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TS: I am interviewing Mr. Stewart Bass regarding the Red River
Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association and the sugarbeet industry
in the Red River Valley. Stew, why don't you start by giving us
a little bit of information about yourself.

SB: I was born in western Montana, in the little town of
Stevensville which is in the Bitterroot Valley. I was born May
25, 1921. I grew up on a small farm on the edge of town, and
went through grade school and high school in Stevensville. In
1941, I joined the Navy and went through pilot training and
served as a torpedo plane pilot aboard a carrier. When the war
ended, I came home and went through the University of Montana,
graduating in business administration and economics with a few
courses in journalism and agriculture.

After I got out of college, I was still in the Navy reserves
and was subject to be called up for the Korean War so I decided
to go into business for myself until things settled down. Then I
went to work for the Montana State Employment Service which was
tied into the federal system.

TS: What year was this?

SB: This would have been in about 1950. Anyway, I worked for
them until I went to work for American Crystal Sugar Company in
1954. I spent three years with the Employment Service.

TS: What did you do for the Employment Service?

SB: I was a farm placement officer. I visited most all the
farms in the western Montana area to establish their need for
farm labor. A number of the farms raised sugarbeets.

TS: In Montana?
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SB: In Montana. There was a factory owned by American Crystal
in Missoula. So I had very close contact with beet growers and
company people. At that time they used a lot of labor in
sugarbeets - it was pretty much all hand labor.

TS: You said you grew up on a farm,
sugarbeets?

Did your family grow

SB: No, we did not grow sugarbeets. We had a small cherry
orchard. We grew mostly hay and wheat, and raised cattle.

TS: So it was when you began working for the Employment Service
of Montana that you became involved with sugarbeets?

SB: Right. There were beets in the immediate area and we had a
rail receiving station at the end of one of our fields, so I was
somewhat familiar with their growing. I milked and fed my share
of cows when I was a kid, let's put it that way.

TS: So when you began working with the Employment Service, you
said you'd visit the farms. Did you have an entire section of
the state of Montana that you worked with?

SB: Pretty near all of western Montana. Basically out of the
Missoula district office, but I would cover a good part of the
state. All the areas where sugarbeets were grown in the western
part of the state.

TS: You said you helped farmers find labor, and when they were
growing sugarbeets, they needed a lot of labor, in the early
'50s?

SB: Yes. The labor came from two basic sources. One, was the
Arizona and Texas area, migrant labor. They were American
citizens. The other source was Mexican Nationals, which were
imported from old Mexico under federal laws for recruitment
through the Employment Service. That was called the Mexican
National Program. These Nationals were used in conjunction with
the American migrants.

TS: How long ago did they start growing sugarbeets in that part
of western Montana?

SB: The factory was built in and first operated in 1926.

TS: So they began growing sugarbeets there in the mid-1920s?

SB: Right. In fact, there's a lot of similarity to the Missoula
factory and the East Grand Forks factory here in the Valley.
They each started at the same time and were owned by the same
company - Crystal, from the early '30s on.
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TS: By the early '50s, sugarbeets had become a very important
crop in western Montana?

SB: Yes, but Missoula was a small factory, and geographically
the valleys were small in acreage compared to what we call the
Red River Valley here. The Red River Valley — you can hardly
tell it's a valley, where back in Montana there are tall
mountains forming the fertile valleys. So there wasn't the
amount of potential acreage real close to the factory, and the
factory was small - 1500 ton daily slice capacity. So eventually
it closed down in 1966. The economics of a small factory and
small farms just couldn't endure under modern cost structures.

TS: Now, in 1954, you went to work for the American Crystal
Sugar Company?

SB: Yes, but I had worked with them for about three years prior
to that in helping them secure labor through the Employment
Service. I started with them as an Agriculturalist, commonly
known as a fieldman.

TS: Essentially, when you began working for them, you were doing
kind of the same thing that you had done in the employment
office?

SB: Yes, except that labor was not the prime task. As a
fieldman (agriculturalist as we call them today) we basically
gave the grower all the technical help we could to grow a crop of
sugarbeets. We worked for the company to go out and contact the
grower, get a contract with him to grow so many acres of beets,
and then worked with him, furnishing him seed, helping him with
eguipment, recruiting and placing his labor, working with him on
all the technical aspects such as herbicides, fertilizers, and
harvest. We worked very close with him all year long - from
planting through harvest and then on into the winter helping him
plan the next crop.

TS: Essentially, what you did was help him grow a crop of
sugarbeets?

SB: Right. Technically but not physically.

TS: You gave him advice, information.

SB: We were the go-between the company and the grower through
the legal contract by which he grew beets.

TS: Let me ask you two questions, then. First we'll go back for
a second here to your work as a labor recruiter, helping people
find workers to grow sugarbeets. I'd like you to take us through
the steps of actually recruiting the laborers, how they would be
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brought into the Bitterroot River Valley, the kind of work they
did, how long the work season was and so on. Just take us
through the steps.

SB: Okay. First the Employment Service was one of the means of
getting some beet labor. They were more involved in helping to
get the Nationals. The company themselves had a far better
recruiting system for getting the domestic migrants from Texas
and Arizona. This was one of the reasons I wanted to and did go
to work for the Company. Actually, most all the domestic
migrants came from the Texas areas to Red River and Bitterroot
Valleys. We, the Company, had recruiting offices in Texas at
strategic locations for potential labor. During the spring of
the year, we would man these offices with some of our local
employees. We'd go down there, even taking some of our office
people to help man the offices and help recruit.

We had repeat labor like they do here in the Red River
Valley. There is a tremendous similarity in that the migrant
families would come back to the same grower year after year, and
many of them half of their lives. You'd see their children grow
up to adults. So it was the duty of the recruiting office to
contact the labor, in a sense, for the grower to get them to come
back to him. We would try to place the requested labor on that
particular grower's farm. If he'd been going back there several
years it was pretty easy to get him to go back. But generally
the migrant, by the time spring came, was not flush with money
and they needed help to get their car fixed, get everything
together and get travelling money. The recruiting offices helped
in this, lending them money and giving them transportation money.
This way they were assured of a job and farm on which to stay
during their work period in beets.

TS: Around what month of the year would they come?

SB: This would be in May. They would start coming up around the
middle of May on to the last of May. That's about the time the
beet would be in the early thinning stage and also the time
schools closed for the summer in Texas.

TS: So by the end of May, you had most of your labor sources in
place.

SB: Yes. The last week of school in Texas sent the last of the
labor up here. Pretty much by then all the labor would be on
their respective farms and working. Our labor offices would be
their source or means of getting up here. They would loan them
money, give them transportation money and give them instructions
on travel and farm destination. Their transportation money was a
dollar amount calculated from their home in Texas to their farm
place up north. The amount was different as their homes were
scattered over much of Texas but mostly in the Rio Grande Valley
area. We'd make sure their cars and papers were in order and get
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them on their way, informing the fieldman up north of departure
time. If they broke down or had trouble on the way north, we'd
wire them money to get them on their way again. Basically what
ever was necessary was done to make sure they got to their
respective farms.

Meantime, on the north end, the fieldman was lining up with
the grower to get the housing ready on his farm. When the labor
would arrive, they would contact the fieldman and he would direct
them to their farmer. From there on the laljor was really an
employee of the grower and the fieldman only entered the picture
if there was a dispute between the labor and the grower. The
company charged the grower a small fee to cover the
transportation money and some basic expenses of the recruiting
office. It was generally not quite a break even situation, but
was the best means of getting labor to get the job of thinning
and hoeing done. Loans for things like car repairs were
generally paid back to the company through the grower collecting
at the time he paid the labor. Actual losses were quite small
for both the company and the grower. This was mostly due to the
system and the general honesty and caliber of labor recruited.

TS: You mentioned that the housing was on the farm in the early
"50s. Their farmer provided the housing?

SB: Right.

TS: Can you describe some of the housing?

SB: Well, here in the [Red River] Valley and in Missoula the
labor was housed on the farm at which he worked. In some other
growing areas of the United States, they were housed in large
labor units or camps as they were called. At Missoula there was
one small labor camp that was used to house the workers as they
arrived and for a few days until they were placed on their
respective farms. On the farms, the company, growers association
and fieldmen all tried to have the grower furnish clean,
healthful and adequate housing. We always put it this way.
"Whatever you would expect that migrant family to live in, would
you yourself, say, live in it for three months as you lake
cottage?" That type of thing, you know. The grower generally
does a good job with his housing, but it is blemished by a few,
both grower and labor. Some labor came onto the farm and treated
their housing very badly and they are generally the poorest
workers and not good citizens.

