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Introduction

Alex Carlton Johnson, railroad executive and pioneer South Da-
kotan, was one of the state's best-known citizens by the time of his
death in 1938. In the course of his long career with the Chicago &
North Western Railway, he rose from poverty and obscurity as the
station agent at Raymond, Dakota Territory, to company vice-presi-
dent with headquarters in Chicago, Illinois. His name is often asso-
ciated with the Rapid City, South Dakota, hotel named in his honor.
There, in the penthouse suite at the Alex Johnson Hotel, he spent
part of the last eight years of his life penning his memoirs, a por-
tion of which are presented here.

Johnson, the first of Abraham Carlton and Clara Maria Sigler lohn-
son's three children, was born near the town of Cochranton in Craw-
ford County, Pennsylvania, on 20 May 1859. Of Irish, Scotch, and
Dutch ancestry, he had a grandfather who served in the War of 1812
and a great-grandfather who fought in the Revolutionary War.' His
own father had what Johnson described as a "restless condition,"

1. This and all other biographical information not otherwise footnoted has been
obtained from Johnson's handwritten memoir, "Life Record of Alex Carlton Johnson,"
a copy of which is.deposited with the Kampeska Heritage Museum, Watertown, S.Dak.
Portions of Johnson's memoir, which have been omitted here, have been published
in Robert J. Casey and W. A. S. Douglas, Pioneer Railroad: The Story of the Chicago
& North Westem Sysiem (New York: McCraw-Htil Book Co., 1948.)
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which caused the family to relocate many times. Johnson lived with
his parents and siblings on small rented farms near his birthplace
until he was seven years old, when they moved to Washington,
Missouri, where his father made a meager living in the cigar and
tobacco-plug business. In 1872, after a three-year stay with Johnson's
mother's parents near Ithaca, New York, the family moved to Oil
City, Pennsylvania, and began operating a small dairy farm. They
lived on six different farms in the next five years before moving to
Woodcock and entering the tombstone business. In 1874, the fami-
ly relocated to Cochranton and made a living in that line of work
until they followed young Johnson to Dakota Territory in the mid-
1880s.

Johnson's education began in country school at age five. Most
often, the school term consisted of three winter months spent study-
ing reading, writing, arithmetic, and spelling. He also occasionally
attended "special schools," which charged small tuition fees. At one
such school in 1875, the principal encouraged him to prepare for
college, a goal that few people in town had realized. As evidenced
In his memoir, Johnson enjoyed school, was passionate about learn-
ing, and saw it as a great opportunity for improving himself. He at-
tended Cochranton Academy and obtained a teaching certificate
in 1878. The following year, he began a two-year course at the Inter-
national Business College at Meadville, about ten miles from home.

Johnson began planning in 1880 to marry his school sweetheart,
Ida Devore. He wanted to wait until he was established in business
but finally came to the conclusion that that might never happen.
Thus, on 3 January 1881, the couple slipped quietly away and were
married. Johnson obtained a position as a clerk and bookkeeper
at a local bank and continued working in the tombstone business
during his spare time. In October 1881, the couple's first child,
Evelyn, was born. The event made Johnson think more about the
future and the limited opportunities in Cochranton. Meanwhile, his
wife's health failed, and doctor bills mounted and remained unpaid.

At about that time, Johnson heard that some of his wife's relatives
were moving west, to southern Dakota Territory. After visiting with
them about opportunities in that part of the country, he quickly
decided, as did so many others, to go west. He filed on a claim three
and one-half miles south of Doland and returned to Pennsylvania
to teach school and study law for a year. In the spring of 1883, he
returned to his homestead, bringing his wife and daughter. Later
that year, Johnson began working in Raymond, first for the Chicago
& North Western Railway (CNW) as a station agent and then as a
laborer and bookkeeper for an elevator company.
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In 1886, Johnson moved his family to Watertown, where he worked
as a traveling auditor for several elevator companies along the CNW
line. Johnson had also been studying law on his own for some time.
He later finished a formal law course from Kent College, an affiliate
of Lake Forest College in Illinois, and became a memberof the State
Bar of South Dakota. In 1892, he became special agent for the CNW
at Watertown. By 1895, he had assumed much of the work of his
mentor, CNW attorney William B. Sterling, whom he assisted in the
railroad's legal matters, particularly those pertaining to taxation,
Johnson also became involved in Republican party politics in the
1890s, serving for a time as state party chairman and as a delegate
to the Republican national convention in 1892,

At the turn of the century, the CNW appointed Johnson general
agent for both South Dakota and Minnesota and transferred him
to Winona, Minnesota. Before leaving the state, he bought a 240-acre
farm on the James River south of Frankfort. Known as Forest Glen
Farm, it became a joint project of Johnson and W. B. Cantillon, Min-
nesota Division superintendent for the CNW. There, Johnson estab-
lished a foundation herd of Aberdeen Angus cattle that became well
known in the Midwest. A few years later he invested in a ranch near
Midland with Marvin C. Hughitt, jr., son of the CNW president.

In 1905, when the CNW was constructing its line from Pierre to
Rapid City, Johnson became general freight and passenger agent
of two subsidiaries, the Pierre, Rapid City & North Western Railway
and the Pierre, Fort Pierre & Bridge Railway. In 1910, the CNW pro-
moted him to passenger traffic manager for the entire system and
transferred him from Minnesota to CNW headquarters in Chicago,
Illinois. He became general traffic manager for the system in 1916.

During World War I, Johnson served as chairman of the Western
Traffic Committee of the United States Railway Control Board, which
was charged with coordinating the nation's railroad service in a man-
ner best suited to wartime. His jurisdiction included Chicago, Saint
Louis, New Orleans, and 162,000 miles of track west of those cities.
Muchof his time after the war was spent in planning and reorganiz-
ing railroads for peacetime, a task made more difficult by the
vacillating postwar economy.

Johnson resumed his duties as general traffic manager for CNW
in March 1920 and in October was appointed CNW vice-president.
From 1924 until his retirement in June 1929, he was vice-president
of the entire CNW system, including the Chicago, St. Paul, Minne-
apolis & Omaha Railway. Upon retiring, Johnson moved with his wife
to Monrovia, California, in hopes that the climate change would
improve her failing health. When she died in 1931, Johnson returned
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By the 1920s.
Alex Johnson was a

vice-president fot the
Chicago & North Western

Railway.

to South Dakota. He resided in Rapid City in his penthouse suite
at the Alex Johnson Hotel, which had been a project of the railroad
and local investors who hoped to take advantage of the tourist
bonanza of the 1920s. There, in addition to writing his memoirs, he
returned to service with the CNW as special representative and
manager of its Rapid City warehouse. When his health failed, he
moved to California, where he died at his home on 18 March 1938.
Both he and his wife are buried in Monrovia. The couple had three
children, Evelyn L McFarland, Alda C McNie, and Carlton {"Carl")
Devore Johnson.

Johnson's handwritten memoir comprises a five-inch-thick man-
uscript of nearly nine hundred pages. It begins with his childhood
around the time of the Civil War and concludes with his retirement
from the CNW in 1929. In addition to detailed chapters on his early
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HOTEL
ALEX JOHNSON
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Johnson spent part of his last years writing his memoir in
the penthouse of the Rapid City hotel he helped to construct.

years in Dakota Territory, personal friendships, political activities,
and railroad work, it includes a Johnson family genealogy. A selec-
tion of passages from the memoir pertaining to Johnson's experi-
ences from 1882 to 1899, when he either planned his move west or
actually lived in DakotaTerritory or South Dakota, is presented here.

Even though Johnson wrote his memoirs during the Great Depres-
sion, he spends little time making comparisons with the 1930s. He
clearly considered his homesteading years in Dakota, with their
harsh weather, living conditions, and economic times, as the most
difficult. In the excerpts presented here, the reader can watch the
man who arrived in Dakota Territory with little more than a strong,
self-imposed work ethic lay the foundation for the confident, suc-
cessful railroad executive he was to become. While these vignettes
are presented essentially as Johnson wrote them, a number of
changes have been made to improve their readability. Johnson
tended to use "we" for " I " and to connect long series of sentences
with "and." Those mechanical lapses have been corrected. Some
awkward phrasing has also been improved. Because the material
presented here has been excerpted from a chronologically written
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memoir, section headings and information summaries have been
added to fill in omitted but vital details. Likewise, in some instances,
words or phrases have been inserted into Johnson's sentences to
clarify meaning or add pertinent information that was included in
an excised section. Finally, to conserve space, repetitive or wander-
ing passages have been omitted.

