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NA: My name is Norm Achin. The date is August 8, 1989. I am
interviewing Mr. Robert Nyquist regarding sugarbeet growing in
the Red River Valley. Mr. Nyquist, would you start out please
and just tell me a little bit about yourself?

RN: I was born in 1936 in Kansas City, Kansas. My father had
gone down there to find winter employment so he could come back
and afford to farm during the summer. I was educated in the
Moorhead school system. I've lived in this community all of my
life, within a four or five mile radius. We lived in a couple of
different farmsteads. I guess I've always been in farming. My
father was a farmer and I went right into it when I got out of
high school. That's the way it's always been.

NA: When did your father begin farming?

RN: My father started farming in 1936. He raised sugarbeets in
1936. And he lost money raising sugarbeets in 1936! [Laughter]
It didn't happen again until 1988. He said he always made money
on beets except for the first year he raised them.

NA: That wasn't enough to deter him I guess, then?

RN: No. See at that time, the American Crystal [Sugar Company]
provided the financing for the seed and the labor and the
fertilizer and everything else. When he got his crop hauled in,
he didn't make enough to pay them back. So the following year,
when they built the Ruthruff beet dock, he and my mother painted
that as part of their debt to American Crystal Sugar.

NA: What was your father's name?
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RN: Walter Nyquist.

NA: He began in '36. Did he raise other crops?

RN: No. When he first started farming, all he raised was beets
for the first three or four years. He rented land from his
father and other farmers in the neighborhood. Then in '39, he
rented a complete farm and started renting land and continued on
farming and raising other crops for other people.

NA: Why did he begin with beets, do you know?

RN: I guess he just felt that it was a crop that he could raise
on kind of a small scale. It didn't need a lot of acreage in
order to get a fairly decent return. Like I said, in '36 it was
so terribly dry but then in '37 they got some rain and from then
on, he said he always made money raising beets.

NA: You got some of your first acreage from your father. Is
that right?

RN: Not really. Because when the coop was purchased—you know
the corporation was purchased by the coop. Then I bought my beet
acreage the same as everyone else. We had a contract that was in
both names up to that point. But then we split it and we each
bought our own stock.

NA: So what year did you begin growing sugarbeets?

RN: I actually began in 1952.

NA: What were the first provisions of your contract?

RN: When I think back, well, I guess one of the provisions we
had in our contract at that time was that they had to be raised
on summer fallow. You could not add any nitrogen fertilizer.
They got very upset about that. Because, at that time, they were
already aware of what nitrogen did to the quality of beets.

NA: Incidentally, what does nitrogen do to the quality of beets?

RN: It raises your tonnage but it increases your loss in
molasses and usually drops your sugar content. You end up with
more sugar going into the molasses.

NA: Molasses is the by-product of it.

RN: Right.

NA: What about seed? Was that a provision?
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RN: At that time, we had to buy all of our seed from American
Crystal [Sugar Company]. They were the only supplier of seed.
There wasn't an open seed policy like there is today.

NA: Were they the only supplier or was it that they required you
to buy solely from them?

RN: I guess I'm not sure about that. I believe in those early
years they were probably the only supplier. I don't think other
seed companies had come into the area at that time.

NA: Do you recall how the Company calculated its purchase price
for the crop, purchasing it from you? What were the terms?

RN: At that time, we were all on a common sugar content. You
were paid strictly on tonnage, no matter what the quality was. I
think that was one of the reasons that they guarded against
anybody using nitrogen because you could produce a big crop but
it was all pulp. You know, you weren't really putting any sugar
into the bag, so to speak. I guess I'm not exactly—I think it
was calculated somewhat similar to the way it is today with the
price of sugar. But it was an even payment, you know. Everybody
got the same amount of money for the tonnage that they brought
in.

NA: But later it changed, didn't it, to take in sugar content?

RN: Correct.

NA: And there was a base price of whatever that was set at in
New York or wherever. [Today] over and above that you would get
paid let's say a bonus for it plus sugar content, a bonus on a
graduated scale for sugar content?

RN: We always talk in terms of getting paid so many dollars per
ton but we're really not. You're paid in pounds of sugar is
really what it amounts to. If you have an extremely low sugar
content your processing charge is charged on a per-ton basis.
And you're paid on the amount of sugar that you produce. So if
you have someone that has extremely high tonnage, say 30 tons to
the acre, he ends up with ten percent sugar, he doesn't get much
of a payment because it costs almost as much as the sugar is
worth to process all those tons of pulp, so to speak.

So you really, when you—the way we're paid today, gross
sugar per acre is important but pounds of sugar per ton is very
important, too. You try to get a balance between the two.

NA: Now in 1952, when you began right after high school, you
were 18 or so?

RN: Nineteen.
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NA: How many acres of sugarbeets did you grow?

RN: At that time I believe we had 240 acres, between my father
and I.

NA: So you actually grew with your father.

RN: Correct. We had a partnership.

NA: How much did that increase over the years?

RN: Today we have stock for 400 acres and then we're planting
120% of our stock this year so we'll be seeding around 480.

NA: So you're seeding 480 but what is your yield then out of
that, roughly 400?

RN: I guess I don't quite understand your question.

NA: You said you were seeding 480 acres. Now what do you get
for a return then on that? Do you usually get a very high yield
[i.e., tons per acre] off of it?

RN: Oh, I see what you mean, our average yield. I guess we've
been maybe a little bit above the factory average over the years,
as far as yield and sugar content. Normally, sugar content,
we've been above average on that and tonnage average in that
range.

NA: Now what is the factory's? Just give me an example. This
past year, what was the factory average for the Valley? I assume
it's calculated for the entire valley.

RN: I should know that right off the top of my head. What the
devil was it, around 15 and a half, 14 ton, I believe, in that
range? The ten-year average is about 17 ton [of sugarbeets per
acre] with about a 17% sugar content.

NA: Which is a fairly high sugar content?

