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unapproachable, and out-of-touch with regular people. My response was to knock on doors 
and host Saturday morning coffees at McDonald’s to meet people and hear what they had 
to say. Over time, the public perception seemed to change, and people met my more relatable 
side—and then, after earning their trust, allowed me to represent them in Pierre for more 
than a decade.

Every day reminds me of the incredible privilege, security, and opportunities set before 
me. Once, while serving in the state legislature, there was an abortion debate that went long 
into the evening. For hours I held firm to my pro-choice stance. When the heated discussion 
ended for the evening, my side lost every one of our proposed amendments, and the bill passed. 
That night and for years after, many people thanked me for my “courage” in the chamber—a 
comment that seemed wrong to me. Didn’t I have to face real danger, I thought, in order to 
express “courage?”

 Nearing the door on my way out of the state capitol, a uniformed state trooper told me 
“good evening Representative” and wished me well, just as he did every other lawmaker—no 
matter his or her position on the night’s hot-button issue. Strolling to my car, I was con-
sciously aware that there was no need to check it for bombs. I remembered that when it came 
time to speak again in the morning, all I would need to do is rise and say “Mister Speaker,” 
and I would assuredly have the chamber’s absolute recognition. Deep down, I knew that the 
ultimate truth was that South Dakota and the United States had granted me freedoms—
freedoms that had not often been available to many Jews around the world during my life. 
Unlike many of our people, I knew then—as I know now—that I am free to stand up for 
my beliefs without fear of violence or retribution. 

That is exactly what I’ve been trying to do all these years: make my voice heard, and, 
with it, amplify the needs of the people and issues I care about. The story that follows charts 
the unusual possibilities of a Jewish life that began in 1931, on the eve of the Holocaust—
the time of my planting—and when the State of Israel was only a dream. 

Israel was “The Hope,” which is the meaning of that nation’s national anthem, 
“Hatikvah.” My hope is that, faced with a lifetime of opportunities, I made the most of 
them, giving purpose to my life—and, through my actions, some semblance of an answer to 
the question posed by David Ben-Gurion all those years ago. 

Stanford M. Adelstein 
Rapid City, South Dakota

2019

Stanford M. Adelstein remembered that “it was snowing hard on a Saturday 
morning, and I was looking forward to a quiet weekend. That’s when I received a very 
unexpected call.” It was January 1964, and blustery winter winds whipped across 
the Dakota plains. When he reached for his receiver, Adelstein had no way of 
knowing that this call would send him on a grueling tour across South Dakota. 
The exhaustion, however, would be worth the effort. If the thirty-two-year-old 
played his cards right, he could help alter the course of American history. 

Sporting horn-rimmed glasses and a high-and-tight haircut left over from 
his Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) days, Adelstein seemed like an 
unlikely political operative. An engineer and executive at the Northwestern 
Engineering Company (NWE), a heavy construction firm that his father had 
founded four decades earlier in Kadoka, a small town in southwestern South 
Dakota, he had grown up in the state, but graduated from high school and 
college in Colorado. After two years in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 
he moved back to South Dakota, settling in Rapid City with his new wife and 
young son in 1957. By 1964, he had begun to immerse himself in Republican 
politics and international Jewish activism.

A familiar drawl boomed through the receiver, which vibrated Stan’s 
hand whenever his caller spoke. The voice belonged to Morris Abram, 
president of the American Jewish Committee (AJC). Perhaps the most power-
ful Jewish advocacy organization in the United States, the AJC had been 
building support for minority rights for decades. 

INTRODucTION
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Stan tried to contain his surprise. As he was fond of saying, “South Dakota 
has fewer rabbis than U.S. senators,” so even though Adelstein and his wife, Ita, 
had been members of the AJC for a little over four years, at that moment he 
could scarcely imagine what interest the AJC had in them. 