Johnson's memoirs are currently in the possession of a grandson,
Alex C. Johnson of Watertown. Johnson and his wife, Marga, brought
them to my attention. In addition to granting their permission to
edit and to publish the memoirs, Alex and Marga Johnson also pro-
vided photographs and clarified details about family history.

/ohnson and his
wife, Ida, moved to

California soon after
he retired from

the CNW.
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The Journey West
Alex Johnson came to Dakota Territory during the Great Dakota

Boom, a period from 1878 to 1887 during which over two thousand
miles of railroad lines were built in the southern half of the territory.^
Settlers followed the railroads, and by the end of the boom, home-
steaders had taken up nearly all of the land in what was later eastern
South Dakota. The grasshopper plagues, drought, and Indian scares
that had troubled earlier pioneers seemed a thing of the past. Cheap
¡and, new farming techniques, and business opportunities offered
hope for those who, like Johnson, sought a fresh start. Johnson was
living in Cochranton, Pennsylvania, with his wife and infant daughter
in 1882, when he began to consider moving west. His jobs in the
family tombstone business and the local bank were providing only
a day-to-day existence, and Johnson was anxious to improve his
young family's prospects for the future.

We could see no future In our hometown. At this time we learned
of a relative of my wife in the county seat at Meadville, Pennsylvania,
who intended to move to what was then far west. He was Charles
Henshaw, a passenger conductor on the Erie Railroad, who was mar-
ried to my wife's second cousin. He had been in Dakota Territory
the year before and had arranged to return there to make his home.
I thought that if I could visit with him, it might develop into some-
thing that might interest me.

The following Sunday, I made the trip to their home in Meadville
on horseback, arriving by seven thirty in the morning. I had met
Mrs. Henshaw but had never met her husband. He had been a sol-
dier in the Civil War and was nearly twenty years older than his wife.
Conductor Henshaw was pleasant, and when we got acquainted,
I found that he was most enthusiastic. He had spent two months
in Dakota Territory and had filed on three lots of land, there being
160 acres in each one, or a total of 480 acres. His land was located
near the town of Doland in Spink County. I had expected to return
to Cochranton by noon, but it was late in the evening when I arrived
home. Henshaw's recital regarding the country and its possibilities
was most interesting. I was not as much interested in the farmlands
as in the possibilities of employment, but Henshaw, in his enthusi-
asm, told me that 1 could do both.

We slept little that night. In the succeeding evenings, my wife and
I reached the conclusion that we should make the effort to go there.

2. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 3d ed., rev. (Linœln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1975), p. 161.
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Ways and means were considered, but it did not look promising.
Because we had no money and I would have to resign my bank posi-
tion, we finally decided we could not go at that time. I was to have
another visit with Henshaw and explain more fully my position and
my desire to go later, I found that he was more enthusiastic than
before and that they had shortened their leaving time to one week
from that day. He was strong for me going with him, and I returned
much disappointed. He came to Cochranton the following day to
see my father, whom he found as enthusiastic as anyone. The mat-
ter of money was the only obstacle. Father finally told him that he
would, in some manner, arrange for me to go and that he thought
he and his family would follow.

I resigned at the bank, telling Mr. Moore of my plans and my op-
portunity to leave the following Tuesday. In answer to his question
of how f was to finance my trip, I frankly told him I did not know.
He asked me to let him know, and he would see what he could do.
After another trip to Meadville, I returned with the desired infor-
mation. There were exceedingly low emigrant rates—in effect, coach
rates—to Dakota Territory. In consultation with Henshaw, I made
a list of possible expenditures totaling $78.65. Mr. Moore said that
he would let me have the money at six percent interest payable to
him personally. He also informed me that my position in the bank
would be held open for a reasonable time in case I wanted to return.
I was surprised that so many of the citizens whom I had known for
so long seemed to take so much interest in my welfare, and it was
so general as to please me much. Many of these well-wishers were
older citizens whom I had never known to have any interest in me.

The day of my departure came, and my railroad ticket from
Cochranton to Watertown, Dakota Territory, had been secured. Many
of my friends were there to say farewell. Not until I said good-bye
to my wife and little girl did I have any misgivings. Then came the
thought that it would not be long until I would have them again
in our new home. We left Meadville at 3:00 P.M. on Train 3 of the
Erie Railroad. It was March 1882, and the trains were all crowded.
They were tourist coaches filled with individual families all emigrat-
ing to the great West. Acquaintances were quickly made, and, in
as short a time as possible, those with common destinations were
segregated and made known to each other their future homes and
prospects. Many of the heads of families had been west the year
before and were now returning with their families to their new
homes. Some of the acquaintances I formed on that journey were
our friends in after years.

From the time we left Meadville, it was seven days before we
reached Watertown, Dakota, the end of the railroad. It was a long.
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tedious journey in a crowded wood coach where sleep would have
been impossible If it had not been made possible by fatigue. Many
families had their meals with them, and they were fortunate. Our
meals were had at lunch counters enroute, and there were few varia-
tions. A sandwich of unusual size was the principal item. Along with
coffee and doughnuts, it constituted an entire meal for five cents.
I was young, exceptionally strong, and weighed about 130 pounds.
Henshaw, a seasoned traveler, became ill, and we were not able to
resume our journey for four days. When we arrived in Watertown
on Sunday morning, we went to the Central Hotel and remained
there until Henshaw recovered. It seemed a long time, for I was im-
patient. On Sunday evening, I went to the Methodist church and
listened to the Reverend Fulder, whose sermon was on the life of
Jesse James, the bandit who had ¡ust been murdered.

OnThursday morning, we continued our journey west. There were
three passengers and the driver. Henshaw had made the acquain-
tance of another land seeker who wanted to inspect the land in the
vicinity where he was locating. The three of us shared the expense
of three dollars each. There had been heavy snowfall the winter
before, and with the heavy spring rains, the low places were well
filled. There being no roads except trails, it took a lot of time to make
the detours. At the close of the day, we had driven thirty miles. We
stopped that night with the family of George H. Fountain, whose
claim adjoined Clark, Dakota. In the whole area, we saw only two
permanent homes, one at Fountain's and the other near where
Kampeska is now located. The Fountain family consisted of husband
and wife, two sons, one daughter, and a niece. It was there that I
first met Carl G. Sherwood, a young lawyer from Binghamton, New
York, who later married the Fountain daughter, Nellie.^

Our next day's journey of thirty-five miles took us to a place on
the banks of Timber Creek. The Rouser Mettler family lived there.
We remained there one night and the following day drove to Hen-
shaw's claims about fifteen miles southeast of the Mettler home.
There was rain and sleet all the way to the land, which we ap-
proached from the west. We came to a rise in the ground, and the
land seemed to lay in a valley. To all appearances, it was a nice piece
of prairie land, much the same as we had seen in all the country
we had passed through. It was all void of trees, though, and, in a

3. Clark County residents elected Sherwood their first register of deeds and first
state senator. He served as a state supreme court judge from 1923 to 1931. At the
time Johnson wrote his memoir, Sherwood and his wife, Nellie Fountain, were retired
and living in Clark. South Dakota, Legislative Research Council, Biographical Direc-
tory of the South Dakota Legislature, 1869-1989. 2 vols. (1989), 2: 1007.
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During the Great Dakota Boom, railroads produced promotional
materials to draw settlers like Johnson to the territory.

way, we were homesick. There was nota building in sight. It looked,
to us, decidedly desolate.

Our driver could read the land surveyor's quarter markings and
corner markings at section lines. We spent the balance of the day
locating with exactness the 480 acres of government land that Hen-
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shaw was so enthusiastic about. Our driver thought there was more
land adjoining Henshaw's claim, and he indicated it on the maps
we had. By then it was getting dark, however, so we decided to return
to Mettler's, where we had started from in the morning. We would
come back the following day and more closely inspect the land in
prospect for me, close to Henshaw's claim.

During the evening, we met other land seekers. It was after mid-
night before we were asleep on blankets on the floor. The next morn-
ing, we had breakfast in the same room where we had slept. In
looking out the door, I found that it was snowing and blowing. There
were about three inches of snow on the ground, so we decided to
wait there until the following day. The next day was clear and cold.
The trail had been covered, but our driver said he could find the
way, and we came almost directly to the location. By then, the sun
had nearly melted the snow. We located three possible claims nearby
and identified them on the map. We went back to Mettler's after
nightfall with the intention of returning the following day.