RN: No. I would say that the sugar content's been dragging the
last few years. I would say that's a good average content. You
know, we always talk about a 20/20 crop, you know, 20 tons and
20% sugar. The day may come. The varieties are so much better
nowadays. What really makes you realize that is when you look
back a few years at the "variety" tests they had for seed and a
lot of the varieties that were number one five or six years ago
don't even make the list anymore. They're not even available.

NA: So the hybrids and the technology, maybe even the pesticides
and herbicides and such, they change relatively quickly?
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RN: Definitely.

NA: One you're using today might be out of favor tomorrow.

RN: Oh, yes, definitely.

NA: Now where do you find out about such things?

RN: The chemical companies and the local fertilizer dealers are
doing a real good job on that. And then we get a lot of
information from American Crystal and through the colleges. NDSU
[North Dakota State University] does a terrific job for us and so
does the University of Minnesota.

NA: NDSU has a beet specialist, don't they?

RN: Correct, yes, they do.

NA: How helpful has that arrangement been?

RN: Very helpful. They do an excellent job.

NA: Have you gotten any information from any other such people
regarding cultivation and fertilizers, pesticides, whatever, from
say county extension agents?

RN: Really not so much from county extension. It seems like
most of it comes directly through the colleges and the sugarbeet
specialist and filters through American Crystal and chemical
dealers, fertilizer dealers. Equipment manufacturers have been
very instrumental in the things that they give help with.

NA: Now, in the early days—let's say '52 and on to the
present—they had fieldmen who ran around and did this for the
Company. They gave advice and so forth. How useful,was that?

RN: That was very useful. In fact, we still use the fieldmen
quite a bit. Back, you know, in the "50s, their biggest job at
that time was recruiting labor [migrant farm workers] and getting
labor moved from one farmer to another, wherever it was needed.
Now American Crystal does not recruit labor anymore. The only
labor we get, we either make our own arrangements or through the
[state] employment office.

NA: You mentioned that the whole market for everything really
involved the sugarbeet cultivation and processing, I guess you
could say, in a general term, moves rather quickly. That is,
pesticides and so forth, things just change so rapidly. Do you
get publications and so forth that you regularly consult to find
out these things? Do these chemical companies send you things
and so forth on a regular basis?
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RN: Yes, we get quite a bit of that. Also, the sugarbeet
specialists, they have these little pamphlets or booklets that
they put out every year on production practices that list the
chemicals that are, you know, cleared and the test results. i
think most of the growers put quite a bit of stock in the
information they get through the sugarbeet specialists.

NA: Does NDSU run regular tests and such and keep you updated on
some of these things? Do they run any of those tests to find out
the best hybrids, the best pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers?

RN: As far as the hybrids, you know, as far as the seed itself
is concerned, American Crystal runs those "variety" tests for
everyone. From what I hear from other seed manufacturers,
they're very satisfied with it. They think it's very unbiased,
very fair. It's all numbered, nobody really knows what the code
is until it's all over with. As far as the chemicals, Mike
Allen, [Al] Cattanach and Al Dexter out at the college [North
Dakota State University], they have tests all over the country
and they put out a lot of information on that. I think most of
the growers put more stock in the answers they get from them then
they do from the chemical companies.

NA: Just to go back to 1952 again because that's when you began.
At that time, which factory did you deliver beets to?

RN: In '52 we delivered to the Moorhead plant. That was built
in '48. We delivered beets at the time to the Moorhead plant.
And I still remember that, at that time, Highway 75 did not
exist. The best way was Eleventh Street and Moorhead. The
trucks came in from the west side of the beet plant instead of
from the east side. It was, oh, everybody thought it was a heck
of a truck line when they'd get lined up to about the Highway 75,
which was about, I suppose, a quarter of a mile. For years,
right before we bought the corporation when we used to line up on
the west side, they'd line up for half a mile to the highway and
another mile further east yet, there were so many trucks.

I think that was one of the things that really spurred the
growers on to buy the Company, was the amount of piling equipment
that was available. Everybody was so disgusted and disappointed
with it.

NA: Which piling station did you haul your beets to at that
time?

RN: We hauled them to the Moorhead factory yards.

NA: Other people had to go quite a distance, in some cases, to
get to the piling stations. I've heard lots of complaints about
not only too few piling stations, but too far of a drive because
of it and especially the incredibly long wait they had to wait.
Now, people such as Einar Johnson and such, has told me that at
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one time they became so disgusted they went to the railroads and
said, "Look, you people, we get there at 7:00 a.m. and you don't
get there until 4:00 p.m. We're kind of disgusted."

And the railroads said, "Don't talk to us about it, talk to
the Company."

They went to the Company and the Company said, "Don't talk
to us, go to the railroad."

So they were sort of at a loss as what to do, but, in any
case, it was frustrating. Do you recall any of those times?

RN: Yes, I can recall those times, but that's before 1952. At
the time we used to haul to the outside rail stations at
Winthrop, Comstock, Rocksiding. Many times, you know, you'd have
a line of trucks sitting there and then the last rail car got
full. At that time they let you haul anyplace you wanted to.
What would happen then if everybody was hauling to Rocksiding?
They'd head for Winthrop and then the growers in that local area
would be mad because all these outside trucks came in. It was a
real problem.

NA: What do you do when you show up and you're the last car and
the car just before you was the last one to fill up and the rail
cars are full?

RN: If it was at the time of day when they said they weren't
going to get a switch until the next day or the next morning,
you'd turn around and go back home.

NA: Just wait.

RN: You'd just wait because the truck's out there loaded. You
didn't do anything more.

NA: Were you one of those unlucky ones at that time, too, on
occasion?

RN: I guess at that time I wasn't home because it was during
school, but, also, I can remember many times when the trucks came
back loaded and they sat until the next day. There was nothing
you could do about it.

NA: Does that do anything to sugar content or any of those other
things when beets sit out like that?

