seed, 

the sugar companies maintained tight control over the development of sugar beet varieties 

in the United States.  

Another aspect that became vitally important to the success of the early beet sugar 

industry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was the need for climatic and 

disease research on sugar plants. Little was known about sugar beet diseases and plant 

pathology in the United States at the boom of the industry in the late nineteenth century. 

In 1880, the only note William McMurtrie made in his report to the USDA was that the 

“improved races” of beets from German stock were more prone to disease than French 

varieties.60 Similarly, no mention was made of insects and pests, which would almost 

immediately become a major problem for sugar beet growers in the Northern Plains. 

Charles Saylor’s first note of disease and insects, otherwise known as “blight” to sugar 

beet farmers and scientists, only made vague mention of “arid regions where beets raised 
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by irrigation are liable to be affected… [and] The beet grower will have to consult 

authorities on entomology to find out the different remedies to meet these troubles.”61  

What Saylor was probably describing were instances of a viral plant disease 

spread by the beet leafhopper (Circulifer tenellus), which created a disease known as beet 

curly top.62 At the time of Saylor’s report in 1898, many sugar beet fields in the 

American West had “blighted.” The affliction had been documented as early as 1888 near 

Lehi by USDA employee George G. Hedgecock who observed similar outbreaks in 

Nebraska.63 Beet yields in the Utah districts for the Utah-Idaho Sugar Company declined 

as much as 25 percent in 1905.64 In addition to completely lacking a sugar plant 

pathology and disease epidemiology program that understood vector behaviors between 

insects, curly top was a newer disease. Unimpeded feeding of sugar beets by beet 

leafhoppers—also called whiteflys at that time—was a viral etiology, in which the insect 

imparted the disease to the plant while eating it.65 But, the severity of this disease in the 

West was only possible due to large-scale agriculture uprooting native flora, which did 

not support large populations of the beet leafhopper, and replacing centuries-old plant 

 

61 Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1898, 39. 
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populations with new weed hosts, which facilitated larger populations of the insect.66 

Ultimately, curly top devastated the industry in the American West, with particularly bad 

outbreaks in Utah, Idaho, and Washington. The disease remained unchecked well into the 

1920s.67 Annie Pike Greenwood, an author living in Idaho, described the ubiquity of the 

crop at one time in Southern Idaho, but with the infestation of the white fly, she observed, 

“only a fool would attempt to raise [beets]. In our whole district there were no such 

fools.”68 Like the problems with seed, the eventual solution came from a collaborative 

research effort on behalf of both private sugar corporations and the USDA spearheaded 

by George H. Coons, a beet agronomist at Michigan State University. Both the Utah-

Idaho sugar company and the land-grant universities had agricultural experiment stations 

and agronomists who contributed to sugar plant breeding and variety research that 

ameliorated the crisis. This development was the first instance of a private agricultural 

corporation in the United States creating its own experiment station, setting an important 

precedent for the future relationship between agribusiness and the USDA.69 

The onset of the twentieth century was a turning point in attitudes towards flora 

and fauna that challenged human dominion and impeded capital accumulation. Rather 
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than seen purely as a plant, animal or insect, these organisms were now conceptualized as 

enemies that needed to be exterminated. As Paul Sutter explored with the USDA 

entomological workers in Panama, mosquitos, gypsy moths, the cotton boll weevil, and 

other undesirable insects were labeled as “enemies” that needed to be eradicated. The 

only reason to study them in Panama in 1901 was to destroy them and the threat they 

carried to humans, as seen through the USDA bulletin, “Mosquitos: How They Live, 

How they Carry Disease, How They Are Classified, and How They May Be 

Destroyed.”70 Weeds and “invasive” flora were often treated with a total-war mentality 

similar to that applied to insects and pests. Weeds were often “evil, a menace, a sort of 

criminal that robbed farmers of their livelihood. Plants were an invading army.”71 Both 

flora and fauna, and at times microbes, were categorized as something that was an 

encroaching lifeform in the imagined, neat, gridded, and colonial landscape of 

agriculturalists in the U.S. West.  

Often, the descriptions of these intrusive plants and animals revealed the 

perceptions of human bodies that were invasive too. Agricultural scientists beginning in 

the 1890s conflated weeds and insects with ideas about race and ethnicity. As Clinton L. 

Evans argued, weed scientists “are in danger of forgetting the intimate link between weed 

problems and the human cultures that spawned them.”72 Invasive plants and animals were 
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connected to undesirable bodies in the United States, such as Canadian Thistle, the 

Wandering Jew, Russian Knapweed, Chinese Knotweed, Gypsy Moth, Japanese Beetle, 

Mormon Cricket, etc.73 Although beet sugar insects and weeds never took on these 

explicitly racial, ethnic, or religious names, they certainly were conceptualized in the 

same militant terms and would come to define how marginal labor groups were seen as a 

problem that needed to eventually be solved. Undesirable plants and insects could be 

equated with invasive bodies, and both of these things challenged the imposition of a 

growing agricultural state that transcended and exerted control along social, biological, 

epistemological, and technical lines.74 

The feverish excitement that gripped beet sugar companies and capitalists 

diminished once the Beta vulgaris proved difficult to grow in the United States. In 1904, 

Charles Saylor published his third report on “The Progress of the Beet-Sugar industry in 

the United States,” with a much different tone from his previous writings. The 

introduction to the 1904 report revealed the dismal condition of an industry that had 

barely begun, Saylor wrote: 

Like all new enterprises, the sugar industry as it stands to-day is necessarily the 
product of the conditions involved in its environment and history. Many of these 
conditions were unforeseen and unanticipated. It seemed reasonable eight years 
ago that a nation so progressive as ours, so essentially agricultural in its resources, 
so cosmopolitan in its markets and demands, should exert itself to the limit of its 
abilities in supplying its own needs… Our past achievements in well-established 
lines of agriculture, our broad expanse of agricultural land with a great variety of 
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soils and climatic conditions, and our great and rapid industrial development 
strongly suggested the possibility of establishing a great beet-sugar industry… 
The press, the people, and the State and National governments joined in an 
agitation that soon reached the proportions of a crusade in behalf of this 
industry… In the work of development which has been done during the last eight 
years it would be surprising if some mistakes were not made… Ambitions and 
hopes can be realized only through efforts made in harmony with actual 
conditions… In looking back we realize that no one appreciated the real 
difficulties surrounding the beet-sugar industry.75 

Saylor’s remorseful words came just six years after his initial proclamation that sugar 

beets would solve all the social and economic problems of rural people in the United 

States. The dire tone of the report immediately points to a lack of environmental 

knowledge alongside any understanding of the agronomic needs of growing beets as a 

field crop. Following this introduction, some of the mistakes and failures that Saylor cited 

were poor seed, lack of machinery, insufficient capital, the supply and character of labor, 

and the low price of sugar. Saylor must have realized very quickly that beet sugar was not 

the great decentralizing, democratizing, force he had initially assumed. 

Private sugar companies rooted their power and position in federal research 

agendas and legislature beginning in the twentieth century.76 The lack of federal support 

for sugar plant investigations created a void for the sugar companies to fill. George H. 

Coons, later the head of the Division of Sugar Plant Investigations, wrote in a report in 

1950 that “The sugar beet, product of science, has depended upon scientific research for 

solution of its problems. The highly efficient methods employed in the factory… 
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represent enormous technological advances… Great strides have been made in 

technology and in methods of crop production. The industry, faced with increasing costs 

of production, made strides for greater efficiency in both factory and field.”77 Coons 

continued to list the varieties both created by private and public experiment stations that 

were disease resistant and allowed for the growth of the industry. Thus, the success of the 

beet sugar industry relied on this partnership between private industry and the federal 

government from the outset. However, despite the best laid plans, the sugar beet itself 

proved to have a capricious nature and resist industrial goals. The lack of a strong 

federally supported research program meant that there was a lack of domestic seed and 

little-to-no research on plant pathology. At the turn of the twentieth century, if the beet 

sugar industry was going to be successful, both the built and natural environment and the 

plant itself needed to undergo massive transformations.  

An Irrigated Sugar Empire 

If seed security and disease were unforeseen issues, the one problem that was 

addressed early included quenching the water needs of the Beta vulgaris. Sugar beets 

require an immense amount of water due to their long growing season. This was 

particularly true in the Northern Plains states identified as fecund and ripe for sugar beet 

agriculture. Outside of the Pacific Northwest and the Northeastern United States, William 

McMurtrie realized that “in order to make the [sugar beet] culture a success, it would 
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Sugar Crops Section Records, Collection 239, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, 
Maryland. 



155 
 
appear that the intervention of irrigation during the summer months would be an absolute 

necessity.”78 As early as 1867, the U.S. Geological surveyed the water resources of the 

West.79 Led by John Wesley Powell, the group explored the possibilities for irrigation 

until 1894.80 As a result, from the mid-nineteenth century to the 1920s the West 

developed massive irrigation projects in the form of dams, canals, and scraped fields.81 

Any hope of sugar beets growing in the arid Western United States was inextricable from 

the project of irrigating the region.  

An older historiography of irrigation in the West centered on the relationship of 

the state to the control of water. Scholars such as D.W. Meinig, William L. Preston, 

Donald J. Pisani, and Donald Worster sought to answer questions about the political 

economy of water and its corresponding effects on statist development and the 

environment.82 These historians ultimately viewed their areas of study—the Southwest, 
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the Tulare Lake Basin, the Owens and Imperial Valleys, etc.—as landscapes that were 

destroyed for state and capitalist development. In the words of Worster, the irrigation 

project in California was anathema to nature, or “simply, abstracted Water, rigidly 

separated from the earth and firmly directed to raise food, fill pipes, and make money.”83 

Worster’s view of the monolithic control of water in the West by the state and capitalists 

was challenged by Pisani and Norris Hundley, as they thought that aquatic interests in the 

West were better represented by arguing for the varied and pluralistic levels of local, 

state, and federal oversight.84 The power exercised over water in the West was most 

certainly a range of experiences—from the construction of large-scale dams and gridded 

industrial irrigation to local-level democratic water sharing. However, Worster’s 

totalizing approach of the state is a useful analog to the connection between the 

disproportionate allocation and accumulation of water and the larger ideological project 

of civic and racial nationalism, and more bluntly, the creation of a white American 

West.85   
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Expanding on this older historiography, and acknowledging the role of the state’s 

control over water, scholars like Mark Fiege argued that the vanishing landscapes of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century did not just bifurcate the environment into 

precontact, bucolic, Edens versus settler-colonial, gridded, unnatural landscapes, but 

rather these newly created spaces were nuanced and complicated. Fiege writes, “what is 

human in the irrigated landscape, and what is natural, cannot be easily teased apart, if at 

all.”86  

From this historiographic juncture this section then relies on scholars that 

examine the irrigating of the West as a larger project intended to bolster a U.S. sugar 

empire and create a self-sufficient agrarian haven for white farmers. As Sarah Deutsch 

argues, “The federal foray into irrigation was not aimed at ameliorating the condition of 

what was seen to be a dying race of Native Americans. Rather, after one of the nation’s… 

worse economic depressions, the administration’s effort arose from a determination to 

provide opportunity for working-class (and lower class) white men, whom the West, after 

all, was destined to save along with the Republic.”87 While the West was intended to be a 

region to solve social and economic woes, there was still the matter of the Native 

Americans. Irrigation plans for reclaiming the arid West for “white farmers intersected 

with reformers’ civilizing mission among Native Americans” and federal agencies 

viewed “sugar beet cultivation as a means to civilize the Indians.”88 The burgeoning beet 
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sugar industry was a seemingly serendipitous fit for jobless white men and a solution to 

deal with the Native American problem, or so capitalists and reformers thought.  

The water requirements—as well as annual average temperatures—for successful 

sugar beet cultivation were known early. William McMurtrie likely learned from French 

beet growers that the long maturity period of the Beta vulgaris meant that the crop itself 

required ample rainfall. Presumably this determined why the only two climatic growing 

conditions initially analyzed for possible beet growing areas within the U.S. were annual 

rainfall and temperature.89 Similarly, when John Taylor left France after meeting with 

experienced beet growers, it is likely that he possessed the knowledge that the crop would 

grow well on the Wasatch Front, where water was present and irrigation canals were “the 

first and most important public utility in Utah” in the mid-nineteenth century.90 The crop 

fit well in the growing Latter-day Saints community as they had irrigated over 1,000 

miles of canals from the mountains and built canals on over 1.5 million acres of land by 

1865.91 Until the 1890s, French and German agronomists doubted the possibility of 

growing beets under irrigation. As a result, the initial map showing the most ideal places 

to grow sugar beets centered on areas with sufficient rainfall and were “confined to the 

north, including New England, New York… Michigan, parts of Wisconsin, Minnesota, 

and Dakota.” Apart from Michigan and the Dakotas, these other regions identified 
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ultimately did not develop into major sugar beet growing regions because the first beets 

grown under irrigation for factory purposes would be grown at Lehi, Utah, thus opening 

the flood gates for the expansion of the crop into areas with insufficient rainfall. The 

West showed promise so long as an adequate supply of water could be conquered and 

redirected to the sugar beet fields. 

Between 1880 and 1898—the 18 years between McMurtrie’s initial report and 

Charles Saylor’s first report as the USDA’s special sugar beet investigator—the U.S. 

government and local agricultural interests believed they could redirect and produce the 

necessary water for sugar beet agriculture.92 After the success in Utah, other irrigated 

sugar operations began sprouting in the West. The USDA identified states such as New 

Mexico, Colorado, Utah, Montana, Wyoming, and Nebraska as ideal places to grow 

sugar beets.93 Success of this project required federal aid; most state and local-level 

attempts to irrigate the American West resulted in disaster. Despite many attempts to 

reclaim and redirect water “in the late 1880’s and early 1890’s, many private irrigation 

projects were partial or complete failures… [because] they were often designed, 

engineered, and promoted by speculators having insufficient capital and technical 

resources.”94 Jefferson imagined the fecund agricultural landscape of the West as a self-

sufficient region for the American farmer, and the boosters and proponents of the 
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Homestead Acts promoted it as such. The ability to harness the water of the West was the 

means to solve the social woes of the United States after the Civil War. The West, and its 

water, represented a chance to start anew for American society. Taming the environment 

meant healing the social problems of the United States.  

The answers to these social problems, however, represented the interests of 

Eastern white reformers. When irrigation attempts and the vagaries of nature in the 

unruly West stymied human ingenuity, the approach to irrigating the West needed new 

allies and investors. Water reclamation “had to be linked to social reform… because 

irrigation could not pay for itself.”95 Between 1890 and 1902, the Western architects of 

irrigation drummed up national support and found allies from labor unions and the 

Northern Pacific and Great Northern railways. The stage was set for federal legislation 

that authorized federal involvement in the diversion of water in the arid West. 

After years of patchwork irrigation legislation, Senator Francis Newlands from 

Nevada spearheaded the National Reclamation Act in 1902 to allocate federal funds and 

power to irrigate the West, which furthered his vision for an economically viable and 

thriving industrial region. Historians of the U.S. sugar empire acknowledge that the 1902 

Newlands Act imbued the industry with federal capital and was thus the beginning of a 

significant private-statist beet sugar collaboration. 96 During the 1890s, hydrologists from 
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the United States Geologic Service “measured stream flows, located dams and canal sites, 

and mapped irrigable lands.”97 At the same time, leaders and politicians in the West 

pushed for federal action to aid with the stagnant irrigation project. William E. Smythe of 

the first National Irrigation Congress and George W. Maxwell, director of the National 

Irrigation Association, lobbied vigorously for western irrigation against complaints from 

the East and Midwest that claimed Western aid would come at the expense of eastern 

taxpayers. However, proponents of western irrigation could find support in Congress 

from Francis Newlands of Nevada and the newly elected president, Theodore Roosevelt, 

in 1901.98 Winning representation in Congress and the support of wealthy capitalists 

reflected the West’s increasing power in the Senate and the House of Representatives.99 

The passage of the National Reclamation Act represented “the twentieth-century version 

of Manifest Destiny [where] irrigation would “complete Nature”… to allow the U.S. 
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West to continue to provide an opportunity for the common (white man) and so allow the 

nation to escape the degradation and unrest of Europe.”100 The rhetoric espoused the 

civilizing and progressive mission of irrigating the West resonated with the language 

promoting the U.S. new beet sugar industry. 

Francis Newland not only championed irrigation; he specifically promoted the 

beet sugar industry because he believed that the crop would permit white farmers to make 

a living on the marginal lands of Nevada. As April Merleaux has argued, 

Newlands embraced the budding beet sugar industry at the turn of the century 
because it fit with his vision for a civilization of white settlers in the arid West… 
Newland’s advocacy in favor of the beet industry was not because he or his 
constituency had vested interests in it… Newlands developed his taste for sugar 
beets because it let him focus on his concerns over race, economics, the silver 
question, and overseas expansion around one issue. Grown in publicly funded 
land reclamation and irrigation projects, beets offered white farmers a way to 
battle corporate dominance and other forces corroding democracy.101 

Merleaux labels these beliefs as “populist anti-imperialism,” as they explicitly viewed 

monopoly and overseas expansion as a threat to republican ideals promoting the 

autonomy of white smallholders. Land monopolies degraded labor because they required 

a large influx of nonwhite bodies.102 Newlands and other populist anti-imperialists 

believed that the purity and whiteness of beet sugar, both as an agricultural system and 

product, was the solution to keeping the West decentralized and white. Newlands also 

recognized that a new agricultural industry was going to need new water. In Colorado, for 

example, all of the region’s water had been allocated and claimed by 1900, and “beet 
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factories had to purchase water rights from irrigation companies.”103 Even though 

companies like the Great Western Sugar Company expanded their control through 

horizontal and vertical integration in railroad construction and the consolidation of other 

sugar companies, water would continue to prove an issue for sugar factories.104 The irony 

of Newlands’ populist anti-imperialism attempting to keep the West white through beet 

sugar would quickly become apparent. 

 Planning for sugar beet agriculture had not granted a major role to the necessary 

manual labor that accompanied it. After the seed, the plant, and the environments had 

been “tamed,” both federal and private actors hoped they had built a foundation to 

support the United States' ascendency to a sugar empire. Charles Saylor argued in 1904 

that irrigation for sugar factories would populate the rural West and ensure prosperity and 

permanence. In order for the West’s sugar operation to succeed, he wrote, “irrigation is 

necessary; consequently, considerable investment of capital in irrigation is necessary. 

These lands will be held and cultivated in a body for the benefit of the sugar factory. 

After the conditions have been thoroughly developed and the industry established, they 

will be divided into smaller tracts, and rented or sold to beet farmers… Growing of sugar 
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beets will be the main employment of the community.”105 Saylor’s optimism pervaded 

the struggle to create a beet sugar industry in the United States. 

 However, the question of labor was overlooked. The sugar companies, investors, 

and federal agencies faced a massive conundrum: the poor jobless white men who they 

envisioned  occupying the West as self-sufficient sugar beet farmers “refused to do the 

arduous hand labor necessary for this gardenlike crop.”106 Initially, many white 

agricultural laborers believed that the stoop labor required to plant, thin, harvest, and top 

beet fields was either beneath them or unworthy of their time due to the low wages. 

Despite whites’ rejection of this work, when Russian-German, East Asian, and Mexican 

workers ended up in the fields, the old cry of foreigners stealing jobs from “American” 

men rose yet again. Underlying the extensive histories of sugar beet agronomy and 

irrigation in the American West and Northern Plains were the accounts of real people 

arriving in these places and making choices to farm or labor in the fields. But, before 

turning towards the diasporic histories of these peoples and their relationship to the beet, 

the most substantial way to tell the story of marginal Japanese and Mexican labor is to 

approach the histories regionally and locally. 

In 1898, Montana State College’s F.W. Traphagen wrote Bulletin No. 19, “The 

Sugar Beet in Montana,” which showcased the technocratic belief that water control 

would lead to the successful cultivation of the Beta vulgaris in the state. Traphagen and 
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many of his colleagues in the Agricultural Experiment Station and farmers’ institute 

believed that beet sugar could ameliorate a market and supply issue for consumers in the 

state. As the consumption and demand for sugar rose, he saw the sugar beet as a solution. 

Traphagen wrote,  

Where irrigation is used the question of the extent of rainfall is not of great 
importance… Irrigation land has a great many advantages over land 
depending on the caprice of nature for its water supply… Though the 
conditions existing in Montana are not the ideal theoretical conditions, yet 
we can grow, as has been demonstrated, good crops of beets with high sugar 
content. The average of results in Montana compares favorably with any 
state’s product… There is probably not a state or territory in the Union 
which is not capable of growing a fair article of sugar beets.107 

Of the 40 tests conducted on farms in the Gallatin Valley, Livingston, Kalispell, and 

Missoula, most succeeded in growing a sizeable beet crop for harvest. Director of the 

Montana Experiment Station S.M. Emery took Traphagen’s work and contributed to the 

appendix, “Prospects for new factories,” suggesting Montana as a suitable region for 

sugar beets.108 These early successes created immense optimism that reverberated among 

federal, state, private, and local agriculturalists. Both documents garnered interest from 

influential investors around the state of Montana. For example, influential individuals 

such as William A. Clark, one of the “Copper Kings” of Butte, Montana, reportedly 

thought “very strongly of putting in a beet sugar factory at Butte” with eastern 

investors.109 Ultimately, Traphagen concluded in his report that “Montana conditions are 
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favorable to the production of sugar beets of high sugar content and standard purity” and 

that it was necessary to identify a locality in the state that was suitable for “the building 

of a factory for the production of beet sugar” near water and the Northern Pacific 

railroad.110  

Across the state, farmers, investors, and other interested parties lobbied their 

Chambers of Commerce and boosters to explore the possibility of building a beet sugar 

factory. Montana State College and the Agricultural Experiment Station sent seeds to 

those interested in testing the possibility of incorporating the sugar beet into their fields. 