The next morning, we arrived there well before the noon hour.
We had taken some lunch—cold ham, bread, and a jug of water—
and had almost the entire day before us. We carefully moved so that
we were at the cornerstone of each quarter section of the 480 acres
of government land. I was sure I had as much of a view of the land
as I could get without waiting much longer. Much of the land had
a thin sheet of water on it, and my feet were wet, but I was becom-
ing enthusiastic. That night, on coarse paper with a pencil, I wrote
my wife a long letter carefully concealing any doubts I had in regard
to our prospects. While I was pleased in a way with the land, I yet
thought I should do something for which I might be better adapted
and which had an income.

The next morning, we decided to return to Watertown to check
the status of not only the land I had selected but Henshaw's land
as well. Upon our arrival in Watertown, we found Henshaw's land
in his name, and the land I had selected was vacant government
land, subject to entry. After paying the entry fees, I had but little
funds left. As I was not required to do anything on my land for six
months, I thought I must secure some employment within that time.
Watertown was then the only town I had seen in Dakota Territory.
It had about eighteen hundred people. There were two banks, and
I visited both of them looking for a job. One of them was the Mer-
chants Bank, owned exclusively by Ole Gesley. The other was the
First National Bank.

I had a letter from the Cochranton bank where I had been
employed. At the Merchants Bank, Gesley himself disposed of my
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application by hastily returning my credentials without reading
them. He told me he had nothing for me. I was not able to get an
audience in the other bank until the next day, when I was received
kindly by the president. Homer Walrath. He told me he had no
vacancies but would be glad to help me if he could. He said he
thought I should meet some of the farm-implement men and
endeavor to secure employment as a bookkeeper or salesman. He
gave me the names of a number of such merchants. I learned that
the farm-implement business was the principal business and that
their patronage covered a large area. After two days of unsuccessful
work in this line, however, I did not even gain any encouragement.
The following day, I discussed the matter with Henshaw. I told him
that I was going to write home to someone whom I thought might
loan me the necessary money to get home. He said that if I thought
I should return home until 1 was better prepared, he would let me
have the money and would watch for any opportunity for me.

It was late in March, and the morning I left Watertown it was snow-
ing. There were about four inches of snow on the ground. I was
much elated at the prospect of seeing my wife and little girl so soon.
I was enroute for five and one-half days on my homeward trip and
had much more car room, as the train was not a third full. I got
a lot of rest. The delays at terminals and meeting points were so
long as to give me the opportunity to walk, but I was afraid of being
left in attempting to get necessary exercise. I made many acquain-
tances, some who were disappointed and condemning the territory.
Others had spent the winter and longer periods and were return-
ing for their families.

I was much confused with the different views expressed and with
analyzing the different conditions in which these views had been
secured. On the whole, however, I was more optimistic in regard
to the West than when I was actually on the ground. Having plenty
of time to rest and think, I gradually realized that it was a farming
proposition with no business opportunity. I made up my mind that
it was either farming or teaching school. In Watertown, I had visited
the school and had met the principal, Frank Crane. He was not only
a teacher but also county superintendent.^ He did not give me much

4. When Johnson met him. Crane was twenty-seven years old and had been work-
ing as superintendent of schools for both Walertown and Codington County for four
years. In 1894, he was elected state superintendent of public instruction, a post he
held until 1898. Also a lawyer. Crane was chief clerk of the state supreme court from
1901 to 1913. O. W. Coursey, Who's Who in South Dakota, Vol. 2 (Mitchell, S.Dak.:
Educator Supply, 1916), pp. 210-11, 214.
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Frank Crane became state
superintendent of public
instruction in 1894.

encouragement, though, since Watertown had the only grade
school, with one principal and one primary teacher.

I arrived in Cochranton and at once went in a back way to my
father-in-law's home, where my wife and baby were awaiting my
return. I had been gone less than four weeks, but it was a happy
time upon my arrival. Soon my family and friends came to see me,
staying until late in the evening. I was kept exceedingly busy, as the
questions came thick and fast. I was occupying the position of a
much-traveled man. My wife spent some time in our conferences
in regard to what we called our new home. We finally settled on
this: that I would in some manner return to Dakota on or before
six months, the time our entry expired.

It was then 1 April 1882. I was to do all I could to arrange things,
as I fully intended to leave. I notified the bank oí my intentions.
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and Mr. Moore told me that he thought I was wise to go west. I
engaged a one-room living room in a neighbor's home, near my old
home and work. With less than one dollar, we moved our belong-
ings into the room, which was sufficiently large for our holdings.
I commenced work in the family marble business, which had been
practically at a standstill while I was away My mother and sister were
near, and I would carry our little baby girl back and forth, going
and coming from my work. The summer passed quickly. The time
to return to the land in Dakota came near, and the prospect of
returning or losing the land was a question.

Winter was approaching, and my brother, C B. Johnson, two years
younger than I, was exceedingly anxious to go to Dakota. We final-
ly agreed that he would go and substitute for me by settling on the
land. I was to do all I could to support him. We did not know that
a substitute was not possible. I gave him an agreement to the above
effect and raised enough money to send him there, in about the
amount and manner in which I had gone in the early spring. We
thought we had provided the means to protect our rights to the
land we had filed on and that later my brother could file on land.
In time, our entire family would locate there.

An Emergency

With his brother occupying his claim, Johnson believed he had
gained a few months' time in which to work and save the money
he needed to take his wife and daughter with him to Dakota Terri-
tory. When the tombstone business slowed, he took a position as
school principal in nearby Sheaklyville, Pennsylvania. Almost imme-
diately, he received word that his brother, who had gotten work in
Dakota as a brakeman on the CNW with his wife's cousin, Charles
Henshaw, had been injured in an accident.

I had been at the school work for only two days when a telegram
was received from Huron, Dakota Territory, saying that my brother
had been run over in a train accident and that I should come at
once. I sent a message for further particulars but never received
a reply. The school board decided that class should be dismissed
until further notice. At once, I drove to Cochranton to have a con-
ference with the family. The following afternoon, I again left Mead-
ville at three for Huron, expecting to get definite advice about my
brother enroute.

1 reached Chicago on schedule the next evening but did not leave
the city until nearly 6:00 P.M. the next day. Numerous other delays
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and a night and day at Winona followed. The following day, I reached
Sleepy Eye, Minnesota, where I was informed that I would remain
for twenty-four hours. I wandered around the station in deep disap-
pointment. As each freight arrived, and the trainmen came in, I
would ask them for information regarding my brother. All of them
answered in the negative. I noticed that they all went upstairs after
arrival.

About midnight, a young man named Frank Stewart came down
the stairs and talked with the trainman. A train dispatcher who had
lost his right arm, Stewart told me that he had heard of my brother's
accident. He said to come up to the office, and he would try to get
the information for me. In a few minutes, he said, "Your brotlier

The brakeman occupies a precarious position at top
front in this photograph of a wild train near Huron.
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is living. He lost one leg and hand but will live." He then said, "Do
you want to send him any word?" I said, without a thought, "Tell
him I will be with him tomorrow." Then he signed off.

As the dispatcher came through the gate, he remarked that he
was making up a train for Tracy, forty-five miles west. They could
get there in time to connect with the passenger train at ten the next
morning. I could possibly arrive in Huron in a day's time if I rode
the freight train they were now making up. I thanked him, and he
made arrangements with the crew to carry me. In later years, Stewart
became an intimate friend. He was a superintendent on several dif-
ferent divisions until his death. Our acquaintance and friendship
covered a period of about a half century.

The train left Sleepy Eye at 2:00 A.M. and arrived at Tracy at 9:30
A.M., having done freight work at intermediate stations along the
way. The conductor of this freight train was a young man named
Hanley, whose brother was one of the brakemen. His train was
classed as a "wild train." Today it would be called an "extra." Near-
ly all service work was done on wild trains, which were numerous
and did not have time schedules.

When I got out of the yards, westbound for Tracy, the brakeman
commenced active preparations for cooking a meal. Our caboose
was not of the regulation type. It was an old boxcar with a door and
window cut in the side. There was no cupola or other convenience,
except a lot of loose bedding in the corner and a heavy, large, soft-
coal-burning stove. Instead of chairs, there were three crude stools
and a couple of boxes, in one of which they kept a few cooking uten-
sils. The other was used as a table.

I was interested in the meal preparations, which were soon con-
cluded. We had fried meat, potatoes, bread, and coffee. I was sit-
ting on a stool, and when the meal was ready, they filled a large
portion on a tin plate and passed it to me. It was then that I was
overcome because it had been such a long time since I had had
any food. My weak condition, loss of sleep, and the first friendly
assistance brought tears to my eyes. The men noticed it and at once
prepared a bed for me and gave me every attention. I was much
in need of food, and I had soon disposed of a generous supply.
After apologizing to the men, I lay down and did not awaken until
10:00 A.M. The train crew called and told me that a passenger train
would leave for Huron in thirty minutes. They had a basin of hot
water waiting and had prepared a lunch that was sufficient to last
me until my arrival in Huron near midnight.