Not coincidentally, Morris Abram had called to talk politics. “He told 
me that the final ratification of the Twenty-Fourth Amendment to the United States 
Constitution was dependent” on pushing one more state to approve the document. 

Stan hadn’t been following that particular issue, so he asked Abram to 
elaborate. Along with other unjust Jim Crow restrictions, state legislatures had 
for decades been passing “poll taxes,” or fees that a citizen had to pay before 
voting. Generations of white politicians had sworn, with their fingers crossed 
behind their backs, that poll taxes were necessary to raise revenue for cash-
strapped states. But this thin facade hid an insidious function: poll taxes kept 
blacks and poor whites away from the voting booth and out of power. The 
Twenty-Fourth Amendment would outlaw poll taxes (or any similar restric-
tions) in federal elections and prevent five southern states from continuing to 
use this repressive tool.1 

On January 16, Maine had become the thirty-seventh state to approve 
ratification of the amendment. With the approval of one more state, the 
amendment would become part of the founding document of the United 
States of America.2

“At that time,” Stan remembered, “there were only three legislatures, two in the 
South, and South Dakota” that had ratification bills in the works. One of these 
pivotal three could become the magic number thirty-eight. But “Morris said 
that it was going to be impossible to get either of the southern states to ratify. It was his 
understanding that ratification had been stalled in the South Dakota legislature.” Abram 
called to ask Stan “if I would take some action to solve the problem.” It was an 
enticing invitation for someone who had a deep sense of the problems of social 
injustice and who aspired to help rectify them. 

Public criticism of the poll tax extended back decades. Every president 
from Franklin Roosevelt to John F. Kennedy spoke out against restrictions on 
African American suffrage, with varying degrees of assertiveness. Congress, 
too, raised the issue every year from the late 1940s forward, but burying 
assaults on the poll tax became an annual ritual for the Dixie Democrats who 
defended Jim Crow.3

Finally, in 1962, the Kennedy administration cautiously pressed Congress 
to draft legislation for a constitutional amendment. Kennedy’s Justice 
Department, which was led by his younger brother Robert Kennedy, believed 
this was the only legal strategy that could break the Dixiecrats’ grip. The 
amendment had been approved by Congress that September, and over the next 
year and a half, states inched the ratification along.4 

On the phone, “Abram told me this issue was ‘vital in order to secure voting rights for 
tens of thousands of black people in the South in the 1964 general election.’”

Despite his sympathy for the cause, Stan was reticent at first. As a Jewish 
person, he had long been aware of the sting of bigotry, even though he had 
limited personal experience with it. He had spent years competing alongside 
his high school debate partner, who happened to be African American. As a 
youth, friendships like that one made it difficult for Adelstein to conceive of 
the racism that blistered his nation’s skin. Nevertheless, he hesitated to take 
on the task because he needed a moment to weigh the politics—to ask himself 
if he had the leverage to succeed. “I told him I would give this matter some thought, 
decide what I could do, and see what I could find out.” He thanked Abram for the 
call and said he would be in touch soon. “After talking to him,” Stan recalled, “I 
visited with my wife, Ita.”

A Holocaust escapee who understood better than most the travesty of 
racial oppression, Ita had been born in Poland and later trained as a teacher. 
She spoke with a precision befitting her trade. “She asked me, ‘Stan, why have you 
spent so much time developing a political position, if not for the purpose of taking on this sort 
of responsibility?’”

“Ita was right,” Stan remembered. “I called Morris back and told him I would do 
what I could.” After dropping the receiver just long enough to reset the dial, Stan 
“called our company pilot, Bob Higgins,” a retired air force colonel, “in Hill City, and 
told him that we would be flying to Pierre the next day.” Higgins agreed that the weather 
should be good enough to fly, “though it certainly was going to be unpleasant and cold.” 