RN: It did if it was cold temperatures and the outside of the
pile froze. Although, at that time, you know, they didn't have
the long campaigns in the factories like they do now. Most
years, they were through processing in maybe the middle of
January or so. So it wasn't quite as much of a problem, like
when they tried to keep those beets so long that it was out into
the spring.
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NA: But, now, if the beets froze, the Company wouldn't accent
the beets. Is that right?

RN: At that time, it seemed like they always did. Because, you
know, at that time, we were hand topping and the beets would lay
out and usually, if it looked like there was going to be a
freeze, why the fieldmen would be around telling everybody, "Now,
have your labor stop. Don't top any more beets,
get these all picked up, if we can."

Let's try to

NA: Do you remember any other problems? You mentioned that the
problem with the piling station was one of the single biggest
things that irked the grower and maybe pushed him on to agree to
buy the corporation. Can you think of anything else that might
have been a contributing factor?

RN: I guess that was the biggest thing. As far as
transportation, I suppose it must have been about '49 or '50,
somewhere along in there, when the highway patrol started
weighing trucks. Previous to that everybody just piled on
everything they could. Well, they found out that those single-
axle trucks were practically all overloaded, you know. So they
all had to back off and not haul off as much. That's when
everybody starting switching over and going to tandems, so that
they could haul a bigger payload.

NA: Did you ever leave beets in the ground?

RN: I probably shouldn't say this because it'll probably happen
to me someday, but I can honestly say since 1936 to this year we
never left a beet in the ground. I know some growers have in
certain situations. There's been times when it was kind of
questionable whether we would be making any money by going out
and harvesting them. But, no, we never have, we never left a
beet in the ground in all the years that we've been raising.

NA: You are, of course, a member of the Red River Valley Sugar
[Beet] Growers Association, is that right?

RN: Yes, that's right. All growers—well, I shouldn't say all
growers, are. I guess you can request to get your money back and
not be a member. But it's a very small, just a handful that do
not belong.

NA: Do you belong to any other coop or any other organization
that concerns itself with sugarbeets?

RN: Not as such, but the Red River Valley [Sugarbeet] Growers
Association was a member of the U.S. Beet and American Sugarbeet
Growers and on down the line.

NA: Do you grow any other crops other than sugarbeets?
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RN: Oh, yes, we raise small grain, wheat and barley.

NA: Wheat and barley, primarily. Now, how well do those crops
do compared to sugarbeets? Either in terms of profit or
manageability or whatever?

RN: Sugarbeets are more profitable on a per-acre basis. But
then they're a heck of a lot more work. So I guess the beets
would be the most profitable crop we have, but then, like I say,
it's a lot more work. I suppose, like in our situation, we have
about 900 acres of grain and about 470 or 480 acres of
sugarbeets. And I suppose if we didn't have the sugarbeets we
could probably raise 3,000 acres of grain more with the same
amount of labor and equipment costs.

NA: So it takes a lot more overall cost?

RN: Oh, definitely.

NA: What would you say is the amount of total cost—if you want
to break it down, feel free—total cost, raising an acre of
sugarbeet as opposed to an acre of wheat or an acre of barley or
something?

RN: I think they use a figure of around 400 and some dollars an
acre for beets, if you count everything. The last seven or eight
years now I've been on this computer bookkeeping system through
the Moorhead Tech school. It comes out pretty close, they don't
miss it by too much. Of course, you've got to remember you've
got $800 an acre in the contract, [i.e., American Crystal stock
sells for at least $800 per share] almost. Sure some guy say,
well no, I don't have that much because I bought mine for $100 an
acre. But I was telling him, "Yes, but you could sell it for
that." So in reality that's what you've got invested.

NA: So when you look at the overall investment, yes, you are.

RN: Right.

NA: You mentioned a little bit earlier about labor and how in
the beginning the Company fieldmen went out and secured the
labor. Now you have to do it yourself. Where did they secure
the labor, first of all, and where do you secure it now?

RN: At that time, they had labor recruiting offices in Texas,
some of those smaller communities there. They would sign them
up. I think, at that time, that they gave them $15 per worker
for transportation money, to make sure they could get up here.
Then we would have to sign a slip for the local grocery store so
they could charge their groceries. You know, they didn't finance
for them.
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Today, I guess, most of the fellows, if they want labor,
they just contact the employment service office here in Moorhead.
They don't do any recruiting in Texas as such, but there's enough
labor that come up looking for jobs that they will just steer
them up to your farm.

I know, I had a family that was with me for seven or eight
years then. Then they decided not to come up anymore. So I had
to, I got a trailer, so I had room for about six. And I
contacted Pablo up there and he got a fellow out and his wife and
three or four sons. They've been with me for eight, nine years
now.

NA: So you have six workers now, with you?

RN: Yes.

NA: You mentioned a trailer. Now, if I'm not mistaken, the
health department, the U.S. Health Department or probably the
state, too, had certain regulations that you had to adhere to as
a grower—for housing and so forth, cleanliness—what were those
regulations? What did you have to provide?

RN: I think the big problem that a lot of fellows ran into was
the plumbing and such. Years ago, everybody pretty much had just
single-walled little houses with outdoor privies. They carried
their own water and that was about it. Now, you know, the
trailer, that meets all the specifications. It has indoor
plumbing and heating, lights, and the whole works. But I think
that was one reason why a lot of the fellows quit housing their
own labor was because of the fact that their housing didn't meet
the standards and they didn't want to spend the extra money. So
the labor rented housing uptown or they [the growers] rented
housing uptown for them and they moved them out.

NA: How does that work when you're in a situation like that? Is
the laborer required to rent their own houses or did you have to

RN: In some cases, they do. The grower tells them, "No. It's
true I'll give you a job but you find your own place to live."
And in other cases the grower says, "Well, I'll find you a place
to live." And he goes out and rents an apartment and pays the
rent for them.

NA: So it's up to the grower, then?

RN: Right.

NA: Has that changed over the years? In other words, in the
beginning, was it such that the grower had to provide shelter?