Grower-migrant relations were not always 100% right, but the
publicity went always to the bad house and the poor migrant that
didn't have a place to stay. There were always a few migrants
that would come into the areas on their own and created problems
and attracted bad press. But the bulk of the labor and the
grower got along well. There was a warm friendship between them
and the labor did a good job and served their purpose. It was
the money they made in beets that let a lot of migrants climb out
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of their poverty in Texas. They got their kids through school
and they became independent and good citizens.

TS: How long was the growing season for the workers?

SB: I'll comment primarily on the Red River Valley, although the
Missoula factory area was virtually the same. We consider it a
normal season if we have at least one half of the beets planted
by the tenth of May and final planting around the first of June.
Planting can start, weather permitting, in early April but we
always figure the bulk of the crop is planted in early May.
Thinning and hoeing can usually start in late May. In past years
and today, most of the workers have finished their hoeing work
and leave the area by the end of July. There are very little
workers left in the area in mid August.

Harvest starts in September, the date depends on the size of
the crop. Up to the first of October, only enough beets are
harvested to keep the factories running full. The big push of
harvest starts the first week in October at which time an all out
24 hour harvest takes place and the beets are stored in large
piles because the factories can not slice nearly as fast as they
are harvested. Those stored beets are then processed during the
winter with the campaign, or processing, being completed usually
by the first part of April.

Migrant labor has not been used in harvest since the '40s
when the mechanical harvesters were developed. Prior the that
time, they were used extensively in harvest in the topping by
hand and loading by hand of every beet. Harvest at that time
stretched out from September to many times into November. Today
85% of the crop is taken out between the first of October to the
fifteenth of October and is finished by around the 20th of
October.

TS: During the growing season, what were the primary tasks of
the laborer, the worker, that came to the farm?

SB: To go back in history, the original beet seed that was
planted was what we call multi-germ. That is, it was multi-
seeds, flower pod, that were planted. Some shearing and cracking
of the flower pod was tried to let the seed section that was
planted yield only two or maybe three germs that would grow.
When the seed germinated, multiple seedlings would sprout in a
cluster. These had to be thinned by hand down to one seedling
every 10 to 12 inches apart in the row. That meant bending over
or on your knees; back-breaking work, to finger thin the seedling
down to one plant spaced properly. In the early times, the seed
was planted with a flute feed drill that literally poured the
seed in a line like you would do with your hand on a trenched
row. The plants came up thick depending on the weather. The
seeds in those early days were not near as vigorous as the hybrid
mono-germ seed we have today. It took a lot of hand thinning to
get a final stand in those days.
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TS: All this had to be done by hand?

SB: That is correct. There was no such thing as a thinner or
mono-germ seed in those days. But as time went on, there was a
real struggle, particularly at the start of and after the Second
World War, to develop more mechanization. We began to develop
thinners, or blockers, that mechanically would break up the row
into small blocks. Here in the Valley, one oof the first
innovations was to cross-cultivate to form the small blocks so
the labor instead of having to thin all the row, would only have
to thin the block of beets down to one beet.

But the biggest and greatest breakthrough came in the mid
'50s when we came out with the mono-germ seed. A mono-germ seed
was a seed that was discovered in Oregon by a Russian, Dr. V.F.
Savitsky and his wife, Dr. Helen Savitsky. They found a mono-
germ plant, a single-flowering plant. From that one plant was
developed the vast chain of mono-germ seed that is now used world
wide.

TS: What you're saying is this seed would bring up....

SB: One seed only.

TS: One plant?

SB: One seedling. Of course, we've increased the vigor and the
strength through breeding methods to a very healthy and vigorous
plant today that is more resistant to disease, frost and even
certain herbicides. They are more vigorous growing. The seed is
now processed so well that with the new planters the seed can be
planted to a near final stand. The seed emergence in the fields
today can, under good weather and field conditions, be near 100%.
The planter will space the seed to generally four to six inches
apart and the new electronic thinners or other tools will be used
to thin to a final stand of some 26,000 beets per acre. All of
these advances have reduced the amount of labor needed
significantly.

TS: But prior to that, the workers' primary job during the
summer was to hoe and thin?

SB: Right. The first effort to improve was to get them off
their knees - to begin to use long-handled hoes, and that started
immediately after we came to the mono-germ seed. Then we began
to get more precision planting, and this combination allowed them
to hoe out the additional beets and the weed. We want the field
at harvest time to have approximately 26,000 beets to the acre as
evenly spaced as possible. To get this with good mono-germ seed,
you may plant upwards of 80,000 spaced seeds per acre, figuring
some of them are going to be destroyed by the weather, insects,
wind, rain, hail, cultivator or whatever - you're sure to loose

10

Red
 R

ive
r V

all
ey

 S
ug

arb
ee

t In
du

str
y O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



some. So the planted stand does reduce and you have to plant
enough to work with for a final stand. Those growers today use
what we call "space planting," are almost planting to stand.
They'll plant about seven to nine inches apart. There are a few
times when everything goes right, that some of these space
planted beets must be removed or there will be too many beets to
yield their maximum.

However, many fields today are not thinned at all. Through
normal attrition, they will end up with a reasonable final stand.
What the labor is doing today is eliminating the weeds that have
escaped the herbicides or the mechanical tools. Today labor
comes up on its own and with the help of the Employment System.
They still do come up here and we're not going to stop them. A
grower will use them if necessary but in much smaller quantity.
It's a good backup, a good safety, although a lot of growers
still don't use labor. Simply, the primary job of the migrant
today is the elimination of weeds with a long-handled hoe, and
that's it.

TS: The second question I had regarding arrangements like this.
You helped as a field agent. Did you help negotiate the
contracts with the individual grower?

SB: You're not speaking of labor any longer?

TS: Not labor.

SB: As a company fieldman?

TS: Yes. The actual growing contract between American Crystal
and the individual grower. Do you remember some of the
provisions of some of those earlier contracts in the '50s and
throughout? I don't mean actual dollars and cents, but what
those contracts specified?

SB: Yes. The contract said the grower had to use proper methods
in growing the crop. They had to grow their crop correctly, they
had to plant it with seed that was prescribed by the company.
They couldn't use illegal or non-approved pesticides and
herbicides. They couldn't scalp [top] their beets more than
twenty-four hours before they were harvested. They couldn't use
illegal labor in growing the crop. There was the normal lawyer
contractual language. Basically, it specified the general terms
under which the crop was to be grown.

TS: Did the contract also specify the size, the acreage that
they would grow?

SB: Yes. You contracted with him to grow so many acres. The
amount of acres he grew was the result of several things - his
desire for so many acres, the total acres available based on the
size of the factory and the ability of the grower and the
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suitability of the land the grower had. The total acres for the
factory was limited by the factory capacity. In the early
history of the Red River Valley, the growers' appetite for beet
acreage was much greater than what the company could handle - not
enough nor large enough factories. It was this constant pressure
that-brought about the formation of the present day cooperative.
When the Co-op was formed in 1973, there were only 160,000 acres
being grown versus the nearly 400,000 grown today and the grower
still wants more acreage. This demonstrates^ the intense desire
of the grower to grow beets.

TS: So what you're saying is, obviously there was a group of
people in American Crystal who sat down and figured out how many
acres of beets they needed based on what they could process?

SB: Right.

TS: And then divided that among the growers they had and
specified those in the individual contracts?

SB: That's right. How long you could store the beets coupled
with the daily slice capacity determined the total acres to be
grown. Our storage in the earlier years was very poor in
comparison to today, so that became a very limiting factor in the
total acres grown. A 90 to 100 day campaign was normal, now we
can run 220 day campaigns, simply because we've improved our
storage capacities and methods of storage. We can keep the beets
without so much spoilage. The loss of sugar is so much less than
what we used to have. So, in essence then and now, you figured
out how many tons a day you would expect to slice and how long
you could store the beets under each factory's condition. As an
example, take a 3,000 ton a day factory and you felt you could
keep the stored beets to allow a 100 day slice period so you
would try for 300,000 tons of beets. You'd take the 300,000 tons
and divide it by the average tons expected based on the history
of the area and that would give you the total acres you would
contract with the growers. You would contract those acres out
primarily to those growers that had been growing in the area.
Here in the Red River Valley, it was difficult to get into the
beet business because whoever had a contract would hang onto it
and it was passed down in the family.