Nearly 35,000 pounds of Klenwanzlebener seed from Quedlinburg, Germany arrived in 

the United States at the end of the nineteenth century and the USDA allocated seed to 39 

different states; Montana received 74 pounds to distribute to interested parties.111 In 

western Montana, the Missoula Chamber of Commerce made concerted efforts to acquire 

beet seed from Montana State College and distribute it to the farmers of the area to check 

the compatibility of the crop with the land in the Bitterroot Valley and in Missoula 

County.112 The Western News described the sugar beet as an infallible, almost ethereal, 

 

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84036012/1899-06-17/ed-1/seq-
10/#date1=1870&index=2&rows=20&words=irrigation+sugar&searchType=basic&sequ
ence=0&state=Montana&date2=1912&proxtext=sugar+irrigation&y=0&x=0&dateFilter
Type=yearRange&page=1 (Accessed March 7, 2023). 
110 F.W. Traphagen, “The Sugar Beet in Montana,” Montana Agricultural Experiment 
Station, Bozeman, Montana, Bulletin No. 18, October, 1898, 88-90. 
111 Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1898, 132 and F.W. Traphagen, “The 
Sugar Beet in Montana,” 84-85. 
112 “Going After the Factory: Missoulians Working Hard to Secure Beet Sugar Factory,” 
The Western News, May 10, 1905, 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84036207/1905-05-10/ed-1/seq-
 



167 
 
magical, crop. The author of the newspaper wrote, “The arid and semi-arid lands of the 

West are peculiarly well adapted to the growing of sugar beets… Sugar comes from the 

air, none of it from the earth… Other things being equal, sugar in beets is in proportion to 

sunshine is, of course, in proportion to aridity. The crop is never injured by rain or 

drouths [sic.], and can be harvested at the proper time.”113 The author follows this 

description of the flawless plant by lauding its suitability for the environment and people 

of Montana. However, according to F.W. Traphagen’s subsequent report, “The reports 

sent in by the farmers who have co-operated with us show, almost without exception, that 

the sugar beets were not given the care they require… No attempt is made to draw any 

conclusions from the notes sent in, except to draw attention to the fact that as already 

noted the care they deserve was not given them.”114 Despite the massive irrigation 

attempts in the region and the state, the sugar beet still proved too challenging to cultivate 

in the arid and cold Northern Plains. Despite this, water and railroad infrastructure 

continued to develop and feed the hope for a beet sugar factory in Montana. 

 The passage of the National Reclamation Act opened the floodgates for irrigation 

interests in Montana and the Northern Plains. Shortly after Montana became a state in 
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1889, its first governor, Joseph K. Toole, expressed the urgent need for federal 

intervention in the state’s development of its water interests.115 Private investors and 

railroad companies developed irrigation projects in Montana, much like the rest of the 

West in the 1880s. Still, in Montana, these irrigation projects became some of the U.S. 

Reclamation Service’s first attempts to harvest and redirect water for the sake of 

agriculture. To attract settlers to their new town, the Minnesota & Montana Land and 

Improvement Company, in conjunction with the Northern Pacific Railway, attempted to 

build up the Yellowstone Valley through irrigation to improve land values in 1882. The 

company decided to name the new town “Billings” after former Northern Pacific 

president Frederick Billings, who also wanted the burgeoning town to succeed along the 

mainline of his railway.116 The boom of Billings coincided with the construction of a 39-

mile-long irrigation canal, known as the “Big Ditch,” that cost the company 

approximately $100,000 and was completed.117 Shortly after the construction, Frederick 

Billings hired Ignatius Daniel (known as I.D.) O’Donnell to develop Yellowstone 

County’s agricultural interests, which included irrigation ventures.118  
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O’Donnell had gained the trust of the Billings family through years of work as a 

ranch hand on their I J Ranch in Maiden, Montana, and Billings named O’Donnell as 

general manager of the Minnesota and Montana Land and Improvement Company in 

1886. O’Donnell immediately scaled up the project of the Big Ditch, seeing irrigation as 

the “great future for farming in the Yellowstone Valley.”119 The Big Ditch was the 

largest privately-funded irrigation project in the Northern Plains in the 1880s.120 

O’Donnell’s interest in irrigation came from his mandate to develop the agricultural 

interests of the area. He immediately became a national advocate, publishing in The 

Irrigation Age, and became a prominent member of the Montana Irrigation Society, 

which favored federal control of reclamation.121 In these spaces, he promoted his crop 

experiments on irrigated lands alongside the Big Ditch. O’Donnell successfully produced 

Montana’s first sugar beet and alfalfa crop on irrigated fields in the late nineteenth 

century. He became the leading force for irrigation in Montana, establishing several other 

projects and companies across the state; by 1898 he was a regional and national voice for 

the Newlands Reclamation Act. With all the veins and arteries of water established to 

feed life into the beet fields, O’Donnell was ready to build on the prestige and 

infrastructure he had established from the ground-up. 
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 By 1900, Yellowstone County had become the leading irrigation district in the 

state with the most significant percentage of irrigated farmland and, as a result, it 

possessed a large amount of political power and sway over agricultural policy and further 

development.122 Yellowstone County’s irrigated network and position on the mainline of 

the Northern Pacific railway made it an ideal capital for Montana’s beet sugar industry. 

Carroll Van West has argued, “By the end of the nineteenth century, O’Donnell had 

proven sugar beets could withstand the harsh Montana climate… He had patched together 

a network of fellow irrigators across the region… He was ready to launch his holdings, 

and those of many other Yellowstone farmers, into a new agriculture age, one based on 

irrigation and the production of sugar beets.”123 O’Donnell incorporated the Billings 

Land and Irrigation Company in 1903 and bought out Frederick Billings and other 

stakeholders. The next step was to identify a suitable irrigation project within the county 

that could receive the newly allocated federal aid from the Newlands Reclamation Act. 

Ultimately, O’Donnell and the Billings Land and Irrigation Company identified 35,000 

acres of land on the Crow Indian Reservation. After O’Donnell and his allies lobbied 

Congress, a bill was approved to “amend current agreements with the Crow Indians to 

permit the withdrawl [sic] of land from the reservation to be used for the reclamation 

project… The Crows already living in the ceded area had a choice: stay or accept 

compensation for their improvements and leave. Only three Crow settlers stayed.”124 
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After the land was effectively taken from the Apsáalooke, engineers from the newly 

created U.S. Reclamation Service flooded the ground. They found the environment 

suitable for a large-scale project that coincided with O’Donnell’s push to build a sugar 

beet refinery. 

At this point, O’Donnell and the Billings Land and Irrigation Company received 

national recognition as a model for states wishing to create a beet sugar industry. Charles 

Saylor wrote in his 1904 report that work done by I.D. O’Donnell and the Billings Land 

and Irrigation Company positioned the region well for the growing of sugar beets, and to 

the Northern Pacific mainline made feasible the creation a sugar refinery. The sugar 

factory was seen as “the brightest opening for the farmer that could possibly happen, 

because of the good price assured him for his labor in producing the beets and the chance 

afforded of developing a new industry that will be of the greatest value to eastern 

Montana.”125  At the same time the Secretary of the Interior, E.A. Hitchcock, signed off 

on the Huntley Irrigation project, the Billings Land and Irrigation Company paid 

$750,000 to construct a sugar beet factory, which was completed in 1906. O’Donnell and 

his partners signed a contract with the Great Western Sugar Company based in New 

Jersey and Colorado to provide sugar from beets grown by Montana farmers.126 The 

factory began operation immediately and contracted with local farmers to provide beets 

during the annual campaigns. 
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 At this point in 1905, irrigation and sugar closely aligned with settler-colonial and 

imperial goals in the United States. Despite the fact that U.S. reformers attempted to 

justify irrigation and agricultural development for the “civilizing mission” of bringing 

science and progress to Native Americans, the real goal was the displacement and 

removal of Indigenous peoples, the conquest of their land and resources, and the 

imposition of a system that would create a western landscape for white American bodies. 

If Native peoples were incorporated into the cultivation or refinement of beet sugar, they 

would not be farmers, they would act “as wage laborers on white farmers’ sugar beet 

farms, located on leased, irrigated reservation land. Indians indeed participated in 

migratory sugar beet labor early in the industry’s development.”127 The genesis of the 

beet sugar industry relied on the exploitation of the environment and bodies. As 

Bernadette Perez has argued, “The transformation of Native people was explicitly linked 

to the Americanization of the land through railroads, irrigation, and agriculture.”128 

Further north, another of the U.S. Reclamation Service’s early projects, the Milk 

River Irrigation Project, was targeted as a viable project to compete with Canadian 

agricultural interests. The project was one of the first authorized by the secretary of the 

interior in 1905. It was supported because James J. Hill of the Great Northern Railway, 

who argued that the Milk River Valley, with proper irrigation, could produce more sugar 

beets than any other agricultural region in the United States.129 From 1900-1910, “The 
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Alberta-Montana borderlands teetered on the brink of cross-border violence and 

bloodshed” over the control of water for the sake of irrigation.130 Ultimately, the Milk 

River Irrigation Project furthered statist and private interests because it turned 

submarginal land into agricultural land; unsurprisingly, I.D. O’Donnell spent two decades 

promoting sugar beets as a good crop for the Hi-Line.131  

The foundational infrastructure and projects intended to act as a great force of 

decentralization, in fact, would become an industry wholly reliant on the federal 

government. Irrigation canals and sugar beet agriculture could only be developed when 

Native peoples were removed from their homelands—a task undertaken by the federal 

government. Land, water, transportation, agronomic science, seed, and technological 

innovations were all subsidized by the federal government and in place by the early 

twentieth century. All that remained was to find the appropriate workforce. 

Bodies and Beets 

 The connection between labor and sugar beet cultivation was not immediately 

apparent in the American West from the onset of the industry until the first decade of the 

twentieth century. The first mention of the nature of labor necessary for the cultivation of 

sugar beets is found in a letter from German chemist Franz Karl Achard to the French 
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journal Moniteur, in which Achard argued that a thriving beet sugar industry “will furnish 

a large number of persons of the indigent classes to procure subsistence in the manual 

labor it requires.”132 Achard’s words reflected a labor system in France whereby familial 

and local pools of hired hands were available for farmers during the beet growing and 

harvesting seasons. McMurtrie then juxtaposed this information with thirty different 

states’ data on the “Number of farm laborers” and “Percent of population employed in 

agriculture” and implied that this system and culture of labor of beet cultivation could 

likely fit most places within the United States.133 While harvesting seemed to have been 

overlooked by most beet sugar capitalists and agronomists, there was one word of caution 

regarding labor. In the appendix to McMurtrie’s report, J.D. Fredericksen compared the 

feasibility of growing beets in the U.S. Northwest to that of Denmark. He noted the 

seasonality of beet campaigns and cautioned that “One of the worst drawbacks to the 

successful introduction of the sugar-beet in the Northwest would seem to be the labor 

question. Even with the advantage of the best implements to stir the land, thin and clean 

the ridges, and gather the crop, the hand-labor needed to grow sugar-beets is 

considerable… Therefore laboring hands must be at disposal at any time when they are 

wanted, independent of other work that might need them.”134 Fredericksen’s writings 
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were prescient. Ultimately, his identification of the “labor problem” would become a 

reality in the American West.  

 As briefly discussed above, white settlers and homesteaders found sugar beet 

labor demeaning and beneath them. The European beet labor system did not work in the 

U.S. West because of the relationship between white settlers and land. To individuals 

who claimed a homestead in the West, the action represented degree of freedom through 

the process of obtaining a parcel of land. The agrarian ideal of rugged individualism 

shaped the land tenure system. By contrast, the European model of beet labor relied on a 

communal lifestyle and social structure that evolved in the French countryside. The two 

models were incompatible, so the communal and familial model of beet labor described 

by McMurtrie could never manifest in the United States. Homesteaders and smallholder 

farmers in the United States owned their land and, unless dire circumstances occurred, 

would not reduce themselves to laborers. 

Additionally, the beet sugar industry relied on several steps involving the crop to 

be moved from place-to-place and be handled by many different people before it became 

the final consumable product. Before the mechanization of the industry the nature of beet 

cultivation was grueling. Beets required planting, thinning, pulling, piling, topping, and 

loading the plant daily during the campaigns. Using “campaign” to describe an annual 

beet growing and harvesting cycle revealed the imperial connotations behind industrial 
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and federal attitudes towards the cultivation of the crop.135 From the beginning of the 

industry in the 1890s, the central relationship in the beet sugar operation would be 

between manufacturer and grower; the laborer was an afterthought, if considered.136 The 

earliest contracts from the Great Western Sugar Company delegated the grower to supply 

labor and determine wages. At the same time, the payment per ton of beets delivered was 

fixed.137 The system was intended to benefit the sugar corporations first and foremost, the 

farmer next, and the laborer last. The prevailing wages were inadequate for most white 

settlers. White farmers argued that contractual sugar beet labor for sugar companies 

placed them in a position of “slavery” and ultimately refused.138 Both systematically and 

physically, there was little desire for white settlers to labor in the beet fields. As a result, 

 

135 The earliest use of the word “campaign” to describe the growing, harvesting, and 
processing of beets into sugar dates to 1872. McMurtrie quotes a French agronomist, M. 
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the Culture of the Sugar Beet, 127. 
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As Mapes argues in her book, Sweet Tyranny, “The very geographic interdependence of 
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control over what proved an elusive and ever-shifting boundary dividing and uniting the 
factory and field.” Mapes continues by pointing out that labor was one of these contested 
arenas and would not be addressed until the early twentieth century. For more seen 
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there was a need for a different labor force from the one envisioned for a whitened, self-

sufficient West. 

 In the 1890s, beet sugar capitalists around the nation sought ways to solve their 

labor problem. One model, imported from Hawaiian cane sugar plantations, was a system 

of cooperative farming. Charles Saylor reported that there were successful experiments in 

loaning out tracts of land to laborers and paying them a “stipulated amount of sugar, for 

which they are credited with the cash value according to market price.”139 Saylor 

believed this modified form of sharecropping would be an ideal solution. Another 

approach included the use of incarcerated labor. In 1896, the Buffalo Beet Sugar 

Company built a sugar factory in Rome, New York, and by 1898, it was struggling to 

obtain adequate supplies of labor that would not conflict with white labor unions. It was 

reported that “The idea of penitentiary labor for raising sugar beets is being agitated, as 

this solves the labor problem by avoiding conflict with labor organizations.”140 

Presumably, the existing labor unions did not want to bring in sources they feared would 

lower wages, such as the nonwhite classes of labor used in the cane sugar industry: 

Japanese, Chinese, and Indigenous peoples. Charles Saylor explained the hierarchies of 

desirable laboring bodies while summarizing the state of the cane sugar industry in 

Hawaii, to pose beet sugar as the more civilized and progressive industry. He wrote, 

Unskilled labor performed on the plantations and in the mills in the 
production of sugar on the islands is almost entirely done by four classes. 
As follows: Portuguese, Japanese, natives, and Chinese. The desirability of 
these different nationalities for work on plantations seems to run in the order 
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which I have named them… the greater portion of these laborers are 
Asiatics, there being many more Japanese than Chinese. Almost all of the 
laborers were brought to the islands originally under contracts… He can be 
punished and imprisoned and made to work; and the planter has the power 
to decide whether or not he is able to work and other powers which make 
peculiar reading under the jurisdiction of the Stars and Stripes. The contract 
laborer himself is known as a “coolie.” From a moral or intellectual 
standpoint he would not rank very high. I have seen them unloaded and 
“corralled” by the hundred. It is hard to imagine that any country could 
furnish so many human beings so illy equipped for civilized life… Under 
the laws of the United States which take effect June 14, 1900, no more 
Chinese laborers can come in, no more contract laborers can come… the 
Chinese will gradually become scarce. Some will die and some will return 
to their native land. If any additional Japanese come, of course it will be 
such as can pay their own expenses.141 

Saylor highlighted the classes of racial labor in Hawaii to criticize the abuse of these 

nonwhite bodies by the cane sugar industry. The Page Law and the Chinese Exclusion 

Act were the solutions to these abuses by the cane industry. In other words, Saylor 

believed that the reduction of current “Asiatic” labor and prohibition on immigration did 

justice to the laborers who fell under the jurisdiction of the Stars and Stripes. This 

passage displays the dualistic ideals—often contradictory—that comprise civic and racial 

nationalism. As Gary Gerstle argues in his book American Crucible, “The advocates of 

this nation espoused an expansive civic nationalist creed: political and social equality for 

all, irrespective of race, ethnicity, or nationality… Simultaneously, many of its supporters 

subscribed to the racial notion that America, despite its civic creed, ought to maximize 

the opportunities for its “racial superiors” and limit those of its ‘racial inferiors.’”142 

Saylor incorporated the two schizophrenic ideals as he propounded solutions for 
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equitable pay among “coolies,” yet at the same time argued their expulsion and 

diminishment from American society furthered the civic creed of the Republic. Initially, 

the beet sugar industry refused nonwhite laborers because this endeavor would be more 

civilized, progressive, and “American” than its cane counterpart. 

 Russian Germans, or Volga Germans, became one of the first sources of beet 

sugar labor in the American Midwest and West. By 1902 beet sugar companies realized 

that they needed a plan of action to solve the labor problem to ensure profits and keep 

factories open. Sugar companies in Nebraska, Michigan, and Colorado took “the lead in 

finding, recruiting, transporting, and managing field laborers needed to tend and harvest 

the beet crop after local labor supplies proved inefficient.”143 In the North Platte Valley 

of Nebraska and the South Platte Valley of Colorado, the Peninsular Valley in Illinois, 

Great Western Sugar Companies targeted German Russian, Bohemian, Hungarian, and 

Polish men because these types of immigrants were “accustomed to the hard work and 

drudgery incident to growing sugar beets.”144 The Great Western and American Sugar 

Companies sent recruiter agents to lure German Russian labor from Nebraska and 

Mexican labor from the American Southwest and Northern Mexico.145 These recruiters 

were successful because they offered to pay transportation costs and guaranteed 
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housing—although that housing initially was a tent or a shack on a tiny parcel.146 

Kathleen Mapes argues that it was ironic that “during the very same years that sugar 

industrialists sought to protect their industry from colonial sugar by arguing that their 

industry protected white farmers and white workers, they [began] themselves tapping into 

an international labor force for an ample supply of what they hoped would be a cheap and 

pliable labor force.”147 Mapes draws attention to the promise of sugar beet industrialists 

and the USDA to solve the problem of landless and jobless white workers and farmers in 

the United States and the contradiction of recruiting international labor. These bodies, 

although white, were still marked as social and racial outcasts who found themselves at 

the bottom of the social and economic hierarchy. The grueling labor for the beet harvests 

demanded that “Both adults and children engaged in the backbreaking work,” and 

ultimately came under the scrutiny and criticism of politicians and metropolitan 

progressives. However, European immigrants still had more opportunities for social and 

economic mobility than nonwhite laborers. Many historians who look at the beet sugar 

industry and labor in the Midwest and Colorado view the racial dynamics as waves. The 

first wave included German Russian peoples who were replaced by a second wave 

consisting of a large diaspora of Mexican families during and after the Mexican 
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Revolution. Sprinkled in with these groups were Greek, Belgian, Japanese, and 

Indigenous workers.148  

Farther North and West, labor recruitment in Montana could not gather the same 

degree of marginal, yet white European forms of labor. Montana experienced truncated 

periods of Volga German laborers in the beet fields. Like the Great Western Sugar 

Companies' other factories, the Billings factory faced a pressing issue immediately after 

opening. On January 1, 1907, The Billings Gazette published a blurb titled, “Beet 

Workers in Big Demand: Inducements Offered.”149 The article stated, “there is a dearth 

of laborers in this vicinity and especially among the sugar beet workers,” and called for 

local and competent forms of labor to balance the “many that will be imported.”150 

Indeed, there were Russian German beet farmers in the area after the start of the Billings 

factory, brought in from Nebraska and the Midwest. A later report from the Montana 

Department of Community Affairs recorded that initially, farmers around Billings 

“utilized newly-arrived Russian and German laborers for harvesting crops.”151 However, 

the sole reliance on Volga German laborers appeared insufficient. 
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Further south in Carbon County, Reverend J.S. Torrance, a local leader, gave a 

status update on the beet sugar industry to churchgoers at the Congregational Church 

outside Joliet, Montana. The Carbon County Republican detailed Torrance’s speech on 

the labor problem. The newspaper reported, “the employees who will have charge of the 

cultivation of the beets are supplied by the sugar beet company… these employees were 

supposed to be Russians skilled in this particular industry, but up to date the arrivals have 

included various nationalities.”152 Although the article did not specify which nationalities 

came to labor on the beet fields, most German Russians working for sugar companies in 

the Midwest and Colorado did not arrive in Montana. For those who did travel to and 

worked in Montana, their time spent in the fields was short-lived. Teddy Roosevelt’s 

Country Life Commission published a report in 1911 that spelled out the hope for 

laborers to become landowners someday. It claimed “that the laborer, if he has the 

ambition to be an efficient agent in the development of the country, will be anxious to 

advance from the lower to the high forms of effort, and from being a laborer himself he 

becomes a director of labor. If he has nothing but his hands and brains, he aims to 

accumulate sufficient capital to become a tenant, and eventually to become the owner of 
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a farm.”153 Many Russian German beet laborers quickly transitioned from laborer to 

landowner in Montana and the West.154  

In 1906, the Great Western Sugar Company paid Montana beet farmers a 

minimum of $5.00 per ton.155 In 1905, the average beet harvest was seven tons per 

acre.156 In 1906, a beet laborer in Yellowstone County, Montana, made one dollar per 

acre.157 While the margins for the farmer were not exceptional, the pay for field labor was 

dismal. Nonetheless, Russian German families and individuals transitioned from laborers, 

climbed the social and economic ladder, “and became sugar beet ranchers.”158 However, 

the promise of vertical mobility preached by the Country Life Commission was not 

available to everyone, and the beets still needed bodies to work them. 