RN: I don't know if he really had to, but it seemed like

13

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



everybody did, you know. And I think even today, when you talk
to the migrants, they would prefer to live out on the farm. They
don't really care for this apartment living, you know, and
they're too crowded together. Apparently, you know, they have
more problems with their children and everything else. They
would prefer to be out on the farm if the people had the housing
for them.

NA: Are these Mexican nationals that you've been involved with
mainly or U.S. citizens?

J

RN: No, they mostly are U.S. citizens. I would say that the
vast majority of them are U.S. citizens.

NA: Some growers did employ P.O.W.s during the war. Did your
family do that?

RN: No, we never did. I can remember, you know, hearing the
growers talk about that. But we never employed any P.O.W.s.

NA: How did that work, do you recall how that might have worked?

RN: I guess it worked out quite well. They had them housed, I
think they housed them in Moorhead. And they would load them in
trucks and bring them out to the beet fields. They'd work for a
day and take them back.

NA: Were they chain gangs, was that the idea?

RN: I think they had quite a bit of freedom. I think that as
far as the prisoners were concerned, it was a pretty good deal.
They were well fed and nobody was, you know, being too rough on
them. In fact, a couple of growers told me that they got
letters, you know, from them after the war. They wrote back.
But I think they had a pretty good relationship.

NA: I'm curious about the payment of the laborers. If I'm not
mistaken, the companies sent out either a directive or a
suggestion as to what laborers should be paid for specific tasks.
Weeding, a certain amount, topping, a certain amount. Is that
true?

RN: Yes, I believe that was true. In fact, I wonder if those—
some of those labor rates at one time were set by the government.
Because they would have labor hearings and growers would go and
testify. I always remember going to a meeting one time, labor
hearing, and Hugh Trowbridge was testifying. He tried to
emphasize to the hearing officer that the rates they were setting
were the minimum, you know. And that if the field were dirtier
than that, the labor just wasn't working unless you gave them
more money. Now, it's an advisory rate that's set by the Red
River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association. They have a
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committee that gets together and comes up with a rate. I think
it's based somewhat on the old rate.

NA: How did the growers feel about government-regulated rates?
Did they feel they were fair basically, do you know, or at all?

RN: Oh, I think, naturally, you always have a few people that
had extremely clean beets that [believed] they were too high,
that they were paying too much. I think, over all, they were
probably pretty close to being about fair, right. I know my
migrants usually, when they're working by the piece rate, which
is what they want to do—they never like to work by the hour—
but, normally, you know, in an eight to ten hour day they will
make $70 to $80. They will if they're getting paid $20 an acre
and they're taking two rows at a time, why, they'll make a round
in an hour. Half-mile up and half-mile back which is roughly a
half an acre. They'll make $8 or $9 an hour. Or if you hire
them by the hour, then you would pay them $5 an hour.

I remember one time I tried to hire a crew. I wanted them
to hoe in the second time by the hour and the fellow said, "Well,
how about we work out a deal by the acre. I think it should cost
about $10 an acre."

And I said, "Well, I think you're probably right because
they were sort of dirty." I said, "It will probably take you two
hours or so."

"Well," he said, "if we work by the hour it will take us all
of that and then a little bit more. If we do it by the acre, I
think we can do about an acre an hour and it should come out
about the same."

NA: So what do you remember about some of the rates for specific
things? Do you remember the rates?

RN: Oh, gee, I guess I don't off-hand right now. Now we pay, I
think it's around $20 an acre for hoeing, and just removing the
weeds. And $30 or $31 or $32 an acre if they thin the beets and
hoe. Although there's very little beet-thinning done any more.
Most of the fellows either have [mechanical] thinners or they
plant them "to stand," as they call it. You plant them at about
the rate that you want them to end up with.

NA: How did the rates change from the early "50s on?

RN: Oh, they kept increasing. They kept them moving up, you
know, a few cents a dollar every year.

NA: Depending on the specific thing? Well, I think we'll take a
short break and come right back here.

[End Tape 1, Side A. Begin Tape 1, Side B]

NA: My next question regards the Sugar Growers Institute. It
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was later renamed, I believe, the International Sugarbeet
Institute, an organization that Dr. Bernie Youngquist was deeply
involved with up at the Crookston Experiment Station. It had
annual meetings in Crookston and at West Fargo, the fairgrounds
there. Did you participate in these meetings and what do you
have to say about these?

RN: I did participate in one, in a growers panel. Outside of
that one time—but I've always attended them. I think they're
very good. I have a couple friends of mine that are in the
equipment business and they say that that's one of the best shows
they have, as far as they're concerned, because everybody that
walks up is a potential customer. It's practically all sugar
growers. I think it's an excellent program they put on.

NA: Who is there? What types of people? There's more than just
growers there, right?

RN: Oh, definitely, although the growers come from a very wide
area. They get them from Canada and I know some of the fellows
from Sydney, Montana, have been here and Idaho and all over. You
know, they're there, the customers, so to speak. And then you
have all of the other equipment manufacturers and chemical
manufacturers. It's mostly equipment, I guess. I know one
problem they've had because they've really been trying to make
sure they don't get a lot of encyclopedia salesmen and insurance
salesmen and things of that type in there. Unless it's directly
related to the sugarbeet industry they just don't let them in.
They had hundreds of people that want to attend and they don't
let them in.

NA: What do you remember about some of the early machinery?
Before 1952 or anything you can tell me.

RN: I can remember the days of the old lifters, you know, when
they went along and lifted the beets out of the ground. Then the
Mexicans [migrant farm workers] came along and piled them in
windrows. Then we had a float, as they called it. It looked
like a miniature boat that went down and made a few-inch trough
and the Mexicans would top the beets and throw them in there.
Then they would come along and shovel them into the truck by
hand.