Then Stan called the governor of South Dakota, Archie Gubbrud. Four 
years earlier, Stan had helped Gubbrud win the governor’s office. To do so, 
Adelstein had talked some business associates into funding a phone bank in 
the basement of one of the buildings his family owned in downtown Rapid 
City, from which the campaign team blanketed voters with calls for Gubbrud. 
“This was the first get-out-the-vote effort in South Dakota, and even though it’s now a 
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pretty well-accepted practice, in those days, people were skeptical that it would work at 
all.” Against the odds, Gubbrud had unseated popular Democratic Governor 
Ralph Herseth in 1960.5 Afterward, Adelstein and the governor “had a very 
warm and special relationship. I had been deeply involved in his campaign, and after he 
won the gubernatorial election, he asked me to serve as the youngest member—by over ten 
years—on his transition team.”

On the phone, the governor agreed to meet with Stan the following day on 
one condition, “if I would be willing to go for a ride with him. I said, ‘What’s that all 
about?’ He said that the Ford Motor Company had just given all of the nation’s governors the 
use of a very beautiful Lincoln automobile, that he had never seen such a fancy car, and that 
he enjoyed driving it, but since it was a long weekend and most legislators and lobbyists had 
gone home, he could not find anyone to go riding.” Adelstein agreed, and when the pair 
took a Sunday tour through downtown Pierre and across the countryside, Stan 
brought up the Twenty-Fourth Amendment. 

The governor searched his mind for a moment before remembering that a 
ratification bill had been proposed earlier in the session. He had decided to sit 
on it “and had no intention of bringing the bill forward during that session.”

Adelstein told Gubbrud that the Twenty-Fourth Amendment was good 
public policy. Failure to ratify might also pose a risk for their state. “South 
Dakota’s refusal to ratify would give the impression that we had some sort of a major 
political or racial bias.” And this would not be the first time the state faced these 
charges under Gubbrud’s watch. A little over a year earlier, the New York Times 
had run a story about racism in South Dakota. The newspaper took the state 
to task after a report by a local civil rights organization claimed that “90 
per cent of the bars and barber shops and 30 per cent of the restaurants and 
motels” in Rapid City refused service to African Americans, most of whom 
were airmen at nearby Ellsworth Air Force Base.6 With the Times story on his 
mind, Gubbrud agreed with Adelstein, but only tacitly—“he said he would go 
along with the ratification and sign the bill without any hesitance, but that he was unwill-
ing to invest any political capital in the process.” Moving the legislation forward 
would be Stan’s burden, and his alone.

As the governor’s glossy black Lincoln rolled up to the curb along East 
Capitol Avenue, Adelstein thanked his friend for the conversation and the ride. 
Stepping onto the curb, Stan inhaled brisk air. His collar rubbed the nape of 
his neck as he looked up at the yellow bricks of the St. Charles Hotel. In South 

Dakota, the legislature met between January and March each year, depending 
on the agenda, and for years the St. Charles hosted the state’s political class. 
Entering the hotel, Adelstein hoped to find E.C. “Ping” Murray, a Rapid City 
businessman and state senator from Stan’s own district.7 

Fortunately, Murray and several other legislators had elected to stay in 
the capital city for the weekend rather than risk the icy drive home. After a 
warm reception in his suite, Murray, like Archie Gubbrud, agreed to support 
the ratification bill “but made it clear that he had no influence in the matter because he 
was not even a member of the State Affairs Committee,” which held the bill. Murray 
explained that it was Representative Joe R. Dunmire, the chairman of his 
chamber’s State Affairs Committee, who had decided to freeze the legislation. 
His support would make all the difference.

By the time Stan’s visit with Murray had ended, winter darkness blanketed 
the town and the icy surface of the Missouri River to the west. With directions 
to Dunmire’s motel suite just two blocks away, Adelstein bundled up and then 
slogged through the ice and snow. When he arrived, the sixty-two-year-old 
Dunmire welcomed him. After commiserating about the weather, Adelstein 
got to the purpose of his visit. 