I got off the train in the freight yards, nearly half a mile from the
station. Conductor Hanley carried my two bundles. I did not have
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other baggage. When we reached the station, the passenger train
was made up. On the station platform was Mrs. Henshaw, my cousin
by marriage and wife of the Erie Railroad conductor whom I had
accompanied west the March before. She had been visiting a friend
in Tracy, Minnesota, and was in readiness to board the same train
with me. We were both surprised, and in a few minutes we were
visiting. I learned all of the particulars of the accident.

My brother had his left leg and a large part of his left hand am-
putated. He was improving in a private residence hospital and was
in excellent condition. He had been employed as a brakeman and
fell from the top of a boxcar. Both legs were across the track, and
his left leg was run over. In pushing himself away from the track
with his left hand, it was also run over. He lost a large part of his
hand. I slept in the station the rest of that night, and early the next
morning I was at the bedside of my brother.

My brother was cheerful and apparently had not been in any
danger of dying. About twenty injured employees occupied two
rooms, most of them with loss of fingers, a hand, or other injuries.
Some of them had sufficiently recovered and were playing cards
or being of assistance to those who were helpless, it was all news
to me that my brother's accident had occurred, since ( had not
known of his being employed by the railroad company. Henshaw
had given up his farming intention and had taken a position as con-
ductor on the railroad. He had induced my brother to engage as
a brakeman but not in the same crew. The accident occurred at Iro-
quois. I later learned the details of the operation.

My brother was brought to Huron after the accident, arriving there
about three hours after it happened. Dr. Moody was the company's
surgeon. Since there was no hospital, he was laid on the floor in
the waiting room, and the operation was done there. They did not
have any anesthetic. He was conscious all through the crude and
hasty performance. He must have been partly paralyzed because
he never complained of pain at the time. I got this version of it from
those who witnessed it.

Dr. Moody was a small, weak man, and when it came to amputa-
tion of my brother's finger. Dr. Moody collapsed. One of the by-
standers, named Erank Van Dusen, amputated his fingers. My
brother's leg was operated on three different times in after years.
His hand was properly operated on soon after this first operation.
I was greatly relieved.

In a short time, 1 arranged to return home since 1 was anxious
in regard to affairs there. Brother would follow later. I wanted to meet
Henshaw, which I did at once. I found that he had abandoned his
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first claim and in some manner had secured some land near Ree
Heights. His railroad run was between Huron and Pierre, so his land
was convenient for him at that location. Everyone was enthusiastic
about that part of the state. I canvassed the little city of Huron for
a future, but I found that it was about the same as I had found it
at Watertown, with nothing immediately available. I fixed my leav-
ing time for home two days later.

Proving Up

After seeing that his brother was out of danger, Johnson had no
choice but to leave his homestead unattended and return to Penn-
sylvania to fulfill his teaching obligations. He then began "a disagree-
able five months" with a particularly unruly group of students, one
of whom stabbed him during an altercation. When the school year
finally ended, Johnson took his family back to Cochranton before
going west

My brother had now come home and had fully recovered from
the loss of his hand and leg. He was unfit for any kind of work, but
he had been classed as an authority on the West. He had interested
two of our cousins in going to the place where I had located in
Dakota Territory. I had one or two conferences with these relatives
and decided that my wife and daughter and i would go with them
if I could borrow the money to go. We finally arranged to borrow
one hundred dollars. My father gave me twenty-five dollars and
promised that he would secure and send me more. He did, but it
was misdirected and went to Redfield and returned later to
Cochranton.

The names of my cousins were Theodore and Carl Preston. They
had married two sisters; one had two children, and the other had
one child. They were much older than we and had always worked
on farms. Their mother had mortgaged her farm for one thousand
dollars, and they spent most of their money on implements, horses,
and necessary things to begin farm work. We envied them because
they were so well prepared, while we had so little left after buying
our tickets.

The car of emigrants was loaded. We had in it an old cookstove
and a few household utensils amounting to less than eight hun-
dred pounds. The rest of the car was filled full with our cousins'
goods. Carl Preston was to accompany the car to Redfield, the rail
connection nearest to my land. He and his brother expected to
secure government land adjacent or near ours. The families, includ-
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ing my wife and baby, were to wait about a week before leaving on
the train, since it would require more than a week longer for a freight
train to get there than a passenger train. So, we saw the emigrant
train leave, and the cousins were happy. We had little to do until
our leaving time the following Monday.

Dr. J. P. Hassler was our family physician. In a conference with
him, he said that he thought I was doing a wise thing to go west,
i had never had any money to pay him anything since I was mar-
ried. We had had to have his services almost constantly, and I knew
that I owed him a large bill. When I asked him the amount, he told
me $240.00. It made me gasp, but he kindly told me that he did not
expect me to pay it then. When I was in a position to make payments
on it, I would be expected to do so. He then assured methat I would
succeed and spoke very encouragingly to me. i left with a heavy
feeling but with a determination to pay him.

I next called on my friend, Frank Smith. He had let me have money
to buy our furniture. He said, "You do not owe me anything," and
then, "Good-bye." We looked in each other's eyes for a time. I knew
by his appearance that there were tears in my eyes.

When I said good-bye to my family, it was an easy matter. Mother
was hopeful, and Father was in a joyful frame of mind. They had
talked it over between themselves. Father, always optimistic, said
that in a short time they would move to where we were located,
and we would all be happy and prosperous. The above came to pass,
in time, but there were hardships, and much happened in the mean-
time. Our change was for life. In this, we were different from most
newcomers, who openly stated that they did not expect to remain
permanently. As soon as they had prospered, many returned to their
former homes as they had intended to do.

There were many depressing matters in our good-byes, especial-
ly with my wife's leaving home. She was in tears but was all confi-
dent in me and what we were doing. When it came time to leave,
I have always thought that she thought It was not a good change,
but she never said it in words. She was not strong, and leaving her
mother was difficult.

In after years, I never knew of anyone who came to the state so
poorly prepared as I was. I had a wife, a little baby, and no friends
who could be of assistance. I had only a few dollars more than the
cost of living for two weeks. Was it desperation, courage, or lack
of intelligence? Was it right to subject a young family to such a situa-
tion? We were to meet people who had means but who had no
business and could be of no assistance to anyone but themselves.
It was under such circumstances and conditions that we came to
Dakota Territory on 6 April 1883 to make our home.
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Our journey was a long, tedious one, and the weather was exceed-
ingly bad. Our cars, of the emigrant type, were dirty and over-
crowded. One cousin, with his wife and two children, his brother's
wife and one child, and his sister, made up our party. The railroad
had been extended from Watertown to Doland from the east and
from Redfield to Doland from the west. We were able to entrain
on a freight train from Watertown to Doland, which was within four
miles of the land I had filed on.

Upon our arrival at Doland, we went to the only house that was
completed, it had been built for the railroad section foreman. My
family, my relatives, and the foreman's family were all housed in one
room with quite a few other transients. There we met a man named
Abe Kemmerer, whom I had met the year before and who had a
land filing near my land. He informed me that he had not expected
me to return and had filed a contest against me on the grounds
of abandonment, since my time of occupancy had expired. This
news was a blow to me, as I had thought I was fully protected. In
the course of our conference, however, he told me that if I wanted
the land and was desirous of living there, he would withdraw his
contest, which he did. This case was exceptional, since few were
so liberally treated in the circumstances. This matter was something
about which I never informed my wife. It passed quickly, and it did
not seem necessary to bother her with it. These events occurred
on the first day of our arrival at Doland. It was cold, with some snow
and a strong, cold wind. We were anxious to see our land.

Doland had two stores in partly finished buildings. There was also
a partly constructed railroad station. The railroad section house
served as a hotel, although a hotel building was just under construc-
tion. The most important business was the lumberyard, which car-
ried some necessary hardware stock. Lumber was being received
daily, and people stood around the yard wanting to be waited on.
A Mr. Carlow, who operated the lumberyard, owned the First Na-
tional Bank three years later. Every day, when the only train arrived,
there were at least a dozen new families to care for. Many of them
had brought supplies and, in some cases, arrangements had been
made for a home (the sod house yet prevailed), in those cases, they
unloaded and went at once to their claims. Everyone was in a hurry,
and the town seemed more prosperous than it was.

