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TS: My name is Terry Shoptaugh. Today is August 14, 1989. I'm
interviewing Mr. Richard Koester regarding sugarbeet agriculture
in the Valley. Mr. Koester, could you give us a little bit of a
background statement, a little bit about yourself?

RK: Well, I was born in Clay County and I've lived in the same
place all my life. My dad farmed. I went to a rural grade
school out here. I went through high school at Comstock,
Minnesota, when the school was open there. I guess I've never
gotten out of the section. My grandfather lived a half a mile
away.

I've been involved in some phase of the sugarbeet farming
practically all of my life. We also grow wheat, barley, potatoes
and soybeans. We've tried to grow other crops through the years.
I guess as far as getting into the beet growing business, my dad
was in it so I just more or less followed along in his footsteps.

TS: You mentioned that you were born on this farm and for the
tape let's just say that the farm is about seven miles south of
Sabin on County Road 11?

How long has your family had this farm? You say your
grandfather bought this farm?

RK: My grandfather lived in the next place and my dad bought
this, I think, in 1926, if I'm not wrong.

TS: Around 1926. And your dad was Ray Koester?

RK: Right.

TS: So the farm's been in the family for about 63 years.

RK: And I also own my grandfather's place which goes back to
1903.
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TS: What kind of crops did your father grow on the farm when you
were growing up?

RK: Principally wheat was always a big crop. Oats, barley,
potatoes, soybeans, and sugarbeets.

TS: And you say wheat was the main crop?

RK: It seemed like it always has been one of the main crops.

TS: Do you have any idea how many acres of wheat he grew in the
•30s and '40s?

RK: I could figure it out, [about 200 to 300 acres] but wheat
and sugarbeets were really the two main crops always.

TS: When did your father get his first sugarbeet contract?

RK: 1932 was the first year he started growing, him and his
brother, Mel, both started.

TS: And Mel, he worked on this farm or he had a farm of his own?

RK: He had his own farm and another contract of his own.

TS: So your father and your uncle both got contracts around
1932?

RK: Right.

TS: Do you have any idea how many acres of sugarbeets they grew
in those first contracts?

RK: It seems to me my dad had 60 acres.

TS: Do you know where he delivered the beets on those early
contracts? Did he deliver them to East Grand Forks?

RK: They were loaded into rail cars at Comstock, Minnesota, and
then from there it depended on which plant needed them. Most of
them went to East Grand Forks, but once in a while some of them
would go to Chaska, when the old Crystal Sugar Company was in
business.

TS: These first 60 or so acres of beets that your father
planted, I think that most of the work was done by hand at that
point.

RK: Yes, it was. They didn't even have a single-germ seed at
that time. It was a multiple-germ so the migrants [labor] used
to come up and work these and even what they called "finger
thin," thin them down to single plants. The acreage they worked
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as I can recall was about ten acres apiece per season.

TS: Can you tell me the difference between the single-germ seed
and the multiple-germ seed?

RK: Well, the multiple-germ could grow up, anywhere from one to
I guess like a dozen shoots out of one seed ball. When they
finally got it down to where each [single germ seed] —the
biggest percentage of them would only shoot one plant out of each
seed. There were a few multiples, but that's when the finger
thinning went out and they got into space planting.

TS: In other words, if you had a multiple-germ seed to plant,
you'd get more than one plant and then at some certain stage,
hand workers would have to thin those out to allow one plant to
grow and develop into a good sugarbeet.

RK: That's right. Otherwise, if you didn't thin them down,
you'd just have [beets the size of] little carrots.

TS: Do you have any idea how many hand workers your father
employed in those early years? A couple of families?

RK: As I recall they usually figured one worker to about ten
acres in the very early days, for thinning and weeding.

TS: And as machinery developed, that number . . .

RK: [Decreased]. Single-germ, that speeded them up a lot.

TS: With machinery, you could grow more acres of beets and you
could rely on fewer hand workers.

RK: Right. Today, now, they've got chemicals, that work well
under ideal conditions. There is still some hand weeding done.

TS: And you think your father's first crop yielded how many tons
per acre?

RK: I couldn't say exactly, but I can remember that back in
those days, if they got eight, ten, 12 tons, it was a fairly big
crop.

TS: Per acre, it was considered a good crop?

RK: Yes. I'd say the average probably was around eight to ten.
I'd say ten would be up pretty much top average.

TS: When you were growing up, what kind of work did you do in
regards to the farm?

RK: I used to do a lot of odd jobs after school. Then, when
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years went by, I got involved in the planting and the cultivating
and the harvesting. All the phases of all the different crops.
I remember the hand days when there was a lot of picking up beets
and various little jobs that us younger kids always got. Seems
like today most people don't know what it is. But it was all
hand topped or even hand shoveled in the '30s.

During World War II, they came out with the first loaders
that different ones had made for loading because they couldn't
get labor.

TS: And these loaders would be on the farm or are you talking
about the piling station?

RK: No, these are loaders they used in the field to load them
after they hand topped them. In fact, I've got one here yet.

TS: How large was this loader?

RK: They hand topped them and they'd usually put like 12 rows
into a windrow and then this would pick them up and load them
from there into the trucks.

TS: In other words, you're saying the labor would hand top them?

RK: Right, at that time.

TS: And then they would pile them. And then the loaders would
take the piles and load them on the trucks.

RK: Yes.

TS: That operated on some type of a conveyor?

RK: Yes, it was potato chains similar to what they use today
that would elevate them up into the truck. That mainly took care
of the hand loading.

TS: Do you remember the company that produced this machine? You
say you had it.

RK: I guess it was called the Diamond Ironworks. It was a
machine shop or foundry that made it, in Minneapolis.

TS: Maybe you don't know, but did you get this machine or
information about this machine from American Crystal [Sugar
Comapny] or something like that?

RK: My dad bought it, so I can't recall, but there were several
of them in the area. One thing I recall is that it's made out of
all used pipe. I think it's car transmission or rear ends and
stuff because it was made during World War II. It was made of
all odds and ends to get away from the hand labor of loading.
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TS: Do you remember the first time that you delivered beets to a
piling station, that you drove a truck doing it?

RK: I know I wasn't very old. It was probably during World War
II that I drove a truck from here to Comstock, which was about
five miles, and I could hardly see over the steering wheel.

TS: Did you drive, did you make deliveries during 1948 when the
Moorhead plant opened?

RK: Yes. But we still delivered to the Comstock loading
railroad station at that time.

TS: How long would harvest take in those years?

RK: Your pre-harvest always seems to start around September 15,
that I recall. Some years it seemed like October 1 was usually
their main storage date or in that neighborhood. They'd start
for their permanent storage. I recall that the total beet
harvest, you'd probably start September 15 and run lots of times
into the last days of October, first days of November. I can
remember being out there a few times when it was light snow and
raining and we were out there and it was November 1!