In Montana, Japanese and Mexican labor was used from the very genesis of the 

industry in the early twentieth century. Montana, and other beet-growing areas in the 

Northern Plains, did not follow the same clearly defined successions of labor groups as in 

the Midwest, Colorado, and Idaho. Evidence shows that Japanese people arrived in 

Montana alongside Russian German laborers in the early twentieth century. However, as 
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Gail M. Nomura has argued, anti-Asian antagonism and racism served to unify an 

increasingly heterogeneous white population in the American West.159 Nomura 

continues, “Asians were a necessary ‘Other’ in defining who was an American. The idea 

of assimilability was utilized. Europeans were assimilable. Asians were declared 

unassimilable… Overriding all other factors in the construction of this exclusive 

definition of ‘American’ was the assertion that Asians were unalterably alien.”160 These 

attitudes were present in Charles Saylor’s report of beet labor in 1904 as he juxtaposed 

white ethnicities—German, French, Russian, Hollanders, Austrians, etc.—against 

Japanese and Chinese labor. He clearly viewed these peoples on the beet fields as a 

temporary solution and “their time in our country” as provisional.161 Japanese peoples 

were subject to these attitudes at the same time they were promised economic opportunity 

and sought out for their labor.  

On the other side of the 49th parallel, scholars have thoroughly documented 

Japanese beet labor in Southern Alberta as early as 1902. Several Mormon settlers grew 

sugar beets in Raymond, Alberta, from 1904 to 1914 alongside Japanese families who 

arrived in the province from Vancouver and Washington.162 One scholar argued that the 
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beet sugar industry in Southern Alberta was the dominant source of diversity in the 

province.163 Montana’s beet sugar history mirrored the history of Southern Alberta’s beet 

sugar industry. Before World War I—as seen in the two previous chapters on wheat 

agronomy—the international border was amorphous, in the sharing of agricultural 

science, seed, and bodies. The Utah & Idaho Sugar Company saw its factories in 

Southern Alberta as interconnected with its locations in the United States. In one article 

titled, “Sugar Beet Pointers From Man Who Has Been in the Business: Representative of 

the Utah Sugar Company, who Has Been Looking Over Northern Montana,” a UI 

representative compared the beets grown at Hinsdale, Montana to Raymond, Alberta and 

argued that both expressed chemical purity and feasibility.164 As a result, it is 

unsurprising that the diaspora of Japanese and Mexican labor in Canada and Montana 

followed similar trajectories. In Alberta, the Knight Sugar Company contracted a large 

number of Japanese laborers due to a lack of willing white laborers. Canadian historian 

John Herd Thompson described sugar companies’ attitudes, “Few whites wanted to hoe 

sugar beets. Japanese and Chinese labour could not be obtained in sufficient quantities 

without arousing community opposition to the importation of Orientals. Indians were less 
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productive, sometimes damaged plants at the critical thinning stage and could not be 

counted upon to remain on the job throughout the season.”165 Thompson, quoting the 

Knight Sugar Company, showed the conundrum that the beet sugar growers and 

companies found themselves in the United States and Canada in 1905. Racist attitudes 

towards Native American productivity combined with anti-East Asian sentiments ran up 

against a need for beet labor. 

Like Southern Alberta, Montana needed East Asian bodies in the fields. However, 

the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, paired with anti-Chinese violence and removal, led to 

a diminishing number of Chinese communities and a stigma against hiring them. By the 

time the beet sugar industry took off in the northern plains, it was the Japanese who 

remained in the state to work on the sugar beet fields.166 

Japanese men arrived in Montana and the Northern Plains in the early twentieth 

century and initially found job opportunities as railroad workers. Between 1885 to 1924, 

nearly 400,000 Japanese people immigrated to the United States. Between 65 to 85 

percent of these were men between the ages of 20 to 39.167 Most Japanese immigration to 

the continental United States occurred between 1891 and 1907.168 Push and pull factors 

 

165 John Herd Thompson and Allen Seager, “Workers, Growers, and Monopolists: The 
‘Labour Problem’ in Alberta Beet Sugar Industry During the 1930s,” Labour/Le Travail, 
Vol. 3 (1978), 156. 
166 J.A. Ferguson, Eighth Report of the Bureau of Agriculture, Labor, and Industry of the 
State of Montana, November 30, 1902, 235. 
167 Takaki estimates that around 200,000 arrived in Hawaii and approximately 180,000 
landed in mainland United States. For more see, Takaki, Strangers From a Different 
Shore, 45. 
168 Yuji Ichioka, “Japanese Immigrant Labor Contractors and the Northern Pacific and 
Great Northern Railroad Companies, 1898-1907,” Labor History, 21:3, 326-327. 



187 
 
for Japanese individuals operated in tandem. Farmers in the northern and southwestern 

prefectures were experiencing dire economic hardship due to Meiji Restoration attempts 

to modernize, industrialize, and militarize Japan.169 In rural areas of Japan, high taxes 

combined with periods of crop failure in the Miyagi, Kumamoto, Hiroshima, and 

Yamaguchi provinces.170 The situation created a large and desperate group of young men 

seeking to alleviate their families’ financial woes. Initially, cane sugar interests brought 

federal and private agents to Japan. Seeking bodies to work the fields, Robert Crichton 

Wyllie, Hawaii’s foreign minister, wrote in 1865, “Could any good agricultural laborers 

be obtained from Japan or its dependencies, to service like the Chinese, under a contract 

for 6 to 8 years?... We are in much need of them.”171 The cane sugar industry served as 

the catalyst for young Japanese men to seek financial gain abroad in the United States 

with the intention to come home and help their loved ones. Private industry and the U.S. 

federal government saw an opportunity to help solve their labor problem. These young 

men who left Japan considered themselves dekaseginin or wage laborers working 

temporarily overseas to make enough money to support their families or regain lost land 

from debtors.172  

However, there is a danger in homogenizing Japanese immigration into a 

monolithic singular motive. Japanese people came with culturally distinct reasons, 
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informed by caste status in Meiji-era Japan. As Andrea Geiger argues, “some Japanese 

emigrated for social reasons” to escape their lower caste status in Japan.173 These Buraku 

jūmin, or village residents, also made up a large group that left Japan to escape the 

prejudices they faced at home.174 As a result, this significant emigration of Japanese men 

from their birth country to the United States was multifaceted; some came to stay, while 

others intended to return home. By the 1890s, the Northern Pacific and Great Northern 

Railways dispatched agents to Japanese port cities to find young and eager men and 

recruit them to a rail crew in the Pacific Northwest.175 Railroad recruiters gave Japanese 

laborers advanced fare and thirty dollars to avoid deportation as paupers upon arrival in 

the United States.176 It was common practice to take recruited labor and immediately put 

them to work in a section gang.177 This ultimately was the catalyst for Japanese diaspora 

to Montana and the Northern Plains. 

After experiencing poor working conditions and growing hostilities because of 

their race, Japanese railroad workers transitioned to laboring in the beet fields in 

Montana. Japanese section crews often found themselves near bigger cities that were 

hubs for the Northern Pacific and Great Northern Railways.178Although Japanese people 
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made up a small percentage of Montana’s population at this time, their race drew undue 

attention to them. The state of Montana attempted to address growing numbers of 

Japanese by rallying community support against patronizing their businesses. J.A. 

Ferguson, the Commissioner of the Montana Bureau of Agriculture, Labor and Industry, 

wrote in his Eighth Report: 

The census report shows that there was not a Jap in Montana in 1880. Ten years 

later there were six and on the 30th of June, 1900, the number had increased to 2,441… 

Notwithstanding the fact that a statement was given out some time ago that certain 

railroads had become dissatisfied with this class of labor… They are invading other 

classes of employment than railwork… It is doubtful whether it is possible to arouse 

sufficient public sentiment against these foreigners, in communities where they have 

already become a fixture, to eliminate them entirely, but it is clear that it is only by this 

means that any check whatever can be put upon their encroachment.179 

To Ferguson, the threat of both the Japanese and Chinese in the state of Montana 

centered on their current state of assimilation. Like other European immigrants, East 

Asian men began transitioning from the railroad to other jobs. Some even began to marry 

white women, much to Ferguson’s horror. Most East Asian men did not have the option 

to marry intraracially, as legislative prohibitions significantly bottlenecked East Asian 
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women from entering the country.180 Of the 1,739 Chinese people in Montana, as 

reported on the 1900 census, only 39 were women.181 Furthermore, as early as 1864, the 

Montana Territorial Legislature attempted to ban interracial marriage between whites, 

Native Americans, Chinese, and African Americans.182 The bill was ultimately passed in 

1909. Finally, Ferguson’s call to put pressure on the “encroachment” of East Asian men 

resulted in violence towards Japanese workers in Montana. This was one manifestation of 

the systematic racist structures that kept Chinese and Japanese peoples from forming 

permanent communities in Montana. As early as 1889, several acts of violence were 

committed against Japanese and Chinese railroad workers in Montana. Japanese, 

Chinese, and “colored” people were beaten and removed from town for “suspected” 

sexual intercourse with white women.183 Japanese and Chinese laborers were often 

interchangeably referred to as “chinks.”184 Violence ranged from assault to murder. In 

Harlowtown, a Chinese restaurant closed shortly after opening in 1908 because of 
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constant assaults on the owners and servers after patrons refused to pay for food, and the 

sheriff declined to provide the institution protection.185 At times the Japanese consulate 

intervened as in two instances in Saco in 1899 and Judith Gap in 1908, in which several 

Japanese section crews were shot in the middle of the night by disgruntled white railroad 

workers.186 In Montana, it was dangerous to be an East Asian laborer.  

The safest job for Japanese laborers was on the beet fields. Although primary 

source records are scant, there is evidence that the Great Western Sugar Company agents 

sought Japanese section crews and recruited them to the beet fields around Billings and 

Yellowstone County.187 The railroad industry proved dangerous and arduous. These 

promoters offered Japanese men a way out. In 1906, one railroad labor agent reported 

that “he lost two hundred more [emphasis added] laborers on the Montana division to the 

sugar beet fields near Billings and Bozeman; a contractor recruited them by paying 

higher wages.”188 Farther west in the state, beet sugar industrialists reported, “Here we 

saw the first use of Japanese laborers in the beet fields. This labor, as a whole, seems to 

be very satisfactory… The Japs take charge of the beet field as soon as the beets are large 

enough to hoe and thin, and do all the hand labor in connection with their growing and 
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marketing.”189 Japanese bodies were sought because they were needed to make the beet 

sugar industry venture succeed. Other oral histories and manuscript collections from 

former Japanese rail workers that turned to beet harvesting corroborate this movement 

between industries. Henry Hashitani’s story, the example from the beginning of the 

chapter, resonates with many other stories of Japanese beet sugar families arriving in 

Montana and the Northern Plains. For example, one such family, the Nagashimas, moved 

south of Billings near the town of Joliet. Iyo Nagashima and her husband took the train to 

Columbus and moved to Joliet in 1911 and had twelve children. Mr. Nagashima moved 

from southern Japan to Hawaii, worked in the cane fields, then went to Montana with a 

section crew, and ultimately worked with beets. Both Iyo and her husband considered 

themselves some of the earliest residents of the Billings area. They farmed next to, and 

on, the Crow Indian Reservation and cultivated sugar beets on several hundred acres of 

land. They noted that they had several Japanese hired hands working for them and other 

local ranchers and farmers in the area. The Nagashima family grew Japanese vegetables 

and made traditional foods.190 Again, while there is a dearth of Japanese voices in the 
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archive, the Nagashima family’s story likely held similarities with other Japanese who 

came to the Northern Plains before World War I.  

Shortly after Japanese laborers began work on the beet fields, American laborers 

complained that jobs were being taken away from them and undercut by un-American 

people. Newspapers and labor unions decried the injustice of using Japanese labor on the 

beet fields. In Havre, a Montana politician and Civil War veteran said in a speech, “while 

the Chinese question was comparatively settled, there is still a greater danger menacing 

the country by the increase of Japanese labor in the United States . . . [and] unless their 

emigration was restricted the competition would not be confined to laundry help and 

dishwasher, but with our clerks and more skilled labor.”191 There was a sizeable Japanese 

population in Hill County in the early twentieth century, likely employed by the Great 

Northern Railway. These sentiments pushed them to smaller communities outside Havre, 

such as Box Elder, adjacent to what would become the Rocky Boy’s Reservation.192 The 

backlash against Japanese people ran across industries, from the railway and beet 

cultivation to service jobs, such as launderers and cooks. The fear of Japanese labor 

encroachment also extended to the beet fields, despite a well-documented labor shortage 
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of white bodies.193 The Idaho Scimitar wrote a vehement piece denouncing Utah-Idaho’s 

use of Japanese labor for their contractual workforce. The author perceived the use of 

Japanese laborers as a way to marginalize the white man further and undercut his wages. 

Claiming that greed drove the U&I Sugar Company to hire Japanese workers the author 

continued, 

The cities of Idaho are thronging with unemployed white men and all the 
white labor needed in the beet fields and in the factories can be had for the 
asking here in Idaho… Clearly the Utah-Idaho company has made no effort 
to contract with white men for the season’s work, its advertisement for help 
relating specifically to the low priced Japanese… But the real reason [is] 
the Jap will work cheaper, and, as laborers, they are preferred by the sugar 
company to the white laborer. The writer once talked with the 
superintendent of one of these factories, and his praise of the Japanese was 
sickening. You might have thought he was recounting the virtues of 
members of his own family... The attitude of those who have charge of this 
industry, in bringing in hundreds of Japanese to this section, where in the 
beet fields they are brought into close association with girls of tender years, 
is to be deprecated… As a result of this system of bringing the two races 
together where close acquaintanceship is formed, it has more than once 
happened that young girls have become the mothers of half-breed Japanese 
babies… The Jap is coarse and immoral, dishonest and deceitful… but the 
sugar company… likes him because he is cheap and sells his labor below 
that of a white man’s… public sentiment will demand that the American 
laborer be given preference over the Jap wherever and whenever it is 
possible.194 

The author of this piece perpetuated three stereotypes in his tirade against Japanese labor. 

First, he situated the Japanese laborer as a source of competition that undercuts the labor 

of white men. Second, the author appealed to the fear that Japanese men took white 
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women against their will, leaving no room for consensual relationships and marriages. As 

historian Peggy Pascoe argues, this rhetoric “was clearly a project of white supremacy 

rooted in white purity,” The thought of a half-breed child was anathema to the goal of a 

white man’s West.195 Lastly, the author insinuated that being Japanese precluded the 

ability to be American. To be American was not to be Asian. Sensationalized newspaper 

articles against Japanese labor pushed these communities further into the margins of 

society in the Rocky Mountain and Intermountain West.  

 Japanese beet sugar labor arrived in Montana at the behest of the industry through 

active recruiting efforts to help the industry succeed amidst a labor crisis and beets that 

refused to produce large quantities of sugar. Upon arrival in the state, they were chased 

from local communities in big cities and towns as aliens who stole available jobs, 

threatened white women, and ultimately could not assimilate. The Japanese families that 

did stay lived in obscurity on the margins in rural communities with some of their only 

economic opportunities existing in agriculture, particularly sugar beets. Although 

Japanese immigration to Montana was curbed significantly after the Gentlemen’s 

Agreement in 1907 and ceased altogether in 1924 when the Immigration Act that 

established “national origins” quotas barred perceived aliens from naturalizing as citizens 

and severely limited Japanese immigration. However, beet farmers and growers still 

needed labor, and sugar companies then targeted Mexican laborers as an ideal workforce, 
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a safer choice than continuing to employ a shrinking pool of Japanese laborers in the 

Northern Plains. 

 The growth of the Mexican community in Montana and their placement on the 

sugar beet fields around 1910, and especially after World War I, largely followed a 

similar chronology to their genesis in the Midwest states and Colorado.196 Before 1900, 

Montana had a small community of Mexican men who occupied jobs in the mining and 

ranching industries.197 Mexican laborers were used in the beet fields of Southern 

Colorado as early as 1904 but sparsely outside this area. Charles Saylor reported, “The 

independent American citizen will not spend the day on his knees, and he will not allow 

his wife or daughter to do so; hence there is great difficulty in getting anybody to do this 

backbreaking work. About 600 Mexican and Indian men” were brought up from New 

Mexico to solve this need.198  

However, the catalyst for the large-scale Mexican diaspora was the Mexican 

Revolution in 1910. For the rest of the decade, from 1910 to 1920, waves of Mexican 

refugees flooded the Southwest and Midwest and even made their way as far north as the 

Northern Plains. Some Midwest and Western states experienced growth in their Mexican 
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populations by over 1000 percent between 1910 and 1920.199 Initially, the influx of 

Mexican beet laborers in Montana was a trickle. Some Mexican and Latin American men 

made their way to Montana due to labor gluts in the Southwest.200 These Mexican 

laborers who worked in the sugar beet fields were known as betabaleros. Anti-Japanese 

prejudice combined with the transition of Russian German beet laborers to beet growers 

and factory workers created a void in labor on the Northern Plains.201 Manuel A. 

Machado, Jr., a historian at the University of Montana, showed that two different 

diasporas of Latin American peoples in Montana. In the Bitterroot Valley, there were 

“Cuban, Puerto Ricans, South Americans, Spaniards, and some Central Americans 

mingled with the predominant Mexican stock” that worked in the sugar beet fields and 

then moved to harvesting cherries. However, a dearth of information exists regarding this 

community. In the eastern half of the state, a distinct Mexican population from the 

country's northern region arrived in Billings and persists to the present.202 As early as 

1913 there is evidence of Mexican beet laborers in Billings. The agricultural labor 

shortage during World War I in the West forced sugar companies to recruit this mobile 

workforce more actively.203  
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 The social turmoil of labor unrest during World War I created a ripe opportunity 

for Mexican laborers to emigrate to Montana and work in the beet fields. Widespread 

strikes by the Industrial Workers of the World and a weakened labor pool due to the draft 

left beet fields and other agricultural industries devoid of the necessary manpower to 

plant and harvest crops during the Great War. The agricultural sector, particularly in the 

Southwest, became the most outspoken advocate for the importation of Mexican labor. 

Sugar industrialists were critical lobbyists for the continued admission of Mexican 

foreign labor during and after the war because they were seen as a pliable and 

“unproblematic” group. In Western Montana, The Daily Missoulian reported in May 

1917 that fifty Mexicans were recruited to start work on the beet fields, and that by 

August, “About the only foreign workers here are the people doing the hand labor on the 

acreage planted to sugar beets. Mexicans and Russians predominate among these, and 

they are not affiliated with any labor union… according to the Great Western Sugar 

Company.”204 Mexican labor was seen as a population that could be controlled and 
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manipulated to meet the needs of the agricultural industry, as opposed to other labor that 

could be affiliated with labor unions and organizations. A body of laborers that would not 

organize nor demand higher wages and better living conditions was considered ideal and 

in Montana and the Northern Plains, World War I and the 1920s marked the emergence 

of a larger Mexican community. Like previous nonwhite agricultural labor, there were 

growing complaints about competition for “American” workers. However, unlike 

Japanese labor, the House and Senate Committees on Immigration and Naturalization in 

1920 “implied that Mexicans did not displace white labor, because Mexicans had a 

limited and defined role in the American economy: rural manual and stoop labor, labor 

Anglos did not want.”205 World War I also cemented the United States’ southern border 

function as an effective and ruthless way to discriminate against desirable and 

undesirable peoples, which ultimately related to their bodies' usefulness as labor to the 

agricultural industry.206 This onset of Mexican labor into the United States provided a 

steady pool of bodies to work on the sugar beet fields in Montana and the Northern Plains 

until the mid-twentieth century when they were no longer needed in massive quantities 

because of mechanization. Until then, the betabaleros formed a Mexican community in 

Yellowstone County.  
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Although the Great Western Sugar Company sent Mexican laborers to their 

factories broadly before World War I, there was a targeted and concentrated effort to 

recruit betabaleros and settle them as a usable workforce in Montana in the 1920s. Laurie 

Mercier notes, “In 1921, Great Western’s Labor Bureau in Denver recruited 385 beet 

laborers from “southern points” in Texas, California, Colorado, and Mexico for Montana 

farms. Two years later, the company reported that most of the 500 workers they imported 

were ‘of the Mexican type.”207 The Great Western Sugar Company targeted these 

Mexican refugees and paid for transportation to Billings and promised other incentives 

upon arrival.208 Some of these incentives included housing and cash advances. Manuel A. 

Machado, Jr., notes that the practice of coyotismo, using Mexican agents to attract 

betabaleros, became commonplace from the 1920s and was utilized by the USDA 

through the later Bracero program into the 1950s to instill affinity between laborer and 

recruiter.209 Most of the betabaleros who came to Montana came from northern Mexico 

through Ciudad Juarez to El Paso. By 1924, the Great Western Sugar Company brought 

3,604 betabaleros to Yellowstone County to harvest 31,000 acres—the largest ethnic 

group used on the beet fields during this period.210 However, the sugar company 

struggled to keep Mexican labor during the offseason. One reason for this was the 

outspoken racism and violence the community experienced in Billings and the 
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surrounding area, discussed in the next chapter. As a result, it was common for Mexican 

people to move seasonally in the Rocky Mountain West from Montana back down to 

Colorado, where they were not such a conspicuous minority.211 The Great Western Sugar 

Company needed to provide incentives and accommodations for off-season labor to stay 

to keep their largest workforce over the winter. 

 The Great Western Sugar Company retained betabaleros through multiple 

avenues, unintentionally creating a solid community in Billings and Yellowstone County 

beginning in 1924. The construction of the original colonia in 1924 was located in 

Billings proper. The Great Western Sugar Company provided building materials and 

workers and initially families proceeded with construction as they saw fit. By the end of 

the year, there were over forty family units with additional apartments being built.212 The 

colonia was located near Montana Avenue in Billings. Oral histories indicate that 

Mexican-run businesses, gambling establishments, and bars were popular among 

betalabero bachelors. Additionally, the Great Western Sugar Company provided a 

medical clinic and doctor on the colonia that was used alongside a traditional Mexican 

curandero for medical services.213 Lastly, there was a school for migrant children in the 

colonia.214 The sugar company enforced the Federal Child Labor Laws by prohibiting 

German Russian and Mexican children from harvesting beets. The company was told in 

1916, “if this criminal practice is not discontinued the products of [the Great Western 
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Sugar Company] factory will be debarred from interstate shipment.”215 The colonia 

school afforded betalabero children an opportunity for an education. The colonia acted as 

a place of community building and a center of cultural continuity for Mexican refugees in 

the diaspora. Esther Rivera, whose father lived on the original colonia in Billings, 

recalled that he “used to talk about the colonia all the time. Everybody knew everybody. 