One of the biggest labor-saving devices that came along as
far as the growers were concerned was when they came out with the
loader. It would pick the beets up off the ground and load them
in the truck. I can still remember my dad and Merle Allen, they
bought two Espe loaders. They were made up in Crookston. They
brought them home—I think it was July or early August—and they
were so excited. Merle Allen had a bunch of quart-oil cans he
had stacked out behind his shop. They laid those all down in the
windrow and then they pulled that loader along and watched those
cans go up that loader and drop off the other end. They were so
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happy. Boy, that saved a lot of work. That really was a big
improvement.

NA: When did that [the loader] come in?

RN: That was, I'd say, back in the early '40s, shortly after the
war [started]. About '41, '42, in that range. Then the first
mechanical harvester—the first one we had was in 1952. That was
the two-row John Deere. But before that, International had a
one-row that came out, I suppose, it must have been in like '46
or somewhere along '48, I guess. In a matter of, oh, I'd say two
years at the most, everyone switched over to mechanical
harvesters.

NA: Were lifters still around at this time and what is the
difference between say a lifter and a harvester?

RN: A lifter was just a couple of shoes that ran along in the
ground I suppose about three or four inches deep. And they just
popped the beets loose. That's all they do is lift them, the
beets were still sitting there.

NA: So the harvester picked them up?

RN: Right, the harvester topped them and picked them up and
loaded them in the truck. Did the whole thing all at one shot.

NA: So everyone was very happy when mechanical harvesters came
out?

RN: Oh, yes. Because in 1952—there was a good beet crop that
year—when winter came, it came just "Bang!" I think October 31,
we had a snow storm. So there were some beets that got left in
the ground because there just wasn't enough labor available to
dig them out. That's the reason everybody as soon as they had a
chance bought a harvester.

NA: Just to avoid that?

RN: Right,
better job.

And they were so much faster. They just did a much

NA: Did any other machinery breakthroughs happen at this time?

RN: The harvesters and then the toppers, you know, the rubber
roto-beaters that flail on top of the toppers, that was the two
big things at that time. And then I think another thing that
speeded things up about that time, people started putting hoists
on their trucks. Earlier, you know, when the trucks came back to
the fields, the dirt that they got back in the truck that was
screened out at the piling site, the driver would have to get up
there and shovel that out by hand. And then when everybody went
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to hoist, why they could just raise the hoist and it all came out
the back.

It wasn't too many years after that then they converted all
the pilers from a side dump. Which they used to be, they used to
drop the side of the truck and dump the box that way. When
everybody had a hoist, then they changed the hoppers around and
then the trucks dumped out the back. That speeded things up,
too.

NA: Do they still have piling stations and such, too?

RN: We have outside piling stations, yes. I forget how many the
American Crystal's got nowadays. They have a tremendous amount.
In fact, we're adding two more this year and I think there's two
more scheduled for next year. Then there won't be any growers
that have extremely long hauls after that. Like in our area
here, you know, there was a lot of growers that hauled beets,
well, clear from south of Baker into Moorhead. Now they all go
to the Sabin piling yard. They're about as far south—there may
be a few growers to the southeast that haul into Moorhead—but I
know my two neighbors to the south of me, they haul to the Sabin
piling yard.

NA: Because that's closer for them?

RN: Yes, that's closer and they don't have the traffic to go
through. They don't have the scales to go over like we do. But
for us, it gets too expensive because we're hauling the beets the
wrong way. We'd have to pay to haul them to Sabin and we've got
to pay Trans Systems to haul them back to Moorhead.

NA: So you'd still use the railroads then to do that?

RN: No, they're no beets moved by rails at all anymore.
Everything is with trucks. Trans Systems. That's the name of
the company that has the contract to haul the beets now. For
years it was E.W. Wiley Company. And then I think five years
ago, when it was put out on bids, why, this Trans Systems group,
which was out of Great Falls, Montana—they do a lot of beet
trucking for Holly and Western Sugar—they came in and had the
low bid and they got the job.

NA: What do they do? Do they go around to all of these piling
stations then and load up? Is that basically how it works?

RN: Right. Big front-end loaders and semis and they go out
there and clean them up, you know, all during the winter. They
haul the beets in as the factories needs it.

NA: During the winter?

RN: Oh, yes. They haul in the winter.
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NA: So they're stored at the piling stations until they're
needed?

RN: Right. They're stored at the outside stations.

NA: What sort of conditions do you store sugarbeets in?

RN: The colder the better. You know, we have those large
storage buildings at all of the factories now. Well, they're
under construction at Crookston and Hillsboro but they put those
beets in those buildings and they wait until, you know, about the
middle of January, some day when they're going to have four or
five days of really cold temperatures. And then they turn the
fans on and freeze the whole thing solid. Once you get them
frozen your sugar loss really drops off. Because the beet is a
living organism. Even though the tops cut off and it's in a
pile, it will keep using up sugar and losing sugar as it's stored
unless you freeze it. If you get it cold enough everything kind
of stops. That's the beauty to that.

NA: And then what, it goes to the factory and they thaw it?

RN: Oh, yes. They'll run water in the flume [to] thaw them out.

NA: So it's sort of a natural process; as they're going through,
they're thawed out. Now just a couple of questions about the
quality of the crop, I guess. Now the last couple of weeks, at
least, we've had no shortage of hot dry weather. How do beets
fair in weather like this?

RN: Right now they're really hurting because they're to the
point that they wilt down during the day and most of them are
coming back up again at night. There's enough moisture there.
But there are certain areas where they're wilting and they're
staying wilted. I don't know if they're actually going backwards
or not, but they could be. They're not putting on any tonnage.

You know, any time you run into abnormal growing conditions,
the crop just doesn't do well. Normally, in a drier year, you
will end up with a little higher sugar content it seems like.
Because the beets are dehydrated. But they're a pretty tough
animal, really. Once you get them out in the ground and get them
growing, once they get to a certain point, they're not like grain
where if they get dried out, you know, their mind is made up what
the yield is going to be. Usually it's a time element, that's
the bad thing. Like this year, we're losing so much growing
time. But if we get a rain they'll start out and grow again.