Dunmire told Stan that “he had no intention of releasing the ratification bill. He 
said, ‘We need to teach that son-of-a-bitch a lesson in constitutional law.’” 

Like Stan, Dunmire was a Republican, and “the son-of-a-bitch he was referring 
to was President Lyndon B. Johnson.”

Johnson had only been in the Oval Office for about two months, following 
the assassination of John F. Kennedy the previous November. Kennedy’s 
murder had placed incredible political capital in the new chief executive’s 
hands, and he did not want to be a placeholder president. With the 1964 
election eleven months out, Johnson realized that passing the Twenty-Fourth 
Amendment would secure a significant victory for civil rights. It would also 
bolster his own candidacy by enfranchising legions of African American voters 
who had increasingly cast their ballots for Democrats since the days of FDR’s 
New Deal.8

Doing what Johnson did best, “he called each member of the State Affairs 
Committee in South Dakota, told them how important it was, and demanded that they 
ratify the amendment.” Johnson’s lobbying irked Dunmire, who believed that the 
president had no business pressuring members of state government. 
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As a Republican and as a Jewish man, Stan’s loyalties were divided, but 
he had committed himself to Abram and the AJC, and at a higher level he 
believed in the inherent justice of the cause. “The historical denial of the franchise 
and political opportunity for Jews in Europe was never far from my heart, and I realized 
that I had a chance to do what Jews in other places could not. Our knowledge of the 
boundless privileges South Dakota offered us had been precious to my family since the day my 
grandmother first stepped foot on her desolate homestead near the Badlands.”

Driven by these motivations, Stan spent a lengthy conversation “trying to 
convince Dunmire that he had sufficiently made his point to the president,” and that the 
issue “had moved out of the political environment into the social environment, and that 
our failure to act would place the state in a very, very difficult light and would be against 
everything that those in our state believed in.”

That is when Dunmire revealed that he possessed the two fundamental 
traits of any successful politician: a firm belief in his ideals and a willingness 
to bend them for just the right price. Adelstein had no doubt that Dunmire 
was sincere in his belief that Johnson lacked the constitutional authority to 
pressure states and their legislators into affirming a constitutional amendment. 
Then again, Dunmire had let on that the owners of the Homestake Mine—the 
largest gold mine in the world and the largest employer in his home district of 
Lead, South Dakota—had been pushing an amended state tax bill that would 
be favorable to them. As their representative, and as an individual whose 
political future was beholden to Homestake, Dunmire wanted that bill passed.

Adelstein asked him what was impeding the tax legislation. In an odd 
coincidence—and that weekend in 1964, not to mention his entire life, was full 
of them—it turned out that none other than Ping Murray, whose foyer Stan 
had just left, was the chairman of the taxation committee, and the very indi-
vidual stalling Dunmire’s bill. Adelstein knew what he had to do. “By now it was 
about eight o’clock at night, and I trudged back to Ping’s apartment” at the St. Charles to 
change Murray’s mind. 

Inside his toasty room, Murray explained his problem with Dunmire and 
Homestake. He intimated his belief that even though the mine employed thou-
sands of South Dakotans and was a major part of the state’s economy, it was 
only one company in one district of an expansive state. It was inappropriate, 
Murray believed, for the company to be tailoring tax law. So he had decided to 
humble Dunmire and his gilded lobby by delaying their bill. When Adelstein 

asked Murray to consider the weight of the Twenty-Fourth Amendment, the 
legislator agreed that enough was enough, and that “he had taught Dunmire the 
lesson he needed to have taught—that Homestake did not own West River,” the common 
moniker for the portion of South Dakota west of the Missouri River. “Murray 
said that if I wanted it, Dunmire could have his tax bill.”

That hurdle crossed, for the fifth time that day—it was now about nine 
o’clock—Stan donned his overcoat and headed out into the cold. Back at 
Dunmire’s place, he told the chairman that Murray would let his tax bill move to a 
floor vote, then asked him to release the ratification bill. Dunmire agreed. Victory.