The people really hung together.”216  

However, the colonia also served another purpose, a gridded company commune 

that ensured beet sugar labor for the following year’s campaign. In the lease contract that 

the Great Western Sugar Company had Mexican residents sign, the duration of the 

ownership of each 97’x50’ plot was only five years.217 Furthermore, “the Lessee will 

occupy said dwelling house at his place of residence during the entire term of this 

agreement and will at his sole cost and expense at all times during the life hereof 

maintain said dwelling… to the satisfaction of the Manager at Lessor’s factory.”218 If the 

resident of the colonia were to leave, the company would terminate the lease and 

repossess the property. The goal of establishing a colony of betabaleros in Montana was 

not for the sake of having these people move up the social and economic ladder; rather, it 
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was an aspect of the Great Western Sugar Company’s system of debt bondage and 

encouraged them to stay in the area so they could be called upon for the next campaign. 

 Ultimately, the sugar beet industry required “undesirable” forms of labor because 

the agronomy and systems of cultivation were insufficient to meet the visions of grandeur 

that capitalists promised. Both Japanese and Mexican laborers were a means to an end. 

Climatic issues, curly top, insect problems, poor seed, and a lack of water caused 

roadblocks to the establishment of a beet sugar empire in the United States. Furthermore, 

growing sugar beets required a massive amount of manual stoop labor. Sugar beet 

cultivation was incompatible with an agrarian smallholder vision for white farmers in the 

West. These problems made sugar beet agriculture unattractive to white farmers. 

However, the statist and capitalist effort invested a tremendous amount of capital and 

effort to kickstart a domestic sugar industry and could not afford not to acquire labor for 

the beet harvest, even if it meant temporarily resorting to undesirable bodies. On the 

Northern Plains, Japanese labor augmented Russian German beet harvesters initially. 

However, a prerequisite for assimilating as an “American” relied on whiteness, and 

Japanese laborers were viewed as unassimilable aliens. Japanese labor immediately came 

into conflict with white labor unions and experienced violence, displacement, and, 

ultimately, legal exclusion. By World War I and the 1920s, agricultural industries were 

adept at manipulating and handling brown bodies for the sake of labor. Betabaleros were 

viewed as a workforce that could be controlled and used whenever the industry saw fit 

and, perhaps most importantly, could be removed once their usefulness expired. In his 

1904 report, Charles Saylor summarized the continued hope for the industry moving 



204 
 
forward, conceding that the beet sugar labor problem had been an unexpectedly “un-

American” hiccup. Saylor wrote, “In this country we are devoted to the production and 

use of labor-saving machinery. Our tendency has been away from rather than toward 

hand labor…It is evident that if sugar beets are to be raised in this country it must be 

done by a system of labor which is in harmony with American ideas, conditions, and 

aspirations.”219 Japanese and Mexican beet laborers were never afforded an opportunity 

to harmonize with American ideals, as it was those ideals that caused people to commit 

acts of violence against them and prevented them from forming permanent communities 

in the Northern Plains. While these peoples did push back and managed to form 

meaningful communities in the 1920s, the USDA’s research division within the Office of 

Sugar Plant Investigations was seeking to address Saylor’s concerns about the use of un-

American labor. Saylor’s words would become prophetic within three-and-a-half decades 

as the mechanization of beet sugar would ultimately erase the need for these Japanese and 

Mexican forms of labor. 

 

  

 

219 Saylor, Progress of the Beet-Sugar Industry in 1904, 15. 



205 
 

CHAPTER FIVE: THE FRUITS OF AMERICAN AGRICULTURE 

 On August 14, 1945, newly appointed Secretary of Agriculture Clinton P. 

Anderson wrote a memo to his Undersecretary, J.B. Hutson, regarding Japan’s surrender 

and the dissolution of the War Food Administration. The employment status of the men 

who were to be discharged and reincorporated into civilian life was pressing on 

Anderson's mind. He described them as “a great surplus of American labor.” In 

consultation with President Truman, Anderson’s solution to create more jobs in the 

agricultural sector was “that we should now begin giving consideration to the possibilities 

of returning quickly from this country all foreign workers, prisoners of war, and people of 

that general character. Certainly, we should depend upon American labor to harvest these 

American crops this fall, and we ought, perhaps, to allow the workers who have been 

imported to be returned. To their place of legal settlement, whatever it may be, at the 

earliest possible date.”1 Anderson believed that expelling non-Americans from 

agricultural jobs would help ameliorate the unemployment crisis facing American 

veterans. These non-Americans included Italian and German prisoners of war, foreign 

workers—including Mexicans from the Bracero program--, Bahamians, Barbadians, 

Hondurans, Canadians, Jamaicans, etc.—and the last category, “[domestic] workers who 

have been imported,” included Japanese Americans and Hutterites placed in 

conscientious objector camps despite being American citizens. It seemed like a natural 

 

1 Clinton P. Anderson, Clinton P. Anderson to J.B. Hutson, August 14, 1945, Folder 
B1b(2)(a), Box 1.2/6, Section 3, Subseries 2, Series 1, USDA History Collection, 
National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
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transition to replace imported labor with American people. Anderson did not expect 

private, local, and state representatives to request holding these wartime workers. 

However, what Anderson did not understand was that these non-American bodies were 

central to the success of  agricultural industries, particularly, the sugar beet industry. 

 Anderson’s letter, and subsequent battles with sugar interests over the use of 

foreign and imported labor, signaled the beginning of the end for using “non-American” 

bodies to harvest sugar beets en masse, the way it had been done for the previous four 

decades. Japanese and Mexican  workers were necessary for the success of the early 

domestic sugar industry in the United States. However, their presence was never meant to 

be permanent.  

Beginning in the 1920s, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and 

private sugar company researchers started seeking ways to optimize and mechanize sugar 

beet harvesting. Intensive federal research programs laid out plans to create a domestic 

beet seed supply, breed curly-top-resistant beets, and aid with the standardization of 

harvesting and processing plant into a product. At the same time, the federal government 

began actively marketing sugar consumption as part of an American's proper diet. Sugar 

provided healthful benefits for more robust and more able bodies. Consumption was also 

tied to civic duties. As April Merleaux has argued, the consumption of sugary, 

standardized, foodstuffs—such as candy, jam, canned fruit, and baked goods—was 

promoted by New Deal policymakers as furthering national economic recovery. The 

connection between eating sugar goods and patriotic duty “reinforced hierarchies of 
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civilization and race.”2 However, the consumption and marketing of the product relied on 

progress in the agronomy of the sugar beet. As disease and insect-resistant beets were 

bred, harvesting mechanized, and factories calibrated, the advertising of the final sweet 

product ramped up as well. The labor problem needed to be solved to fully realize the 

purity, whiteness, and Americanness of the process and products of a domestic sugar beet 

industry. 

 By the end of the 1920s, the sugar beet industry and USDA began systematically 

to address the organization of labor. Mexican communities and workers were relied on 

for the beet sugar harvest. Throughout the 1920s, sugar beet companies relied on the 

seasonal migrant labor of Mexican people. Companies such as the American Sugar Beet 

Company and Holly Sugar company “recruited and contracted with outside labor, then 

made them available to growers who had signed a separate contract with the company to 

sell their sugar beets to the same refiner.”3 Sugar companies were proficient at securing 

adequate numbers of Mexican laborers for the year’s campaign and harvest. Contractual 

agreements between betabaleros, growers, and companies were regimented and 

standardized by this period. Similarly, beet sugar companies were adept at separating and 

isolating these communities away from white residents by placing them in colonias 

throughout the offseason. By the end of the 1920s, the USDA planned on creating 

housing neighborhoods and migratory labor camps near the fields where these people 

 

2 Merleaux, Sweetness and Civilization, 19. 
3 Douglas Sheflin, Legacies of Dust: Land Use and Labor on the Colorado Plains 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2019), 179. 
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would worked, often far away from major cities and towns.4 This steady flow of labor, 

often hidden in rural neighborhoods, seemed guaranteed, but the Great Depression and 

the Dust Bowl ultimately disrupted this supply of Mexican bodies for the beet campaigns. 

 The Great Depression and general levels of unemployment unsettled the supply of 

Mexican and Latino beet sugar laborers. In areas like Colorado and California, the influx 

of large populations of poor black and white laborers competed for jobs with existing 

migrant farm labor populations such as Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, and Mexican 

peoples.5 In Montana, local and international events drew Mexican labor away from the 

sugar beet fields. Such as the rise of nativist attitudes that resulted in the repatriation of 

Mexican peoples from the Rocky Mountain West in the early 1930s. As a result, by the 

end of the 1930s, Montana imported Mexican labor from Colorado and California.6  

Economic depression and labor disorder led to a decline in beet acreage. Sugar 

companies and growers “looked to cut their expenses by reducing labor costs. They used 

child labor when possible, dropped wages, and failed to do any upkeep on their facilities 

or employee housing.”7 In response to these labor abuses, and in conjunction with 

economic instability, Congress passed the Jones-Costigan Sugar Act in 1934, which put 

sugar beet production under the management of the Agricultural Adjustment 

 

4 V. Dem. Arch., Proposed Layout Labor Homes and Migratory Labor Camps, n.d., 
Folder E3, Box 1.1/1, Section 8, Subseries 1, Series 1, USDA History Collection, 
National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
5 Don Mitchell, They Saved the Crops: Labor, Landscape, and the Struggle Over 
Industrial Farming in Bracero-Era California (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
2012), 18-19 and Sheflin, Legacies of Dust, 186-189. 
6 Machado, Jr., “Hispanic Interviews: An Analysis,” 20. 
7 Sheflin, Legacies of Dust, 186. 



209 
 
Administration (AAA). The act sought to stabilize foreign and domestic sugar prices, 

regulate labor disputes, and provide fair working conditions for beet sugar laborers, 

including barring children from working in the fields.8 However, as Douglas Sheflin 

argues, “The act represented the New Deal’s attempt to stabilize the beet industry and to 

protect exploited workers, but it could not preclude the Great Depression’s impact on the 

patterns of migration that fueled the industry.”9 These protections for beet laborers, some 

of whom were now Mexican Americans and had worked for as many as three decades in 

the industry, gave rise to an anti-Mexican hysteria from white working-class people who 

called for the repatriation of people of Mexican ancedstry to “their” country. These 

developments caused a sizeable agricultural labor shortage in the Rocky Mountain West 

by 1940. One report on “Agricultural Labor in the Sugar Industry” from the AAA stated, 

“The principal problems faced by sugar beet laborers are underemployment, low 

incomes, and the necessity of migrating long distances to obtain this limited amount of 

work.”10 Similar to the 1910s, the push to whiten the beet sugar fields and factories in the 

1930s left the industry grasping for labor. To their relief, the United States’ entry into 

World War II provided a solution. 

 World War II allowed the federal government to intervene in the labor crisis and 

send German and Italian prisoners of war, foreign labor groups, and incarcerated and 

 

8 For more on the Jones-Costigan Act’s relationship to Cuba and international fears of 
labor revolts see Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization, 176-186. 
9 Sheflin, Legacies of Dust, 187. 
10 Otis E. Mulliken, Agricultural Labor in the Sugar Industry, May 20, 1940. Folder B6, 
Box 1.2/18, Section 3, Subseries 2, Series 1, USDA History Collection, National 
Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
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detained Japanese American and Hutterite people to the sugar beet fields throughout the 

West. The onset of the war came at a crucial period as several agricultural industries 

suffered from a dearth of labor, mainly cotton and sugar beets. Both industry and 

government needed to be creative to solve the labor crisis. One strategy was to remove 

Hutterites from their colonies, place them in conscientious objector camps, and use them 

to help harvest beets.11 Mexican and Japanese and Japanese Americans were two of the 

largest groups of peoples imported to the sugar beet fields in the West and Northern 

Plains.  

To replace the Mexican American labor that came in the 1920s and left in the 

1930s, Executive Order 8802, called the Mexican Farm Labor Program, established the 

Bracero Program on August 4, 1942. This initiative allowed Mexican men to work 

legally in the United States on short-term labor contracts. The term bracero “literally 

means those who work with their arms, and the program regarded them as such: they 

 

11 Hutterite labor for sugar beets and irrigation were utilized at two conscientious objector 
camps in Montana, Belton and Terry. For more see “Ford Continues Effort to Ease Labor 
Situation,” Carbon County News, October 16, 1942, 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84036287/1942-10-16/ed-1/seq-
8/#date1=1941&index=0&rows=20&words=conscientious+objectors&searchType=basic
&sequence=0&state=Montana&date2=1945&proxtext=conscientious+objectors&y=12&
x=3&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1 (Accessed March 18, 2023) and “Use 
Conscientious Objectors,” The People’s Voice, April 30, 1943, 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86075189/1943-04-30/ed-1/seq-
3/#date1=1941&index=1&rows=20&words=conscientious+Conscientious+objectors+Ob
jectors&searchType=basic&sequence=0&state=Montana&date2=1945&proxtext=consci
entious+objectors&y=12&x=3&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1 (Accessed March 
18, 2023). 
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were merely physical labor.”12 The USDA and federal government created a new class of 

Mexican labor that could be entirely excluded from full citizenship and whose time in the 

United States was finite. As Sarah Deutsch wrote, “In this way, federal agricultural policy 

and western farmers maintained the region's promise as a “white man’s West” and the 

identity of the true American, the real farmer, the full citizen as white.”13 A similarly 

complex labor issue that required federal intervention and legal finagling was the issue of 

using incarcerated Japanese American labor on the sugar beet fields.  

On February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt authorized Executive 

Order 9066, which removed and incarcerated all Japanese Americans on the West Coast 

of the United States who refused to move inland. Executive Order 9066 stemmed from 

earlier racist beliefs that argued for the surveillance and mass confinement of Japanese 

people after World War I in Hawaii. The architect of the plan, known as the “Orange War 

Plan,” Colonel John L. De Witt, laid out a step-by-step schema for the imprisonment of 

Japanese people in 1923. After declaring martial law, incarcerated Japanese needed to be 

put back to work in the agricultural sector to maximize labor productivity.14 De Witt’s 

“Orange War Plan” inspired Roosevelt’s executive order to remove and imprison people 

of Japanese descent living on the West Coast. Once removed, many Japanese peoples 

wound up in War Relocation Authority incarceration camps placed strategically in 

agricultural areas. However, as several scholars have noted, the incarceration of Japanese 

 

12 Mario Jimenez Sifuentez, Of Forests and Fields: Mexican Labor in the Pacific 
Northwest (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2016), 10. 
13 Deutsch, Making a Modern U.S. West, 298. 
14 Okihiro, Cane Fires, 124-125. 



212 
 
people removed them from their farms and harvests, which exacerbated labor and crop 

shortages on the West Coast.15 From harvesting onions at Minidoka, Idaho, to topping 

and pulling sugar beets at Heart Mountain, Wyoming, Japanese bodies were forcibly 

relocated to help harvest and asked to save the crops of a nation responsible for their 

incarceration. 

The Bureau of Agricultural Economics within the USDA determined on a region-

by-region basis the crops that needed federal support to obtain labor. Within these 

reports, the Northern Plains was designated as “the Mountain Sugar Beet Region” and 

was of significant concern for labor needs.16 The sugar companies, the USDA, and the 

other federal agencies involved—the United States Extension Service, the Department of 

Defense, the Department of Labor, the War Relocation Authority, and the Farm Security 

Administration—obtained the required bodies to ensure the beet sugar harvests for the 

war period. While the growers and companies expressed satisfaction with their new labor 

 

15 For more see Yu Tokunaga, “Japanese Interment as an Agricultural Labor Crisis: 
Wartime Debates over Food Security versus Military Necessity,” Southern California 
Quarterly, Vol. 101, No. 1 (Spring 2019), pp. 79-113; A.V. Krebs, “Bitter Harvest,” The 
Washington Post, February 2, 1992, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1992/02/02/bitter-harvest/c8389b23-
884d-43bd-ad34-bf7b11077135/?utm_term=.67ad5cc184c2 (Accessed March 18, 2023); 
and Natasha Varner, “The WWII Politics of Farms and Labor,” Densho, October 12, 
2018, https://densho.org/catalyst/the-wwii-politics-of-farms-and-labor/ (Accessed March 
18, 2023). 
16 The other four regions included are the Pacific Coast Dairy and Fruit Region, the 
Southwestern Long Staple Cotton Region, the Middle Western Dairy and Livestock 
Region, and the Eastern Truck Region. For more see, Farmers’ Attitudes Toward the Use 
of Japanese Evacuees as Farm Labor, February 27, 1943, Folder B1b(2)(b), Box 1.2/7, 
Section 3, Subseries 2, Series 1, USDA History Collection, National Agricultural Library, 
Beltsville, Maryland. 
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pools, the USDA realized the situation was temporary and sought more permanent 

answers. In 1945, a USDA employee recalling the discussion of creating a labor division 

within the Bureau of Agricultural Economics, wrote, “The labor program during the war 

is considered just a temporary one. It will make some long-time contributions to the 

knowledge of labor needed--and some to efficiency of farm labor operations… Three-

fourths of the people in the Department think that [the new labor division] should 

represent the special interests of commercial farmers.”17  Ultimately, after the war, the 

USDA, in conjunction with private researchers employed by the sugar industry, 

“propelled mechanization efforts… [as these groups] developed machines that could 

loosen, dig, and pile beets in one operation. At war’s end, the technological infrastructure 

to mechanize the entire industry was in motion.”18 With the mechanization of beet sugar 

agriculture, seemingly the Americanization of the sugar beet was accomplished. 

Beginning in WWII the sugar industry and the USDA, through their complicated 

symbiotic relationship, together marketed and promoted a whitened landscape of sugar 

beet labor that did not reflect the history or reality of what was happening in the fields.19  

Sugar beet labor was overwhelmingly nonwhite from the boom of the industry in the 

early twentieth century into the 1950s, and in Montana, many of these nonwhite laborers 

 

17 G.L.B., Discussions with BCB, February 19, 1945, Folder B1a, Box 1.2/6, Section 3, 
Subseries 2, Series 1, USDA History Collection, National Agricultural Library, 
Beltsville, Maryland. 
18 Michael Weeks, “Sugar State: Industry, Science, and the Nation in Colorado’s Sugar 
Beet Fields,” Western Historical Quarterly, Vol. 48, No. 4 (Winter 2017), 388. 
19 For more on the intersection of the USDA and the sugar industry see Weeks, “Sugar 
State,” 367-372. 
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included Japanese American and Mexican American citizens who lived in the state for as 

long as four decades.20  The erasure of these peoples from the public’s knowledge of 

sugar beet production was made possible by advances in the agronomy of the Beta 

vulgaris and technological developments that replaced the need for manual labor. The 

sanitization of these nonwhite communities from the history of the sugar beet furthered a 

narrative that erased Japanese and Mexican bodies, labor, food, and communities from 

Montana and regional history. Instead, the sugar companies and the USDA created a 

whitened nationalistic version of this plant’s journey from soil to product. This chapter 

unfolds over a series of three decades and three phases from the 1920s to 1950 examining 

the transformation of the beet sugar industry into a monolithic conglomeration of private 

interests and federal power. 

From the late 1920s to the New Deal, companies such as the Great Western Sugar 

Co. believed that they had solved their labor problem with the establishment of colonias 

across the West and the Northern Plains near their factories. However, the system of debt 

bondage that the companies held over the betabaleros began to deteriorate towards the 

end of the decade due to activism within the communities for better wages and living 

conditions. In the late 1920s, residents of the colonia in Billings, Montana, threatened to 

organize a strike. At the same time, residents in Yellowstone County began to complain 

about the growing Mexican community in the area. They wrote to local and state 

politicians demanding the prohibition of Latino immigration. Signs on business doors 

 

20 Deborah Jean Warner, Sweet Stuff: An American History of Sweeteners from Sugar to 
Sucralose (Washington DC: Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press, 2011), 98-100. 
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reading “No Mexicans or dogs allowed” appeared across Montana.21 Ultimately, the 

Great Western Sugar Company chose not to give in to workers’ demands, which caused 

fifty-eight of the original betabaleros families in Billings to leave. At the time, labor 

seemed expendable and something that could be replaced. Furthermore, at times the sugar 

industry relied on the use of child labor during campaigns. However, the onset of the 

Great Depression and the mass movements of unemployed people across the country sent 

shockwaves through the agricultural sector. Racist sentiments and capitalist attitudes 

towards labor ran up against economic need. The Jones-Costigan Act in 1934 showcased 

the federal government’s ability to deviate from private sugar interests, as the act 

prohibited child labor in sugar beet cultivation and guaranteed a minimum wage for 

betabaleros. Ultimately, the reaction from white farmers was a racist backlash towards 

Mexican people, and the response from the industry was to seek bodies that did not have 

the same degree of protection as these Mexican Americans. Rather than having free wage 

laborers that became Mexican American citizens—or Mexican Americans as some self-

identified—the company, by the end of the 1930s, sought imported contract labor that 

was easier to mobilize and manipulate. 

The second section of this chapter tracks the agronomic development of the sugar 

beet and the perceptions of labor by beet sugar researchers and technologists. The labor 

crisis on beet fields did not concern beet sugar agronomists as they believed that the 

industry's floundering in the 1930s was due to the lack of agronomic development of the 

 

21 Mercier, “Creating a New Community in the North,” 130. 
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crop itself.22 In this decade, the American Society of Sugar Beet Technologists held its 

first biennial meeting in Salt Lake City in January 1938. A paper titled “Looking Forward 

to Better Sugar Beet Production Machinery” viewed labor as an obstacle to overcome due 

to the hazards of labor unrest and organized resistance to the industry.23 The author 

concluded that industry and technologists could overcome this hurdle through agronomic 

and technological progress. And because the sugar division within the USDA was the 

handmaiden to sugar interests from its inception in 1903, the federal and private research 

mandate developed in the 1930s to eliminate labor needs on beet fields. Rather than 

address the labor problem by seeking the “right” type of laborer, as had been done for the 

past three decades, the mechanization of beet sugar cultivation would “thus eliminate the 

undesirable stoop labor.”24 However, the outbreak of World War II caused a pause in the 

progress toward eradicating undesirable labor. 