TS: I think I should mention that we're kind of jumping back and
forth between Montana and the Red River Valley, but the same
things happened.

SB: Yes. These things generally apply to the beet industry
across the United States. But I think the northern latitudes are
more unique to what we have been discussing than, say,
California, because the growing seasons are the same here, where
in California, you have beets growing almost year 'round in
different growth stages.
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TS: Obviously, from the nature of your work, you traveled quite
a bit. You were on the road a lot?

j
SB: Yes. After I moved from the field in Missoula to the Denver
corporate office in 1959, I traveled all of our company areas at
least several times a year and also other company and industry
area.

k

TS: You traveled mainly by car?

SB: No. Mostly by plane to the growing area and then by car
into the fields.

TS: Used company aircraft or just commercial aircraft?

SB: Commercial. We did not have a company plane but would lease
a plane on certain occasions.

TS: When you went to work with American Crystal in 54, you must
have spent those first few years on the road almost all the time.

SB: As a fieldman in the Missoula area, I traveled by car in a
given geographic area. You handled a certain number of growers
within that factory growing area. So your geographic territory
was quite small. You dealt with about 100 growers and serviced
them. You'd be on the road - oh, I'd put 30,000 to 40,000 miles
a year on a car as a fieldman, because you're moving from one
grower to another, doing things all day long and half the night,
it seemed like.

TS: The territory you say you covered, was like a two-day travel
from your office?

SB: No. Most of it was within a day's drive. The factory
growing area was spread out. Like, for instance, we had beets in
the immediate Missoula area, the Bitterroot, the Flathead,
Townsend area and the Frenchtown area and we had a fieldman
located in each of those growing areas.

TS: So most of your trips averaged a day or two?

SB: Just a day. I'd leave in the morning early and come back
late that night and do it again the next day. And I'd go into
the office from time to time.

TS: One farm after another?

SB: Right.

TS: You mentioned research, because you've been talking about
the strains of seed and everything. You got involved in that.
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Did you coordinate research? Did you publicize it?

SB: I'm not a plant breeder or scientific researcher, but in
this business you are so involved with a single crop that time
can't help but teach you a great deal about the technical part of
the crop itself. I was, I guess I'd say, fortunate that I was
the local fieldman at the factory itself, and much of the
research work was done in the local factory area, which exposed
me to more research than in other areas. Oujr research center at
that time was located in Rocky Ford, Colorado. Missoula had
research plots they would plant and handle for the center. The
research might be on beet seed, insecticides, herbicides,
fungicides, fertilizer, or on general variety testing and general
cultural practice tests.

TS: Test plots?

SB: Test plots of all kinds were placed in the different factory
areas. So I worked closely with those in the Missoula factory
area. I was kind of the fieldman coordinator for research. We'd
line up the people to do the work or do a lot of it ourselves.
You'd get very involved with what was going on in research and
would be eager to see the new advancements that were being made
and the results that you would get. You'd study the work and
results in the winter.

TS: Of course, as a fieldman, you would go out and negotiate
contracts with the individual growers, but you would also answer
questions?

SB: Oh, yes. Your main job was to answer questions and give
information. Some of the growers had not grown beets before, and
it was a new crop to them. The methods of growing and the new
innovations would basically be learned through the company and
the fieldman was their company in a general sense. The old
growers depended on the fieldman for all the new innovations and
all technical help he could get.

TS: In essence, as far as educating the growers and answering
questions, you were doing kind of the same thing as a county
agent?

SB: Very much the same, except for a single crop.

TS: You were doing it for one crop. The county agent does it
for several crops. Did you ever work with any of the county
agents?

SB: Yes, but, again, because of the uniqueness of the sugar
industry, it's probably one of the very few crops in the northern
latitudes, probably the only crop, that affords as much service
to the grower on a company or individual basis through a
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fieldman. There's probably no other crop that does. I mean, the
rest of the Valley is much broader in the grains, and the grain
crops are tremendous in size compared to sugarbeets and there's
not the real individual personal contact that a fieldman gives in
sugarbeets. So because of the size of other crops, the local
county agent didn't really have to worry about or get involved
with sugarbeets because the company was handling them. But we
did coordinate with him in almost all cases. We worked close
with them, but worked much more with the researchers at North
Dakota State University, United States Department of Agriculture,
University of Minnesota and other university researchers than
with county agents.

TS: You did work both here and out in Montana, you worked with
college researchers, as well as company researchers?

SB: Right. In Montana, we were a little bit more remote to the
state agricultural college and we didn't have the cooperation as
much as we do now here at NDSU [North Dakota State University]
and the U of M [University of Minnesota]. We didn't here in the
Valley in the early years after the company became established.
The company was kind of independent, and there wasn't the close
relationship between NDSU and U of M and the company in
sugarbeets that there is today. That's only really taken place
basically since we became a cooperative. When I came up here in
1973, we decided we were going to bring the universities into
research solidly. We now have a sugarbeet specialist on site at
the NDSU campus. He is funded by the USDA, U of M, NDSU, Growers
Association and the companies. Of course, now the growers
associations and the companies are basically the same people.
The Minn-Dak Cooperative and the Southern Minnesota Cooperative
groups are now a part of the research combine.

TS: So it's only in the past 20 years that the company has been
helping individual college people fund their research, providing
some funds?

SB: I wouldn't say "only." There was some done before, but a
much, much closer cooperation now exists.

TS: So most of it has been done in the past 20 years?

SB: Right, considerably more, Before it may not have been that
the company was independent, as it was that the company was
getting so much more done on its' own. They just weren't getting
the interest and help from the universities. In order to
progress in research, the company supported and coordinated with
the Beet Sugar Development Foundation, which was formed in 1937.
It is the research arm that coordinates the research work that is
done by the United States Department of Agriculture. The BSDF is
supported by all the sugar companies on a fund basis now based on
the pro-rated amount of processed sugar they each produce to the
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total amount of sugar processed by the beet sugar industry in the
United States. Through their board of directors, which are the
representatives of the companies and growers, all sugarbeet
research is directed and coordinated with the USDA. They are
really the guiding arm to most sugarbeet research. Now the BSDF
works closely with the universities and sugarbeet specialist in
the Valley as well as the USDA.

The American Society of Sugarbeet Technologists was also
formed in 1937 as the disseminating arm of the research work
undertaken. It's membership includes the beet industry
worldwide. Research results are published in the Association's
journal called the JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN SOCIETY OF SUGARBEET
TECHNOLOGISTS. It publishes most all the sugarbeet researches in
the industry. So, as you can realize, there's a tremendous
cooperation in research in the beet sugar industry, much more so
than in almost any other crop you can ever think of.

TS: Before we leave your role as a fieldman, let me ask you one
more question. What were some of the toughest problems you had
to deal with as a fieldman, some of the toughest questions you
may have received, or problems you received?

SB: Oh, I think handling some of the early growers. Some of
their personalities would be on the stubborn side and they didn't
want to do this or that and generally were not timely in their
care of the sugarbeet crop. They would get behind with their
cultivating and expect labor to bail them out. Or they didn't
like the job labor was doing. In the early times, I'd have to
say that the grower and labor relations were the toughest. The
fieldman would have to see that the labor did the job if the
grower didn't check them and negotiate between them on disputes.
We had to protect the labor as well as the grower.

But I think the technical questions, most of the contact
with the grower was very pleasant, very enjoyable, a nice kind of
work, because you knew you were getting something done. Most
growers were trying hard to raise a good crop and you were trying
to help him do that and help him make more money from his
endeavors.

TS: When you dealt individually or with groups of labor, did you
speak Spanish?

SB: Oh, I used to be able to converse enough to get by, but I
haven't for a long time. Usually one of the group of labor could
speak English quite well so our information could be exchanged
quite easily.

TS: Around 1960, the company put you to work editing a magazine,
didn't they?

SB: Yes. I was taken from a fieldman's position in the Missoula
factory and was brought into the corporate office in Denver. My
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title at that time was editor of CRYSTAL-LIZED FACTS and the
CRYSTALLIZER. The CRYSTAL-LIZED FACTS was a technical magazine -
- well, I should say a layman's language technical magazine, put
out to the grower and to any people interested in the sugarbeet
industry. It contained information helpful technological
advancements, stories about a good result in sugarbeet growing in
the company areas. I went around to all our factory areas. I'd
fly into the factory area and join the manager or fieldman and go
out to the beet fields. I'd visit the grower, I'd pick up a
story of some new innovation that was being done by this grower,
whether it was mechanical or a cultural practice, or whatever
would help other growers. I'd gather all of this type of
information and publish articles on them in the magazine that was
published four times a year. It was a very popular magazine to
the grower and industry. They really enjoyed it.