Or so Stan thought. There was another catch: Dunmire said he could get 
the bill through the House, but it had been tied up for too long and “the date for 
the introduction of committee bills in the state Senate had passed, and to get the ratification 
bill to the floor would require a suspension of the rules.” That was something that the 
legislature rarely did, and “only in the most severe cases.” Furthermore, the action 
“would have to be agreed to by Lieutenant Governor Nils A. Boe,” who was, per the 
South Dakota Constitution, president of the Senate.9 

Time was running short, and as Stan traipsed through the snow toward 
his own motel, he wondered whether Boe would take a meeting. Unlike his 
colleagues in the House and the Senate, Boe had returned home for the 
weekend to Sioux Falls, where he was a successful and very busy attorney with 
a Monday schedule that almost certainly had no room to spare.

Stan called Boe late Sunday night. Boe said he had a brief, ten o’clock 
window in the next morning’s schedule. If Stan could be in Sioux Falls, Boe 
would happily meet with him. So, a furious thirty-six hours after getting that 
fateful call from Morris Abram, Adelstein dialed his final numbers for the day. 
Bob Higgins answered, and Stan “told him that we needed to be up and about, wheels 
up, no later than 8:00 a.m., which was fine with Bob.”

The next morning in Sioux Falls, Adelstein explained the situation. He 
made it clear that he believed South Dakota had a moral and political imper-
ative to support the Twenty-Fourth Amendment. Boe agreed. “He was very 
sympathetic, understood the seriousness of the problem, and had no particular axe to grind by 
withholding the ratification.” But he also had a couple of things on his mind. First, 
Boe was concerned about suspending the Senate’s rules, as doing so was a 
rarity. He took his powers seriously and did not want to use them without good 
cause. Stan respected that. “I also knew that Boe was engaged in a difficult primary 
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election with former Governor Sigurd Anderson, and being no stranger to politics, I knew 
exactly what he wanted.”10 

Adelstein was not surprised when Boe casually asked, “Where will the Young 
Republicans be in the June primary?” Stan understood the gambit. “At that time, 
I was state chairman of the Young Republicans, a very powerful group with say in the 
convention, and certainly a lot of say in terms of the communities we represented.” 

Stan silently counted the members of the executive committee of the 
Young Republicans that would support him if he hinted that the Young 
Republicans were leaning toward Boe. His math complete, Adelstein suggested 
that “we would be in favor of the youngest candidate,” since that person would be 
best suited to relate with the Young Republicans and their concerns. Boe knew 
he was that man, but Adelstein did not have to say it. Stan added that some 
Young Republicans were concerned that the efforts of Sigurd Anderson—who 
had already served two terms as governor in the 1950s and was running 
again—“suggested that he was overly concerned with public power.”11

Boe seemed satisfied with Stan’s response and reached for his calendar. 
After a few moments, he told Adelstein that he would suspend the legislature’s 
rules at the end of Thursday’s session, January 23, clearing the way for a vote 
to ratify the Twenty-Fourth Amendment to the Constitution. When the day 
came, the House passed the measure, and the Senate—allowed by Nils Boe’s 
suspension of the regular rules—followed at 2:26 p.m. with minimal debate. 
With this roll call vote, South Dakota played a pivotal role in the history of the 
long battle for civil rights.12

WHY STAN?
Adelstein’s long winter weekend in South Dakota in 1964 played an important—if 
unexpected—part in the process that changed the U.S. Constitution and removed 
one trenchant barrier between thousands of American citizens and their right to 
vote. Over the years, Stan has been asked to recount this story many times, in 
part because it reveals much about the character of politics in the United States in 
middle of the twentieth century. Yet it is the subtext of his story—the coincidence 
and nuance of the entire scenario, and indeed, his part in it—that tells us even 
more about him and his place in the annals of state and national history.