NA: So they're pretty resilient then and they jump back pretty
good?

RN: They really are.
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NA: That's compared to other crops like wheat or even something
like corn or barley or flax. They jump back a lot quicker then
in a dry season. What about a wet season? Particularly now it's
hard to maybe imagine it.

RN: But they'll take quite a bit of water,
standing over the top of them for too long a
take quite a bit. They're much better than,
They'll almost drown out if there's no water
all saturated enough. But beets are really
they can use a lot of water, you know, later
time goes on. I don't know, I guess you can
on them in August and September but it takes
much.

If there's not water
period, but they'll
say, potatoes,
sitting, if it's at

quite resilient and
in the summer as
get too much water
a lot to be too

NA: Have you ever held an office in the [Red River Valley
Sugarbeet] Growers Association?

RN: Not in the Growers Association.

NA: Not in office. You attend the meetings and such on a
regular basis then?

RN: Oh, yes.

NA: Do you remember some of the early leaders of the Growers
Association?

RN: Oh, yes. I can remember R.T. Adams from Fisher. Let's see,
who else; Lyle Kiel was very active at that time, Hugh
Trowbridge, Grant Trenbreath from Minetchie.

NA: Who was that?

RN: Grant Trenbreath was the fellow's name. He had been injured
in a tractor accident, I believe. The reason I always remember
him is because he came to all the meetings in a wheelchair. But
he was very active and a good spokesman and a nice-looking
fellow. I guess those are some of the real old-timers that kind
of come to mind back in those days at some of the early meetings
I attended.

NA: In the early days, did the Growers Association attempt to
recruit members, recruit growers for the Company at any time?

RN: I guess I don't think that I can recall that there was ever
a time when they were short of growers. Because at one time the
government was handing out the contracts. That's with the ASCS
[Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Service] Committees
and everybody was signing up and trying to grow beets. I don't
think that there was ever really a problem with getting enough
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growers. There were always enough guys out there that wanted to
grow.

NA: There were. Now, was it ever a problem with government
regulations not allowing—because of the Sugar Act and such—not
allowing any more growers?

RN: Oh, yes, that was a problem. They would only let you raise
so many acres and that was it.

NA: We'll be talking more about that later. Now, how does the
Growers Association, then or now, how does it keep in contact
with some of its older members or its membership in general?

RN: Well, we get correspondence. They send out quite a bit of
correspondence. Then they have meetings three or four times a
year, factory district meetings and their annual meetings and
things of that nature.

NA: Is there a newsletter that comes out annually?

RN: Oh, there's a newsletter that comes out I suppose monthly.
And then if there's something really important—I guess the
biggest thing that the Growers Association is keeping their eye
on now is the legislation, you know, what's going to happen
there. Whenever something comes out that they think the Growers
really need to be made aware of to contact their congressman and
other people to help influence it, they'll have a special mailing
and send out the information.

NA: What would you cite as the strengths and the weaknesses as
the organization has evolved to the present, or to the
acquisition of American Crystal?

RN: Well, at first, and it took a long time to get over this.
In fact, I think it was just in the last few years now, it used
to be, you know, the "us and them" business. I think for a short
time there were some of the growers who still had the feeling,
you know, that American Crystal, even though they owned part of
the coop, that they were not exactly the enemy so to speak but
that maybe they were interested in running the same line. And I
think they're getting over that.

When it comes to the problems with delivering the sugarbeets
that maybe have gotten frozen or, you know, they were topped too
long and they got frozen. In the old days, you know, when there
was a corporation, why they'd [growers] sneak them in any way
they could. I think now they realize that it's all one. If they
take that truckload of frozen beets in there and the pile spoils,
they're sure the neighbors are going to share but it's going to
cost them money, too. So I think that feeling has changed.

I think the Growers Association is what put the package
together that allowed us to buy American Crystal Sugar [Company].
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I remember my Dad was one of the directors of the Red River
[Valley] Sugarbeet Growers Association at that time. They were
negotiating a contract with American Crystal. Charlie Briggs was
the president of American Crystal at that time. Things weren't
going that well and Dad said he always remembered Mr. Briggs's
parting shot. He said, "Well, if you guys don't like it, why the
hell don't you buy the Company and run it yourself?"

So they started thinking that maybe that wasn't a bad idea.
Al Bloomquist was the man that had the expertise to know who to
contact and the right people to put the whole package together.
He's, I would have to say, is kind of the father of American
Crystal, so to speak.

NA: From that standpoint.

RN: Right.

NA: You mentioned that the big weakness of the Sugar Growers
system of government would be the relationship it had with the
Company, American Crystal. You said that the nature of that
relationship was very turbulent and, if I'm not mistaken,
continued to increase up until the acquisition. In fact,
Briggs's comment, "Why don't you just buy the Company and get off
our backs." What was the real nature of the relationship between
the two, was it as turbulent as I've been hearing?

RN: I think the thing that concerned a lot of the growers was
the fact that it didn't seem like they were putting much money
back into the Company.

NA: Who wasn't?

RN: American Crystal was not. There were years when they didn't
actually make any money, so to speak. Most of the stock in
American Crystal was owned by the Boetcher Foundation, which was
a benevolent foundation.

NA: That owned the stock?

RN: That owned the stock. They demanded a certain amount of
income to do the work that they wanted to do. And years when the
Company didn't make that much money, they still took that much
out. So consequently the equipment and things that should have
been replaced always were not replaced at the rate that they
should have been replaced. And I think that some of the growers
were of the opinion that they were afraid that they were just
going to run that thing down the tubes so that there was nothing
left and lock the door and walk away from it. And that would
have been the end of it, you know. The factories would have gone
to ruin and the sugarbeet industry in this area would have been
dead and gone forever.
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NA: Some people we've interviewed have said that the Company had
planned to shut down some plants. In fact had maybe shut one or
two down. And that certainly would make them a little nervous
and right up and to then. Now is this sort of a--it seems, if
I'm not mistaken, that this was sort of a livelihood problem
here. "We've got to get the Company and try to save ourselves or
it's not going to be done."