There were few horses coming into the country. Everyone, or near-
ly so, employed oxen, and they were in evidence everywhere. Some
farsighted men who had anticipated the rush had sent in a large
number of oxen from northern Minnesota and Wisconsin. Most of
them had been worked in the lumber areas all the winter before.
They were much in demand, since it was generally understood that
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oxen were better adapted for breaking sod than were horses. For
a number of years, they were used almost exclusively for that pur-
pose. Much of the original prairie country was first cultivated with
the strong and patient oxen.

Doland had been named for R H. Doland, a railroad official from
Chicago. He had land adjoining the town and had owned the land
on which the town was located. Later, when his family came, he con-
structed a large two-story home. For years, it was the most preten-
tious one there, and it remains there fifty years later. The house
originally faced north, toward town. It has now been turned, and
the front is to the east. Otherwise it is unchanged.

On our second day in Doland, a man who had a claim sixteen
miles south of us invited me to go with him to see his land. Since
we would go directly past our claim, I accepted. I was surprised
to see the number of sod houses after we had traveled ten miles
south, i learned that they belonged to settlers who had come in
from the south, through the Huron gateway. There was not another
building within four miles of our land, however. It looked dismal
with a light snow falling. We only met one man on the sixteen-mile
drive. On our return, we were lost, and we drove and walked all
night to keep warm. It was a long, wary, cold night. My wife and
baby were in the section house, my wife awake all night with worry.
We later found ourselves nine miles east of Doland.

We arrived in town the next morning and then commenced a long
career that lasted more than half a century. It was a life that tested
courage. It began among strangers, and we saw tragedy, happiness,
pleasure, and grief. We formed friendships, relations, and associa-
tions. We were young and strong and had serious responsibilities.
We always looked forward, without a backward glance. This part of
our lives we look back to much as a dream, but it was, at the time,
a reality.

Our claim, or land filed on, was three and one-half miles south
of the town of Doland. My two cousins and I arranged to build a
house on our claim. I had less than fifteen dollars and no visible
means of support. My cousins made up twelve dollars, and we pur-
chased lumber for a home twelve by sixteen feet. I arranged for
credit for one-half the cost of the lumber and bought nails. Since
my cousins had a team, we hauled the lumber and commenced the
construction of a home. It was a crude structure with one window
and a door. Part of the floor was dirt, and there were a few boards
for the floor, on which bedding and blankets could be placed for
three families to sleep.

We had no water. A man who lived two and one-half miles north
of us, between our home and Doland, had a shallow well with con-
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siderable alkali. It was not bad in the circumstances. Since it was
the best we could have, and since I was spending much of my time
in Doland seeking employment, we secured two tin pails. Each
morning on my way to town, I would take the two empty pails and
leave them at the well and carry them home in the evening filled
with water. With only a few cooking utensils, we simply did the best
we could under the circumstances.

I was much disappointed in not securing work, and my cousins
eventually decided to look for a new location. Both men and I started
one morning for Redfieid, where I remained seeking employment
while they went west, returning the following evening. They had
heard of a location, and they said that if 1 would go west with them
the next morning, we would drive back to the homestead the follow-
ing night. We slept in the big wagon that night, and the next morn-
ing we started home. I became very thirsty and drank more water
than usual. We had to drink the surface water from the sloughs.
I did not realize it was poisoned, and I became very sick. I lay on
the ground, part of the time under the wagon, and did not get any
relief until early the next day. I was unconscious all night long and
think now that I was close to death. It was a long, rough ride that
night, and it was several days before I was all right. My cousins
moved to the location where I was poisoned and resided there, near
Orient, for many years.

Again, I endeavored to secure employment and was, in a small
way, successful in getting a day's, and at times, two days' work. Every-
one had seemingly prepared to do their own work, but 1 was able
to secure a little money for the work I found. I learned that the fore-
man of Mr. Doland's farm had made inquiries to secure a man for
work on the farm. 1 lost no time in getting an interview. He told
me that he would pay $1.25 per day and wanted a man who lived
in that vicinity, as the man would have to board himself. He ex-
plained that the hours would be from 6:30 in the morning until 6:30
at night. I told him at once that I would be glad to accept the posi-
tion. He said to report the next morning. I was there at 6:00 A.M.
the next day with my lunch. I had left the water pails at the well
so I could carry water home in the evening.

I had not asked the foreman what kind of farm work I was to do,
but in a few minutes he came to where I was waiting in the yard
and said we would get the oxen out at once. We went to another
yard where four large oxen stood. They did not look gentle. The man
brought the yokes from a corner of the yard. We selected the mate
to the first one, and I was surprised to see one of the others walk
alongside. The foreman adjusted the yokes quickly and started off
beside what turned out to be the leaders. I walked to the side of
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the second pair, wondering all the time what it all meant. We final-
ly reached a field where considerable ground had been plowed.
The foreman explained that he would plow and I was to drive the
oxen. He further said that one of the men who had helped us put
the yoke on the oxen was no good and that I had taken his place.

I was to see that both teams were doing an equal part of the work
by keeping them all pulling at the same time. I think the oxen were
very much experienced, since I was kept busy going from the team
behind to the ones in front with a long whip. In that way, I covered
a large amount of ground during the twelve-hour day. My walking
actually commenced after a hurried breakfast, when I walked three
and one-half miles to work. At night, I walked home again, carrying
two pails of water two and one-half miles. I got my supper at about
eight o'clock or a little later. I retired at once and was up again at
four in the morning. Yet, I was happy. I had work, and I thought
my farm was valuable. Measured by such dreams, I felt fortunate.

I held that position for one month, when I got what I thought
was a promotion. The Doland home was being completed, and the
carpenter in charge came out in the field and said that he would
like to get someone to paint the house. He said it did not require
any but a common laborer, as it was simply to be painted white.
He would be through in a week. He said he would give me a con-
tract, and I could make some money. The carpenter asked me how
much I would charge to paint two coats. I gave it a quick thought,
and with visions of being in business for myself and of having a
competitor and losing the work, I said that I would do it for nine
dollars. I had thought it might be worth ten dollars, but by bidding
nine, I would be sure to secure the contract. The carpenter said he
thought it was too high, but he would let me know the next morning.

The next morning I was fully expecting that I had lost the con-
tract and was wondering when I could find work again. However,
the carpenter said that he had decided to let me do the work. I
finished in just one month for nine dollars. He had also had some
window blinds made. When I had finished, I informed him. He had
advanced me six dollars, saying that he would pay me the additional
three when the blinds were painted. I looked him over carefully,
and I knew that he knew he had made a mistake. I never got the
three dollars. I let it go, and he went back East.

I next secured another painting contract. An editor in the town
of Doland had built a building and wanted me to paint it. I would
not make a contract, since my experience did not give me confi-
dence in my judgment. I requested instead that I be engaged at $150
per day. When I finished the job, the editor, who did not know any

Copyright © 1991 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Alex C Johnson 403

more about it than I did, complimented me on the work. Most
everyone did his own painting, or the carpenters did it themselves.
There did not seem to be much future in that line of work.

About the first of May 1883, my brother, who had lost his left leg
and part of his hand, returned from our home in Pennsylvania. A
young man who was experienced in bakery came with him. My
brother had secured a small amount of money, presumably from
the railroad, and they at once opened up a bakery. A little later, they
opened a restaurant. It was all over in three months, a complete
failure. My brother had also secured an eighty-acre homestead west
of town. About the first of July, he sold it and closed his small hold-
ings in the bakery and restaurant and made arrangements to return
to Pennsylvania.

At this time, about July, I was practically stranded. An elevator com-
pany had built a storage house for grain, and a man named Charles
Armstrong came there as agent. They had coal houses and stored
and sold flour and salt. Their coal had started to arrive, so I went
to see Armstrong for work. He employed me to unload coal at $1.50
per car. They were then small cars with twenty-thousand-pounds
capacity. I was soon able to unload two cars per day, or twenty tons.
I was receiving three dollars per day but was working late at night.

Armstrong saw that I was earning too much money, and he told
me he could pay only forty dollars per month. I then accepted the
position at that rate. It was really a dull time. The grain had not been
harvested, and the coal, salt, and flour had been received. The rail-
road station was on the same side of the track, and I got acquainted
with the agent. When I had a few minutes of time, I visited with
him and became much interested in telegraphy. On 1 August 1883
it became necessary to engage a freight handler at the station. The
agent offered me the position at thirty-seven dollars per month,
which I accepted.