TS: Was it a new magazine when you started?

SB: No. The first issue was started in 1949. I didn't edit it
until 1959. The first editor started it as an industry magazine
for both Great Western Sugar Co., and American Crystal growers.
It was started as a publication for both companies, and then
split apart. Great Western went with their own magazine called
THROUGH THE LEAVES, and we retained the editor and continued with
CRYSTAL-LIZED FACTS as our own publication.

After I took it over in 1959, we changed size, type style,
added color and made it a little more classy and modern. It was
a popular magazine, not because of the editing, but because of
the quality of the articles that were in it. The articles were
written by growers, fieldmen, researchers and others. I did
write a number of them and edited all of them, put it together,
arranged it, formed the direction that we were going with it at
all times.

TS: You determined what was going to be in each issue?

SB: Right, with the review and approval of the head of the
agricultural department. Some of the issues were special, like
strictly on research, or history of research within the company.
When we came out with a new graded beet seed, mono-germ seed, and
the promotion of them, the tare labs, the quality lab and other
special interest major changes, then usually most of the issue
was devoted to that special innovation. I did most of the
gathering and writing on these special issues, but mainly the
magazine had a number of other writers - particularly people with
prestige within the industry. I also edited the CRYSTALLIZER,
which was strictly an employee magazine published twice a year.
The material in it covered employee information from assistant
editors at each factory area and the corporate office.

My job, in addition to being editor in my travels, was to
glean out a lot of things which helped us in the administration
of the agricultural department. I was well acquainted with the
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fieldmen and the ag managers so I could bring their ideas back to
the corporate office and pass on other corporate information to
them. In a sense, I was an assistant to the Vice President of
Agriculture. In earlier years, the V.P. was titled General
Agriculturist.

TS: Did other companies have magazines like these?
mentioned one already.

You

SB: Yes, several other sugar companies had similar magazines.
After the original CRYSTAL-LIZED FACTS and THROUGH THE LEAVES got
started, Amalgamated, Holly, Michigan, and Spreckels sugar
companies published grower magazines.

TS: Is CRYSTAL-LIZED FACTS still in publication?

SB: No it is not. We now have a bulletin type release directed
to our own grower group and a few outsiders that are closely know
to the cooperative, like NDSU researchers. This is published
once a month. It is an update on what's going on in the Valley
sugarbeet agriculture and all the technical comments to help the
grower. It is edited by the company's chief agronomist.

TS: What is the name of that bulletin?

SB: It's called CRYSTAL AG NOTES.

TS: Did you buy articles from some of the people? Did you pay
anyone?

SB: No advertisements, no purchase of anything - all volunteer
authors.

TS: Did you have a staff to put this out?

SB: No. I was it except for my secretary.

TS: You did the layout and everything else?

SB: I did the layout. Of course, I used our printing firm and
their [the printer's] expertise all I could, but no, I did the
layout. The magazine was done on high grade slick paper. We
used Kissler's, one of the bigger printers in Denver, to start
with and then a newer firm. I have a couple of copies here but I
will get a full set of all the issues published for your
archives file.

TS: That would be nice. What was in the average issue?

SB: There would be an article on how a grower was, say, handling
narrow cultivation or how he did cross cultivating. There would
be a variety of articles covering the different crop phases. The
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spring issue would be loaded with things that dealt with land
preparation, seed bed preparation, planting and early thinning.
The summer and fall issues would cover such items as irrigation,
herbicides, insecticides, weed removal, crop spraying for
cercospera (leaf spot) and various articles on all phases of
harvest and delivery. The winter issue would be on the more
general side - a lot of research, machinery and general interest
articles. There was some color in the magazine and pictures
supporting the articles. Each issue was 40 to 50 pages in
length.

TS: You say you did not take advertising?

SB: No advertising.

TS: From any machinery or ....

SB: The cost was totally the company cost, and it was done on a
minimum budget for a slick paper and color magazine.

TS: After editing CRYSTAL-LIZED FACTS, you became assistant to
the General Agriculturist of American Crystal. What year was
that?

SB: In the mid '60s.
>

TS: What were your duties then?

SB: They were more administrative than they were with the
magazine. I did a lot of the leg work and assisting for the
General Agriculturist. At that time, in our company and all
other companies, the head of the agricultural departments were
called General Agriculturists. Today they are all called Vice
Presidents.

TS: What is that person's job?

SB: He is the person who heads the Agriculture Department of the
company. The department handles all phases of the agriculture
activities involved in the company. They are in charge of
contracting, supporting the grower in planting, all his phases of
growing, harvesting and delivery of the crop to the company.
They are in charge of storing the crop and supplying the beets to
the factories. When the beets are dumped into the flume that
supplies the factory with beets, the Operations Department of the
company takes over and processes the beets into refined sugar and
stores the sugar, molasses and other by-products. The sale of
the processed items are then handled by the Marketing (Sales)
Department. All other departments in the company are supportive
to these three major departments of the company.

TS: So the General Agriculturist, essentially, is the contact
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office between the grower and the company?

SB: Yes.

TS: That is the office through which the contacts flow?

SB: That's right. The Vice President of Agriculture (General
Agriculturist) is the head of the department. All the
agricultural managers, agricultural superintendents,
agriculturists (fieldmen), repair crews, beet receiving people,
guality lab and all the supportive people to these people work
under the Vice President.

TS: As the assistant, you're essentially the eyes, ears, and
legs for that person?

SB: Essentially, yes. You do all you can to help him. He can't
cover it all personally, all people under him must cooperate
closely to make a successful department. I was doing a lot of
this when I was an editor, too. As his assistant, you get very
close contact with most of your department people from an
administrative standpoint, particularly the ag managers and
fieldmen. You coordinate with them on many things - answering
questions, reviewing problems, promoting ideas, overseeing
numerous things that are done to keep the department running
efficiently.

TS: Did you continue to be in touch with growers on that one-to-
one basis this way?

SB: Yes, but not quite as much, now more on group basis. I
traveled all the areas a number of times a year, with more
numerous short time periods.

TS: Did you also begin to deal with growers' organizations
during this period?

SB: Yes. It even starts going clear back to when I was a
fieldman. You had an assigned group of growers, as I earlier
explained, that you handled in your small geographic area. You
had educational meetings, generally evening meetings, that you
arranged through or with the local growers association director.
You generally also attended their factory area meetings to help
explain the agricultural situation of the area. As Assistant
General Agriculturist or as Vice President, you would generally
attend the large yearly factory association meeting, along with
the factory manager and fieldmen, to help explain the general
company situation and answer questions.

TS: As the assistant, you would coordinate a lot of that
activity?
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SB: Right.

TS: At that time, you began to get increasingly involved with
larger grower groups, which would get you involved in some of the
growers' organizations. Most of this is still out in Denver at
that time, but you did travel to the Valley quite a bit?

SB: Yes, and I worked closely with, for instance, Al Bloomquist
then of Western Sugar Producers. They were jthe publicity arm of
the collective sugar industry. And you'd work with the grower
associations, meet with them when they had general meetings.

TS: You did travel to the Valley?

SB: Yes, six or seven times a year.

TS: Did you work with Einar Johnson's group, the Western
Sugarbeet Growers Association?

SB: Some, yes. His group was beginning to fade about then.
Yes, I worked with him. I had met him at a lot at the different
beet meetings.

TS: Did you work with the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers
Association?

SB: Yes. In the early '60s, there was an older gentleman, John
Haw, I believe his name was, who spent most of his time in
Washington D.C. representing the Valley growers. I am not sure
whether he represented Western or Red River or maybe both mostly
as a lobbyist. Al Bloomquist could give better details on this.
When Al Bloomquist was made the new Executive Secretary of the
Red River Valley Growers Association in the early '60s, I worked
much more closely with him. This was because I knew him well and
he was the Association's first paid executive and was doing all
he could to build stronger association and company and government
relations.

TS: At that time in the mid '60s, the Red River Valley Sugarbeet
Growers Association was becoming very, very influential and very
strong.