RN: Right.

NA: That's the idea then?

RN: I think so. Because, you know, like Chaska, Minnesota was
closed. The problem there was that the area kind of built up
around them and the beets had to be shipped too far. Mason City
was closed, that was an antiquated plant. Rocky Ford, Colorado,
was another one that they had that was operated for a short time
after.

I think that was one of the—I'm changing the subject a
little bit—but I think that was one of the smartest decisions
that the Red River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association made was
when they bought the Company they did not take in the growers
from Colorado and Kansas and California and make them a part of
it. They bought the plants and I think they operated those as
non-member business and then eventually sold them off. The
Clarksburg plant, that's what they call Delta Sugar now, that's
owned by a group of growers out there. They're having a real
struggle, I guess, keeping that going. They can't get enough
people to grow beets because of competing crops.

But I think if we would have taken in all those other
outside growing areas, then it would have been almost impossible
to close down the plant that they were members. Even though
there was not a profit of operation.

NA: So, when the Growers Association purchased American Crystal,
they tightened it up. They continued selling off some of these
properties?

RN: Right.

NA: I want to talk more about the acquisition, the whole
process, but a couple of other questions first. How successful,
in your view, has the Growers Association been in maintaining,
lobbying, whatever you'd like to say, federal support for
domestic sugar?

RN: Oh, I think they've done a good job there. When we bought
the Company, at one time, for a short period, the Red River
Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association as such didn't exist. It
was just, it seems to me, the Crystal Growers. Then there was a
group, in fact I think Governor Sinner was one of the prime
movers there that said, "Maybe we should still continue to have a
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Growers Association even though it's the same members as the
Crystal Growers." And so they've been, even though American
Crystal has a political vice president who does a lot of work for
everybody, the Growers Association has their own group, as well.
I think they've done a good job. Especially on state
legislation, they've kind of left that up to the Growers
Association, so to speak.

For example, like in Minnesota, they came out with a law and
they had to have bumpers on their truck. Well, that was going to
be a real headache and they were able to get legislation passed
on the state level that they don't have to have covered bumpers
on their trucks.

NA: Is it fair to say that the Growers Association is a
political action committee?

RN: It's political but then they also are involved in the
research and education and the Sugarbeet Institute. That's all
run by the Growers Association that's not by American Crystal.

NA: So they're a much broader organization.

RN: Yes. American Crystal—I serve on the American Crystal
Board of Directors. We're interested in all of these things but
I guess our biggest interest is in making sure that the
processing end is run correctly and the factories are maintained
and all of these types of things are taken care of. I know
there's a feeling among some growers that we don't need two
organizations. I guess I'm not sure that's correct or not. I
think they both can do their thing. You can have situations
where—and it did happen a few years ago—where the chairman of
American Crystal board of directors and the chairman of the Red
River Valley Sugarbeet Growers Association did not get along and
it did not work very smooth. That's not the situation now. They
have to coordinate with each other to make sure you're telling
the same story, especially on legislation.

NA: How many are there on the board of Red River Valley Sugar
Growers Association Board of Directors?

RN: I don't really know. They're structured differently, it's a
funny thing. The factory districts are not all the same. Some
factory districts have more directors than others. It's supposed
to be based on acreage but in some factory districts they have
more directors than others and then that director, instead of
having a full load, he maybe only has a 75% vote or a half of a
vote or something. So it's structured, each factory district is
set up a little bit differently even though they're all part of
the same organization.

But I suppose, I'd just have to take a guess, now, but I
wonder if they don't have, I'd say we've got five factories and I
imagine there must be 50, 60 directors.
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NA: Would you say that lack of uniform structure with all the
factory districts is a major disadvantage?

RN: No, I don't think so. I think their full board only meets a
couple times a year. And they have an executive committee that
actually makes most of the decisions and meets regularly. I
wonder if that isn't about 15 on that. It's somewhat similar—
there are 15 or 20. I guess I'm not sure right off hand. It's a
manageable size group.

NA: Just to follow up on an earlier comment, you were explaining
a bit on how successful the Growers Association has been in
maintaining sugar price support, what methods does it use to get
its way, so to speak?

RN: I think mostly through lobbying and personal contacts,
telling your story. Of course, the last time it was a
combination of American Crystal and the Growers Association and
all the other growers associations. And the fact that I think
they all came in agreement when they went before the
Congressional committees. You didn't have one faction saying,
"Well, we want this," and another one, "We want something
different." They all agreed ahead of time. I think that's been
the secret of our success. We've been able to be unified. I
think that's been more of a problem, say, for the corn growers or
the wheat growers or bean growers as ,such. They're spread out
much further and they have different factions that have different
interests, so to speak. That's the reason, I think, we've done
well. I guess, hopefully, we can get the job done again when the
1990 Farm Bill comes up to be written.

NA: How receptive then has the Legislature and the Congress
been? Have you ever had to fight very hard for anything in
particular?

RN: Oh, yes. I think in the '85 Farm Bill, you know, it was a
battle getting sugar in there. I think, you know, one advantage
we had at that time, we had Senator Mark Andrews, who was a
sugarbeet grower and he knew all the answers. I know some of
the—naturally the sugar users are the ones that are always—and
some of the consumer groups that are always trying to push the
price of sugar down a little bit—they would have these Senate
hearings and these people would get up and testify. Once they
got through reading their prepared statement, they were kind of
out there winging it, so to speak. And Mark Andrews, he'd just
sit there and cut them to ribbons because he knew the questions
to ask and he would find that they didn't have the answers, they
didn't know.