I was busy for about half of the time. The work was completed
in about two hours after the daily freight trains arrived and departed
in both directions. With the exception of waiting on patrons, receiv-
ing and delivering, it gave me much extra time. I put most of my
time in at the telegraph key. The agent, named Paulson, was most
helpful, and I made rapid progress. It was not long until I knew all
of the calls. My next progress was in answering the calls and im-
mediately having the agent at the key. I always had to see that the
agent was near when I answered the call ¡n order not to have any
delay. It was a time when students were encouraged.

There were times when our freight train would be ten hours late.
Sometimes it was due at four in the afternoon and would not ar-
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rive before early the next morning. At such times, the agent would
meet the train. I would leave at 6:00 P.M. and would arrive at the
homestead about two hours later. Our east train was due to arrive
at 9:30 A.M. and the passenger train at 8:30 A.M., SO I was not hur-
ried in my arrival in the morning. When the freight train was four
hours late, arriving at seven or eight at night, I would remain, and
that made my arrival at the homestead ten o'clock or later. I could
then arrive as late as ten the next morning for work. The work was
not heavy, like the work I had been doing, and it was so interesting
that I enjoyed it. I had visions of being an agent, which meant steady
employment.

When the freight trains were late, I had a most profitable time
to use the key. There were a number of telegraphy students in all
stages of progress. After the stations closed for the day and the agent
had received his G. N., there was a scramble for the key by the
students.^ Usually, some real operator would remain and keep a con-
stant watch. No chief train dispatcher could be more autocratic than
a regular operator or an advanced student. As i became more pro-
ficient, I became more interested. Safe to say, in sixty days, I had
put in more hours in practice than the average student had done
in four times as many days. In one month, I was taking work from
all sources, including the chief train dispatcher. I never was a high-
class telegraph operator, though.

At the end of the first month, reports were due. It was then I dis-
covered that the Doland agent was a first-class operator, but he knew
nothing about station work. In going over the blanks, it all seemed
plain to me, so together we made his first monthly reports. Later,
when they had been received, we found that some of the clerical
auditors knew less about It than we did. Some of the corrections
we received were actually ridiculous. In the few days that followed,
all the agents were using the wire to determine how certain mat-
ters were done. In after years, I had occasion to note the progress
made in railroad service by young men who were considered failures
in other areas, as in my case. 1 was an excellent bookkeeper and
a poor telegrapher. I must admit that if I had remained an operator,
I might have improved, but my service was brief.

Later that year, when the train station opened at Raymond, I was
made agent. There was no building there except a water tank. The
best water for a long distance was at Raymond, and the poorest water

5. "C. N." is railroad slang for "good-night." This message, sent by the dispatcher
who oversaw train departures, meant that the telegrapher would no longer be needed
and could leave.
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on the line was at Doland. The trains all took water at Raymond.
The town was named after J. M. Raymond, oneof the engineers who
had constructed that branch of the railroad and located the town
site. He had a farm adjoining the town site and had built a most
pretentious house there for his large family. It was a frame house
built with lumber shipped in on a construction train. Many of the
newcomers expected the town of Raymond to be a metropolis, since
one of the officers of the railroad had located there. Everyone who
located there shared in that belief, including me.

I remember the first man to locate on the town site after I arrived.
I glanced out the window the next day and saw a small tent about
two hundred feet away. There, a man with a yoke of oxen was fin-
ishing the erection of the tent. I lost no time in visiting our new

Ira Curtiss spent
two terms in the

state legislature as
senator from Brown

County.

neighbor. We exchanged names. His was Ira Curtiss. He was a tall,
athletic young man with light hair and blue eyes, not more than
twenty-one years of age. He had been eleven miles east in Clark,
the county seat, for a few weeks but had concluded that Raymond
would be a city and had decided to locate there. He said he intend-
ed to engage in the saloon business. Curtiss and his partner con-
structed a frame building later and conducted a saloon there for
perhaps a year.̂

6. Curtiss soon moved to Brown County, where he became a prominent farmer
and lawyer and served as state senator from 1908 to 1912. Biographical Directory of
the South Dakota Legislature, 1: 227. Johnson notes that this former saloon keeper
later spent many years as an attorney for the Prohibition party.
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Cars of emigrants, lumber, and other materials were received in
trainloads daily, and buildings were being constructed. All of the
new arrivals had some money, so it made local business good.
Saloons and real estate businesses were the most numerous and
the first to be located.

A grain company erected a building for the purchase of grain and
for selling coal, flour, salt, and such. My friend at Doland recom-
mended me for the position of agent for the milling company, which
paid forty-five dollars per month, five dollars more than the railroad
position. I was induced to accept it, since it did offer a room imme-
diately back of the little office. I was elated at the thought that I
had a place to live where I had coal and could eventually bring my
family.

My wife and baby, who were still at our claim, stayed at a neigh-
bor's at night. The neighbor had farm facilities and two oxen to do
his farm work. When they were in need of supplies, they would drive
the oxen and a large lumber wagon to Doland. On such occasions,
my wife and baby would accompany them. It was a wonderful thing
for them to have such an opportunity. It was necessary to keep a
continuous residence in this manner in order to secure title to our
land by a process known as "proving up." We were optimistic and
enthusiastic as to the value of our farm. In three more months, we
would be entitled to make our proof of residence and, in time,
secure a patent giving us full ownership. The law required con-
tinuous residence and farm operation for five years. At the end of
such time, we would be entitled to the land, free.

There was an alternate procedure in securing title. Under the pre-
emption law, a homestead patent could be secured in six months
by the same process of proof and the payment of $200.00, or $1.25
per acre. Many of the original homestead entrants availed them-
selves of this opportunity. Payment of the cash was done under a
plan that was then a universal one. A land agent representing a mort-
gage company witnessed and certified the proof and took a mort-
gage on the farm for two hundred dollars. He charged the owner
a small fee and the mortgagor a commission. Fees were uniform,
and the procedure was general.

The settlers who had gone to their land early in the spring, some
of whom had located tlie year before, were favored with excellent
crops and obtained high prices. Spring wheat was about the only
crop produced. 1 know of many who produced as much as thirty-
five bushels per acre, and it sold for high prices. An elevator was
built near our grain house, and we had a competitor. A man named
Santelle, who had constructed a store building and had a general
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stock of merchandise, became agent. The grain company was named
the G. W. Van Dusen Company. They had a large number of elevators
in Minnesota, and the business was extending into Dakota.

I was unusually successful in the purchase of grain and the sale
of necessities such as coal, flour, and salt. I had met so many of
the settlers upon their arrival and had been so desirous of serving
and pleasing them that it gave me an advantage. The prices of grain
were all fixed from the same place, and our prices were the same
on grain and on our other sales.

In the course of a few months, my acquaintances widened. I knew
many in Clark, the county seat and first town east of Raymond, some
for more than fifty years. One of these early acquaintances was a
young man named Samuel H. Eirod, who had come to Clark ahead
of the railroad on 3 July 1882. He was a recent graduate of DePauw
University in Indiana. His purpose was to locate and engage in the
practice of law. The town site had been arranged, a county govern-

Samuel H. Eirod
served as governor
from 1905 tn 1907.
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ment established, and some half-dozen buildings erected, including
a hotel. EIrod arrived dressed in scholarly or clergyman's garb. The
following day, he was engaged to deliver the Fourth of July oration,
which he did masterfully. The county was well settled for that part
of the country, and there was an unusually large number attending
the notable occasion. There were many there from adjoining coun-
ties, since Clark had a newspaper, printed at Watertown, and the
celebration had been given wide publicity. A few days later, the
young orator helped in forming an old settlers' organization and
later took part in its activities. As of this writing, he is a highly re-
spected citizen and has served his county and state in many useful
capacities, as representative, states attorney, and governor of South
Dakota."^

The territory contained its share of unsavory characters as well.
While I was located at Raymond in the fall of 18Ö3, I found myself
with large amounts of money on hand, at times from five hundred
to two thousand dollars. There were no banks or clerks, all transac-
tions were cash, and remittances were slow. On one particular Satur-
day, I had an unusual amount of money, about two thousand dollars,
on my person. The freight train was late, arrivin.; at Doland at about
11:00 P.M. instead of at 6:00 P.M. I then had to walk three and one-
half miles, not on a road or distinct trail, but across the uncharted
prairie to our homestead. There was only one settler in a sod home
midway. The night was dark and cloudy. I was happy, and I quick-
ened my walk, knowing I would soon be home and that the follow-
ing day, Sunday, I could be with my little family all day.