SB: They were certainly becoming more active, and after Al got
in there, much, much more so. That's right. All with the desire
of attempting to do two major things: one, to get more acres of
beets in the Valley, and the other one, to protect grower and
company interests in Washington.

TS: Which is to say, protect the domestic sugar industry?

SB: Yes, the U.S. Beet Sugar Association, the Red River Valley
Sugarbeet Association and all the other grower associations
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worked closely together in their lobbying efforts to protect the
beet sugar industry.

TS: As the assistant to the General Agriculturist, later the
Vice President of Agriculture, were you invited to any of the
annual meetings of the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers
Association?

SB: Oh, yes. I never missed any of them. <,

TS: Did you also attend any of the Sugarbeet Growers Research
Institutes, the SGIs? It usually was held in Crookston, I think.

SB: Right. That started much smaller than it is today. I don't
think I ever missed any of them. Even today, now that I'm
retired, I don't miss any of them. I don't think there's a
better collection of beet machinery in the world than there is at
the Beet Institute in Crookston. It is now a two day affair. In
addition to the large machinery displays, the program that goes
along with it is very good. There are well selected political
speakers, good research, technical and motivational speakers.
The whole show is the very best and known the world over in the
beet industry.

TS: It's a combination of machinery and an educational program?

SB: Right. More educational displays and machinery than
educational speeches, I would say.

TS: You say you also attended meetings of the Red River Valley
Sugarbeet Growers Association. These were the annual meetings
that chose Association boards?

SB: Yes. Factory district meetings would be held regularly.
Sometimes we would be asked to present something, like when we
were promoting the change in methods of taking tare and putting
in a central tare lab, those sort of things that we wanted to get
into the grower contract. These meetings and others would help
accomplish these proposed changes.

TS: Obviously, the company would also invite representatives of
the growers associations, including the Red River Valley
Sugarbeet Growers Association, to activities at American Crystal,
as well. They would have meetings and gatherings, as you said.

SB: There were two types of meetings in the old company. One,
we'd always have a joint meeting - what we generally called the
contract meeting. It was to decide and agree on the changes in
the annual growers contract. This sometimes took several
meetings and would get down sometimes to committee meetings to
finalize the contract. The other types of meetings were more
technical in nature and dealt with agricultural problems and
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ideas. We had several of these as deemed necessary.

TS: That first part you mentioned, that's quite an important
change, isn't it, when you said contract meetings? Now [i.e.
during the 1960s] changes in the contract are not being made just
with the individual growers; it's being made with a group of
growers under the Growers Association.

SB: Now [i.e. after 1973] the company and the growers are one
and the same.

TS: You're really negotiating as two groups, American Crystal as
the company and the Growers Association representing a lot of
growers?

SB: No, not exactly. We still have a contract which each
grower-owner signs, but it's been approved by their own elected
board of directors. Any major changes in the contract are voted
on by the entire membership for approval or disapproval.

TS: And representing a large group of growers, the, they,

SB: It isn't the Association that runs the company. The
Association has nothing to do with that. It is the Crystal
Board, which is a separate entity entirely. It runs the company,
and that board is made up (since the cooperative was formed in
1973) of members of the grower-owners. Many of the company board
of directors have been directors on the Red River Valley
Sugarbeet Growers Association. So the Association does become
maybe - I wouldn't say a stepping stone, but a good place to look
for good directors for the company board itself.

TS: But in the years prior to the company acquiring American
Crystal, you actually had two groups negotiating with each other,
one group representing American Crystal, and one group, the
representatives of the Growers Association?

TS: The one group representing Crystal at that time was not
growers. That was the company people representing their
stockholders and the Growers Association representatives
representing their growers, each striving for their own
interests.

TS: The company's representatives and the growers'
representatives?

SB: Yes. The company was a publicly held stock company (prior
to 1973) traded on the New York Stock Exchange. When changes in
the contract were asked for by either party, company or
Association, then the two negotiating committees worked out the
details and came to agreement signed off by both parties. The
contract then went to the field with the fieldman and was signed
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by the individual grower.

TS: In some ways, essentially, it's like any company dealing
with a union, almost.

SB: Right. It was in those days. Now it isn't.

TS: But in those day, prior to the cooperative?
%

SB: Absolutely. The strength of the Growers Association
increased greatly over the years. Back in the original days, for
instance, when the Association was started and R.T. Adams was its
president, R.T. was a very sharp person, but there wasn't a great
deal of hard table-knocking negotiations being done then. They
sat down in an amiable group and had a cup of coffee and said,
"This is what we're going to do," and the company and grower
group agreed. And it went on that way. But as the company
didn't expand or improve and the growers' appetite for beets
became greater, and grower technology increased and the grower
wanted to get the crop out faster and wanted more receiving
equipment, then they began working much harder to do a better job
of negotiating to try to improve their position.

TS: You didn't actually grow sugarbeets, so you weren't a member
of the Red River Valley Beet Growers Association?

SB: No. The only way you can be a member of the Red River
Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association is to be a grower. I have
grown sugarbeets, but not here in the Valley. I did it in
Montana.

TS: Oh, you did?

SB: Yes.

TS: Did you buy a little plot of land?

SB: No. I rented the land. That's a minor story.

TS: I see. Okay. When you were working in this capacity, first
as assistant, then later in 1973, you became the General
Agriculturist under the new title of Vice President of
Agriculture....

SB: Right. And my boss, who was the General Agriculturist, at
that time, became President of the company.

TS: Who was that?

SB: Jack Tanner.

TS: Essentially, what you're saying is yours was a
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communications office. That office was the communication office
between the company and the grower, actually large groups of
growers once you started dealing with the associations. This
became one of the primary avenues by which growers and company
talked to each other and traded information.

SB: Right, it was THE avenue. You could ask the average grower
in the field, and he would have little idea who the operations
people or other corporate office supportive ̂ executives were, but
he sure as heck knew his Ag Manager, fieldmen and V.P. of
Agriculture.

TS: During that period of time when you were dealing with the
Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association, do you know who
they recruited? Did they recruit more members?

SB: No. The only way you were a member was to have a contract
to grow beets with the company. Not 100% of all the growers
joined the Association. There were a very few dissidents. Maybe
that's not the proper word, but they said, "No, I don't want to
pay my dues. I don't want to be a member of the Association."
But, as I remember, there were very few.

TS: What you're saying is they had a contract to grow beets for
American Crystal, but they decided not to be members of the
Growers Association?

SB: That's right. Same contract. Nothing changed with the
company, except they just didn't have the company withhold their
dues for the Association or go to the Association meetings or
listen to about anything the Association said, that's all.

TS: They grew as individuals?

SB: Yes.

TS: During the '60s, you say there were very few?

SB: Understand, our contract as a company was with the
individual grower. At no place did it say Growers Association,
except to say the contract had been approved by the Association
and what the dues to the Association were if the individual
grower was going to be a member. The contract was an individual
contract with each grower, as it is today.

TS: But since some of the provisions of that contract were as a
result of negotiations with the Growers Association, the grower
who was not a member of the Association still got the same
benefits?

SB: He rode the free ride, that's for sure. Had it not been for
the tenacity and good thinking of the Growers Association -
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admittedly, I've been a company man for a long time, but I know
very well that the growers wouldn't have fared as well had it not
been for the Association. I'll say that.

TS: Today, of course, the Growers Association is essentially the
owner of American Crystal.

SB: The individual growers collectively are the owners, not the
Association.

TS: Its membership owns American Crystal.

SB: Not the Growers Association. The individual grower owns the
company, and they elect their own board of directors to run the
company. The individual grower-owner can be, and generally is, a
member of the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association.
Today the Association is more the political arm of the grower and
company on a state and national level. They carry more clout
representing themselves as growers than as owners of a company.
It's kind of a thin line, but really works. You have to realize
that when the growers bought the company and it switched from a
stock company to a cooperative, that suddenly 12 of the growers
membership of some 1200 members were elected as their official
board of directors. They meet regularly and they run the
company. Their paid management staff gives them the information
and guidance but the board makes the final decisions. I don't
mean they run the day-to-day business; that's what management
does. Regular monthly and special board meetings is where all
the policy items are covered and the board makes the final
decisions and guides the company destiny.