TS: When did you get your own first contract for sugarbeets?

RK: Me and my dad grew them together for quite a few years, I
suppose in the "50s, as I recall. My dad passed away in '67. I
think it was about '66 when I took over the beets and his health
failed then.

TS: But you were involved in the business end of it and the
actual growing by the '50s?

RK: Yes.

TS: Do you remember in those first contracts that you were
involved with, the actual provisions of the contract, do you
remember how the American Crystal Sugar Company calculated the
price of the crop?

RK: As I recall it had to do with the selling price of sugar,
more or less. They used to take a sugar count of all the
factories and have a factory average and that was what your pay
was. It was not individual like today.

TS: By "factory average," you mean the sugar content of the
beet?

RK: Yes, of all samples they took at the factory itself.
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TS: So it was based on kind of the average sugar content over
the whole Valley?

RK: Yes. All you really had was the Valley average when you got
those, that they paid us on.

TS: And then they just take the Valley price and calculate it
based on the average sugar content, weigh your beets when you
delivered them, and pay you accordingly.

RK: As I recall,
was pretty broad
use because it's
get paid for it [
was no incentive
grew it and your
bonus. The name
because they paid

There wasn't too much of a formula there. It
and formal compared to today's schedule that we
down to an individual effort. Of course, you
i.e., guality] today where in those days, there
to grow [high content sugarbeets]. But if you
neighbor didn't, you didn't get paid the extra
of the game in those years was to get tons
you by the ton, really.

TS: You have set numbers of acres for each contract?

RK: Right.

TS: And you believe your father started with about 60 acres?

RK: Yes.

TS: What is the maximum number of acres that you ever grew under
contract?

RK: Oh, the maximum stock acres I had was in '84, '85, when I
think it was 657 acres that I peaked out at.

TS: I've had a couple of growers mention to me that they could
on occasion grow more acres than the contract allowed. If the
market was good, American Crystal would buy the excess acreage.
If the sugar market was good. Did you ever do that? Did you
grow more than the contract provisions?

RK: No, that's been pretty much in the last three or four years
that they've made that incentive. Because if they have a year
[with a] late spring, then they have to plant more acreage to get
enough tonnage to keep their overhead down. Otherwise, if they
get a real short crop, it increases their overhead so bad. So I
never really got in on this. We call it "overplanting." Up to
ten percent I think over the last year they've allowed growers,
which everybody would do if he had the opportunity.

TS: Are they obligated to take that "overgrowing"?
4

RK: Usually that is determined by the Company. At a date or at
a board meeting—if the spring's getting late by the calendar--
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r
they'll sit down and assess that they normally are losing growing
days so they'll assess whatever percentage they think they can
let out to the growers to try and produce enough tons to
efficiently operate the factories, is what they do. So then they
will determine at that time what you can overplant and everybody
will plant. The last two or three years it's been like ten
percent overplant, determined by the board.

TS: So say you got a contract for 600 acres. After
overplanting, you could grow 660 acres and if the market's good
enough, you can sell 660 acres worth of yield.

RK: You could plant the 660 acres and they will take them and
process them. I mean there's no doubt, once they give you the
okay. It's just like a planting contract to them. They will
accept them.

TS: What's the highest yield that you can remember getting in
your crop?

RK: Well, as far as individual fields or contracts, I suppose,
we've had some good ones, we've had some poor ones. I would say
25 tons or better on the best. That's on a field. Average, oh,
I think I was up around, average, on my 600 acres, probably
around 19 tons for a peak crop.

TS: And what years were these, approximately, that you were
getting 19 tons per acre?

RK: One year that I recall that was exceptionally good was 1973.
In fact, I think I peaked out probably more that year. It seems
to me it was around 22 ton in '73. And then in '80, I think
that's when I peaked out at 19 tons. But I had more acres in '80
than I did in '73.

TS: So it was just a matter of the weather in those given years
that allowed you to have such a great yield?

RK: Yes. Pretty much it was ideal growing conditions—early
springs and good rains. Everything fit together for the whole
year.

TS: You mentioned ideal weather conditions. I've had other
growers tell me that an ideal weather pattern is to have it just
damp enough in the spring for a good planting, and then for it to
be dry for a little while, to allow the root to take a good grip,
and then have rain come after that. Is that pretty much the
idea?

RK: Yes. The main thing is to get them germinated, then they'll
put out a root to wherever the moisture is. Normally, if it's a
little dry when we're growing at that stage, they'll form a nicer
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beet that goes down. Otherwise they seem to tend to draw
moisture from more on the surface rather than from subsoil, but
they'll go down if it's dry at that point. Then given until July
when the beet is getting cultivated and weeded and the rows
covered, then it takes a lot of moisture and, they'll use it. To
get your maximum production, that's when they need it, is July
and August until harvest.

TS: If it's too dry, do you have any ability out here to
irrigate? Are you close enough to a water source?

RK: No, not here, there would be nothing unless you dug wells
and I don't know whether that would be worth it. I don't think
it would be a paying situation, year in and year out. Although,
I think if you have the availability of water, there is some
potential as far as irrigating. If you're by a river you can
draw on any source that's available or close.

k

TS: Near enough to the Red or one of the other . . .

RK: Yes, where it don't cost you a lot of money for your source
of water, I think the irrigating pays better on sugarbeets and
corn, than on other crops.

TS: You're mentioning of the fields. For a period of time I
take it you were devoting two acres of ground to each acre of
beet? That is, you were letting one field lie fallow while you
were growing beets in the other?

RK: That seemed to be the practice in the old days, I guess.
When Crystal Sugar was an independent company, they required
summer fallow for beets years ago so then you got two years
involved in the growing process. For a while that was one
provision that, you'd use it if you have it [summer fallow], but
if you don't, a lot of them used just regular [grain] stubble
ground from the year before and have grown some adequate tonnages
through the new practices of getting the ground ready.

TS: Do you remember the last year that you did leave fallow
acreage of the same amount as the beets that you were growing?

RK: I'm assuming it would probably be about 1972, the last year,
that it was an independent company. That always seemed like that
was one of the requirements, to have fallow ground for beets.

TS: What did you put into the fallow ground during the season?

RK: Well, usually we would just keep it black. I think it was
mostly for moisture and weed control for the following beet crop.

TS: And that would be the field that you would use the following
year?
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RK: Correct. Now, the last years, there has been some fallow
but most of it has been just government set-aside so people have
used it. Where it's not a practice anymore like it used to be,
it's kind of a voluntary thing that they've used because they've
had it.

TS: When the American Crystal was an independent company—or a
stock company—most of the dealings that you would have had with
the Company were through the field agents. Is that correct?

RK: Yes.

TS: And who was the field agent during most of the time that you
were growing?