The last portion of this chapter is dedicated to World War II and the beet sugar 

industry in Montana and the West. The agricultural labor shortage and typical wartime 

workforce reduction caused internal panic within Montana’s state government and sugar 

companies. Having recently taken hard stances on the importation of “foreign” labor to 

assuage local concerns about the safety and integrity of their towns and cities, the 

 

22 George H. Coons, Beet Sugar, May 11, 1950, Box 5, USDA Sugar Crops Section 
Records, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
23 H.B. Walker, Looking Forward to Better Sugar Beet Production Machinery, January 
12, 1938, Records of the Great Western Sugar Company, Box 2.4-1, Archives & Special 
Collections, Colorado State University, Fort Collins, Colorado. 
24 H.B. Walker, Looking Forward to Better Sugar Beet Production Machinery, January 
12, 1938, Records of the Great Western Sugar Company, Box 2.4-1, Archives & Special 
Collections, Colorado State University, Fort Collins, Colorado. 
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Montana government found itself again in a difficult situation on whether it would accept 

undesirable labor in order to harvest untended crops. Ultimately, racist beliefs lost to the 

labor needs of the sugar beet industry in Montana and other beet sugar-producing areas in 

the West at the beginning of the war. Incarcerated Japanese and Bracero Mexican labor 

saved the beet crops during the war. Throughout the war, local and state government 

officials clarified that the Japanese brought in to help with the labor shortage would be 

prohibited from forming permanent colonies. Abuse of Japanese and Mexican labor was 

commonplace. By 1945, the Mexican government banned Bracero labor from being 

allocated to Montana due to violations of safety clauses in the international agreement 

between the two countries. By the war's end, despite violence and prejudice towards these 

laborers, industry and politicians in Montana and the West lobbied to retain them. 

Japanese American and Mexican beet workers were simultaneously wanted for their 

bodies and scorned for the color of their skin.  

“We demand not starvation wages” 

 Both the Billings colonia and the Great Western Sugar Company believed they 

had entered a stable relationship with labor in the 1920s. The original fifty-eight 

betabaleros families that occupied and built up the colonia began to establish a growing 

ethnic community and make relationships with white Montana farmers. As one oral 

history of a betalabero recounted, “the colonia helped keep the Mexican culture alive in 

this community and gave familiarity to the homesick migrant worker.”25 For the Great 

 

25 Gutierrez, “The Montana Migrant Workers,” 4. 
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Western Sugar Company, the 1920s was a period of stability, and beet harvests reached 

all-time highs.26 Douglas Sheflin has argued that this shift from a “sojourner” to a 

“settlement” model revealed the beet sugar industry’s ability to adapt strategies to 

maximize profits and ensure bodies on the field. Part of this shift included targeting 

Mexican families as labor units rather than Mexican, solos, or single men.27 By 

encouraging permanent colonies of Mexican laborers and their families, the company 

could rely on an annual supply of workers and use the growing colony to attract 

additional migrant laborers from Mexico.28 However, as Manuel A. Machado argues, 

these tactics to encourage the permanence of Mexican labor were premised on a debt 

bondage system that left them economically beholden to the companies.  

As a response to perpetual poverty, in the 1930s beet sugar laborers began to 

unionize in the West and advocate for more money and accommodations. The Great 

Western Sugar Company refused to meet the demands of the beet sugar laborers in 

Billings. Nationally though, the union was able to have enough of an effect to generate 

legislation for worker protections through the New Deal’s Agricultural Adjustment 

Administration. The racist backlash from white labor unions and workers in Montana was 

visceral and swift. Ultimately, many of the original families who had come to Billings 

left and were replaced by a growing population of new Mexican nationals who resembled 

 

26 Machado, Jr., “Hispanic Interviews: An Analysis,” 21. 
27 Dennis Nodin Valdes, “Settlers, Sojourners, and Proletarians: Social Formation in the 
Great Plains Sugar Beet Industry, 1890-1940,” Great Plains Quarterly, Vol. 10, No. 2 
(Spring 1990), 113. 
28 Sheflin, Legacies of Dust, 184. 
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a “pre-Bracero”-type individual laborer by 1935.29 If the 1920s were characterized by 

stability, the tumult of the 1930s displayed the beet sugar industry’s determination to 

replace expendable labor once they became unionized and uncooperative.  

Racism pervaded most interactions betabaleros had with community members 

outside of their colonia. Despite the resilience and growth of Mexican beet laborer 

communities, their presence in the community aroused prejudice from white residents 

regardless of the sugar company’s calculated decision to place “the residence of Mexican 

people [where it] would be least objectionable to people prejudiced against them.”30 The 

Great Western Sugar Company attempted to mitigate some of the violence and anger 

directed at their labor through campaigns against “the baseless fears directed at its Latino 

labor pool” and instead “emphasized that Mexican laborers had solved the farm labor 

problem, that many were U.S. citizens, and that they were skilled workers.”31 Despite 

these attempts, Mexican people were targeted by white communities as foreigners who 

were stealing jobs away from “American” labor and needed to be removed. Oral histories 

of Mexican Americans who grew up in Billings recalled that during an annual Kiwanis 

Easter egg hunt in South Park, “They had men on horses riding around that South Park 

 

29 Manuel A. Machado makes the argument that the Mexican nationals that replaced the 
original betabaleros families in Billings represented a pre-Bracero-type laborer that came 
to the United States under contract with a beet sugar company, worked for a set period 
with guaranteed protections, payments, and housing, and then would ultimately return to 
Mexico. From the scant primary source material, this seems to be the case in the seven-
year period before the official start of the Bracero program. For more see, Machado, Jr., 
“Hispanic Interviews: An Analysis,” 20-21. 
30 Deutsch, No Separate Refuge, 116. 
31 Mercier, “Creating a New Community in the North,” 130. 
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kicking us out. There were a lot of kids that wanted candy, but they’d kick us out. Latinos 

were banned from public swimming pools, segregated in theaters, and not allowed in 

restaurants.”32 In Colorado, a strong nativist movement sought to repatriate all Mexicans 

and Mexican Americans from the state.33 These nativist concerns gave rise to federal 

structures intervening in industrial agriculture’s pursuit of Mexican labor. In the 

Southwestern United States, the border patrol was established in 1924 to control 

migrating agricultural workers from Mexico. The border patrol did not fully oppose 

Mexican immigration but sought to control it, just as the sugar companies intended.34 The 

lines between Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans blurred. Anyone perceived as 

an ethnically Mexican person in Montana had to have their white farm employers shop 

for them. Although the Great Western Sugar Company promoted a “settlement” strategy 

for their labor, the social conditions and legal structures discouraged any reality of a 

long-term, thriving Mexican community in Montana. Exacerbating betabaleros’ social 

status and ostracization within their community were deteriorating working conditions 

and stagnant pay. By the decade's end, the combination led to a growing class 

consciousness among Mexican Americans. 

 The 1930s constituted a pivotal moment in forming a Mexican American 

working-class culture. Historian and Mexican American Studies scholar Dennis Nodin 

Valdes, argued that the Mexican Americans on the Great Plains established a distinct 

 

32 Mercier, “Creating a New Community in the North,” 130. 
33 Sheflin, Legacies of Dust, 188-189. 
34 For more on the border patrol and their relationship to agribusiness and the importation 
of labor from Mexico see Kelly Lytle Hernandez, Migra, 27-33. 



221 
 
class identity that set them apart from Mexican laborers in New Mexico and Mexico in 

the 1930s.35 Starting in 1918 and throughout the 1920s, the Industrial Workers of the 

World (IWW) and the Communist Party (CPUSA) sent organizers into the sugar beet 

fields of Colorado to organize strikes.36 While only one strike was threatened and 

thwarted, the seeds of unionization were planted, and betabaleros in Colorado formed the 

Mexican Beet Workers Committee a few years later. This period marked the transition of 

Mexican laborers from the “fringes of the working class to full participation in its 

expansion.”37 These workers understood their importance to the agricultural and 

industrial sectors of the United States. Although a minority movement and union through 

the 1920s, the Mexican Beet Workers Committee “presented grievances” to the Great 

Western Sugar Company, “petitioning for clean water, habitable housing, and guaranteed 

pay for work.”38 By the end of the decade, Mexican and Mexican American laborers 

created the Asociacion de Betabeleros (Beet Workers’ Association) as a constituent of the 

American Federation of Labor. They boasted 10,000 members and sympathizers from 

across the West.39 Colorado, and other areas of proportionally higher Mexican American 

and Mexican betabeleros populations, had success organizing and making some grounds 

 

35 Valdes, “Settlers, Sojourners, and Proletarians,” 115. 
36 Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization, 179 and Valdes, “Settlers, Sojourners, and 
Proletarians,” 119. 
37 Zaragosa Vargas, “Armies in the Fields and Factories: The Mexican Working Classes 
in the Midwest in the 1920s,” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos, 7(1), Winter 1991, 
47. 
38 Valdes, “Settlers, Sojourners, and Proletarians,” 119. 
39 Valdes, “Settlers, Sojourners, and Proletarians,” 119. 
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through negotiations and earning some concessions from the sugar companies. This was 

not the case in Montana. 

 Mexican and Mexican American families living in Montana did not have the same 

bargaining power as their counterparts in the Midwest and Rocky Mountain West. As a 

result,  the numbers of their community in Montana shrank by 1940. Working conditions 

worsened for the Billings betabeleros community shortly before the onset of the Great 

Depression. Finally, the Great Western Sugar Company refused to improve contracts, 

which led to the departure of many of the families in the colonia and their abandonment 

of the 1928-29 beet crop in Montana.40 Although the company saved the crop by bringing 

in labor from California, Texas, and Colorado, it realized it needed more control over its 

labor force. Seeking the stability it had lost, the Great Western Sugar Company reversed 

its stance on hiring family labor for settlement and returned to a sojourner model of 

targeting solos.41 Union representatives from the Asociacion de Betabeleros in Colorado, 

and even the Mexican consul in Salt Lake City, unsuccessfully tried to intervene in 

Montana’s treatment of Mexican and Mexican American labor and families. The consul, 

Raul Dominguez, reported of Billings, “La compania de azucar es la que en realidad 

maneja el boierno de la ciudad y del condado. (In reality the sugar company runs the city 

and county government.)”42 

 

40 Machado, Jr., “Hispanic Interviews: An Analysis,” 18. 
41 Mercier, “Creating a New Community in the North,” 133. 
42 Valdes, “Settlers, Sojourners, and Proletarians,” 116. 
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Labor organizations in Montana had difficulty organizing because they were 

“vulnerable to companies and growers, who could retaliate by ejecting rebellious families 

from housing, refusing to pay back wages and transportation, and importing replacement 

workers.”43 Dominguez may have added that sugar interests also had lines of 

communication and relationships with the state government. In 1922, Governor Joseph 

M. Dixon wrote in a letter to W.P. Hogarty, an agent of the Great Western Sugar 

Company, “I have for many years fully realized the tremendous importance to the 

development of Montana’s irrigated lands that was possible from beet sugar culture and 

in season and out I have preached this plan for the future salvation of this state… [I] 

nipped [a tax proposition of the beet sugar industry] in the bud.”44 In Montana, the sugar 

companies had close relationships with state and local officials, and both were often 

united in their outlooks on labor and controlling undesirable populations within Montana. 

Actions towards Mexican and Mexican American labor proliferated in the mid-1930s 

after sugar beet laborers won federally protected wages. 

 In the 1930s, the repatriation of over 400,000 Mexicans and Mexican Americans 

and massive agricultural labor strikes created a labor shortage that allowed Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans remaining in the West to exercise their power as workers. 45  These 

 

43 Mercier, “Creating a New Community in the North,” 133. 
44 Joseph M. Dixon, Joseph M. Dixon to W.P. Hogarty, September 9, 1924, Folder 10, 
Box 29, Montana Governors Records, 1889-1962, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, 
Helena, Montana. 
45 For more on Mexican labor strikes in California and Mexican American labor in the 
early 1930s see Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects, 135-136 and Don Mitchell, The Lie of the 
Land: Migrant Workers and the California Landscape (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1996), 138-147. 
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events stirred enough strife that the federal government stepped in. Newly elected 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt tasked his Secretary of Labor in 1933 with “the 

immediate formulation of a plan which will place the labor policies of sugar beet 

production on a reasonable and equitable basis.”46 The Committee on Labor Conditions 

in the Growing of Sugar Beets determined that the “labor problems presented by the 

growing of sugar beets arises from two features of the crop; first, the large amount of 

unskilled handwork required; second, the concentrated seasonal nature of this labor.”47 

Reports were compiled yearly from 1909 to 1933 on a state-by-state basis, juxtaposing 

total operating costs and profit per acre with wages per acre to a contract worker. While 

income for growers and processors had stagnated and dipped below peak 1920s-

production-level profits, the wages paid to contract workers in 1932 and 1933 were well 

under any historical figure, including wages per acre in 1909.48 The committee ultimately 

recommended the following three actions to include in the Jones-Costigan Sugar Act of 

1934: making sugar a basic commodity under the Agricultural Adjustment Act, 

eliminating child labor, and guaranteeing adequate compensation for beet laborers not to 

 

46 W. Lewis Abbott, Report of the Committee on Labor Conditions in the Growing of 
Sugar Beets, n.d., Folder E3, Box 1.1/10, Section 8, Subseries 1, Series 1, USDA History 
Collection, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
47 W. Lewis Abbott, Report of the Committee on Labor Conditions in the Growing of 
Sugar Beets, n.d. 
48 In 1909-1912, contracted labor was paid $20.00 per acre, aside from one year, these 
wages continued to increase until 1931. In 1932, workers were paid $15.75 and in 1933, 
$12.00 per acre. For more see Table I: Average cost of production per acre of sugar 
beets, 1913; Table II: Average cost of production per acre of sugar beets, 1921-23; and 
Table IV: Distribution of Total Income from Sugar Per Acre, 1933, Folder E3, Box 
1.1/10, Section 8, Subseries 1, Series 1, USDA History Collection, National Agricultural 
Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
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fall below $20 per acre.49 Notable for the decade the Act broke with most New Deal farm 

policies which did not support agricultural workers.50 However, as Mae Ngai has argued, 

protections meant little “[amidst] the backdrop of instability and conflict, growers 

increasingly called for the government to import Mexican nationals as contract 

laborers.”51 By importing Mexican nationals as contract laborers rather than Mexican 

immigrants and Mexican American families as wage laborers, the company could better 

control their labor as a non-citizen workforce and appease calls from white communities 

for reduction of imported Mexican labor. Working on seasonal contracts rather than 

staying overwinter on colonias solo migrant workers were not as visible in the 

communities. 

With the passage of the Jones-Costigan Act of 1934, anti-Mexican attitudes 

proliferated throughout Montana. From Missoula to Billings; labor unions and residents 

rallied to prohibit and block the further migration of Mexican and Mexican American 

peoples from entering the state. Governor Elmer E. Holt remained stalwart against the 

Great Western Sugar Company’s continued use of Mexican labor. A letter from Joseph E. 

Watson of the Montana Relief Commission to Holt revealed Holt’s negotiations with the 

company to circumvent the use of brown bodies on the beet fields. Watson wrote, 

The average worker will care for nine acres of beets. Therefore they will need 
additional workers of well over 1,400. They expect first to go to South Dakota to 

 

49 W. Lewis Abbott, Report of the Committee on Labor Conditions in the Growing of 
Sugar Beets, n.d. 
50 For more on the uniqueness of the Jones-Costigan Act as one of the sole pieces of New 
Deal legislation that protected workers see Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects, 136 and 
Merleaux, Sweetness and Civilization, 186. 
51 Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects, 136. 
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secure all available labor they possibly can, which will be Russian Germans. 
From there they will go into Northern Colorado, and if labor is not available in 
these two sections they will go from there to the coast… Yesterday Mrs. Reed and 
I met a delegation of the beet workers organization, a committee of twelve, to get 
the other side of the story. They state they will not sign any contracts this year 
unless the growers agree to pay [labor costs associated with the beet harvest]… if 
these several hundred families come into this country and wish to remain after the 
contracts that have been filled and are unable to live in quarters furnished by the 
growers, the housing conditions, especially places that rent for a reasonable figure 
are almost impossible to rent.52 

Holt agreed with the Great Western that German Russian labor would be sought before 

seeking out Mexican labor. He received pushback from labor unions across the state, 

worried about the permanent settlement of Mexican and Filipino labor. Throughout the 

West, Anglo small farmers and sharecroppers targeted Mexican labor as a problematic 

surplus that drove down their opportunities for work and higher wages. Holt explained in 

a letter to Felipe Moralez, the leader of the Montana Beet Workers’ Union, “I cannot 

understand why it is necessary to import non-residents into this State for any kind of 

employment, nor can I understand why non-citizens of the United States are permitted to 

remain in the State and take employment away from our own people.”53 Holt attempted 

to stand his ground with Moralez, a representative of the union, by making a distinction 

between citizens and non-citizens, even though Mexican Americans still lived in Billings’ 

colonia at that time. However, input from labor unions across the state started to take 

matters into their own hands. 

 

52 Joseph E. Watson, Joseph E. Watson to Elmer E. Holt, April 13, 1936, Folder 23, Box 
82, Montana Governors Records, 1889-1962, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, 
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53 Elmer E. Holt, Elmer E. Holt to Felipe Moralez, April 14, 1936, Folder 23, Box 82, 
Montana Governors Records, 1889-1962, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, Helena, 
Montana. 
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 Holt felt pressure on all sides: from white labor groups that advocated for the 

deportation of Mexican peoples from Montana; Mexican, and Mexican American beet 

laborers who wanted a living wage; and the sugar company that cared foremost about the 

beet campaign. White labor unions rallied against Mexican and Filipino labor in the state 

during the 1930s. Unions viewed them as competition for beet jobs and wanted Mexican 

and Filipino laborers be deported after the season and not be allowed to stay in Montana. 

On date, the Montana Labor News out of Butte reported, “With many thousands of 

Montana’s relief rolls seeking employment, is it a fact that foreign labor is being 

imported?... If the Governor is taking steps to see that beet labor is exported when the 

harvest is over, it is obvious that he not only KNOWS, but that he CONDONES its 

importation, even though it deprives Montana citizens of a job… Verily, labor—

organized labor—CANNOT HOPE FOR HELP FROM GOVERNOR HOLT.”54 The 

newspaper placed Holt in cahoots with the Great Western Sugar Company to find the 

cheapest foreign labor to maximize profits for the refinery rather than the farmers. The 

same day that story ran, telegrams to Holt from various labor unions asked him to reject 

shipments of foreign labor from the Great Western at the Wyoming border using the state 

militia.55 Labor unions looked towards Governor Edwin Johnson of Colorado and his 

decision to send the National Guard to the Utah, Kansas, and New Mexico borders to 

 

54 “Gov. Holt Refuses to Protect Montana Labor,” Montana Labor News, May 7, 1936, 
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Montana Governors Records, 1889-1962, MC 35, Montana Historical Society, Helena, 
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blockade Mexican agricultural labor.56 Ultimately, Holt declined to stop the 10-train cars 

of Mexican beet workers hired by the Great Western, much to the chagrin of white 

laborers who felt that these “foreign workers are being mobilized to invade the 

Yellowstone Valley in Montana.”57 Other groups were concerned that importing Mexican 

and Filipino labor would open the door for permanently establishing “these transient 

groups” in Missoula.58 While white laborers were concerned with these aspects of 

competition and permanent settlement of perceived foreigners, Mexican laborers sought 

to be treated as human and make a livable wage.  

Mexican laborers were paid significantly less than white laborers, so they were 

seen as ideal workers for the Great Western Sugar Company. Felipe Moralez summarized 

the sugar company's treatment of Mexican labor as bodies rather than humans when he 

wrote to Governor Holt, 

In reply to your letter dated April 17th, sealed the twentieth, you still seem 
in doubt as to whether or not there is plenty labor to take care of the 1936 
Beet crop in the Billings, district also other districts in Mont. I know myself 
for a fact there is plenty labor to do the job. But we demand prevailing wage. 
Not starvation weges [sic.] as has been in the past. The only trouble now is 
that the sugar co. has already put out the propaganda that contracts are 
ready. And so far the Washington D.C. Offices have not come to any labor 
agreements… And that is why we do not recognize the sugar co. contracts 
and too is why the sugar co. has been and are still shipping in labor in small 
groups from different places: these people come in here broke no place to 

 

56 Sheflin, Legacies of Dust, 190. 
57 “Great Western Sugar Company Imports Beet Workers: To Beat Down Wages of Beet 
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eat or sleep. They are being forced on starvation wages and in the end will 
be forced onto the relief rolls and the sugar co. will be responsible. The 
same old practice the sugar co. always reaps the benefit by swelling their 
profit. Employ home labor who long ago has listened to the sugar co. and 
are here ready for service in the beet fields at prevailing wages… I already 
notified our President in Mexico. To envestigate [sic.] who is going to be 
responsible for our actual expense to go back home. We are ready and 
anxious to return home. And it may be passible we will break even. Every 
Mexican that is returned to Mexico penniless. Americans may return here 
the same way penniless; It doesn’t make any difference to us.59 

Moralez condemned the Great Western Sugar Company for putting profit before people. 

A few aspects of this letter reveal a new stance of the sugar company towards their 

laborers. Despite the passage of the Jones-Costigan Act, the sugar companies found 

loopholes to pay workers still the bare minimum before negotiations with the Department 

of Labor and the beet unions occurred. To create situations that pitted white labor against 

Mexican labor, the Great Western Sugar Company would advertise their contracts 

publicly and reproduced in local newspapers.60 As David R. Roediger has argued, 

“capital’s goal has been to produce difference and division… fostering of competition 

among the races… [are] key to U.S. management strategy… that also emphasized the 

race development of allegedly inferior people.”61 Especially in Billings, compared to 

places with stronger organized Mexican American labor unions, the Great Western Sugar 
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Company fostered and relied on the reactions of white labor to keep a surplus of labor for 

them to control.  