Now the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association board
of some 60 members are elected from the growers, who are the
owners, and they work to support the company in any way they can,
which involves the political actions on state and national
levels, helping to coordinate beet labor matters, forming
committees to regulate their own harvest trucking quotas and such
things as that. There was a bit of conflict, at first, you know,
of who was running what, and almost a jealousy. But that has
dissolved and it has melded into a very cooperative situation.
In fact, a lot of the new directors of the company, and all the
original directors of the company, were board members of the
Association. They work very closely with the company in all
matters that they can help on. The Association does not run the
company, the company board does that and guards that very
carefully, but the Association is a very important part of the
successful operation of the cooperative today.

TS: Is it possible to get a contract from American Crystal to
grow beets and not be a member of the Red River Valley Sugarbeet
Growers Association?

SB: Yes. The main provision to grow beets is that you must own
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a share of company stock for every acre of beets you grow. When
the co-op formed, that share of stock sold for $100 an acre,
since then it has fluctuated up to more than $1000 an acre. This
is just for the privilege of growing an acre. You do not,
however, have to be a member of the Red River Valley Sugarbeet
Growers Association to grow beets.

TS: What you're saying is that when the members of Red River
Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association purchased American Crystal
they made that a provision?

SB: Yes, in the sense that the new grower-owners were almost
entirely Association members and in forming the cooperative they
made a provision.

TS: Did the Growers Association have their own newsletter or
publication in the years you were working with them, for their
members?

SB: They put out a lot of letters, but they didn't have a
regular publication. When Al Bloomquist became their executive
secretary, there was a lot more information put out to the
membership from his central office. The Association is broken
down into factory districts with representatives from each of the
piler districts which constitutes some 60 directors. From that
group, they elect an executive committee of eleven directors,
including the officers. Their input comes from the directors in
the various piler areas who represent their grower interests.
They do a good job of giving input of the desires and ideas of
the broad membership this way and these ideas and suggestions are
passed on to the company board.

TS: They have monthly or quarterly meetings?

SB: The general memberships usually have a meeting twice a year,
but the executive meetings are much more often. Their dues are
collected through the company in the form of a check-off per ton
delivered, and amounts to quite a bit of operating money for the
Association. They use this money to wisely support their
political activities at state and national levels and research
projects at the universities, as well as maintaining their
central office under the guidance of their executive secretary,
Richard Fitzsimons, who very ably directs the administrative
functions of the Association.

TS: So the Association's communications on the field level are
basically face to face?

SB: Yes.

TS: That is, the individual representatives for that piler
district deals with just a small group of farmers and he can
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almost just talk with them individually?

SB: Yes, face to face. They deal with him. They say, "Hey,
your going to be our representative." He gets the problems, the
gripes, the ideas and desires first hand.

TS: He takes the information from them up to the district level?

SB: Right. »

TS: And the information flows back down?

SB: Right. If he, as the piler district representative, has an
idea or something is bugging his membership in that piler area,
and they want definite change, they then pass it on to the
company board through the Association network. The Growers
Association then presents a set of resolutions to the company
board at the annual meeting. It doesn't have to wait until then
but that is generally when resolutions are presented.

TS: At the time that you began working first as the assistant,
then later the Vice President of Agriculture, what was the
relationship like between American Crystal and the Red River
Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association? Was it very formal? Was
it cordial?

SB: It originally started very informal and cordial. As I said,
they'd sit down in a small group, and they'd say, "This is what
we'd like. This is what we'll do." And they would agree on it.
As time went on, it became larger and more people involved. It
became a little bit more formal. The desires of both entities
became somewhat conflicting at certain points, particularly in
the split of the sugar dollar between company and grower and the
lack of increase in acreage. Each side become more organized as
time went on. The growers brought in expertise, like Al
Bloomquist, and their management and strength improved. The
conflict became, more than anything, the lack of expansion of
processing facilities that the company was providing in the
Valley, which limited the number of acres that could be grown.
The company just wasn't doing it and the growers wanted more
acres, period. They wanted to grow more beets because that was
the best crop there was in the Valley.

TS: This was the principal area of conflict. The growers wanted
more acres?

SB: Right. That's why they decided, "There's got to be a way
we're going to get more beets. We're not getting any results
with the company now, so we either go the stock route to try to
get representation on their board, or we figure out a way, a
tool, a method, by which we can actually own the company." And
they took the right route. It's been tremendously beneficial to
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the grower.

TS: Let's talk about that in a little bit of detail. In the
1970s, the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association wanted
to expand the amount of acreage here in the Valley. They wanted
to grow more beets. They wanted to expand the factories and
process more beets here in the factories to make more sugar?

SB: Right. *

TS: And the company was not expanding?

SB: No, not since the building of the Drayton factory in the mid
•60s.

TS: So this was the situation at that time. Just tell us what
the situation was and how American Crystal became a company owned
by the members of the Growers Association.

SB: Pressure was building in the mid '60s to increase acreage.
The growers began a lot of meetings to figure out what they could
do to improve their situation of being able to grow more beets in
the Valley. They urged any other company to come into the
Valley. Holly Sugar Corporation did come in and bought some land
just north of Fargo with the intention of building a factory.
After a couple of years and before any building was started, they
pulled out and ended up building their factory in Hereford,
Texas. About the same time, 1965, American Crystal did build a
new factory in Drayton, North Dakota, at the north end of the
Valley. The new factory helped, but basically only for those
people in the north end of the Valley, with many of them being
new growers. It did little to help the growers from the East
Grand Forks factory and further south. Many growers felt that
the company would do little from here on to expand acres or
increase size of the old factories, as they now covered the full
length of the Valley and this would tend to block any competition
from coming in. The appetite of the grower for more beets just
continued to build up and more and more meetings and discussions
were held by the Association to solve the problem.

TS: In 1973, then, the basic problem, prior to the acquisition,
was American Crystal just did not have the money to expand enough
to suit the growers?

SB: They just didn't take the direction of expansion. They, the
company, had factories in other areas of the United States but in
the '60s they closed several of them. Their factory in Oxnard,
California, had been closed in the '50s. Their Grand Island,
Nebraska, Missoula, Montana, and Chaska, Minnesota factories were
all closed in the '60s. The only other factories they had left,
outside of the four Valley factories, was Rocky Ford, Colorado,
Clarksburg, California, and Mason City, Iowa, and each of these
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were being reviewed for possible closure. Even the old East
Grand Forks factory was under the threat of closure by the
company. Therefore, it is easy to see why the Valley growers
were worried about their future under the actions taken by the
company in the '60s, and why they put together the acquisition of
Crystal.

Just as soon as the purchase was complete, the Co-op
immediately began expansion. In the purchase they acquired all
the company assets, including the Clarksburg, Rocky Ford, and
Mason City factories, and, of course, all the Valley factories.
Their interest lay in the Valley and within a few years after
purchase, the three outside factories were disposed of, with
Mason City immediately closed, Rocky Ford closed some five years
later and Clarksburg was sold off. Their immediate effort was to
expand and improve things in the Valley. At time of purchase,
they increased the Valley acres from 180,000 acres to 200,000
acres for the 1973 crop. Soon followed aggressive economic
programs that increased receiving equipment, storage facilities
and slice capacity within the factories. In the mid '70s,
Crystal merged the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Cooperative at
Hillsboro into Crystal. In 1966, the old East Grand Forks
factory was refurbished and a new factory built alongside of it,
and combined to make the largest factory in the Valley. The
combined expansion projects in the factories increased slicing
capacity up to around 27,000 tons per day, about double what it
was in the Valley when they bought the company. New innovative
deep freeze storage buildings were developed. Early cooling and
better freezing was developed through a split pile concept. Much
faster harvest, because of greatly increased receiving equipment,
allowed the beets harvested to go into storage in much better
shape. The new innovations in beet storage, deep freeze storage
buildings, and better handling at harvest and in storing the
beets, allowed the extension of the slice campaign from the 120-
140 days to up over 200 day campaigns. All of these events
allowed the acreage to climb from the 160,000 acres at the time
of purchase to the 280,000 to 300,000 acres now grown. It is
easy to document how intense the growers were in their desire to
increase acreage and improve their income. They took more risk,
but with good foresight and good management they turned a losing
situation into a very successful and stable business.

TS: In 73, right around the time that this acquisition was
taking place, when did you actually move to the Valley?

SB: Immediately we moved the headquarters to the Valley.

TS: You became Vice President of Agriculture?