RK: Well, you've got several here. One that was with the old,
independent company, Olaf Midgarden. [He] was one for years.
Well, I could go back farther. My dad had M. F. Williams when he
was growing and Leroy Kirkhorn. Olaf Midgarten started, I think,
after World War II. He was fieldman I think clear until "72 when
he got sick. Then with the farmer's co-op I've had Bob Levas,
George Burt, and Gerry Christiansen were [for] our area here. I
worked with several of the other ones at various times.
TS: What was the primary information you'd get out of them? I
mean, did they give you advice for example on growing conditions
or solving problems with a given problem with weeds or with
certain kinds of insects? Are they the experts for that? Do you
relay your questions to them?

RK: In the first years, way back in the early days, they handled
a lot of different problems as far as growing, which they do
today. They also handled a lot of the labor. When it was an
independent company, the labor was all recruited through the
Sugar Company and they worked with the grower on that; where
today, the labor thing is all run through our job service rather
than through the Beet Company. Now it's mostly on growing
problems. If you've got a problem you call them up and they have
had more experience probably with other situations where they can
help you or help you make a decision as to what you should do,
either to improve it or whatever. They're more the experts, I
guess, through the experiences they've had with growers and
growing conditions to help one another.

TS: Prior to 1948, you delivered your beets to the Comstock rail
station?

RK: We delivered to Comstock until '63. Then we hauled into
Moorhead from '63 until the Sabin piler was put in. I believe it
was "79.

TS: You hauled directly to the plant at Moorhead?
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RK: Yes, from '63 until '79.

TS: And after '79 you started delivering to the Sabin piler?

RK: Right.

TS: And of course the factory, before '48, was either East Grand
Forks or Chaska, depending on who needed the beets, and after '48
it's always been the Moorhead plant?

RK: Pretty much, unless they had a reason to go a different
direction, but Moorhead was the destination.

TS: You mean, too many beets for example?

RK: They were always contracted to East Grand Forks until the
Moorhead plant was built. Then when the Moorhead plant was
built, they were contracted there.

TS: Since '48, virtually all of your crop has gone to the
Moorhead plant?

RK: Right. That's where the contract has been.

TS: Do you remember any problems with delivery, waiting for
transportation or anything?

RK: Well, back in the days when they had railroad cars, it
seemed like when you'd load whatever they had room for, that was
it for the day. You'd be done at 3:00 in the afternoon. I can
remember, if you had good going, why, it seemed like we just had
a lot longer harvest because of the fact that—we could've
harvested more, but there wasn't rail facilities. I suppose we
put in a 20-day harvest then where they put in 12 today. We just
weren't as efficient in those days.

TS: So if you ran out of railroad cars, you had to leave the
remaining beets that you had brought into the rail station there?

RK: They loaded them directly in the rail cars, they didn't pile
any at that time. They were just directly loaded.

TS: This is at Comstock?

RK: Right. And when they ran out of rail cars, you were done
untile the next day.

TS: Did you have to bring your beets back home?

RK: Either that or you just waited until they got cars. The
truck would sit and you would stop harvesting until the next day
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or whenever they got cars. Usually they would bring them in that
night and the next morning you'd load up or it'd be the following
day. That's the way you harvested. There was no stockpiling
except in the factory yard at that time.

TS: Was that the biggest problem you had with those early crops,
was transportation?

RK: I guess it wasn't only a problem at the loading station, but
when all rail cars were loaded, they had to unload them in the
factory yard so that's the reason. They loaded so many cars a
day and that's all they could handle on that end. That was just
more or less your standard procedure in those days. You just
went along and harvested. If you had a big crop, it just took
more days.

TS: You didn't have to worry about unloading them at the
factory?

RK: No. They've [i.e., factory workers] always done the
unloading.

TS: But at the time that you were delivering to railroad cars,
you did have to worry about loading them onto the railroad cars?

RK: No, they had loaders at that time. I guess your capacity
wasn't—I don't know how to put it, but they had to unload them
on that end, where now, they put them into piles and then they're
hauled directly to the wet hopper.

TS: This unloading process, they had to unload them from the
trucks first onto the loader?

RK: Yes. Then they were screened [to remove dirt] and went into
the cars. Similar to the pilers today except instead of putting
them into a bulk pile, they went into cars. They were standard
stationary pilers.

TS: Did they use the "hoist method" of unloading, that is, just
tip the bed of the truck over?

RK: Way back in the early years, the trucks didn't have hoists
and it was a special-built box with side dumps. And they had a
door they'd tip down and just a hoist on the stationary piler and
that would dump your truck and lift the box and let it back down.
Then you scooped the dirt off by hand.

Then it seems to me that our dump in Comstock, or loading
station—in '56 I think went to all end dumps [i.e. end dumping
trucks] with hoists, that was required then. For a while I think
you could side dump and end dump for a couple of years and then
they eliminated the side dump and everybody went to the hoist.
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TS: You mentioned that they had to scoop the dirt off the truck
by hand?

RK: They would load it on your truck and when you got back to
your field, you scooped it out with a shovel by hand. You didn't
dump it with a hoist because you didn't have one.

TS: But that way they would deduct the weight of the dirt from
the incoming weight so they'd have the final weight of the beets?

RK: It's the same method today except when you got back to the
field, instead of raising the hoist, you grabbed the shovel and
scooped the dirt off.

TS: How do they take the dirt off the beets now?

RK: The methods are similar as far as your pilers and that but
now when they get back, like, when they dump it in the truck and
it's weighed, when you get back to the field, you raise the hoist
and it's out in a minute.

Then I can remember some years where it was just all hand
work is what it was. A lot of the improvements through the years
were ideas growers and people working [with growers had] to
improve the ways and methods to get away from the hand labor,
through things they'd tried.

TS: Did your father or you ever make suggestions regarding
machinery or regarding some of these improvements? Suggestions
at how they could speed things up or make things a little more
efficient?

RK: Oh, I'm sure we did. I think two of the biggest
improvements over the years as far as digging sugarbeets is our
lifter wheels we use today, in place of the blades they
originally started out with. And then grab-roll cleaning versus
the old "kicker renk bed" as we called it these were probably two
of the biggest improvements through the years that really changed
the cleaning methods and digging methods as far as getting away
from dirt and leaves.

TS: Well, as soon as I turn the tape over here, because we're
near the end of the tape, I'll ask you more about this "renk
bed," and get a little more detail on it.

[End Tape 1, Side 1. Begin Tape 1, Side 2]

TS: You were mentioning, Mr. Koester, the innovations for the
removal of dirt. You mentioned something called a "renk bed"?
Is that right?

RK: Yes. They were star-shaped—kickers is what we called
them—that would tumble the beets around in the cleaning beds.
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[It] was the first method used. Most of the machines have the
grab-roll bed in today which is superior when it comes to
cleaning they more or less scrub it off. The kicker type would
fill up with dirt and didn't do what it was supposed to unless
you cleaned it out, real often. But the grab roll stays clean
and it does a good job of cleaning because it kind of like uses a
scrubbing action.