Moralez’s letter also shows that the Billings colonia did not want further 

importation of Mexican labor because it caused further destitution. This period saw more 

Mexican American families leave the Billings colonia. The constant barrage of solos 

arriving in Billings reduced family settlement “from 221 in 1935 to 173 in 1937.”62 The 

Great Western Sugar Company exacerbated the hostility white workers had toward 

Mexican laborers and created poverty and deprivation in the Billings colonia in order to 

transition from free wage laboring families to impoverished single male Mexican 

nationals. This strategy did not ultimately play out the way the sugar companies had 

initially hoped. 

 By the end of the 1930s, the Great Western Sugar Company was struggling to 

obtain solos labor, and many of the white Anglo workers were not showing up in large 

numbers to harvest beets. After the severe blowback from labor unions in Montana, the 

Great Western significantly slowed its importation of beet labor, assuming that 

Montanans would fill those roles as they claimed they would. But they did not. By 1938, 

it was reported that “it will be unnecessary to [look] outside of Montana for competent 

beet harvesters… in the five counties where beet factories are located.”63 It is hard to 
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know precisely how many Mexican and Mexican American families left Billings between 

1930 and 1940, when the 1940 census labeled Mexican Americans as white. However, 

oral histories and tangential evidence point to a declining population through the 

decade.64  Hard-pressed to find stable work, little motivated families to stay in the area. 

Some certainly did, but many left. Racist sentiments directed towards Mexican and 

Mexican American adults, women, and children contributed to them leaving Montana for 

good. Students were discriminated against by teachers, and students and were peppered 

with pejoratives such as “dirty Mexican” and “bean eater.”65 One citizen of Billings 

summarized his view of the Mexican community in his letter to Governor Holt. He wrote, 

Dear Sir: As I was walking to work the depot in Billings this morning [I 
saw] a large group of people and trucks and went to see what it was all 
about. I found it to be Mexicans or something of the sort. They were loading 
their families and house hold goods on trucks and going some place with 
them. Some of the men started east with their suit cases in their hands. I 
have not found where they were going but was informed at the depot that 
there were six car load of them. From where I am staying a boy and myself 
were counting the whites and blacks we could see at one time on the corner 
of 27 st and Minn. Ave. at times there would be two, three, or four, and 
never more than five white men and from six to a then and twelve negroes 
and Mexicans, which goes to show there are plenty of that kind of people 
here now without shipping them in by the trainload. Now as to the justice 
of this thing. There is no use entering into any argument or comment. For I 
think situation is past that stage. But what I do think is that if the state and 
national Governments have no laws to cope with the situation they should 
acknowledge the fact and step aside let the white people handle the matter 
themselves. As I write there are four whites and bunches of Mexican women 
across the street seemingly having a good time cavorting along and one of 
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them when she kick up a little on the wind blows a partly unbuttoned coat 
back there is no underwear visible and this is the great western sugar 
companies contribution to Billings society.66 

This letter to Holt reveals the scrutiny and views that Billings's Mexican and Mexican 

American residents encountered throughout the 1930s. Responding to a fear that Mexican 

and Black peoples were outnumbering whites in Billings, the author advocated letting the 

white people handle the matter themselves for the sake of justice. The implied threat of 

violence did manifest at times. Ultimately, some Mexican families decided to stay and 

form meaningful communities, but many chose to leave and never look back.  

The reduction in Billing’s Mexican American community and the cutback of solo 

labor left the companies dependent on local Montanan labor. That labor never showed. 

This was a trend across the region, as newspapers surveyed a new “Farm Labor Shortage 

Problem” due to the “Lack of Migratory Workers.”67 Another newspaper reported that as 

more white laborers found jobs in the armament industry, “the labor shortage in the fields 

became more pressing until young people were pressed into service as soon as they could 

be of any use.”68 By 1940, the labor situation became a crisis again. Nativist sentiments 
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had repatriated communities of Mexican peoples and forced them out of the agricultural 

sector. But, attitudes quickly reversed once sugar growers and companies realized their 

reliance on them. Douglas Sheflin writes, “The racism and xenophobia that compounded 

economic concerns and helped facilitate the repatriation movement eventually subsided. 

It also lessened as soon as farmers needed inexpensive labor.”69 The onset of World War 

II created the structure for the sugar beet fields of Montana and the West to utilize 

marginal bodies and ensure that the labor problems of the 1930s would not manifest 

again. 
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“Sugar and Western Civilization” 

 The labor problems experienced on the beet fields were far removed from the labs 

of USDA beet researchers and private sugar company experiment stations. Beet 

agronomists’ views of the industry’s health were focused solely on agronomic issues such 

as disease, insect control, and variety breeding. George H. Coons, the principal 

investigator within the Division of Sugar Plant Investigations, argued that “The sugar 

beet, product of science, has depended upon scientific research for the solution of its 

problems.”70 From field to factory, every aspect was a scientific process that could be 

meticulously controlled. When labor was discussed regarding the cultivation of the sugar 

beet, the processes and bodies were abstracted as if the weeding, thinning, planting, and 

harvesting were done by incorporeal beings. While the disconnect may seem irrelevant 

between scientists in a lab and Mexican and Mexican American betabaleros on the fields, 

the perception of federal and private researchers towards labor was an aspect that they 

could fix and control. Their approach to labor, whenever it appeared in their research 

programs, was that it was a barrier to the progress of the industry. The sugar beet in the 

United States was viewed as a scientific and civilized sugar plant, as opposed to cane. 

The beet and its final product needed to be scientific from beginning to end. Through 

better plant science and mechanization, undesirable bodies could be removed. The New 

Deal era saw the most significant strides in the agronomic process of the Beta vulgaris 
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and primed the industry and federal government to take the next step towards 

mechanization. 

 Sugar beet agronomy developed over a series of three phases. The first dedicated 

agronomic program for sugar beet research was the Division of Sugar Plant Investigation 

within the USDA’s Bureau of Plant Industry, which began operation in 1903. Shortly 

after that, the Great Western Sugar Company created the nation's first private agricultural 

experiment station in 1909 in Colorado. Michael Weeks has tracked the interconnected 

relationship between the USDA and private beet industry from the early twentieth 

century to the mechanization of the industry after World War II. Through three phases, 

Weeks argues that “Employing beet sugar industry goals to conduct research agendas, 

[the federal government] developed joint projects, shared findings and research space, 

and blurred lines between government agencies and private industry… To a degree, the 

ubiquity of state-sponsored science in the beet fields of the West was a function of its 

invisibility. Nonetheless, it became a permanent fixture.”71 In the first phase, from 1903 

to 1917, the USDA collaborated with industry to develop a domestic seed program for 

climes in the American West; next, the 1920s saw amplified research efforts towards 

maximizing efficiency and yield on existing acreage through the embrace of the agro-

chemical industry and the promotion of beet breeding; lastly, the 1930s through World 

War II saw a massive effort to mechanize the industry to bolster the industry as it 

plummeted economically.72  
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Weeks provides a helpful chronology and paradigm to track the agronomic 

process of the sugar beet over the three-decade period before the mechanization of the 

industry. However, my argument focuses on the racialized impetus to mechanize the 

industry. The project of beet sugar was the project of a white West for agrarian 

smallholders. The scientific nature of the beet from agronomic processes to refined 

products such as sugar, cattle feed, and even plastics were meant to define the plant as 

civilized and suitable for American farmers. The genesis of agribusiness relations to 

statist agendas is vital to my argument, as both forces viewed the elimination of laboring 

bodies as a boon to the social and economic fabric of the industry. From the earliest 

reports that attempted to solve the labor crisis, it is clear that the industry oscillated 

between expelling undesirable laborers and needing them to harvest the crop. 

 The first agronomic concern addressed in the early twentieth century was creating 

a domestic seed program. As tracked in the previous chapter, most of the beet seed used 

in the United States until approximately 1910 was the imported seed, mainly from 

Germany and France. This was recognized as a problem by both the USDA and private 

sugar companies. Charles Saylor argued that among the early efforts to create domestic 

seed, “The feelings seems to prevail generally that beet seed can easily be, and should be, 

grown in this country. This is a spirit not to be condemned, but when it is understood that 

the growing of sugar-beet seed is one of the most intricate features of the whole 

enterprise, requiring a large investment of capital and the application of considerable 

scientific knowledge… the United States will have a fully established safe and reputable 
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sugar-beet-seed production.”73 Saylor recognized the success of the domestic U.S. beet 

sugar industry depended on establishing a seed industry. Further, he conceded that the 

work of the Department of Agriculture lagged significantly behind private industry’s 

research program to address the problem. The Great Western Sugar Company’s research 

branch conducted variety and seed tests early on.74 However, private research attempts 

lacked coordination. The Division of Sugar Plant Investigations partnered with industry 

for the first time between 1905-1908 as joint experiments were conducted in 

collaboration with Land Grant, USDA, and private researchers.75 By 1913, a cohesive 

program began emerging, and state and private interests were aligned. The research 

program of the Great Western covered: “(1) sugar beet variety improvement, (2) 

agronomy, weed control and soils, (3) physiology, (4) diseases, insects and pests, and (5) 

development of new beet machinery.”76 The social aspects of beet cultivation were 

divergent as they were part of the problem the above program could solve. Better seeds 

and better machines would eliminate the use of hand labor. This attitude became more 

pronounced after World War I, as beet agronomists researched minimizing human labor 

to maximize profits. 

 By the early 1920s, the synchronized research program between industry and the 

federal government systematized all aspects of beet sugar. The USDA divided the work 
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of beet sugar cultivation and subsequent manufacturing across nine divisions and 

departments within the office of the Bureau of Plant Industry. They included: the Office 

of Sugar-Plant Investigations, the Office of Soil Fertility, the Bureau of Chemistry, the 

Bureau of Soils, the Bureau of Animal Industry, the Bureau of Entomology, the Weather 

Bureau, the Bureau of Home Economics, and the Bureau of Standards.77 Every bureau, 

division, and department had an important job to maximize the beet sugar industry’s 

efficiency for profit. The logic of compartmentalizing research and specialties was 

connected to making the process more scientific. From the outset, the industry had to 

appear more civilized and progressive than the cane industry. As Harry A. Austin, the 

Secretary of the U.S. Beet Sugar Association, wrote in 1928, “The beet sugar industry 

was conceived by scientific minds, and from its inception scientific methods have been 

employed more or less in all phases of the industry… Sugar cane grows almost like a 

weed, very little cultivation being necessary. On the other hand, the beet… [was the 

product of] inventive genius that has been constantly at work seeking new and improved 

methods in field and factory.”78 From the perspective of the agronomic research agenda 

laid out a decade before, the agronomic progress seemed encouraging. The 1920s boasted 

the construction of a domestic seed market, the creation of the first scientifically-bred 

varieties resistant to Curly Top, and the adoption of chemical compounds such as 
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mercury, chlorine, formaldehyde, and ammonia on the fields.79 However, any mention of 

labor is absent from the report.  

The labor systems of sugar beet cultivation contradicted Harry Austin’s claim of 

the civilizing power of the plant and the industry. The domestic industry produced “a 

farm crop from American soil valued at over $120,000,000, the proceeds from the sale of 

which are distributed to American farmers, American labor, and American industry.”80 

Austin reproduces the initial vision of sugar beets as the crop of white smallholders using 

familial and European-style labor systems. On the other hand, cane labor was decried as 

“un-American” in both composition—specifically Asiatics (Japanese and Chinese 

“coolie” labor—and ideology.81 Austin wrote of the cane industry’s labor: "In fact, many 

of the cane-sugar producing countries are today using the antiquated [emphasis added] 

methods of centuries ago. Like the tropical laborer, by whose effort the cane sugar 

industry was improvident, lethargic, going along in its drowsy way from year to year.”82 

Any concession of sugar beet laborers would have attacked the USDA and private 

 

79 For more on the beginning of the domestic seed industry in the U.S. West see, United 
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industry’s carefully created dichotomy between beet and cane. As a result, beet 

researchers within the Bureau of Plant Investigations often did not write about the social 

problems of beet sugar cultivation. Labor issues were scarcely addressed, and when they 

were, it was in the West and at the request of other governmental agencies. One of the 

first agency homes for sugar beet labor was housed in the Office of Farm Management 

and Farm Economics—which shortly thereafter became the Bureau of Agricultural 

Economics. In the campaign years of 1918 and 1919, the Office asked the Bureau of 

Plant Industry for support to document the cost of producing sugar beets in Utah and 

Idaho. What the report found was that “Labor constituted 69 to 75 per cent of all costs 

exclusive of land rent.”83 The Office of Farm Management and Farm Economics 

foremost task was to disseminate information related to agricultural production, crop 

estimates, marketing, and finance. Any discussion of labor was couched in abstracted 

numbers and figures that related to farm management as a business model.84 As a result, 

the only way that contract hand labor was represented—the Russian German, Japanese, 

and Mexican beet laborers—was in monetary values. Bodies abstracted as capital. The 
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USDA viewed contract labor as a static force that could translate to a reliable dollar 

amount. This held true for most of the 1920s as harvests steadily rose and sugar 

companies found a stable labor pool. However, as labor unrest and shortage rocked the 

industry by the late 1920s, the research program refocused on mechanization. 

Mechanization efforts ramped up dramatically in the 1930s. The USDA and 

private sugar companies sought to ameliorate the labor crisis through technological 

innovation. However, the underlying impetus was also to rid the agency and industry of 

unruly labor. If the process from the field to the factory was to truly be scientific, the one 

uncontrollable and undesirable factor was the labor of “non-American” people. As 

Wayne D. Rasmussen tracked, “Some farmers and local mechanics experimented with 

machine for harvesting beets during the 1920’s. The important step towards developing 

such machines, however, came in 1931, when the California Agricultural Experiment 

Station and the Bureau of Agricultural Engineering of the U.S. Department of Agriculture 

cooperated in a study of the mechanization of sugar beet growing and harvesting.”85 In 

addition to technological developments, the biology and germination of the Beta vulgaris 

needed to be altered to accommodate machines cultivating and harvesting the plant. Until 

the 1930s, almost all varieties of beets were a multigerm crop—meaning that the 

germination of the plant produced a cluster of seedlings and plants—which made it 

difficult to consistently space rows in which mechanical thinners, flex-tine harrows, and 
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long-handled hoes could operate without damaging the crop.86 Although the 

mechanization and monogerm breeding project would not be complete for several 

decades from the beginning of the research programs, their inception marked the start of 

the whitewashing and erasure of beet labor.  

By the end of the 1930s, mechanization of beet sugar cultivation was the foremost 

pressing issue on the minds of the USDA and the sugar industry. Federal and private 

interests explicitly argued that the industry's mechanization would reduce production 

costs by eliminating the need for labor. Citing the statistics of the cost of seasonal labor 

in sugar beet production, Anton Skuderna, the principal agronomist for the Division of 

Sugar Plant Investigations and former industry scientist, argued that there was a “need for 

reducing the amount of hand labor involved in the growing of sugar beets… the total 

labor costs represent approximately 40 percent of the gross costs of growing beets… 

Progress is being made in the development of machines for harvesting sugar beets. Such 

machines will reduce greatly the amount of hand labor employed in the fall.”87 Skuderna 

represented the blurred line between federal and private research interests, which by this 

period were impossible to tease apart.88 In 1937, “scientists and researchers from 
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industry, the USDA, and agricultural colleges who shared a common interest in sugar 

beet science” gathered at an initial meeting at Fort Collins, Colorado and created the 

American Society of Sugar Beet Technologists (ASSBT).89 The next year they held their 

first gathering in Salt Lake City, Utah. In the opening address E.G. Peterson, the 

President of the Utah State Agricultural College welcomed the audience with a short 

history lesson and a reminder of the original vision of sugar beet cultivation in the West. 

He reminded members that they came “for this first annual meeting to a place of great 

historical interest because it was just three blocks from this meeting place that irrigation 

by Anglo-Saxon peoples was first practiced. Irrigation is… the basis of some of our most 

important crops, including sugar beets, so it is fitting for the moment that we recognize 

our obligation to the development of civilization… onto the land in order to grow crops… 

a land without irrigation would have continued largely the abode of Indians and wild 

animals.”90 Peterson reminded the first members of the ASSBT of the American sugar 

beet industry's purpose: to civilize both peoples and landscapes through the cultivation 

and products of the Beta vulgaris. Arguments for mechanization to remove labor costs 

were valid, but the justification was social as much as economic. 

Although rarely expressed explicitly, beet agronomists by the end of the 1930s 

recognized that what they called the “social” problems of labor could not be ignored in 

the mission to mechanize sugar beet agriculture. Labor costs were divided in two ways by 
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beet agronomists: farmer labor and contract labor. Farm labor was skilled and could be 

accomplished by the farmer and a small group of local help. Contract labor was defined 

as foreign stoop labor that worked with their hands seasonally.91 Of the two, contract 

labor was the undesirable branch that could be pruned. The ideal goal was a “situation of 

year-round supply of farm labor handling the entire cultural and harvesting operations 

without the necessity of hiring additional seasonal labor.”92 Members of the ASSBT and 

the USDA argued that contract labor “has focused rather unfavorable attention on the 

industry” and came to a conclusion that this “stoop labor in sugar beet production [could 

be replaced] by the substitution of machine methods.”93 This was an epiphany for the 

research and science arm of the U.S. beet sugar industry. The ASSBT members were 

techno-optimists. They believed any issue or problem in the field could be overcome. 

When the use of “un-American,” problematic, and inefficient labor was finally 

recognized as a prevailing problem, the full joint effort of the state-sponsored sugar 

industry meant to address it. The first 1938 ASSBT conference laid out the challenge to 

solve this problem. The paper asked “The plant breeder, agronomist, plant pathologist, 

entomologist, practical farmer, sugar chemist, field superintendent, engineer, inventor, 
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and anyone else” in the audience to contribute to solve the industry-old problem of “the 

stigma of stoop labor.”94 At the next meeting, Michigan State College agronomist H.C. 

Rather approached the task and offered better-bred varieties and larger row spacing. Of 

the problem, he wrote, 

There can be little question that the growing of a crop of sugar beets in any 
manner in keeping with the American way of farming, becomes most 
complex in its labor aspects. Heretofore, we have relied largely on 
agricultural engineers to remove the tedium of hand labor from many of our 
farm practices… I have yet to see any system of hand-worked agriculture 
that holds any appeal socially, economically or in any other way to the 
American farmer. If the growing of sugar beets is to become more 
widespread on the thousands of acres of excellent land that never grew crop 
before, then the amount of hand labor in relation to the value of the crop 
must be reduced.95 

Rather made a claim that connected Americanness to the cultivation of sugar beet crops 

and argued that there was a disconnect between that sentiment and its current labor 

system. The ASSBT’s members claimed that their approach to solving the labor problem 

was for the sake of efficiency, which was true; however, when it came to the social 

aspects of this labor problem, the inferred solution was the elimination of beet laborers 

who were not white. 

 The elimination of hand labor through technological and mechanized research 

programs equated to the destruction of communities of color in sugar beet regions of the 

American West. Skuderna embodied the will of the USDA and private sugar when he 
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proclaimed that the industry's objective “now in progress, is to eliminate hand work 

entirely, except for its casual use in hoeing operations.”96 The agency's and industry's 

staggering efficiency was evident; the first year of actual field mechanization took place 

the same year as Skuderna’s decree.97 However, the “social” problems of the beet labor 

force would not go away so easily. While industry and USDA beet scientists were 

reluctant to address the racial composition of the labor force, the usage of beet sugar 

labor still drew the attention of labor and education advocates and reformers. In a 

presentation before the Senate Committee on Education and Labor in 1940, Otis E. 

Mulliken, Chief of Labor within the Sugar Division of the AAA, detailed the current state 

of sugar beet contract laborers within the United States. Of the 93,100 contract sugar 

workers in the United States in 1939,  

The bulk of these workers were Spanish-American and Mexicans. (Spanish-
American is the term applied to American citizens of Mexican extraction.) 
This group with about 53,000 workers accounts for 57 percent of the total 
labor force. The next largest single group are native Americans who, 
however, total only 15,000 or 16 percent of the total. The other large ethnic 
group which can be distinguished is the German and German-Russian 
which accounts for about 11,500 workers or 12 percent of the total. Other 
European stocks account for about 4,000. There are approximately 6,000 
Filipino workers… Other groups such as Japanese, Indian, and Negro are 
very small. It should be noted that the above classification is not on the basis 
of citizenship.98 
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Less than 20 percent of the entire pool of beet laborers was white. A resounding 

population of marginalized people worked in the beet fields. April Merleaux wrote of the 

end of the New Deal as a period where sugar’s place in the hierarchy of civilization was 

established, “but poor people, including poor people of color, were still at the bottom.”99 

As the beet industry moved forward with mechanization, they were progressing with the 

whitening of beet sugar and the West. The onset of World War II would accelerate the 

mechanization of the industry; but it would also bring in one last wave of un-American 

and undesirable bodies to harvest the beets. 

World War II and Beet Sugar Labor in Montana 

 World War II created a massive agricultural labor shortage in the Western United 

States. In the sugar beet fields, the absence of workers was among the worst across the 

agricultural sector. 1942 was one of the heaviest and most productive harvests of beet 

sugar in fifteen years.100 The combination of an acute labor shortage combined with a 

record crop year put the USDA and the sugar industry in dire straits. The pressure on the 

USDA was exacerbated as beet growers and the Rocky Mountain West States public 

officials constantly contacted the agency for labor relief. The war validated beet 

agronomists who argued for total mechanization of the industry, but the technology and 
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plant breeding was not yet ready to be implemented on a mass scale. The only option left 

was to recruit more contract laborers. However, the 1930s similarly saw the USDA and 

industry begin to shy away from free wage laborers in place of trying to find seasonal 

work that could be fully controlled and repatriated once their usefulness was spent. The 

importation of Braceros to Montana and the West would not begin until late 1942. But 

the beet campaign needed workers around May 15. By April, sugar beet companies, 

growers, and politicians of the Rocky Mountain West states were writing to their 

governors and senators pleading for the use of incarcerated Japanese labor. Ultimately, 

Japanese bodies were relied on to save a crop they had been violently removed from 

decades ago. In 1943, Bracero labor was imported alongside prisoners of war, Hutterite 

conscientious objectors, and other imported foreign labor, to work on the beet fields. 