SB: Right. But to back up just a little, in the start of the
purchase process, the growers formed the Crystal Growers
Corporation, which was the interim financial entity, tool, or
method by which they could acquire the short term money through
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the banks to buy the company. Then as soon as they completed
their purchase, they dissolved the Crystal Growers Corporation
and became the American Crystal Sugar Company, the cooperative.
Their long term loans were established through the Bank for
Cooperatives and the short term money borrowed under the Crystal
Growers Corporation was paid back to their short term bank
lenders. As soon as their board was formed and the purchase was
completed, they then moved the old company corporate office to
Fargo from Denver and as soon as the new corporate office was
built in Moorhead, the corporate office was moved 'to the new
quarters where it is today. There was a period during the
purchase development time that I actually worked for Al
Bloomquist and the Crystal Growers Corporation board. I was
loaned by the old company to help Al and the board with grower
contact in the areas of the old Company that were outside the
Valley.

I conducted numerous grower meetings in the Mason City and
Rocky Ford factory areas to see what interest they had to go on
contracting beets by forming their own cooperative or growing
under some arrangement with the new Valley owners. I would
attend the Crystal Growers Corporation board meetings and report
on the feelings and desires of these outside growers. On a daily
basis, I reported to Al Bloomquist. It was a very interesting
stint of about eight months. It was a continuous string of
growers meetings. It finally turned out that Rocky Ford growers
formed the Colo-Kan Cooperative and made an agreement with the
new Crystal to manage their co-op and process the beets in the
Rocky Ford factory. This arrangement lasted for some five years
until Colo-Kahn finally folded and the Valley Co-op closed the
factory and sold off the large farms that were a part of Rocky
Ford property they acquired in the purchase of American Crystal.
It also turned out that there was not enough interest from the
Mason City growers to form a cooperative of their own or to make
any agreement acceptable to the new owners of Crystal, so the
factory was closed and was used as a sugar marketing storage and
distribution point. I should add that my short time on the
interim work never lost me any of my tenure with Crystal, old or
new.

TS: You were doing the same thing you've always done, serving as
an information source?

SB: I guess that is basically right. It was with the board of
the prospective new owners.

TS: You served as a source of information between the company
[i.e. the new cooperative company], and the growers - as a
contact person.

SB: Right. It was a very interesting time. Then when the
cooperative was formed we moved the corporate office to the
Valley. Jack Tanner, who was the General Agriculturist of the
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old company, was made President of the new Crystal. I was then
promoted to Vice President of Agriculture for the Cooperative.

TS: Essentially, what you did was continue to do the same kinds
of things that the General Agriculturist had done, maintaining
connection, again, between the individual grower and the company,
helping them grow a good crop of sugarbeets?

SB: Yes. Actually, administrative - over ajl the ag department,
ag managers, fieldmen and the departments supportive staff on all
the agricultural phases of the company. One of the main jobs was
keeping the [American Crystal] board appraised of the ag programs
and plans at their regular board meetings. I was the corporate
staff ag representative to the board and attended all board
meetings.

TS: In the acquisition, the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers
Association had to deal with the fact that you were a stock
company. You had stock out there on the New York Stock Exchange?

SB: Right. The company was a public company listed on the New
York Stock Exchange since 1899 with several million stockholders.

TS: When they acquired the company, they had to call in all that
stock?

SB: They had to get a favorable vote from the company
stockholders to sell stock back to the company and have a firm
agreement with the growers to buy the company. The stockholder
vote was very close.

TS: They had to buy back all the stock?

SB: Yes. They acquired the money to pay off the stockholders.
The company was purchased for 66 million dollars. The first 20
million came from the individual growers on the basis of $100 an
acre on a total of 200,000 acres. This gave them the basis to
borrow the remaining money from the short term lenders. The
cooperative was formed and the short term money was paid back
from new long term loans from the Bank for Cooperatives.

TS: They bought the company, they brought in all the stock, and
then turned around and formed a cooperative company, issuing the
members shares based on their acreage?

SB: Yes, one share owned allowed one acre of beets to be grown
for the cooperative. Basically, the cooperative started with a
three-to-one debt to equity ratio. They owed three times as much
money as had been put up in the purchase. The debt was greater
than their equity, but that is not true anymore. It's now down
to approximately .5 to 1.
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TS: Was it considered a major gamble at the time to do this?

SB: Yes. There were a number of skeptical growers - they didn't
have 100% grower unity up here, either. A lot of growers said,
"It'll never work. A cooperative will never work." And they
backed out of the group urging the formation of the cooperative.
So it wasn't 100%, but I would say the majority, the bulk of the
growers, definitely felt strongly or they wouldn't have gone out
and borrowed against their farms at $100 an "acre if they hadn't
thought it would work. So they did join and became
member/owners.

I think a lot of people in the urban areas, board directors,
stockholders,, and employees, tended to think of the grower as a
guy with bib overalls and straw sticking out of his mouth who
didn't have the know-how and couldn't possibly muster any kind of
money like $60 million. They definitely underestimated the
Valley grower. There were only a few of us in the Denver
corporate office that thought the grower could and would make the
cooperative materialize.

TS: Or the know-how to run a company? [i.e. Many thought the
growers lacked the know-how to run the company?]

SB: Yes, or know-how to run the company. They underestimated
them completely. I think there were a few of us that felt darn
well they could do it. I had a lot of faith, as Jack Tanner did,
that they could do it.

TS: There were a few people in the offices who figured they were
going to be looking for work before long?

SB: Yes, from the corporate office there were certainly some.
We only moved about - I think 19 people up here from Denver.

TS: There was quite a turnover of employees at the time of the
purchase?

SB: Actually, only in the Denver corporate office. A lot of
them didn't want to move up here - office help. But we brought
good key people up here and they came very happily and fully
supportive. Almost all the people at the working sites, of
course, stayed on as they were strongly needed to continue the
work they were doing.

TS: Even prior to the purchase, one area in which American
Crystal and the growers always saw eye-to-eye was working to
maintain federal legislation in support of the domestic sugar
industry?

SB: Right.

TS: That was their great area of common interest?
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SB: Yes. The U.S. Beet Sugar Association has their office in
Washington D.C. and the growers from most all beet areas have a
lobbying office - the American Federation of Sugarbeet Growers.
U.S. Beet is supported by all the beet sugar companies. When Al
Bloomquist was executive secretary of the Red River Valley
Sugarbeet Growers Association, he worked very closely with U.S.
Beet. I don't believe the national growers had a combined
organization at that time but they all worked together and with
U.S. Beet. There was little company-grower discord at that
level. The discord between grower and company was mostly on the
economics of the split of the sugar dollar between them and on
lack of improvements and local problems.

TS: The U.S. Beet Sugar Association isn't really a PAC
[Political Action Committee]? It's not a political action
committee. It's a lobby?

SB: It's a lobby. Right. Very strong. But there are PACs.
One of the bigger PACs in the U.S. right now is American
Crystal's PAC.

TS: Does it have a specific name?

SB: Yes. It is the American Crystal Political Action Committee.
Al Bloomquist guides it and can tell you the details about it.

TS: And that existed even prior to the acquisition?

SB: No. It did not.

TS: It was formed in about 1973?

SB: Yes. It was formed after the formation of the cooperative.
The cooperative has done a good job, the board, staff, and ag
department, of making sure that most of the members and employees
contribute to this PAC. That's why it has become quite large.

TS: So basically, in working to maintain federal support for the
domestic sugar industry, the PAC and the U.S. Beet Sugar
Association, they just use the normal methods of lobbies as PACs
always do - contributing to selected candidates, lobbying?

SB: Yes, I believe that is right. Under the old Sugar Act, the
total acreage in the United States was very strongly regulated
because of imports. But today it is done on more of a production
basis. There were times when we had acreage restrictions and you
could grow only so many acres, regardless of slicing capacity.
There was a lot of production history used to make sure that the
total pie was sliced up correctly among the growing areas. Now
it is more complex under the Farm Bill and world sugar
regulations.

34

Red
 R

ive
r V

all
ey

 S
ug

arb
ee

t In
du

str
y O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



TS: The U.S. Beet Sugar Association would be the major heading
under which the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association
worked with other cooperatives. Like you said, Rocky Ford and
others?

SB: I do not understand the question.

TS: I mean, they all contributed to the U.S. Beet Sugar
Association?

SB: No. The U.S. Beet was really supported by the companies,
which includes the cooperatives. They coordinated with the
growers associations for lobbying and whatever was done to
protect the industry. But the support for U.S. Beet comes from
the companies. The present American Crystal Cooperative is a
company, and in this case, we contribute to it, to support the
maintenance of its office and its personnel and efforts.