TS: What exactly would the "renk bed kicker" do?

RK: It just tumbled them around and some of the dirt would come
off, but it would also stick to them. Pretty soon you had pretty
much like a solid roll and when it got that way it didn't do the
job. If it stayed clean, it [did] a fairly decent job.

TS: Then you'd have to stop and clean the rollers?

RK: Right. Then as time went on, they put tips on them that
helped kind of self clean, but they were never as good as the
grab roll when it came to cleaning. I mean, that was one of the
best methods in its time.

TS: You say the grab roll more or less washed them, so I take it
some kind of water was involved?

RK: No. The grab roll is just a round tube with a spiral rod on
it and then they feed across it where they run together and they
kind of use as a scrubbing action of the moving across it. By
doing that, they stay clean all the time because they're pushing
across it and they keep it clean.

TS: By scrubbing, you mean it literally is abrasion?

RK: This rod is spiraled and it feeds them and then by the same
token, they're scrubbing against the roll and that rod. As they
feed across it also keeps the rod and the tube and everything
clean in the same action. It's positive at all times, really.

TS: These details that you're giving us on machinery indicate
that you have to make a sizable investment in equipment.

RK: Well, today, if you're going to [raise beets], you have a
sizable investment. I would say, in order to be efficient today,
you'd pretty near have to have 200- to 300-acre beet acreage to
justify the machines that you should have to keep your overhead
in line.

TS: Let's back up for one second before we talk more about the
cost of machinery and just talk a bit about the hand labor again.
In the earlier days, when your father first grew, when you were
helping him and when you first started growing with him, the
American Crystal [Sugar] Company would more or less keep an

16

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



account for you, wouldn't they? For the cost of the seed and the
cost of the labor?

RK: They more or less took care of your financing. They would
charge the seed out, which they usually had, and then—I don't
know if I did, but I know my dad did—he would get fertilizer
through them. They were your lender at that time and would put
all this stuff on your account, your seed, fertilizer, and labor.
They would even advance labor [costs on] August 1. Then all your
fall hand topping. Until your beet check came, they would
advance money there for any need that was really involved.
Pretty near all the labor, seed, fertilizer. And if you got into
any other problems—I can remember web worms was one. They would
furnish the chemicals and charge it to your account. They did
all your financing pretty near, as far as growing the beet crop.

TS: And all this would be deducted from the final price of your
harvest?

RK: Usually, November 15, they would deduct that from your
payment.

TS: Whereas today, I imagine, there are certain things that you
can put on account. Can you put anything on account now, seed?

RK: The seed is kind of a different set up today. They retail
the seed just like any corn dealer. It's done different. You
can charge only the Crystal seed out today. Otherwise it's
pretty much all [the grower's obligation].

TS: And this has pretty much been the standard since 1973 when
the co-op was formed?

RK: Right. A lot of them even pay for it because you get a cash
discount. It's quite a bit different than it was prior to that.

TS: This leads us back briefly again to the equipment. There is
no help from the co-op whatsoever regarding the purchase of
equipment?

RK: No, not as far as the grower end of it. The co-op has to
take care of it [i.e.,the beets], from the time you deliver it
across the scale. That's the co-op's liability there.
Otherwise, the farmers—it's pretty much all financed through
banks and production credit and that type of financing today.

TS: Can the individuals at the co-op say, Al Bloomquist or Dick
Fitzsimons, can they suggest to you a particular bank if you need
to get a loan for equipment?

RK: They can, yes. It's open to whichever lender of your
choice, as far as equipment and production and everything. It's
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mainly between you and your lender. A few years ago, it was
pretty standard policy and the Company financed it and everybody
dealt with the same. Where today, so many things, you're more on
an individual basis.

TS: Let's say in the early '50s, when you started growing with
your father, what pieces of equipment did you need, just to grow
sugarbeets? I mean, obviously you had tractors that you could
use for any number of crops. You could use that to grow your
barley and your wheat.

RK: Trucks and tractors were always used in other operations.

TS: But did you have any special equipment that you could use
only for sugarbeets? Any kind of planter or harvester?

RK: I farmed pretty much with him so you had your planter. He
never had as big an acreage at that time. So we more or less
just increased our acreage and used equipment and upgraded it
from growing together. Larger acreage and probably better
equipment.

TS: Did he use a one-row or two-row?

RK: When it comes to planters, I think the six-row was always
pretty standard, even way back. The cultivator—the six-row and
then the 12-row came in, in planters and cultivators.
Harvesters, the single-rows, came in right after World War II—we
first started kind of in that period. I recall I think we got
one in '47.

TS: Do you remember what kind of brand that was?
company?

What kind of

RK: Well, there was International Harvester made that particular
one. John Deere, and there were a couple of other ones, but they
were all single. And the doubles, I think John Deere probably
had the first double. I don't know exactly when that came in.
Probably in the early '50s. The real multiples beyond the two-
row came in I think in like '57. I remember Gemco was one brand
that came in with two-, three-, and four-row machines.

TS: Do you remember a harvester called the Harvall?

RK: Well, yes. I think that harvester, they came with—let's
see, I think in '48, when the Moorhead plant opened, if I recall.
We didn't buy one, but there were a lot of them sold in the area.

TS: This was one that American Crystal kind of recommended to
people at the very beginning.

RK: It was kind of one that they sponsored there.
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had these Internationals or had gotten them the year before.

TS: Do you remember what people thought of the Harvall after
they tried it?

RK: I don't think they were real successful was the answer. I
mean, I can remember people using them and working on them, but I
think a big share of them never used them enough to recoup much
of their investment, as I recall. I know my uncle had one, Fred
Brandt. I can just remember him using it and working on it.

TS: Do you have any idea what those cost?

RK: I don't recall right offhand.

TS: If my understanding of the Harvall is correct from what I've
heard from other growers, it was kind of a spike-like operation
that stabbed the beet and pulled it up out of the ground and
sometimes tore it in half.

RK: And then I think it brought it up to the top, if I recall,
and then they topped it up there, didn't they? As I recall.

TS: They topped it after it pulled it up. Sometimes it sliced
it in half.

RK: Yes. And it dropped on the belt. It could be. I never
really worked with them, but I can remember them working with
them and on them, but I never had any experience with working
with one. They weren't too successful. I think most of them
that did use them, used them enough to get part of their money
out of their investment and parked them in the trees like most of
the other obsolete beet machinery ends up.

TS: During a harvest, did you ever have to leave any beets in
the ground?

RK: Yes, [it was] 1950 when Dad left a few acres in.

TS: Was this because of a frost?

RK: Yes. They froze in—we were looking at November 1 at that
time, when it froze.