From 1942 to 1946, the sugar beet industry relied on a combination of all these workers 

but prohibited them from forming permanent communities. Shortly after the end of the 

war, the mechanization of beet sugar began in earnest, with nearly 50 percent of the 1950 

crop being harvested by machines. Simultaneously, the marketing and education about 

beet sugar ramped up efforts to make beet sugar appear more American, pure, and white 

as post-war consumers and markets demanded more sweetness and American-made 

products. 

 Montana Governor Sam C. Ford tried his best to take a hard stance towards the 

importation of incarcerated Japanese labor for the sugar harvest; however, the racist 

beliefs held by the public officials of Rocky Mountain West states ran up against a 

massive shortage of workers and ultimately economics trumpted racism in this instance. 



249 
 
After the bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the U.S. government moved 

swiftly to incarcerate Japanese communities on the West Coast. Montana was outside the 

Western Defense Zone and did not imprison their Japanese American citizens or 

immigrants. Nonethless, reactions to ethnic Japanese, even those who lived in the state 

for as long as four decades were swift. In Chinook, Montana, the site of the Utah-Idaho 

Sugar Factory, the Chief of Police and Blaine County Sheriff notified all “enemy aliens” 

that they needed to deposit their cameras and radios or else face arrest and imprisonment 

in an Army detention camp.101 Even before President Roosevelt signed Executive Orders 

9066 to incarcerate west-coast Japanese and 9102, to construct 10 “inland concentration 

camps,” Montana’s resident Japanese population faced immense scrutiny and prejudice. 

Japanese Americans in Montana were advised that “remaining quietly in their homes 

would be the best protection from their fellow Montanans.”102 Despite the fact that some 

Japanese American Montanans were now second generation (nisei) and third generation 

(sansei), they faced prejudice among their neighbors and local communities. During the 

war the Montana University System did not admit or readmit current Japanese students to 

Montana postsecondary institutions. In a rare show of support for Japanese American 

students, a sophomore at the University of Montana, Betty Chandler, wrote to the 

Montana State Board of Education on August 14, 1942, 

Although realizing the opinions of students have little value in influencing 
your policies, I should like to protest against the refusal of admission to a 
number of Japanese-American students. I believe that those who know the 
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young man of Japanese parentage now on the campus are impressed by his 
sincerity and feel that more students of his calibre [sic.] would be an asset 
to our university. If there is a way to determine their purposefulness and 
desirability from their records at the school they have previously attended, 
it would seem foolish to discriminate against them purely on the basis of 
nationality. Even granting them admission after such a process of careful 
selection would indicate the falseness of our supposedly democratic ideal 
of giving equality of opportunity to minority groups; for there is no test 
given or question asked concerning the worthiness of American students… 
they have the good fortune of belonging solely to our nationality… I should 
be proud of my state and my school if they could be among the first to 
demonstrate a tolerant attitude in case these students should apply in some 
other state and be granted admission there.103 

The author’s concern about the depopulation of Japanese people from Montana, which 

she perceived as central to a healthy democratic and inclusive place, was the very tactic 

adopted by government officials in Montana. 

After the imprisonment of Japanese in February 1942, Governor Ford—who 

harbored racist views towards Japanese people—said in March that the opinion in 

Montana “is opposed to the importation of enemy aliens into Montana to be used as 

agricultural labor.”104 In March, the consensus across the state was against the 

importation of “oriental labor.” One newspaper in Helena was concerned that American-

born Japanese had the ability to claim land in Montana, and it did “not present a bright 

outlook for those of us, living on irrigated farms, who would in a short time be forced to 
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compete with them.”105 twentiethHowever, the sugar beet growers and companies were 

outspoken proponents of the need to use Japanese bodies on the fields in Montana. 

 By late March and early April of 1942, sugar beet interests became outspoken and 

vocal, challenging Ford’s verbal stance on the prohibition of incarcerated Japanese labor. 

Beet grower associations and representatives began organizing farmers and seeking 

federal support to recruit workers. The U.S. government lifted acreage restrictions on 

planting sugar beets because of the Japanese occupation of the Philippines and Java. 

Those two regions provided sugar to the United States. With the declaration of war, the 

United States government recognized the need to ensure the productivity of the domestic 

beet sugar industry.106 With increased acreage, a good harvest year, a labor shortage, not 

to mention federal support for the industry, anti-Japanese attitudes came second to the 

war effort and sugar production. William Ferguson, representing southeastern Montanan 

sugar beet interests, wrote to James H. Rowe, Jr., of the Justice Department, that 

“‘sentiment is swinging very rapidly away from the stand taken by Governor Ford;’ 

efforts to recruit labor from Texas and elsewhere should be augmented, he said by, 

importing ‘Japanese’ laborers about to be forced off the West Coast.”107  Beet growers 
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and industrialists saw “Japanese Americans’ agricultural skills as going to waste as they 

languished in the detention centers… [they were] an easily exploitable ‘labor 

reservoir.”108 Incarcerated Japanese fit the bill for the beet sugar industry’s ideal laborer: 

a temporary worker who could be exploited at minimal cost and risk to the company and 

who could be repatriated out of the community when the campaigns were over.  

By March 14th, nine resolutions from different beet-growing sections of the state 

pleaded with Governor Ford and Senator Burton K. Wheeler to import Japanese labor.109 

To assuage fears of permanent colonies of Japanese, some of these resolutions qualified 

their requests with vitriolic statements toward the very people they wanted. In the Phillips 

County News, the author made his stance known as he wrote,  

Most of us are agreed these days that we should glance at our war situation with 
realism… If that stand has any foundation at all, then why not extend it to the 
question of moving Japanese nationals and naturalized citizens into the Great 
Plains… isn’t it sensible to ship em to sparsely populated areas where they can be 
watched closely?... As we see it, it is possible to hate the innards of every Jap ever 
born and still make use of them. The United States is widely reputed to be a 
practical nation and, as we view this matter, this is an excellent time to 
demonstrate it. Hate the Jap, if you will, but also admit that he is a good worker, a 
natural farmer, and a human commodity which this region is going to need if it is 
going to continue as a substantial supplier to the war effort.110  

Ultimately, Governor Ford and Senator Wheeler gave into industry and farmer demands 

for Japanese labor, but assurances had to be made. First, Japanese labor would only be 

paid $1.15 to $1.50 per harvest ton of beets—close to the same wages a Montana beet 

laborer made in 1906. Second, all Japanese labor would be guarded closely at night by 

 

108 Stephanie Hinnershitz, Japanese American Incarceration: The Camps and Coerced 
Labor During World War II (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021), 63. 
109 Fiset, “Thinning, Topping, and Loading,” 124. 
110 Walter, “Japanese in Montana,” 67. 



253 
 
armed guards. Last, Japanese workers would be prohibited from leasing or purchasing 

Montana property.111 However, Milton Eisenhower, the head of the War Relocation 

Authority, was reluctant to allocate incarcerated Japanese labor without assurances of his 

own. Historian Stephanie Hinnershitz argues that the War Relocation Authority was 

“hesitant to use Japanese American as private laborers so early in the removal process, as 

their initial goals were eviction and detention.”112 Further, De Witt and Eisenhower knew 

from the previous decade’s treatment of sugar labor that they needed to ensure the safety 

of Japanese laborers amidst such hostile communities and environments. Before any 

Japanese labor was allocated to Western beet-growing states, the WRA collected 

guarantees for the physical security, promises of prevailing wages and housing, and 

assurances of travel to and from the beet fields for incarcerated Japanese people.113 

Ultimately, Governor Ford conceded and agreed to Eisenhower’s demands, and 

immediately Japanese labor began to filter into Montana. 

 As the state of Montana prepared to admit a sizeable Japanese labor force in 1942, 

state officials devised ways to mitigate public reaction and ensure that the beet sugar crop 

could successfully be harvested. Governor Ford and Senator Wheeler took outspoken 

stances against importing Japanese labor initially because it was an election year but also 

because it was in line with Montana’s general attitude towards nonwhite laborers forming 

communities and potentially acquiring land of their own. At the first meeting of the 
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“Montana Emergency Labor Committee,” on April 9, 1942, Governor Ford and several 

representatives from Montana beet growers and sugar companies hashed out an initial 

plan to acquire Japanese labor swiftly.114 The sugar beet growers estimated that over 

5,000 Japanese workers would be needed for the 1942 campaign. However, J.P. Brennan, 

a representative of the U.S. Employment Service as a Farm Placement Supervisor, 

believed that the job could be done with 4,500. Brennan notes that with Governor Ford’s 

approval of Japanese labor, private industry was taking the initiative and putting out ads 

to attract labor in the incarceration camps in California. During the afternoon session of 

the committee meeting, Brennan noted, “1300 workers and their families now selected by 

U.I. Sugar officials in California to be delivered to the Chinook factory or at other points 

they designate. These people will be immediately housed and fed if handled in 

cooperation with these people.”115 Most of the onus of recruiting labor again fell to the 

sugar companies to find and bring labor to their growers in Montan, but now they had a 

capitive labor force from which to recruit. Governor Ford and other Montana officials 

concerned themselves with the mechanics and logistics of ensuring that Japanese 

American labor was as temporary as possible.  

Community responses decrying the use of un-American labor resounded across 

the state with the admittance of foreign beet labor once again into Montana. Reactions to 
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the news of imprisoned Japanese labor arriving in Montana ran the spectrum. Some level-

headed responses reminded Montanans that Japanese people were human beings, but they 

still hesitated to import Japanese Americans because they could buy land and form 

permanent colonies.116 Idaho’s Governor, Chase A. Clark, embodied the other end of the 

spectrum of dehumanizing Japanese people using racist rhetoric when he said in a speech 

on May 22, 1942, “We want to keep this a white man’s country… Japs live like rats, 

breed like rats and act like rats. We don’t want them… permanently located in our 

state.”117 Even before Japanese Americans arrived in the Northern Plains and Montana, 

Governor Ford sought alternatives,  

I am convinced it would be extremely unwise to bring Japanese into 
[Montana]… I will under no circumstance recede from that position, that if 
Japanese are brought into the State, we must have assurance that they will 
be removed when the war is concluded. It is conceded that the white man 
cannot compete with Japanese labor… it is certain that many will become 
permanent residents of the State and the white man will be driven from our 
fertile farms… Montana does not want the Japanese to succeed our good 
American farmer… For several weeks I have been investigating the 
possibility of importing Mexican labor and have enlisted the assistance of 
the Immigration authorities of the United States.118 

Ford conveyed the same sentiment as Governor Clark above, the fear of importing 

Japanese laborers was the fear that they would stay and compete with white labor for 

work and land. Although Indian labor was raised as an option, Governor Ford ultimately 
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concluded that “it might require as many as 3 Indians to the equivalent work of one 

Mexican beet worker.”119 But Senator James Murray said in a press release, he didn’t 

want Mexican labor on Montana beet farms because of “the social problems [that] had 

developed with such labor when it was brought into the United States for a similar 

purpose during the last war… [unless] recruited beet field labor in Mexico [operated] 

under some kind of a limited passport arrangement.”120 To fix the problem, Ford, 

Murray, and the Montana Emergency Labor Committee hypothesized that Mexican 

contract workers would be superior to incarcerated Japanese workers because there was 

no threat of them staying. But in the summer and fall 1942 it was Japanese Americans 

who arrived in Montana, just four months after their removal and incarceration. 

 Japanese labor arrived in Montana to begin the beet campaign in the summer of 

1942, just four months after their removal and incarceration. On June 6, 1942, James 

Brennan wrote to his wife Margaret that he “finally have word that the Japs are coming. 

There will be 120 at Chinook Malta and Glasgow tonight. There will be fifty more at 

Malta and fifty five at Townsend on Monday morning. I am greatly relieved to get them 

started rolling.”121 The first wave of incarcerated Japanese Americans to the state 

responded to ads and active recruitment from sugar companies. Shortly after Japanese 
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families arrived in places like Manzanar and Tule Lake, they were offered work leave as 

beet laborers. Thousands jumped at the opportunity to escape their imprisonment.122 

However, in Northern and Eastern Montana, local beet growers were dismayed by the 

small amount of relief labor. In their view, “More help would have volunteered from the 

detention camps, had it not been for rumors that workers on these jobs would be ill-

treated in Montana.”123 Unsurprisingly, Japanese and Japanese Americans had seen and 

heard the public outcry against their importation to the beet fields and had the power to 

choose whether to stay or leave the camps. Senator Wheeler said of “the unfilled orders” 

that “Japanese evacuees have been afraid to go into Montana to take jobs in the sugar 

beet fields.”124 As a result, the beet harvest in Montana required “town people, crews of 

Native Americans from several reservations, Work Projects Administration workers, and 

school children.”125 Attitudes towards the initial Japanese laborers ranged from 

gratefulness and surprise at their “American-like behavior” and work ethic in Ravalli 

County to dissatisfaction with Japanese labor having no experience on beet fields in 

Phillips County.126 The disgruntled farmer, representing the Farmers Union of Blaine 

County, wrote to Senator Murray, "We demand that every effort be made to provide 
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experienced Beet Labor in ample time to harvest this Crop. Some of the Japanese have 

been found to be Inexperienced in Beet work.”127 However, there was no other option for 

white beet growers. Japanese labor was the only available option. 

 By the beginning of harvest season, more Japanese laborers started to opt into 

beet work in order to leave the incarceration camps. Due to the low number of 

participants, the fall recruitment in the camps promised higher wages and guaranteed 

payment of emergency medical bills.128 Tom Matsuoka, a second-generation nisei from 

Washington, had been apprehended by the FBI on December 8th, 1941, just a day after 

the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Tom was seen as a threat to national security because he 

was a kibei—a Japanese American citizen who was educated in Japan and returned to the 

United States. He was taken immediately to Fort Missoula and held until he went on trial. 

He was ultimately released, reunited with his family in California, and imprisoned in the 

concentration camp in Tule Lake.129 Japanese labor at Tule Lake worked for the WRA to 

produce potatoes, berries, alfalfa, peas, carrots, and other “hardy variety of 

vegetables.”130 Tom spoke of the hard labor digging irrigation ditches and working in the 

potato fields, and when the opportunity arose to leave as a beet laborer, he said, “By 
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Gosh, I sure want to go out.”131 His daughter, Rae, recalled that she and her family 

“didn’t know we were going to be a sugar beet harvesting crew, all we knew was that we 

were going to leave the camp. And we did.”132 The Matsuoka family came to Chinook 

and harvested beets in the fall of 1942, much the same as other Japanese families. Their 

oral histories recount the harsh environment, hard labor of beet work, and the negative 

treatment by Chinook’s white population. However, Tom and Rae also recalled good 

memories amidst the tribulations, such as when the family tried to prepare tsukemono 

from rutabagas or the lasting friendships they made with the Japanese community in 

Montana during their time there.133 Tom ultimately stayed past the war and turned from a 

beet laborer into a beet grower.  

Japanese American labor volunteered to come to Montana to escape the 

incarceration camps and ultimately saved the beet crop. The Japanese American 

communities in Montana acted as safe spaces for incarcerated Japanese labor to leave 

Heart Mountain, Wyoming, and find residence and community among people who shared 

the same ethnic heritage as them. The Nagashima family in Carbon County housed 

several incarcerated Japanese beet crews during the war.134 Japanese American people 

had played a crucial role in the initial development of the beet sugar industry in the 
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Northern Plains in the early twentieth century. They would be called upon again in 1942 

to save the same crop and industry; however, both times, they were scorned for their 

ethnicity, violently displaced and marginalized, and kept from forming permanent 

communities. In the six states in the West that requested Japanese beet labor relief, it is 

estimated that Japanese Americans harvested nearly 20 percent of the 1942 crop. Yet, the 

federal government wanted to move on from Japanese labor as quickly as possible, and 

their effectiveness in the beet crop was overlooked. 

 After the 1942 harvest was concluded, the USDA, private sugar companies, and 

state governments examined the effectiveness of Japanese labor. Following the 1942 

campaign, many Japanese in Montana vowed not to return because of the prejudice they 

faced, and 25 percent fewer Japanese laborers came to the state the following year.135 J.P. 

Brennan wrote a state-wide summary to Senator Murray in January 1943. In it, he stated, 

“Sixteen hundred additional workers of this type [Japanese] were brought in from the 

War Relocation Authorities… Most of these boys had not had previous experience in the 

harvesting of sugar beets, but they readily responded to instructions, and as a result of 

their efforts 15,000 acres were successfully worked… The Japanese evacuees were 

recruited upon a voluntary basis and the cooperative spirit shown by these workers was 

greatly appreciated.”136 Brennan showed more compassion and understanding for the 

Japanese labor than some in Montana, but ultimately after the immediate crisis of the 
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1942 campaign, other solutions needed to be broached. On January 30, 1943, the Bureau 

of Agricultural Economics within the USDA published an internal report titled “Farmers’ 

Attitudes Toward the Use of Japanese Evacuees as Farm Labor.” The report addressed 

regional differences in the use of imprisoned Japanese labor in sugar beet and cotton-

producing areas and ultimately concluded that the Mountain Sugar Beet Region was a 

promising national model for using incarcerated labor in the field during wartime.137 The 

report found that while cotton farmers generally rejected Japanese labor on racialized 

terms, sugar beet farmers, particularly in Montana, expressed their opinions of the 

evacuees “in terms of their efficiency.”138 While a superficial reading of the report may 

seem to paint Montana positively, it reveals the reductive and profit-driven attitude of the 

federal government and the beet sugar industry. Further, the racism in Montana towards 

the incarcerated and residential Japanese was not absent; it was only displaced by 

economic need. Governor Sam C. Ford and Senator James E. Murray were outspoken 

regarding their “unfaltering opposition to the establishment of a permanent Japanese 

colony.”139 However, simultaneous developments were occurring behind the scenes with 

the USDA and private sugar that would replace Japanese labor. 
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 The passage of the Bracero Program on August 4, 1942, marked a new transition 

in the agricultural sector, a moment where field labor could be controlled under the threat 

of deportation or nullified contracts, and the sugar industry was one of the leading 

lobbyists for the program. As examined above, the industry in the 1930s was already 

beginning to move away from Mexican American labor because the companies had “less 

control over citizens… [who] were likely to leave when they considered pay and living 

conditions intolerable.”140 Montana growers also understood that Mexican nationals were 

easier to control. Writing to Senator Murray, the manager of the Utah-Idaho Sugar 

Refinery in Chinook claimed, “The farmers in this district have long used Mexican help, 

which they no doubt prefer… However, they are willing to accept Japanese or anyone 

else who can do the work… The establishment of a deferment class of registrants under 

the Selective Service will be of no benefit to our beet growers. None of them work in 

beets anyway.”141 The hierarchy of desirable beet labor was established and defined by 

1940; the war cemented it in place. As a result, by the 1943 campaign Mexican foreign 

labor was imported to Montana in large quantities. The Phillips County News reported 

that “Montana currently has about 700 Mexican nationals. In May 1,237 of them were 

brought to Montana under the arrangement between the U.S. and Mexican 

governments… These workers are willing and easy to handle. Many of them know no 
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English and keep to themselves.”142 As Mexican labor streamed in to replace incarcerated 

Japanese workers, they were touted as ideal workers for their flexibility to grower 

demands. By the harvest of 1943, there were 4,195 Bracero laborers in Montana.143 

Bracero labor was also augmented with prisoner-of-war work to ensure the beet crop 

would be harvested.  

 Beginning in May 1943, the government started importing POWs to supply the 

beet-growing region in the West with more labor. The mechanics of allocating German 

and Italian prisoners to the beet fields of Montana was a collaborative effort between 

multiple federal departments and agencies that ultimately boiled down to Extension 

Service and the individual county agent. In theory, prisoners of war were only used in 

“essential situations to harvest essential crops” with no other labor available.144 In 

practice, prisoner usage was widespread, and by June 1944, there were 23 POW camps in 

the Rocky Mountain beet-growing area.145 In Montana, Governor Ford suggested that 

Senator Murray try and secure 6,000 prisoners for the harvest year of 1944.146 German 

and Italian prisoners were more desirable and less problematic than Japanese American 

labor. The Montana State Extension Service even collaborated with the Great Western 
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Sugar Company and provided a bulletin on beet training titled, “Pulling, Piling, Topping 

and Loading Sugar Beets: A Labor Training Manual in English, Spanish, and 

German.”147 My grandfather’s neighbor, Sharon Bieker Smith, recalled that German 

prisoners of war were not as frightening as some other forms of labor in Montana. She 

recalled in a letter, 

I was approximately 8 years old. I remember being there. My mother had to 
cook for them and she was requested to make very large amounts of soup… 
they were fed in the fields. The prisoners were guarded by soldiers… I 
remember being allowed to talk to them although they did not have much 
English. I do not remember being afraid of them… My father died in 1946 
from a heart attack. Our farm is now owned by Bill Shiroshi who came to 
work for Harry Bungo, the Japanese man who was sent to us from California 
in 1942 and who stayed on to run the farm when my father died. The Bungo 
family came to us when Japanese people were moved out of California. I 
don’t know if there were any other farms in the Malta area where these 
people were taken. The prisoner’s were housed in the CCC camp that 
existed in Malta. They were transported back and forth by bus with armed 
guards. I do not remember that there were a large number of guards or that 
the town seemed concerned about having the Germans there. However, I 
was eight or nine years old. I really do not remember being frightened of 
them or that anyone on the farm was frightened. We had had farm workers 
from the South (we called them Negroes then) and we did have an incident 
with them where my brother and I were threatened.148 

German POWs were familiar enough on the beet field that a young child was not scared 

of them. Ultimately, German and Mexican laborers were afforded more legal protection 
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than Japanese labor. However, Bracero individuals also faced harassment and violence 

during the war in Montana.149 

 By the end of the war, the abuses towards Bracero labor had become severe 

enough that the Mexican government put Montana on a list of banned states that could 

not receive Mexican labor for the campaign of 1946. The formal agreement between the 

United States and Mexico stated, "Mexicans entering the United States as a result of this 

understanding shall not suffer discriminatory acts of any kind.”150 However, this 

stipulation was violated near the end of the war as the Mexican Division of Social 

Provision wrote a memorandum for the contract year of 1946 that “No Mexican worker 

will be assigned to the following States: Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, 

Wisconsin, Colorado, Montana, and Wyoming.”151 Additionally, the memorandum laid 

out further protective assurances for Bracero labor entering the United States. Notably, 

half of the eight states banned from receiving Bracero labor were beet sugar-producing 

regions. In Montana, Senator Burton K. Wheeler was surprised at the decision because of 

the “excellent progress we in Montana had made during the past three years with regard 

to the improvements in working and housing conditions as well as [the] attitude of our 

employers and other citizens towards Mexican workers… requesting that they be 
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permitted to return to this state in 1946.”152 However, the situation in Montana was less 

progressive than this. Bracero labor was discriminated against in Montana’s beet-growing 

communities. Mexican Nationals were accused of stealing money and running 

prostitution operations. In one instance, a group of Mexican beet workers was locked in 

the office basement of the Utah-Idaho Sugar refinery in Chinook over the weekend 

without food.153 Ultimately, Wheeler had cause to be concerned because Mexican beet 

labor accounted for nearly 75% of all hand labor done on the beet fields in the 1940s.154 

To make matters worse, Montana’s request for “8,450 prisoners of war to Montana for 

spring sugar beet operations” was denied because prisoner labor was being returned back 

to Germany with the end of the war, despite attempts to retain them.155 Clinton P. 