I had gone about two-thirds of the distance and was just approach-
ing a rise and thought i might see our home. When I reached the
high point, I heard footsteps. They were light at first, but as they
approached, I discovered that the party was walking very fast. The
clouds were shifting. I stopped to await the stranger, and when he
was within twenty-five feet of me, the moon came out plainly. We
both discovered each other at the same time. I was standing still
facing him. He stopped suddenly, and I discovered he had a gun
under his coat, with the barrel protruding below. At the same time,
I recognized him as a man named McFadden, who lived in Doland.

7 EIrod had come to Dakota Territory at the invitation of another fellow lawyer
and future governor, Arthur C. Mellette. Except for the years 1905 to 1907, when he
served as governor, he remained in Clark, practicing law and farming until his death
in 1935. A self-described conservative Republican, he was swept from office by the
Progressive Coe I. Crawford. Lynwood E. Oyos, ed,, Over a Century of Leadership:
South Dakota Territorial and State Coverr^ors (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.; Augustana College,
Center for Western Studies, 1987), pp. 77-79.
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I only knew him by sight, and he was the only man at that time
who had a bad reputation. The situation presented itself to me hur-
riedly. I plainly saw a holdup coming. McFadden was only twenty-
five feet in the distance, and it was as light as day. I was unarmed.
Within a few seconds, although it seemed longer, the moon went
under a cloud, and I could not see the man. A few minutes later,
however, I could hear his walk, stealthy and slow and apparently
circling me. By sound, I thought he might approach me from the
back. I gradually turned as I heard his footsteps and soon discovered
that we had gotten on the other side of one another. My astonish-
ment was even greater when I discovered that he was walking slowly
backward in a stealthy manner. Suddenly, the moon emerged from
a dark cloud, and I saw him gradually quickening his pace. I stood
still, as it occurred to me that he thought I had discovered him first
and that I was after him and was armed. As the moon disappeared
again, I heard him running and his footsteps gradually receding.
I also quickened my walk and was soon at home with my family.

Monday morning I left home at four in the morning to get the
5:30 train for Raymond. At the Doland station, I briefly told the agent
about my scare wlth^McFadden and his concealed gun. At about
eleven the same mortiing, two men named Short came to Raymond
and told me that the agent had told them of my adventure the Satur-
day night before. They wanted to know if I had recognized the man
and seen the gun he had. I answered in the affirmative and then
asked them about it. They said they owned the gun and that McFad-
den had stolen it. The Shorts had claims about ten miles south of
my place. They had been doing some work and had brought a gun
with them, leaving it with their coats near their sod house. McFad-
den had come along and taken it. They wanted me to return with
them to identify McFadden and state that I had seen him with a
gun. I could not leave, so they arranged to return and charge him
with the theft. If he admitted it, all right. If not, they would bring
him before me.

About four that afternoon, they came back and had McFadden
with them. He denied everything, saying he had never met me
before. Things were not pleasant for a time. Finally, though, he ad-
mitted it all and took them back and returned the gun. Law enforce-
ment at that time was poor, and they let him go. I asked McFadden
how he felt when he met me and why he did not rob me. He said
that he was scared and had thought I was after him. It is needless
to state that I was the one who had expected to be shot.

I never carried a gun for protection. It was not the practice, and
I never knew any necessity for it, for we were on the border land
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of the great cattle range country. In the years that followed, I trav-
eled all parts of that country and never needed any protection. The
entire state was usually free from crime. There were bad characters,
but they did not generally remain.

The second day of October 1883 was a big day for us. The night
before, I went to the homestead with my little family and talked of
the important event that would occur the following day when we
"proved up," as it was called, on our claim. I was to have two neigh-
bors join me to testify as to our continuous residence and the im-
provements we had made. Our application would then be passed
on to the General Land Office for approval. Fventually, within four
to ten years, we would get a patent from the United States govern-
ment. An agent from a loan company would then advance the
$200.00, or $1.25 per acre, and secure a mortgage on the land.

The land office was located at Old Ashton, the first county seat
of Spink County. It was an inland place with only one square frame
building—the courthouse.** I had secured two horses from a man
in Doland and hitched them to our neighbor's large wagon, as both
of our neighbors had wagons and oxen but no horses. When we
left at daylight, it was clear and cold. I told my family 1 would return
early. The following morning I had one of our neighbors haul our
household effects to Raymond from the homestead, about fourteen
miles. I was to get the train at Doland so that I might beat my work
and lose as little time as possible.

I knew that my wife was homesick and that she was fighting it
out within herself. The evening before, when our little girl was
asleep, we had made all our plans. I know she was happy in the
change we were to make. She had met many of the people in Ray-
mond on her visits to see me. Above all, we knew that we would
be together constantly after my return from Old Ashton. I did not
return that night, however. My neighbors and I were lost on the
prairie, leaving my wife and little one alone all night.

We completed our proving-up process at Old Ashton at about four
in the afternoon. When we started on our return, a light snow was
falling and it seemed to be some warmer. The two men with me
did not know any more about weather conditions than I did. How-
ever, our horses were fresh, as they had been picketed and fed.
While there were no trails and no roads, we did not fear being lost.
It finally became dark, and we did see at one time a light indicating
a settler's home. We were sure we were going in the right direc-
tion, but after a long time, six or seven hours, we saw no indication
of our homesteads.

a Towns that lacked rail service were considered "inland."
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We took turns driving the team, one driving and two walking, as
it was very cold. It always seemed to me in the dark that we were
approaching a hill, and when we would arrive at the top, we would
see the homestead and maybe a light, since I knew my wife would
be looking for me. We were alternately cold and tired, and, as time
passed, both cold and tired. We kept going, however, thinking we
were approaching our destination. We saw imaginary familiar places
but were always disappointed. None of us had a watch, but with
the gray light of approaching dawn we stopped our team and halted,
knowing we were lost. In fact, we had known it all the time.

We could see no buildings and no familiar landmarks, yet we were
in a level country less than one mile from the homestead. It took
us some time to get our bearings, and when we did, we were within
only a few rods of the house. I got out and ran to the house. My
wife was up. She had not slept any, but the baby was asleep. Our
neighbor, two days afterwards, followed our wagon tracks out of
curiosity. He found that we had been riding in a circle of not more
than three miles in radius and had passed close to home several
times.

The following day, we went to Raymond, and it was a happy little
family that was together in our new home, which had one room
and one door entering from the small adjoining office of the elevator.

The Blizzard of 1888

After proving up on his claim and moving his family to Raymond
in October of 1883, Johnson continued to work for the milling com-
pany in town. In addition to his tasks as a laborer, he began work-
ing to improve the elevator's bookkeeping system, and his talents
were soon in demand at other elevators on the CNW line. By 1888,
he was working as a general traveling auditor in both Dakota and
Minnesota. He and his family, which included a new daughter and
son, had moved to Watertown. The winter of 1887-1888 had been a
hard one, with many frustrating travel delays, and Johnson had been
stranded in Clark for over two days when the "schoolchildren's bliz-
zard" of 12 January struck.

The wires were open, and it was about fifteen degrees below zero
during the day. I had sent a message to my wife in Watertown where
my home and three little children were and told them I was all right.
I received a reply that all was well at home. At Clark, there was a
stranded passenger train, a snowplow engine, and an engine with
two cabooses and a boxcar. The crew with engine, cabooses, and
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boxcar was called a "drag-out" and was the usual outfit used when
the snowdrifts made it impassible for trains. It included a number
of men from several adjoining sections and was sometimes super-
vised by a roadmaster.^

In clearing the tracks, the snowplow would make a run for a drift
of snow, forming a cut with high banks on both sides of the rails.
The engine would back up from one hundred to one thousand feet
in order to attack the drift under full speed. If it did not succeed
in going through, then the drag-out would move forward and pull
them back, as they usually became wedged. The section men would
then pick and shove! the snow out and over the banks, and the
snowplow engine would make another run for it. At times, it took
several days to open the cuts. In addition, the drag-out usually car-
ried the meals for the entire group. It was not unusual for the
passenger train to have travelers who were snowbound between sta-
tions. They would sleep in the day coaches and often ran short of
provisions and fuel. Many times, the engines would be killed to
supply coal for the coaches, and passengers would go to settlers'
homes for food.

At Clark on the twelfth of January 1888, the day being bright and
warm, I was expecting to get away until word came over the wire
to stop all efforts to open the road until further orders. This order
came at about 3:00 P.M., and I at once left the station to go to the
hotel, a distance of not more than three blocks. The sun was shin-
ing, but in less than two minutes a mist came with the wind, and
in two minutes more the sun was gone. The snow was swirling, and
as I crossed the street and approached the hotel I could just see
the outline of the building.