TS: Did you ever pile beets in the field because of weather
conditions, and then deliver them later?

RK: Yes, we have.

TS: Does it seem to affect the quality of the beet at all, to
pile them?
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RK: I don't think it does. I don't think it does if they're put
in there in good shape. If it's conditions that you're putting a
lot of mud or something in with them, then naturally, they don't
keep then.

But if they're digging so you're not putting a lot of mud or
frozen beets, putting in good, quality beet in that pile, I think
it'll keep. But if it's mud or they're frozen and you pile them
in there, you're going to have some problems. And deterioration
as far as sugar, We never put that many in. It's possible, but
most of it's [i.e., the deterioration] ison the outside of your
piles.

TS: I understand. Did you or your father ever have a complete
beet crop failure?

RK: I guess the closest I came was in 1975 when we flooded out
here.

TS: Even then you were able to harvest some beets?

RK: I think I had 490 acres and I ended up with 460 ton, as I
recall.

TS: Which is less than a ton per acre?

RK: Right. It flooded. I think we had 11 inches of rain in a
couple of days there the last of June and it was too late to
replant. It just was one of them years.

TS: Now, by failure, I would mean that the crop wasn't
profitable. I take it that year the crop did not make a profit?

RK: No way! [Laughter] But I guess that's the ups and downs.

TS: Was that the worst crop you've ever dealt with, the '75
crop, because of the flood?

RK: Right. In my memory, that was probably one of the worst.
My dad, I think, during '32 to '36 I think—he said he had two
and a half ton beets in 1936, he had one little piece that the
water backed in that made seven ton that year. I know he said
the regular beet fork, in 1936, the beets slipped through it so
they got some other kind of a vegetable fork where the tines were
closer. He said they were just [the size of ]carrots, but they
harvested them all.

TS: This was a drought year?

RK: Yes, '34 through 1936.

TS: Do you remember the best crop you ever had for yield and
profitability?
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RK: Well, like I said earlier, in 1973 and '80, probably my
best. Another bad year was 1981 when we got that frost that
time. That was a bad year, too.

TS: You lost a lot of beets in the field because of frost?

RK: Well, I didn't. We dug them all that time, but that was the
year when they had so much problem keeping them. They lost so
many and then the price was down, dollar-wise. Why, we had the
production and lost it overnight pretty near.

TS: Can you say something on how these crops do compared to
other crops you grow? You grow wheat and you grow barley. Do
you still grow potatoes?

RK: No.

TS: What is the approximate cost per acre, say here in the '80s,
the last few years you grew beets? What was the cost per acre to
grow beets as compared to the cost per acre of wheat? I'm sure
it's lower.

RK: I don't have the figures right in my head. The way I
usually categorize the different crops, sugarbeets is what I call
a high-return crop. You have a high expense and you have a high
gross and your margin of profit is normally going to be greater
on a high-return crop. Even potatoes, over a ten-year period, is
more on the high [side] because an acre of ground will grow an
acre of beets or an acre of grain. Grain, say if you gross $200,
and beets, you gross $500, it's a lot easier to net $30 or $100
on beets where wheat, there's no way you can make that net in one
year. The margin of profit—you've got a higher risk but you
also have a lot higher income. The potential is there for a
bigger profit is the way I look at it.

TS: And the higher risk is that it costs a lot more to grow an
acre of beets than an acre of wheat?

RK: But your return is also going to be greater on the same acre
of land. And wheat, in order to make—oh, like say beets. Just
say if you grow them for even the average cost of production and
you grow three tons over, at $35 a ton, that's $100 net money,
you know. If you can beat your averages by three ton, or even a
ton is $30. While wheat, the profit of $100, there's no way you
can do it on the same acre of ground.

TS: Of course, you never have to have the expense of storing
beets.

RK: No.
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TS: Or is that true for other crops?

RK: I guess the beets, of course, are all marketed where the
grain, again, you can market it yourself. What I'm looking at is
the potential net between the two crops. You've got to have the
grain in the rotation. But beets are just a high-return crop,
there's no doubt about it. Like you said, you've got a lot of
expense, but your gross is there and also your higher net is
there per acre on that acreage.

TS: Sure.

RK: I don't know if that answers it.

TS: Oh, I think that's fine.

RK: I don't have the figures right here to compare, but your
return per dollar is higher on beets in the end.

TS: Yes. Well, as long as we're comparing crops, are sugarbeets
a better crop to have if it's a dry season as compared to other
crops?

RK: They'll do as well as anything. They said they got nine
lives like a cat. The most crucial time in the beet-growing
thing is from the time you plant them until you get about six or
eight leaves on them. After they get to that six-leaf stage,
from there on they're a fairly tough, durable plant because they
usually put down a good root. If you get hail, they'll grow new
leaves. They'll come back. Where a lot of other things, if they
get hit, they're done. And dry, they'll put their root down as
deep as there's moisture if there's any there. I think they
survive the dry and the wet, too, as well as any crop there is.

TS: If the season's excessively wet, that's going to do damage
to other crops but beets seem to hold up pretty well?

RK: Potatoes is one, if they're in that wet ground, you can lose
some quality sometimes. They're not deformed, but they get what
we call "water pimples" if it's real excessive moisture. And if
it comes when they're setting potatoes, they get odd shapes. It
depends on the growing [time of season].

Where beets, it seems like they'll grow—they take more
moisture, is what it amounts to. The plant uses more is one
thing. Still, when it's dry like here the last two years,
they're doing real well. Better than beans, I think. Corn is
suffering. So I don't know. Wet will get them, but they'll
stand as much as any crop.

TS: Prior to the use of machinery when you had to rely more on
labor, did you provide housing on site for some of the laborers,
in the early years?
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RK: We pretty much always had our own housing and we also had
migrants. We had one family that was with us—between me and my
uncles and Dad—they were here 35 years with us, continuously,
some members of that family.

TS: Do you remember the name of the family?

RK: Yes. Elodio Villaneuva. They were here from 1948 until '84
was the last year. There was always a member of the family.

And there were a couple of other families who worked for the
neighbors and some of them worked for us through the years. This
Villaneuva family, some of the boys went to school with us. They
still commute back and forth and stop here when they're on
vacation.

TS: When was the last year that you provided housing on site
before federal regulations made that too expensive?

RK: '84—this family lived here as long as they worked for us.
'84 was the last year.

TS: Did you have to build the housing for labor or just convert
something?

RK: Years ago, you used to have to furnish it so we just kind of
continued on the same practice through the years and then when
the co-op was formed we had some of this older housing so we just
continued with it.

TS: So your father built the housing on site?

RK: Yes. I mean, we always furnished housing.

TS: Were they separate units?