TS: Do other cooperatives, like you mentioned Rocky Ford...

SB: It's no longer in existence. It finally went down the
tubes. But I believe that Southern Minnesota Sugarbeet
Cooperative and Minn-Dak Sugarbeet Cooperative are contributing
members of U.S. Beet Sugar Association.

TS: Did they also try to maintain separate PACs?

SB: No, I don't think so. Most other growing areas just send
somebody there to lobby, but have no PACs. The only sugarbeet
PAC that I know of is Crystal's - I could be wrong on this - but
I know Crystal's PAC is a good, solid one, and it's large. The
American Federation of Sugarbeet Growers maintain a
representative in Washington D.C., who coordinates the lobby
efforts of the growers and works with U.S. Beet.

TS: American Crystal also is a member of the American Federation
of Sugarbeet Growers, as well?

SB: No, not directly, but the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers
Association is a member and it's members basically own American
Crystal, the cooperative, so there is full representation.

TS: It's very complicated, all the interrelations there.

SB: It is. Al Bloomquist and Dick Fitzsimons could help us on
this subject.

TS: Just one more thing. At the time of your retirement, which
was in 1986, you had already begun gathering materials on the
history of sugarbeet growing. How did you get interested in
that?
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SB: Well, I guess it goes clear back to when I came into the
corporate office in Denver and was editing the CRYSTAL-LIZED
FACTS. It was interesting to dig out some of the old film and
information we had. I did a couple of in depth articles and
coverages of the history of beet seed research and some
machinery. It seemed like what few pictures and film we had
dealt with the agricultural side of the company and growers.
Most of the pictures and early film were taken to help sell some
growing practice to the grower or something like that. What
little film the company had seemed to be housed in the Ag
Department files. I don't know, I took a couple of the old films
out and looked at them and found them very interesting. Little,
by little, I patched one short film together in Denver over the
years and it seemed very interesting.

Somehow, in the moves of the corporate office from Denver to
Fargo in 1973, and then to the new offices in Moorhead a few
years later, it, along with other articles, were either thrown
away, stolen or lost, but anyway, on review, I found I did not
have all history items that I had in Denver, but I did have a lot
of good items left, which, I made sure from that time on, we hung
on to them. You know, that to move a complete corporate office a
couple of times, in itself, is no easy task and things can get
scattered or lost. As I mentioned earlier, when we first moved
up here in the Valley, we moved into the old Biscuit Building
over in Fargo until our new corporate headquarters building was
completed in Moorhead. A lot of the various items were stored in
boxes and everybody was digging into them. A lot of people that
were involved in putting things away and sorting out unneeded
items really had no knowledge of the old company and were not
thinking about history, so there were things that got thrown away
that should not have been tossed. I managed to salvage the film
that was left with the idea that when I had time I would try to
do something with it. That time I never found, as I was just too
busy on the job. I thought, "When I retire, I will take that
film and other items and see what I can do with it to preserve
it."

[Note: The Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Collection, S4868,
has a copy of the video produced in 1986 from this film, entitled
"An Historical Review of Growing Sugarbeets in the Red River
Valley."]

TS: This was in 73, when you moved up here, you brought all this
material?

SB: Right. Since then, I have found some other film. There
were bits of film out in the various factories that somebody had
taken. Probably there is still some I don't know about yet, but
I've put the word out to get anything anyone has to me for
review, if they will. I've got another 10 to 12 house of film
that has finally come to me since I did the film and video in
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1986. I am slowly reviewing it to see if I can make another
film.

TS: Essentially, what you're saying is that back in Denver at
the old corporate headquarters, the ag department, the company's
agricultural department, maintained essentially an information
library of films and materials?

SB: It was a pretty weak one, but we had it. and it certainly was
not catalogued. They were in cans, and they weren't organized,
I'll assure you. And, they dealt with the agricultural side of
the Company - the grower. The company had fairly well
documented, with still pictures, the building of the various
factories and lots of pictures of the equipment within the
factories, but did nothing to preserve the grower side. The
company factory pictures and corporate documents have been
preserved through the Minnesota Historical Society in St. Paul.

TS: And you made sure to get that material up here and
preserved?

SB: That's what was intended, yes. But in the move, we lost
some corporate history files, that were really good ones, along
with the agricultural information. Nobody knows what happened to
them, but we assume they got thrown away in the moves.

TS: You acted on this on your own initiative, didn't you?

SB: Yes, I think that is fair to say.

TS: To make sure this was saved. Otherwise, it probably would
have been thrown out.

SB: I guess I didn't guard it all close enough, but hung on to
most of it. We all in our corporate staff, agreed that we should
assemble what we had on the company side and get this into the
Minnesota Historical Society. This dealt with the corporate
records, construction pictures, personnel records, factory
equipment pictures and anything to do with the actual company
history. Al Bloomquist and our company lawyer worked out the
agreement with the Minnesota Historical Society on this. There
was, however, nothing done with the movie film and still pictures
I had on the growing side of the company. Nobody was touching
anything on the grower side, so that's when I said I must follow
through and do something to begin to preserve some of this good
film and history of the grower side of the Valley sugarbeet
industry.

TS: Also, at about the time you were thinking about this, the
50th anniversary of the Growers Association was approaching?

SB: Right.

37

Red
 R

ive
r V

all
ey

 S
ug

arb
ee

t In
du

str
y O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



TS: So the project began for interviewing people?

SB: That is right. With my retirement at hand, it gave me time
to pursue history of the growers. It was logical for me to go to
the grower side, to work through the Red River Valley Sugarbeet
Growers Association rather than the company, even though I had
all the company's support. It wasn't that the histories were
conflicting with one another but that the growers history was an
area that was virtually ignored. Dick Fitzsimons was thinking
along the same line as I was and is so very cooperative in
anything we could and can do. The Association was supportive to
any financial needs and I volunteered the work. The film and
video came first and then I researched the identity of the 101
present day growers whose families have been in continuous beet
growing for 50 years or more. At the 50 year anniversary of the
Association, these identified grower families were given nice
plaques. From this start, it was logical to start the interview
process with long time grower families. With your coming on
board at the Northwest Minnesota Historical Center, and with your
expertise and guidance, along with your enthusiasm, I think we
have really got something worthwhile started for grower history
preservation.

TS: Here we are today.

SB: Yes, here we are today.

TS: In going back through your career here, as we end this
interview, I can't help but feel somewhat akin to you, because
essentially your career was an information job - was informing
growers and keeping the company informed about what growers were
thinking, keeping the company informed about what was going on in
the business and what should be done. Your job has been the
handling and transmitting of information.

SB: I guess that is right.

TS: Through your entire life.

SB: That's 100% right. It starts with the fieldman, that's
exactly what he's doing. He's transmitting information, trying
to sell better techniques, better ideas, better agriculture. It
goes right on to the top.

TS: In this case, information means money.

SB: That's right, for both parties. It pays off, and since we
became a cooperative, it's been much easier to sell ideas to the
grower, because there's never been the feeling since we've been a
cooperative, like there was when we were a corporation, that
"whatever the corporation is pushing for, it must be bad for me
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as a grower." That attitude has gone away, I think, almost
totally now. So that's helped sell ideas. Of course, the
results are obvious. I mean, they are visible all around. Since
1973, we've more than doubled in size. We've become the largest
company in the United States producing beet sugar. We're almost
surely, from a technical standpoint, technology and agriculture,
more advanced than any other place in the world. I don't think
there is any other place more advanced in beet agriculture than
right here in the Red River Valley. I'd say, that unequivocally.
Not that some other people aren't doing some great things, other
places, but collectively, we're doing a tremendous job. We're
getting higher quality with less money per acre on costs and
efficiency. Our growers - there aren't better growers in the
whole world in sugarbeets than there are right here in the
Valley. The company is healthy, it's expanding, and they're
looking into other means of improving their production and
marketing of their growing crops. Going back, one of the prime
purposes of whatever we do in the cooperative, has to benefit the
grower-owner. It's all working. It's all come together. The
future looks bright. If it doesn't get screwed up politically,
we'll be around for quite a while.

TS: Can you think of anything else we should add?

SB: I don't think so. We could talk for hours on the Valley
sugarbeet industry.

TS: I can see. Thank you very much. I think we've had a good
interview.

SB: Good.

[End of interview]
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