Anderson may have been calling for American labor to harvest American crops, but he 

did not understand that the American agriculture system in 1946 still relied on un-

American bodies. The panacea to Wheeler’s problems was on the horizon. 

 The mechanization of beet sugar cultivation continued through the war. Sugar 

beet technologists within the ranks of the USDA and private industry continued to work 

on the issue of monogerm seed and mechanization to eliminate the problem of labor 
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shortages. In 1941, Roy Bainer developed a shearing machine to eliminate “three million 

hours of labor.”156 The ASSBT met once during the war in January 1942, discussing the 

need to cut labor costs through mechanization. However, after the labor shortage shock of 

1942, the USDA and beet sugar interests invested heavily in research programs dedicated 

to technological developments. Agronomists then wrote, “The present critical situation 

with respect to labor has resulted in greater demand for mechanization of sugar beet 

production, so that many procedures which were in process of evolution have suddenly 

been pushed forward.”157 Beginning in 1943, 100 harvesters and hundreds of field 

loaders were tested in the West.158 As Michael Weeks wrote, “At war’s end, the 

technological infrastructure to mechanize the entire industry was in motion.”159 When the 

ASSBT finally met in 1946 after the war, the opening remarks were somber, but in the 

words of the President: “If the industry, therefore, is to survive and be prosperous we 

must find ways to lower the cost of growing beets. This can be done by mechanization… 

[we must] Mechanize or Die.”160 
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CHAPTER SIX: A STRUCTURE IN BLOOM 

 “The Time Is Here!” heralded “Machine Harvesting Marches On!” a 1947 report 

by the Utah-Idaho Sugar Company. “At least a half dozen machines have demonstrated 

their usefulness...,” the company stated. Every farmer should survey his own needs and 

order without delay the machine he feels suits his needs. Once he owns or has access to a 

mechanical harvester, he must have the will to make it work… Often a machine will pay 

for itself, besides eliminating the worry and much of the expense of hand labor.”1 The 

latest topping, lifter, and harvesting units from International, John Deere, Scott-Urschel, 

Kiest, Olsen, and Marbeet comprised 334 machines that were in use on beet grower fields 

that contracted with the U&I Sugar Company. Of all the companies, International 

Harvesters were the most common. These machines ran down rows of planted beets, 

pulled them straight from the soil without destroying them, and placed them directly into 

the trucks. The only necessary labor of hand trimming could be accomplished by one or 

two men. The pamphlet promised that farmers would enjoy “the increased profits and the 

freedom from labor problems which machine harvesting affords.”2  

Montana’s fields along the Hi-Line exhibited the largest proportion of 

mechanization in 1947.3 Of the 13,476 beet acres harvested by U&I contract growers, 
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4,758 were done by 64 machines, totaling 35.3 percent of the harvest.4  Hand labor cost 

$2.04 per acre at the federally established minimum wage, whereas machines averaged 

98¢ per acre, saving Montana farmers $1.06 per ton of beets harvested. The ad boasted to 

farmers that their savings could buy them a new truck in one season. Testimonies from 

Montana beet growers along the Hi-Line stated that once these machines were acquired 

they were operated both day and night. Fred Westrum of Hinsdale, Montana claimed that 

one of the most important improvements the machine provided to farmers was 

“DECREASING YOUR LABOR REQUIREMENTS and the labor you use is not the 

stoop type.”5 Mr. Dewey Johnson of Hinsdale also added that machines worked more 

efficiently than hand labor and did not have to concern themselves with bad weather or 

poor conditions. Harry Bungo of Strater, Montana, used a Scott-Urschel harvester in 

conjunction with Mexican hand labor throughout the campaign and had great success 

despite one mechanical failure according to the pamphlet, although no dialogue was 

recorded with Mr. Bungo. By the end of 1947 the U&I sugar company expected that 

there would be a massive increase in demand for these beet machines. International, John 

Deere, Scott-Viner, Kiest, Marbeet, and Olsen assured farmers that there would be over 

8,100 harvesters, lifters, toppers, and beaters available for purchase in the Mountain West 

beet region.6 
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While the sugar beet fields were progressing towards mechanization and 

elimination of undesirable forms of labor, the marketing and education of both sugar beet 

agriculture and the marketing of its products ramped up. Often times both mechanization 

and the Americanness of beet sugar were used to promote the industry. Shortly after 

World War II, the Great Western Sugar Company (GW Sugar Co.) published a 

promotional and educational pamphlet about its factory in Billings. The brochure boasted 

about the company’s longevity in the region and its critical role in the economic and 

agricultural development of the state. In addition to a brief written introduction, the 

booklet included a four-page foldout that encapsulated how the Great Western Sugar 

Company envisioned the growth, processing, and products of beet sugar. “The Story of 

Beet Sugar” proclaimed sugar beets to be an “All-American” crop “grown, processed, 

and consumed by Americans.” The four-page foldout showed a singular Montana famer 

aboard his newly purchased beet machinery, systematically planting his seed, thinning his 

crop, and combing his rows in harvest. The immaculate dirt-free beets were then 

transferred directly to the Billings sugar refinery. They then plunged into the flumes, 

proceeded to the slicers, entered the diffusors, passed on to the carbonator, entered the 

kiln, steamed in the evaporators, funneled to the vacuum pans, and lastly plunged through 

the granulator, to make pure, American, white, sugar—not excluding the byproduct used 

to feed cattle and make plastics.7 The sweetness was then used by boys running track and 
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playing baseball and the archetypal domestic mother and daughter in the kitchen to create 

jellies, ice cream, candies, breads, cakes, hot dogs, and canned goods. As the final page 

of the ad and climax reads, “Beet Sugar An All-American Product [responsible for] the 

employment of many thousands of American people…, provides millions of dollars for 

American industry” and is a domestic product that is 99.99 percent pure American 

sugar.8 

This rhetoric was then employed in the education of elementary school-aged 

children. By the 1950, George H. Coons, the head of the Division of Sugar Plant 

Investigations within the USDA tasked with the marketing and education of beet sugar, 

wrote an entry in the Children’s Encyclopedia titled, “Where Sugar Comes From.” 

Coon’s article showed cane sugar as a manually-intensive process done by a man using 

primitive technology and a machete. Yet, on the right side of the brochure, the sugar beet 

production was a scientific and mechanized process from beginning to end. He described 

cane as “plants [that] are so often tangled and round, rough and stony that only men 

armed with great cane knives or machetes can cut the cane and bring it out… Sometimes 

they go by railroad or tractor; sometimes they are floated along flumes… In many places, 

mules and oxen still haul the cane in carts.”9 In contrast, sugar beet production “is a 

 

8 The Great Western Sugar Company, The Story of Beet Sugar, 1950. 
9 George H. Coons, Where Sugar Comes From, 1950, Folder 1, Box 11, USDA Sugar 
Crops Section Records, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, Maryland. 
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quick, efficient operation with machines” and is a “marvel of modern chemistry… [in 

which] nothing is wasted in the process of making beet sugar.”10  

The notion of the sugar beet as scientific and progressive and American was 

disseminated further to children through events like the Future Farmers of America’s 

Sugar Beet Day, sponsored by the Great Western Sugar Company. The curriculum 

provided to teachers included a week-long lesson plan and every student was given a 

four-page packet to tell the story of American sugar beets and ensure that students knew 

the connection between the plant and the “American way of life.”11 The units closely 

followed the “Story of Beet Sugar” above with the growing, extracting, and uses of beet 

sugar followed by a lesson about the power of the American sugar beet to provide capital, 

jobs, and food to the nation. As one selection from the manual stated, sugar beets are “the 

foundation of life, the substance upon which, in the last analysis, our existence and the 

development of modern civilization rests… If you eat a beefsteak you are consuming 

food that was at one time sugar. If you drive an automobile, you are using some of the 

sun’s energy originally fixed in sugar… without its presence in the body… life itself 

would stop.”12 Some student assignments involved creating their own food budgets with 

sugary goods, writing to the Chief of Education about the importance of sugar products, 

and made recipe books of sweets and goods for their moms. After students completed the 

curriculum, the culmination of the unit finished with a play called, “Mr. Sugar Beet,” a 

 

10 Coons, Where Sugar Comes From, 1950. 
11 The Sugar Beet Goes to School: Teacher’s Manual, March 27, 1954. 
12 The Sugar Beet Goes to School: Teacher’s Manual, March 27, 1954. 
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sugar beet pageant, and a sugar beet party with games such as “pin the root on the beet” 

and a “spelling bee using words connected with the beet-sugar industry.”13 

The intensive marketing and education campaigns by the USDA and private sugar 

interests reflected the triumph of industry to replace problematic land labor systems with 

machines and monogerm seed. In his 1950 annual report to the Secretary of Agriculture, 

George H. Coons wrote, the “Mechanical harvesting of sugar beets, together with the 

other applications of power to farming operations, will have profound effects upon the 

methods of sugar beet culture. In many states the harvesting of beets on large acreages is 

almost wholly by machines… Sugar beet harvesting machines… are still undergoing 

such development that no one type of harvester can be singled out as doing a finished job. 

The improvements of the period from 1945 to 1950 have been very important and no 

doubt similar advances are to be expected in the next five-year period.”14 While the 

mechanization of the sugar beet fields occurred at a staggering rate, Coons acknowledged 

the work that needed to be done. As World War II drew to a conclusion in 1945, only 2.5 

percent of the total beet acreage in the United States was harvested by machine. By 1948, 

machines harvested 53.4 percent of the national crop. And by 1953, almost the entirety of 

the United States beet harvest was mechanized at 90.2 percent.15  

 

13 The Sugar Beet Goes to School: Teacher’s Manual, March 27, 1954. 
14 Coons, Beet Sugar, 11 May, 1950. 
15 Answers to some questions on sugar beets, n.d., Box 2.4-1, Records of the Great 
Western Sugar Company, Archives & Special Collections, Colorado State University, 
Fort Collins, Colorado. 
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The development of monogerm beets also contributed to the rapid technological 

advancements. Coons wrote in that same report, “Marked advance has been made by 

agricultural engineers in mechanizing operations in beet growing formerly done 

exclusively by hand labor. Breeding research in 1950 seeks to develop beets of a 

morphology more amenable to machine operation, such as sugar beets whose seed is 

monogerm instead of multigerm to facilitate precision planting, and whose root shape is 

globose or tankard-shaped to make for easier, cleaner harvest with less root breakage.”16 

Three years prior to this report, the Division of Sugar Plant Investigations imported 

Russian scientists to help develop a true monogerm at one of their labs in Salt Lake 

City.17 The success of the monogerm was a three-decade long process to enable and 

facilitate the mechanization of the industry. Coons alluded to the shift within the USDA 

and private sugar companies to begin creating commercial scale monogerm hybrids that 

could be distributed to beet growers in the Rocky Mountain West. The projects of 

mechanization and monogerm seed reflect the industry’s success to effectively alter the 

biology and morphology of the crop in order to replace undesirable—and troublesome—

stoop laborers with machines. 

The promotion of beet sugar as a white, clean, pure, and American crop and 

product attempted to be positive, objective, and factual; however, the Americanization of 

beet sugar concealed the tumultuous history of a diverse agricultural labor force and 

persistent plants and environments on the Northern Plains. Mechanization promoted a 

 

16 Coons, Beet Sugar, 11 May, 1950. 
17 Arrington, Beet Sugar in the West, 148-150. 
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story of sugar beet production that left out key participants and hid the problematic role 

Japanese and Mexican laborers played in the crop’s rise to prominence in the twentieth 

century. The USDA and the beet sugar companies created a sugar imaginary that erased 

historical narratives of those hidden in plain sight on the Northern Plains. The sugar 

industry and the USDA, through their symbiotic and complicated relationship, together 

marketed and promoted a whitened landscape of sugar beet labor that did not reflect the 

history of the people who were responsible for the successful harvest of the beet crop. 

Corporations and government agencies applied a parochial definition of the so-called 

“American” sugar beet through the processes of farming, processing, and consumption 

that only conveyed a whitened nationalistic version of the plant’s journey from soil to 

table sugar and foodstuffs. 

The period of rapid mechanization itself did not reflect the active marketing 

efforts to make beet sugar a white American crop. Near the end of the war, Tom 

Matsuoka negotiated a sharecropping agreement with the white farm owners, the 

Lundeens, in Chinook, Montana. Near the end of the war Tom remembered that he “had 

all kind[s] of labor. German prisoner labor, and Bahamian labor and those white slave 

labor… [and] lots of Mexican all the time.”18 After the war, Tom decided to stay in 

Chinook once he learned that his original farm in Bellevue, Washington had burned to 

the ground. Mr. Lundeen sold his farm and equipment to Tom despite the prevailing 

 

18 Tom Matsuoka, interview by Alice Ito, May 7, 1998. Tom’s mention of white slaves 
likely refers to the use of “white slaves” refers to his use of Mexican labor and white 
labor from Kentucky according to his son Tosh. 
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sentiment of keeping Japanese laborers from purchasing land in Montana. Tom 

confirmed that he continued to use imported Mexican labor for thinning and hoeing beets  

until the closure of the U&I Sugar factory in Chinook around 1954. He said that he 

decided to do so because when “machine[s] start to come in and all kind of harvesting 

machine[ry] came… [and they] Didn’t work.”19 Tom always viewed himself as an 

American, but America did not necessarily view Tom as a citizen. Even after World War 

II when Japanese American people became everything that would constitute being an 

American Farmer, their identities and histories were obfuscated. While Harry Bungo was 

named as one of the Montana beet growers using machine harvesters, the prose reads as if 

Bungo was one of the white American farmers in the Great Western’s “Story of Sugar.” 

Of the five testimonials from Montana beet growers, Harry’s was the only that did not 

include any quotations and his was the only that mentioned the continued use of Mexican 

labor. Like Tom, Bungo has been an incarcerated Japanese American fruit farmer from 

California who was sent as emergency labor to Montana and ultimately purchased the 

land from the white farm grower who had employed him. Harry eventually sold the farm 

to Bill Shiroishi. The Shiroishi family were good friends of my grandparents. My mother 

remembers Mrs. Shiroishi’s popcorn balls fondly. Both Harry and Tom purchased the 

land from the white farm owners for whom they had labored. Their legacies left a 

complicated past for us to reckon with as we wrestle with how to transform our 

agricultural systems to address conditions in a politically fractured and warming world. 

 

19 Tom Matsuoka, interview by Alice Ito, May 7, 1998. 
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 The agricultural histories of wheat and sugar beets on the Northern Plains 

challenge some basic assumptions about American agriculture. A century of wheat 

monocrop and the weaponization of food systems and field crops created an 

unsustainable system that now must change and adapt.20 Most approaches offer 

environmental critiques arguing for adaptive management in the form of alternative 

cropping systems that promote diversity.21 However, by reductively and instrumentally 

focusing on the crop itself and not on the structures and systems that created 

environmental and social inequities, these solutions are fragmented and incomplete. To 

remove a diseased plant requires pulling it up by the roots, not pruning it. Modern U.S. 

agriculture is a product of settler colonial attitudes towards the environment, plants, and 

people. As Kyle Powys Whyte has suggested, to address our environmental crisis, we 

must first address our social and cultural problems and especially the quality of our 

relationships with one another.22 Humans must establish meaningful kinship relationship 

with one another and to the plants and environments around them. The history of wheat 

agronomy on the Northern Plains shows that there was a period during the Progressive 

era when farmers’ institutes and land-grant universities worked together in a more 

democratic manner to promote crop diversity because of its economic viability. Certainly, 

 

20 Bogužas, Vaclovas et al., “The Effect of Monoculture, Crop Rotation Combinations, 
and Continuous Bare Fallow on Soil CO2 Emissions, Earthworms, and Productivity of 
Winter Rye after a 50-Year Period,” Plants, 11(3), 431,  
21 Brenda B. Lin, “Resilience in Agriculture through Crop Diversification: Adaptive 
Management for Environmental Change,” Bioscience, Vol. 61, No. 3, 183-193. 
22 Kyle Powys Whyte, “Indigenous Climate Justice: Transforming Law, Energy and 
Science,” (Hausser Lecture, Montana State University, Bozeman, MT, March 3, 2022). 
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this system was not perfect, but it was a moment where smallholders held a degree of 

power to shape agricultural research and inform the types of crops they grew. However, 

only certain types of people were admitted to be land-owning farmers and participating 

members of this moment. Japanese and Mexican laborers were afforded less opportunity 

than white European and Scandinavian homesteaders.  

The concept of diversity must be extended to incorporate human diversity to 

foster a more democratic stable system. Scientists repeatedly have shown that the 

diversity of flora and fauna are “more constant, reliable, predictable, and less prone to 

change or invasion than simple” and homogenous systems.23 However, there has been 

less literature on the need for human diversity in modern society and especially a modern 

republic like the United States. Scholars working for the National Bureau of Economic 

Research have addressed human diversity against homogeneity. Their findings show that 

cultural diversity is important for economic growth, while cultural isolation and rigidity 

have led to stagnation.24 However, the myth of the American Heartland and white rural 

essentialism persists to this day. The idea built on Weber’s argument that a Protestant 

ethic was responsible for economic and industrial success. These narratives obscure and 

reduce the plurality and diversity of the American West in the nineteenth and twentieth 

 

23 Andrea S Downing, et al., “The Resilience and Resistance of an Ecosystem to a 
Collapse of Diversity,” PLoS ONE, 7(9). Although Downing et al. are studying why 
diverse ecosystems collapse, the bulk of the literature they cite show journal articles that 
display plant and animal diversity as the hallmark of a stable ecosystem. See footnotes 1 
through 6 for more. 
24 Quamrul Ashraf and Oded Galor, “Cultural Diversity, Geographical Isolation, and the 
Origin of the Wealth of Nations,” NBER Working Paper, No. w17640, 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w17640 (Accessed April 2, 2023). 
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centuries, and the region’s need to recover its immense agronomic, economic, and 

political potential. 

American agriculture developed in the twentieth century to represent an American 

way of life and stand for more than simply the cultivation of plants for the sake of food. 

As American Crops for American People has explained, this process was fraught from 

the start. The creation of a western wheat empire and a domestic beet sugar industry 

relied on the displacement, marginalization, and erasure of Indigenous, Japanese 

American, and Mexican American peoples. We do not have beautiful plants and beautiful 

food without the exploitation of human beings and of non-human nature. Behind every 

alluring speck of flour and grain of sugar is a hidden history of plants and labor, and often 

of exploited people of color. We live in a world surrounded by plants and crops that act 

according to their biology. They often stand at the nexus of our human hopes and dreams 

of food and freedom; but, the goals of these noble ideals are rooted in a reality of 

exploited American people who did not fit the archetype of an American farmer in the 

twentieth century. Recovering their histories and contributions and marginalization is 

necessary to evaluate how American agriculture can contribute to a diverse, democratic, 

and more stable republic. A diverse republic in which everyone has a stake on terms 

minimally acceptable to them can be a source of strength and resilience in a time of 

immense national and planetary uncertainty and instability. 

When Tom Matsuoka and Rae Takekawa finished their oral histories in 1998, the 

interviewer, Alice Ito, asked them what they think future generations should remember 

about their stories. Tom recalled that the hardest thing for him was being a father and 
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seeing his children barred from school dances and awards, and community activities 

because they were of Japanese ancestry. He felt that their treatment was extremely unfair 

because the children worked the sugar beet crop throughout the week and finished their 

homework in the evenings and on Christmas.25 Rae’s words remind us that third-

generation American citizens were imprisoned and used for their labor to sustain the flow 

of American sugar from field to table. She responded to Alice’s question with the 

following: 

Well, what can I pass on? Discrimination. I think that it's, I think it's difficult for 
any person when he suffers discrimination, but I think if you can raise your 
families, if you can give them the character, the strength of character, so that they 
can withstand discrimination -- and I think that that is what you have to do, is try 
to keep -- don't slough it off, but I think make them aware that this is 
discrimination. And more and more, people are becoming a little more aggressive 
about fighting discrimination, and that I think is good. It's unfortunate that it still 
exists, but it does. And I think that the kids, as you raise them, especially since 
most of us are the ones that suffer it, we don't, we don't actually do the 
discriminating, although I'm sure there is some of that. But nevertheless, I guess 
that you have to try and improve things. Yeah. That's the main thrust, I guess, as 
far as discrimination goes. It's amazing. I do believe that it works sometimes in 
strange ways. Because you find discrimination in many areas. And it's just trying 
to be aware that it is indeed discrimination.  

  

 

25 Tom Matsuoka, interview by Alice Ito, May 7, 1998. 
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