RK: Yes. They were little individual cottage-type housing
units. Some members of that family would come up and even help
us with the planting of the sugarbeets. They would come in April
or whenever we got into the field and stay until they were
harvested. The field work was done in the fall so they not only
had done the weeding and thinning, but we also had a couple of
them that had done planting and run the harvesters and trucks and
all the other equipment as well.

TS: In general how do you feel about the hand laborers you had,
the workers you had?

RK: I always feel as though we were probably more fortunate than
some growers, because we always had really pretty good family
members and real good people and always good workers. I guess,
[in] general, I'd say they were exceptionally good, what we had.
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TS: Were they more reliable than machines sometimes?

RK: Sometimes you can do it by hand when you couldn't get in
there with a machine, but there are times when there's a need for
one or the other or both, depending on conditions.

TS: Do you remember the largest number of workers you ever
employed, you or your father?

RK: Well, in some of the later years, I probably had 25 or 30
different [workers]. A lot of families would come up like for
the weeding. When school got out, then they'd bring their
children that were of age and help them. If there two, three,
four of them, some of them, they made pretty good money weeding
for the month and a half, two months they were here, in June and
July. Like I said, it varied so much, depending on the family.
Some of them, when it got down to a couple that it didn't pay
them to come back and help and some had younger kids that could
make some good money for those couple of months. There is one
worker, that still comes back every fall. He's still got his
truck here.

TS: Real quickly, we were mentioning in the last comment,
because the hand labor is largely replaced by the machinery, and
you need, as you say, a planter, a cultivator, and a harvester.
What would be the total cost of those three machines now, today's
prices? Just a guess.

RK: A planter, I haven't really priced one, but you're looking
at probably $20,000 in these newer ones. Cultivator—gosh, I
should know but I don't—let's say $10,000, probably. You've got
$30,000. A harvester and topper, you're looking at $50,000,
probably for new ones.

TS: So you're figuring about $80,000 for equipment.

RK: With new equipment.

TS: How many years do you need to grow a 600-acre crop of beets
to pay all that equipment off given the average profit?

RK: Oh, it depends on your crops—but I'm sure that the life of
the machines are probably ten years or something like that
because it's seasonal. I don't know, if you get exceptionally
good crops, you can afford to pay it off fairly soon.

TS: "Fairly soon"; in a couple of years, two or three years
maybe?

RK: I'd say probably three to five, anyway, you know, depending
on the net. It depends on the acreage you got. If you're at

24

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



your maximum acreage, of course, you cut your overhead. If
you're on the bottom-side, of course, you raise your overhead
again.

Like I said there before, your acreage has somewhat to do
with your overhead. Too small an acreage, you get a high
overhead on certain things. If you can get an acreage to fit the
machinery and keep your overhead in line.

TS: You said earlier that if you're growing fewer than 300 acres
of beets it may not pay.

RK: It pays, but you'd have your lowest overhead at that point,
as far as equipment. You can have good equipment and still do it
and not have to push it. It does the job where if you get any
smaller, you get real independent, your overhead gets higher.
And if you work with somebody, it's never as nice as having 300
of your own or 200 or whatever.

TS: Let's talk for a bit about the co-op, the Red River Valley
Sugarbeet Growers Association. Now, obviously, when your father
started growing beets in 1932, there was no growers association.

RK: Right.

TS: It was formed a few years later.
Did he join as soon as it was formed?

Did he join immediately?

RK: Yes, I think he belonged to all the different things from
the day that they were originally started.

TS: Did he hold any offices with them?

RK: He never did, but I think Morris, my uncle, did there with
the growers for a little bit. Otherwise, there's been three of
the brothers grew and then there's been me and my cousins. I
suppose there's been about seven or eight of us in the Koester
family that have grown beets and it seems that there's only Jim
left.

TS: When was the last year that you grew beets?

RK: '84, '85.

TS: Did you ever hold an office with the Red River Valley
Sugarbeet Growers?

RK: No, I didn't.

TS: Were you a member of the county level organization?

RK: Yes, we were, when it was operating.
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TS: How often would the county level meet?

RK: Usually once a year was pretty much, as far as Clay County.
Now, they had a Clay County Growers—I'm assuming that's the one.

TS: That's what I mean, yes, the Clay County Growers.

RK: It would seem like more or less their annual meeting unless
there was some need for a special [meeting].

TS: What kind of business did they conduct at the annual
meetings?

RK: The communications between your growers and the independent
company at that time. Some of it had to do with changes in
contracts and stuff. If there was any dispute or something that
certain ones thought should be changed, then they'd bring it up
and it would be voted on or whatever.

TS: Now, at the annual County meeting, this was where they would
elect a representative for the board of the larger group, the Red
River Valley Sugarbeet Growers?

RK: Right, at that time. It's pretty much I think it's all run
by factory districts kind of where at that time it was more
county. Back at the time of the independent, usually it went
kind of according to the acres. Some counties had one [board
member]. The next county probably would have a larger acreage,
they would have two or three.

TS: When the Company was independent—that is, before 1972,
'73—the county unit, the local county growers was important
because that's where they chose the representatives for the Red
River Valley Sugarbeet Growers board. After the Company became a
co-op—that is, after Red River Valley Sugar Growers bought
American Crystal—the county organization wasn't as important or
wasn't as necessary.

RK: No, because it seemed like it got more inactive because most
of it was handled directly from the Red River Valley once the
farmers owned the factory. So it was pretty back and forth, just
a matter of getting everybody to agree on something as far as the
final [contract]—I think it made a lot better company out of it
because it's dealing with both ends of it. Like they say, you
can have your input on both ends, really, the growing end and
also on the factory end. If there are changes that can improve
it, they'll bring it to the Red River Valley Growers and they'll
present it or whatever to the Company personnel.

TS: The County level, the Clay County Growers, did they do a
publication? Did they do a newsletter of some kind to keep you
informed between annual meetings or was it just pretty much
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informal?

RK: It was pretty informal, basically. A lot of times there
wasn't that much to act on. Like you said, it was more or less
to get a representative on the Red River Valley Growers. That
was their main purpose, to get somebody good to represent the
county on the Red River Valley board at that time, where now it's
chosen at [the factory district]. Each factory district choosesx
so many representatives for the Red River Valley and it's all
done just a little bit different is all.

[End Tape 1, Side 2. Begin Tape 2, Side 1]

TS: Mr. Koester, you were saying that the county growers were
pretty much tied in with the larger organization, the Red River
Valley Sugarbeet Growers. They did a publication, a newsletter
of some kind that kept you informed between meetings. Do you
remember those?

RK: Yes. The Red River Valley always kind of sent you a
newsletter over the years to inform on anything that was to be
brought up. Since the co-op was formed, we've had real good
newsletters to inform us on what's happening, I think.

TS: Before the co-op was formed, one of the principal magazines
that you could rely on was one that American Crystal did as an
independent company. Now it's Crystal-ized Facts.