At first blush, Adelstein seems like an unlikely candidate for the role he 
played. He was a young Jewish man in a very Christian state. His people had 

been repeatedly oppressed and marginalized throughout their history, and in 
1964 they were barely two decades from the genocide that attempted to burn 
them from the face of the earth.

Was it a question of place? Perhaps South Dakota was simply an exception-
ally welcoming space for Jewish people and minorities. The state’s long, ugly 
record of violence and malfeasance toward its Native American population—not 
to mention the pockets of anti-Catholic and harshly nativist activity that had 
popped up occasionally in its history—suggests otherwise. But even if it were, 
South Dakota was, despite its expansive landscape, a demographically small and 
rural state. With no major cities and only four electoral votes in 1964, it hardly 
seemed consequential in the broader scheme of national politics. 

In other ways, Adelstein might have seemed the perfect character. He was an 
ambitious, intelligent, and wealthy man whose family connections and life expe-
rience had placed him well beyond his years, both professionally and politically. 
In 1964, he was only two years away from assuming the corporate presidency 
of NWE, the multimillion-dollar Adelstein family construction business that 
employed thousands of people across the West. Stan was also vigorously active in 
an array of civic, political, and Jewish causes and slowly spinning himself into a 
network of influence through Republican politics and organizations like the AJC, 
the Young Republicans, and, later, the Young Presidents’ Organization. Finally, 
he was exceptionally dedicated—largely because of his wife’s Holocaust experi-
ence and the teachings of a single mentor he met in the army—to a lifetime of 
service. That was, as he understood it, the Jewish way. 

Stan’s lobbying on the Twenty-Fourth Amendment marked a pivotal 
moment in his life, roughly midway between the time of his birth in Iowa in 
the 1930s as the first son of immigrant and second-generation parents and 
his gradual retirement from a lifetime of entrepreneurship, civic and political 
activism, and religious advocacy in the second decade of the twenty-first 
century. Indeed, over the course of more than eight decades, Adelstein’s life 
story offers a window into the history of Jewish people in South Dakota and 
the Midwest as well as the physical creation of many communities in those 
places. It is a story of national and global Jewish activism and of local, state, 
and national Republican politics. It is also one of success and failure in business 
and politics, of personal achievement, and of familial strain. Stan’s story tells of 
the power of philanthropy, the risks and rewards of business, and the sprawling 
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web of luck and perseverance, coincidence and calculation, that brought a 
young Jewish man from Rapid City’s Skyline Drive to the streets of Israel, the 
White House, and back.

Stan Adelstein commissioned this work. It is only fair, however, that 
readers understand that the book in their hands is far different from what he 
envisioned. Stan pictured a series of anecdotes from his long and full life, the 
sum total of which would operate as an antibiography. Rather than focusing 
on him, it would emphasize small vignettes about events, interactions, and 
processes that—as he considers them—he was simply lucky enough to stumble 
into. Coincidence, he believed, not effort or exception, drove his story, and that 
was how he believed it should be told.

As my research and writing continued, however, I came to see that only 
by centering the work on Stan as an individual and a life could one weave 
together the many strains of the narrative. Tales of loyalty, immigration, 
power, faith, politics, industry, philanthropy, federalism, community, disaster, 
activism, marriage, reflection, and much more sprawl and cross in the tangle of 
his life. With this in mind, I—along with my colleague, friend, and editor, Eric 
John Abrahamson—made the case for a broadly contextualized biography that 
would be punctuated by Stan’s personal stories.