Some of the points they brought out about that I think that
helped when they talked about the price of sugar, well, relative
to what? And they pointed out that a worker in the United States
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works just a matter of a few minutes to buy a pound of sugar.
And some of these other countries where they're supposedly buying
sugar on the world market, say like in the Dominican Republic or
Barbados or someplace, that a worker may work a half a day in
order to make enough money to buy a pound of sugar. And their
sugar is supposed to be cheaper than ours. Well is it or isn't
it? I think, you know, points like this.

NA: That are brought up. Now does the Growers Association work
with any other cooperatives or any other agricultural groups—
even the Farm Bureau, maybe—to further its goals in sugar
legislation?

RN: Oh, yes, I think they've made some real solid friendships
over the years with the wheat growers and corn growers. You know
once the corn growers got into the sweetener business we got them
on our side. That definitely helps a lot. Maybe you've heard
about this problem that they've had with the Australian complaint
from the GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), you know,
that the U.S. Sugar Program was illegal, so to speak. I know the
executive secretary for the Wheat Growers Association wrote some
real strongly-worded letters to some of the senators and
legislators, you know, "Are you going to pick sugar off first and
then go over and start picking the rest of us off, one at a
time?" You know, it's got to be fair about these things. No,
I've think they've built up some real good relationships,
friendships, over the last few years.

NA: And that provides a uniform front, you could say?

RN: Correct.

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

NA: My next question regards the Growers Association acquisition
of American Crystal. You mentioned that there were a lot of
increasing conflicts between some of the growers and the Company
and you saw a sort of "we versus them." What would you like to
say about that? How did that take off?

RN: Not all the growers agreed on that. There was quite a bit
of opposition raised. I think that part of the opposition was
from some of the potato growers at the north end of the Valley
that had tried the flake plant business, you know. I forget how
many potato flake plants, coops, had sprung up and down the
Valley and they had all failed. I think there were growers that
were of the opinion that a bunch of farmers couldn't run
something this large, that it would fall on its face. So there
were informational meetings held. Finally the final vote was
taken and the people that wanted to buy it prevailed, although
there was, as I say, a lot of opposition.

There were certain growers that did not buy their stock.
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They just gave it up. In fact, I talked to one this winter at
the Northwest Farm Managers and he said that was the dumbest
thing he ever did. He said, "We could have bought it for $100 an
acre and turned around and sold it for $150." He said, "Even if
we didn't want to grow them." He said, "We should have bought it
anyway."

NA: What did Company officials think?

RN: I think they were surprised that the growers could put it
together, they really were. And I think another thing that we
have to give a lot of credit to is the banking industry up and
down the Valley. Because they finally made a commitment that
they would finance anyone to buy stock. No one would be denied a
chance to buy a stock because they didn't—financially wasn't
strong enough to carry the debt. So they agreed that if it was
some guy that was really in bad shape, that they would all kind
of get together as a pool and take him on as assigned risk, so to
speak, and make sure that everyone could grow it if they wanted
to grow it. So I think that helped a lot as far as the growers
having opposition to it.

NA: Let's just talk about the vote. How close was the vote?

RN: I don't remember off hand. I don't think it was real close.
I'm sure—I'm just going to take a guess out of the clear blue
sky—I would say probably 75% of the growers or more were in
favor of buying. It wasn't, you know, close like 50-50 or
anything of that nature. And I know that there was a real
problem—you know they had to have so much money and they had to
have ongoing management. That was one of the requirements of the
board of the Bank For Cooperatives. So Charlie Briggs, the
President at that time, had to believe that he would continue on
to run the Company. Then just a matter of a few weeks before
things were going to all try to come together, he changed his
mind. He said, "No, I won't do it." So then they really had to
scramble to try to come up with somebody that would satisfy the
Bank For Cooperatives and so they chose Jack Tanner who was the
Vice President of Agriculture, and offered him the job as
President and he took over. And then they were right down almost
to the bewitching hour and they were still a few short a few
shares. They had to sell so many shares. Finally, Wil Brekken
went to his banker, I guess, and he [the banker] loaned him a big
chunk of money and Wil ended up buying another 300 or 400 shares
more than he had wanted. It was just a matter of few days and
people came forward so they could get it all together.

NA: How was the Company reorganized after the co-op bought it?

RN: They sat down and wrote up the Articles of Incorporation and
the Bylaws and that it would be governed by a Board of Directors.
They agreed on three [directors] for each factory district and on
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staggered terms. Once they got that all taken care of, then part
of it was governed by the Laws of the State of Minnesota,
governing cooperatives. I think they got advice and counsel out
of the Bank for Coops and different law firms.

NA: What involvement if any did you or the Growers Association
have with the Western Sugarbeet Growers Association, outside of
just being a member?

RN: I was just a member. I didn't serve in a leadership
capacity at that time. I had no contact.

NA: What part did the railroads play in the growth of the
sugarbeet industry?

RN: Well, you know, the transportation end of it. I suppose
that's the big thing. Today, you know, we ship, American Crystal
ships, an awful lot of sugar by rail. The railroads have
streamlined their operation, like the limerock which used to be
practically all hauled in by truck now is all hauled by rail. So
that we've gotten real terrific cooperation out of the Burlington
Northern. Here about, I suppose, four or five years ago, our
Vice President of Sales sat down with them one day and kind of
laid out our sales plan and the cars we'd need and so on and so
forth and they've done a terrific job ever since. There really
are no complaints.

NA: Do you have anything else that you'd like to add?

RN: I guess we've covered so many subjects. I guess not really
other than I would say, I guess, I've been around sugarbeets all
my life. I was born in '33 and my dad started raising them in
'36. So I guess I can't ever remember us not having beets on the
place. There are many times when you say to yourself, "Why in
the world am I raising these crazy things?" when you're out there
at 3:00 in the morning in the mud and the dark and the elevator
chain just broke! You're wondering why you're doing it.
Everybody complains during the harvest but it's amazing, as soon
as the last truck leaves the field and things kind of settle
down, everybody starts making plans for raising them again next
year.

NA: All right. Thank you very much.

[End of Interview]
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