RK: I don't know how to put it; there was information in it, but
more or less Facts was something that, contained something that
somebody had done or something that had happened through the year
which is fine, but it didn't really translate any changes between
the growers. It was more or less just a magazine about things
that had taken place. Articles on this and that, telling you
what had taken place or what this one had done or that one.

TS: You didn't think Crystal-ized FActs provided much really
helpful advice for the growers?

RK: You got some information out of these articles, but I don't
think it brought up any of the day-to-day things like these
newsletters do today. I mean, now you can get a newsletter on
whatever's being taken more on a daily basis. They'd [issues of
Crystal-ized Facts come out every so often and you didn't really
look forward to it. Where a newsletter, you looked forward to it
just if there was something in there that was being changed or
something done. Well, they'll usually keep you better informed.

TS: What you're kind of saying is that Crvstal-ized Facts was an
in-house magazine done by American Crystal and it did feature
stories on individual growers and information on equipment, but
the newsletter really keeps you up to date on the news involving
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sugarbeets. I mean, everything from price supports at the
federal level, down to changes in seeds, to information on what's
going on within the co-op?

RK: Yes. You're correct there. It's my impression on the two
that we have much better with this newsletter on day-to-day
things that are happening where there [i.e., with crystal-ized
Facts] you'd get something out it, but it wasn't—lots of them
you didn't get anything out of it, too. I mean, you knew about
it already before you got the magazine because you probably knew
the neighbor down the road that they were featuring in the
article.

TS: Crystal-ized Facts came out how many times a year?

RK: I can't remember, but I doubt it was a monthly; it might
have been a monthly.

TS: What about the newsletter?

RK: They usually put them out every board meeting on something
that's transpired. Why, they'll usually put out once a year and
if there's something special they'll even put out a special one.
Your Red River Valley, usually they're—I don't know when we get
them, but they're periodically keeping you informed on what
they're doing from day to day, pretty near.

TS: How was the relationship between the growers and the
American Crystal Company prior to the co-op being formed? You
grew beets with your father from roughly World War II on.
Between then and 1973, what was the prevailing atmosphere between
growers and the Company, based on what you remember and what
you've heard?

RK: Well, over the years, they had a good relationship. The
only thing is, lots of times, they controlled it so what it
amounted to was the grower didn't have anything to say. When it
came to acreage, they could put it wherever they wanted to, was
what it amounted to.

And, of course, it was always a good crop so that if you
didn't want to grow them, there was always somebody else that
would grow them. There was always somewhat the attitude, "Well,
if you don't want to grow them under these conditions, the next
guy down the road will." Which doesn't prevail today, I mean, it
was good, but there were things where they kind of controlled it
beyond the growers. He more or less had to do what they said or
you didn't grow beets for them.

TS: Since the co-op was formed in 1973, the individual grower
has a lot more influence on . . .?

RK: Yes, if it's a viable reason for doing something, you get
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other growers that will go along. Why, the management is going
to make the changes if it's for the betterment, there's no doubt
about it. Because it benefits on both the growing and the
processing. Here with the co-op, if management wants to—they're
actually working for the grower there, too, so they want to keep
everything at maximum to show that they're doing their job on
that end, too.

TS: A practical aspect of it, before the co-op was formed,
American Crystal's board was chosen by the stockholders?

RK: Right.

TS: And what they may have know about actual conditions of
growing or the interests of the growers, varied with the
individual, because they certainly weren't chosen by the growers.

RK: That's pretty correct there, the way you stated it. And,
like I said, I guess as an independent company, they were—I
don't know how to put it—but if they didn't get a return on
their investment, that's why the co-op was formed and the farmers
bought it out. The later years, they weren't getting the return
on their investment there so they quit putting capital in. They
kind of siphoned off what they could and put it into other
investments because they could get a better return while a lot of
the beet-receiving and factories were kind of going downhill. If
they couldn't get a return, rather than put money into them, they
might shut the doors.

The farmers turned it around and had a five-year plan and
we've got much better equipment today than we've ever had for the
acres and stuff and that's why I think the co-op is prospering.
Where if they would have had it, they would never have put the
money into it to improve it to the point where we are today.
They were looking at the bottom line for their stockholders.

TS: And, of course, the total amount of acreage now being
devoted to sugarbeets in the Red River Valley has grown
tremendously since the co-op was formed.

RK: That's correct.

TS: And the governance is much more responsive to the individual
grower, too? Because they choose the board of the Red River
Valley Sugarbeet Growers who in turn hires the executive
secretary of Sugarbeet Growers who keeps you folks up to date.

RK: I've got to give Al Bloomquist a lot of credit when they
started forming the co-op because it was quite an undertaking to
get it transformed into a co-op. I think he was probably one of
the major ones to see it where a lot of other ones couldn't, .
The growers just were never really happy when they were talking
about the co-op. They would rather grow for the independent,
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which, today, they couldn't realize what the changes were. They
couldn't see investing that money in that stock. Where in the old
company, you used to sign a contract. They didn't want to lay
that money out as an investment.

TS: What do you remember about the acquisition? I mean, you
were a member of the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers then and
they had to vote on the acquisition of American Crystal. Al
Bloomquist carried the proposal to them and said, , "Here's an
opportunity. You can literally buy the Company and form a
cooperative company." The rank and file had to vote on whether
or not to do it. What do you remember about that?

RK: The independent company was not going to put any more—it
looked like it was going to go downhill to the point where they
were going to phase out some of the old plants. So the growers
more or less, beets were [profitable]—if they wanted to stay in
business, it was go that route if they wanted to improve things
or just gradually go until they locked the door.

As I recall—what was it, the fall before the co-op?— they
closed Chaska. And, of course, everybody up in the Valley was
anticipating East Grand Forks closing in the future and that's
what really, I think, got the [movement started], the plant was
older and they figured they would probably close the doors there
and if they'd done that, you were on the chopping block anytime
they wanted to get rid of you. So the farmers got together and
formed the co-op.

I guess that was really what started it, Chaska closing and
everybody was visualizing East Grand Forks. What do they do
then, but back the growers they got or chop certain ones off up
there as far as growing because they couldn't handle them. So
then the farmers just figured, there was only way to do it and
that was form a co-op and improve the plants. Sugar prices
weren't that bad that they couldn't make it viable, if it was
operated right.

TS: Well, you knew, of course, that if the rank and file of the
Growers voted to acquire American Crystal, to buy it, that it was
going to require a fairly substantial financial investment for
each individual grower to put in the money?

RK: Correct. But at that time it seemed like, that didn't seem
to be the big problem. Most of the lenders were willing to keep
the beets and—well, take your banks or PCAs, most of them would
lend it because the beets were still the better crop and the farm
operations, they just set it up on a ten-year payoff, that $100
original stock.