He agreed, and as we went along, Stan opened the doors to his past, 
allowing access to the memories and issues that shaped his life. He submitted 
to hours of oral history interviews, as did members of his family and his closest 
associates. Stan also shared thousands of pages of primary source material 
held by the Northwestern Engineering Company. I supplemented these records 
with secondary literature and additional holdings at several archives, as well 
as informal conversations with people across the Black Hills. In fact, one of 
the singular challenges of this book has been to capture the many stories and 
insights for which there are no documentary records. Some of these were 
personal examples of Stan’s incredible generosity—moments in which he paid 
the law school tuition for an intern of his in the South Dakota State Senate or 
that of a young nurse’s assistant who cared for him in the hospital and dreamed 
of attaining further vocational training. Some of the things unearthed in this 
process, of course, were less flattering and uncomfortable for Stan to confront, 
let alone share publicly. His decision to continue the process reflects both his 
courage and his candor.

Through more than two years of interviews, conversations, exchanges, 
and research, I learned many things about Stan Adelstein—some of which 
he found copasetic, others he challenged, and still others he had long forgot-
ten. Perhaps the most compelling thing I absorbed, however, involves his 
insistence that—despite ample evidence to the contrary—his remarkable and 
expansive life was simply a product of coincidence. He firmly believes that 
he just happened to be “that Jew from South Dakota” that people somehow 
heard about and decided to look up. More often than not, he answered, and 
the following pages offer a glimpse into the wide-ranging repercussions of the 
relationships “that Jew from South Dakota” brought to life. I think, or perhaps 
hope, that over the last few years, Adelstein has come to see that even if the 
many episodes described here—and the many more that did not make the 
final cut—were actually mere coincidences, they were seasoned and spurred 
along by his strong devotion to helping people when and how he could.

Since the moment Stan’s mother brought him across the Missouri River, his 
Jewish heritage has set him apart from most of his peers. He sought to carve a 
space on the prairie he called home, while steamrolling his way through busi-
ness, politics, and all manner of civic and Jewish affairs across the nation and 
the world. Much of this he did because he felt a strong compulsion to assist those 
around him; parts of this were innate, others were learned through experiences 
and acquaintances. He enjoyed trying to solve problems, many too large for any 
single person to reconcile, but Stan threw himself at them anyway. Sometimes, 
it was a phone call to a powerful person; a $100,000 donation; or the use of 
company resources. He happily deployed his considerable oratorical talents 
when they were requested, and sometimes when not. Frequently, however, 
Adelstein simply sat and listened, giving the well-intentioned or the ambitious 
five minutes of his time before connecting people and ideas. He cross-pollinated 
the messy systems through which power and business flowed and helped 
populate the corridors where decisions were made. Sometimes Stan hampered 
progress or engendered enemies. But even when he erred, he tried to learn, to 
soak up experiences and information around him, and to make sense of life. 

In South Dakota, it seems that everyone has an opinion of Stan Adelstein. 
News articles, individual stories and letters to the editor (from Stan’s personal 
and political friends and foes), and the documentary record provide a mélange 
of memories, rumors, and opinions. To some, he is a visionary, courageous 
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leader, a fiery reminder of the “true” Republican Party and original spirit of 
South Dakota Republicanism. To others, he is a liberal in conservative cloth-
ing, a wealthy heir soiled by “politics-as-usual.” Some view his perceptions of 
anti-Semitism in contemporary South Dakota as overly sensitive or deployed 
toward political ends. Others understand that his views on race, religion, and 
belonging have roots two generations back. Some see a committed philan-
thropist, others a coldhearted businessman. Some see a father, brother, and 
husband—for better and worse. Some perceive a lifelong leader too egocentric 
to quit. And others think of Adelstein as a man who is, as the years stretch on, 
too committed to give up. 

Each description carries some degree of accuracy. He, like all humans, is 
inherently complex. More important than any single take on Stan and his iden-
tity, perhaps, is the wide berth of influence he has wielded for his city, his state, 
his nation, and his people. In this sense, Stan’s story is about the relationship 
between the individual and his community, the insider and the outsider, and 
the ways in which these tensions play against one another to fulfill the promise 
of American democracy. 

ADELSTEIN FAMILY TREE