TS: One-hundred dollars per acre?

RK: [That] was what the original stock cost.
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TS: Do you remember - if it was a close vote when they finally had
the vote on whether or not to acquire?

RK: I can remember being there. I don't think it was really
that close.

TS: It wasn't even that controversial. Most people thought it
was a good idea?

RK: Right. There were very few that I think were actually
opposed to it, as far as the growers.

TS: It sounded like too good a deal?

RK: They didn't have any choice. If they wanted to continue
growing sugarbeets, this was the route because [otherwise] you
were going to be out of business. Or you didn't know where you
were at because, like down at Chaska, there were growers there
that had bought equipment that fall and found out in January they
didn't have a beet contract for the next year. That's hard to be
growing something and find out four months after harvest that you
aren't going to be growing that crop next year. I mean, they
didn't have any inkling that the key was going to go in the door.
So what do you plant. There's no other crop.

I guess another example is, I got an uncle living out in
Oregon. U & I [Utah and Idaho Sugar Company] shut all their
sugar factories out in that area. The impact there is something
because, you plant other, surplus, crops is what it amounts to.

TS: What's U & I?

RK: It was Utah and Idaho Sugar Company. It was another sugar
company. But they closed all their factories there—I don't know
what year it was—in the '80s. But the impact is then, what does
a grower grow? They were growing corn and hay and a lot of the
other crops that are in surplus. The impact had to be great out
there. They didn't realize it until their first year or so
because there was still beet income coming in.

TS: Do you think beet income will be as great in the next few
years? I mean, you said some of them are turning to corn because
corn sweeteners, for example, are growing in use.

RK: I think it's going to hold in there as well as the other
ones. I mean, I think it depends on the pop industry. Of
course, they can use the corn syrup or your bakery or
confectionery has to use the granular sugar, yet, as I understand
it. So I suppose that there's a need for both of them, really.
Each one has its certain area to be used in. I don't know if
there's going to be a lot of change from one to the other or
what.
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TS: Well, beet growers who own American Crystal now as a co-op
do devote an awful lot of effort to federal support for domestic
sugar, don't they?

RK: They have their market's built up and I'm sure if their
customers are happy, they're going to continue to use it year
after year like anything else. There's always somebody looking
for a cheaper product, but I'm sure if they're happy and it's
competitive, they'll stay in business is what it amounts to. If
we can be competitive, and it seems like the sugar thing has
really cut a lot of expenses, too, in being more competitive in
the last years. I think we're more competitive price conscious
in the last ten years than we've ever been. To get it cheaper.
We try to produce the product as cheap as we can, is what it
amounts to, to meet competition.

TS: I think we've covered an awful lot of topics here. I'm
trying to think of something we haven't covered. I've got a
couple of concluding questions if you think we've pretty well
reached the end here.

RK: I think the marketing is a big part of the sugar-growing
game, too. Of course, foreign sugar is giving us a bad time. I
mean, they want to dump their surplus in here, but if we can keep
a program like we got, I'm sure it should be good for the grower
and the consumer in the end.

TS: That requires keeping both the state and federal governments
informed as to the needs of the growers. You've never really
done any testifying before agricultural committees or anything
like that, but have you ever written selected legislators?

RK: Oh, yes. -At certain times I wrote to different ones. Just
to keep them informed. Of course, now we have the political PAC,
too, which helps the American Crystal group or Minn-Dak or
whatever. They're all involved in that, which helps us gain
votes as far as our program working. It educates them on it more
than anything. A lot of the members of congress don't even have
the actual idea of what it is until it's explained to them or
they've been brought into the area and seen the actual operation,
what an impact it has on the Red River Valley or another area of
the country.

TS: Well, that is one of my concluding questions. If there were
no sugarbeets being grown here in the Red River Valley, what
would that do to the economy of the Valley?

RK: It would sure devastate it, I'll tell you, both land-wise
and job-wise. You'd have more people looking for jobs. They'd
more than likely move out of the area, but it also would hurt the
ones that are here because you'd have people competing for them,
I suppose. Like our farm land would really get hurt because, I'm
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sure, if that ever happened, your land would devalue and you'd
have to go to other crops. A lot of it, I would say it would be
pretty devastating to the Red River Valley if we lost the sugar
industry.

TS: What would it have done to your own operations as a grower
if you didn't have a sugarbeet crop during these years? What
would it have done to your profits?

RK: I guess you'd just have less money to spend in the
community, is what it amounts to. The various things we buy,
like people that work for us or whatever, it's all interwound. I
think—what is it?—every dollar turns over seven times whether
it's our migrant worker, or you go and buy a tractor or truck or
whatever. It's got an impact on everybody, really.

TS: But you as an individual now, during those years in the '70s
and '80s, was a large part of your total profit at the end of
each year dependent on the sugarbeet crop?

RK: Oh, yes.

TS: You still made money off wheat and things?

RK: Beets were still the main crop as far as I was concerned,
return-wise.

TS: You'd get your biggest return off beets?

RK: Profitability, if it was that kind of a year, the beets were
always the thing that would shine.

TS: And this is the thing that really was the key to the
standard of living that you've enjoyed?

RK: Oh, yes. Like I said, not only me, but any farmer usually
spends what he gets, like they say. So it also means buying
things, whoever, for you. In the process of the beet production,
he spends money for, if it's labor—for cars and food or
whatever, you know—or fertilizers, chemicals. Everybody profits
in it with you, really.

TS: Now, your last crop was in 1984, '85?

RK: Right.

TS: Can I ask why you gave up growing beets then?

RK: I was single and I rented the land out, is what I did. It
just got to be a tougher game, this farming, so I decided to give
it up. I'd still like to grow some beets, but I don't know
whether a smaller acreage—I'd like to have an acreage that you
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could just kind of have as a hobby thing, but that's not really a
paying thing, either. You've got to, like I said, have a lot of
certain acres to really stay in it. You have to be either in it
or out of it, is how you got to put it.

TS: You just felt the need to cut back on operations a little
bit?

RK: Yes, with the economy
number-one thing, no doubt
affects the land value and
didn't have people renting
affects you indirectly. I
regardless of what it is.
you've got beet production
are both better.

the way it was, sugar still was a
about that. In fact, like I said, it
it even affects the rent because if I
it and planting beets on it, it still
mean, beets will always help a return,
Rent or land values or whatever, if
on it, your survival and profitability

TS: I think we've done a good interview here. Unless you can
think of something to say, I think we'll close it up here.

RK: I can't think of anything else. I think we've covered
pretty much everything. Like I said, I just hope it's a crop
that can be always grown here because I think it's really an
asset to the people and all of our living, really. I don't care
what phase you're in, if it wasn't here, it sure would affect us,

TS: I thank you for your time,
interview.

RK: Thank you.

[End of Interview]

I think we've got a good
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