When I entered the office room of the hotel, a number of guests
were there, most of them traveling salesmen. They were visiting and
playing cards, entirely oblivious to the storm raging outside. They
were all desirous of news regarding the train service. I told them
of the latest advice, and we then went to the window and saw a
sight we will never forget. The snow was in fine flakes, whirling in
every way, and we could not see anything. In just a few minutes it
was entirely dark.

Many were up all night, as they knew they could not get away the
following day. Others, including myself, retired. The storm had a

9. A section was a set length of railroad track, roadbed, signals, and other equip-
ment underthecareof one crew. The roadmaster, who was responsible for the main-
tenance of between fifty and one hundred fifty miles of track, coordinated the
activities of several section crews.
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f

Workers pose atop a train wedged in a canyon
of snow after an 1897 blizzard near Gmton.

roaring sound, not that of a windstorm, but different from any I
had ever heard. The following morning it was the same—indescrib-
able—and while everyone was apprehensive, none knew of the terri-
ble conditions during the night that cost 112 men, women, and
children their lives. Many more were crippled and suffered perma-
nent injuries. Our little band in Clark was ignorant of the effect and
the terrible suffering of so many.

About eleven o'clock in the morning following the afternoon and
night of the blizzard, the sun came out bright. It was cold, and dur-
ing the night it got colder. The snow that had melted some during
the middle of the day froze so that walking was not difficult, and
I went to the railway office to secure information in regard to train
service and the opportunity to leave town. I had no information as
to the extent of the storm or the damage done. I found that the
telegraph wires were down and broken or buried under the snow
so that no information could be secured.

When 1 returned to the hotel and informed those in waiting, a
general discussion resulted as to what to do. Late in the evening.
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we decided we would leave in an organized body at five o'clock the
following morning. Gathered promptly at that time were fourteen
men ready to start, each with baggage and a sandwich. Our self-
appointed leader, a young salesman, passed judgment on each one
as to his ability to make the thirty-one-mile trip in order that the
party might not be delayed. It was twenty degrees below zero when
we left the hotel and not entirely daylight. Everyone was enthusiastic
about the trip to Watertown.

We were able to walk easily on top of the frozen snow, but as it
began to get light, our leader, who was rotund and heavy, began
to show the effects of walking. He became less talkative, and when
we had gone about three miles, he called a halt. The procession
was now in single file, and the leader said he thought the train would
beat us to Watertown and advised us to return to the hotel. The
result was that four men left the party and went back to Glark. We
never saw them again. A man by the name of Cole, whose home
was in Watertown and whom the leader had advised not to attempt
the journey on account of his age and frail physique, was going
strong.

About noon, the crusted snow began to get slippery as a result
of the warm sun. We had agreed to follow the railroad track in order
to keep together and go in as direct a line as we could to our destina-
tion, but at times the drifts were so high as to cover the tops of the
telegraph poles. Near Eirod, we were walking over them. We reached
Henry, about halfway to our destination, at 3:00 P.M. Here all my fel-
low travelers stopped, except Mr. Cole. Cole and I continued on,
happy, because we now both had a reasonable assurance that we
would be able to reach home. We still knew nothing of the storm's
results.

At one point, we met travelers going in the opposite direction,
but they had no information to offer. One of the men, named Driver,
I knew. He later reached his home four miles south of Raymond
and found that two of his brothers had been missing for two days.
Thefamily thought they had found shelter in someone's home, but
as the days passed, they gave up hope. They found the two brothers
in the spring when the snow melted. Both were frozen on their feet
just a short distance from home.

After Cole and I left Henry, we found the top of the snow soft,
and in many places we would break through. For at least two and
one-half hours we did not make much progress, at least not as much
as we had. It was exceedingly tiresome, but by about eight that eve-
ning, the snow was again hard, and we journeyed on. We left the
railway track at Kampeska, as the moon was bright and we could
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see the lake and, later, the lights at Watertown. It was there we
stopped and talked and estimated the distance to our homes as four
miles.

Cole and I had come thirty-one miles from Clark from five in the
morning to eleven at night, with only a sandwich for breakfast,
which we ate while walking, and a forty-minute stop for dinner at
Henry. This represented a steady walk of eighteen hours in heavy
overshoes and overcoats. Even so, we had nice walking through
perhaps about two-thirds of the distance. After leaving our party
at Henry, we walked in single file and talked to each other only a
few times. Once in a while, the leader would signal a conference
and wait for the one behind to catch up and compare notes. We
were always in sight of each other but sometimes several hundred
feet apart. When we arrived in Watertown we were nearly exhausted,
but from our talk afterward we both knew we did not understand
the seriousness of our condition.

Cole lived south and I north of the point where we separated,
each to go to his home. When we arrived at that point. Cole, who
was about one hundred feet ahead of me, stopped, and when I came
up we just looked at each other. Neither of us said a word. Then
we both turned and went along our way. I had about eight blocks,
nearly a half mile, to go. I felt weak, but I wandered on and saw
a light in my home, and I knew my wife was expecting me. I found
afterwards that a telegraph operator had told her that I was all right
and had left for home.

As soon as I got to the door it opened, and I staggered in. My
sister and a young lady who was visiting from Aberdeen were play-
ing cards, intending to stay up until I arrived. The little children were
asleep, and my first thought was to see them. I did not wake them,
but I remember that I did not want to leave their bedside. I was
not tired or hungry. The family insisted that I eat something, so I
drank some hot tea and ate some, and before long I was asleep.

The following day when I was awakened, my wife had our doctor
there. I learned afterwards she had been at my bed all night. The
children were at my side, laughing, and at first I did not know exactly
where I was. I could not understand why the doctor was there. He
went out and returned with some hot water, raising me up to drink
it, and I heard him say, "We will wait awhile and then we will look
him over." When I again awoke, I asked what time it was, and they
said it was night. I learned afterwards it was just after midnight. They
then gave me more hot water and some soup, and I felt better. The
doctor had returned and said I was all right but was frozen in many
places, especially my face, neck, and all along my right leg. The fot-
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Johnson was
photographed with
his only son, Carl,
some time after his
blizzard experience.

lowing day 1 wanted to get up, but they said I must remain in bed
longer. The skin did come from my frozen body later, but I did not
suffer any serious effects.

My wife sent to the home of Mr. Cole, who was a general represen-
tative of the Woods Harvester Company, and they said his condi-
tion was serious. He was more frozen and was in a nervous state.
While they feared pneumonia for a time, he finally came out all right.
However, the effects of our journey did last longer with him than
they did with me. We talked over our experience many times. I was
much younger than he was, but he was a wonder in endurance.

A State Treasurer Defaults

During the late 1880s and early 1890s, the weather caused other
problems in Dakota. Drought, crop failures, and depression drove
away many of the state's settlers. Johnson's fortunes continued to
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improve, however. Around 1890, he became general auditor for seven
elevator companies operating in Minnesota and South Dakota, with
responsibility for 160 elevators and four assistants. In 1892, he began
working for the CNW again, this time as special agent for South
Dakota. By 1894, he was working exclusively for the railroad.

Johnson had also become active in Republican party politics, serv-
ing as a delegate to every state convention in the 1890s and to the
national convention in 1892. In 1893, he became a candidate for state
senator in Codington County but withdrew because of the poten-
tial conflict of interest with his railroad work. The increase in his
stature and influence were evident by 1895, when he played a role
on behalf of the CNW in the case of Walter William Taylor, the de-
faulting state treasurer who fled to Central America.

Today, most scholars agree that Taylor was at least in part the vic-
tim of a system that placed too few checks on his activities and,
in fact, allowed him to put the interest earned on state funds to per-
sonal use. The actions of Gov. Arthur C Mellette, one of Taylor's
bondsmen, are generally considered to be above reproach. Thus,
while Johnson's account of the incident may not be completely fac-
tual, it is valuable for the contemporary view it offers.

The inaugural ball was in progress at Pierre in 1895, and the follow-
ing day the state officers, including Gov. Charles H. Sheldon, were
to be inaugurated. United States Senator Richard ("Erank") Pettigrew
called me over and told me that the outgoing state treasurer, W. W.
Taylor, had absconded and would not be in the capital the follow-
ing day. I could not believe it possible until he had explained some
of the details.

Taylor was president of the Eirst National Bank at Redfield and
had served two terms as state treasurer. South Dakota's first. He had
been a man of fine character, but in four years he was ruined. Erom
an exemplary man of excellent habits he became a real rounder.
Spending money under the guise of business duty, he took much
time away from his business. He had an able and high-class staff
that included cashier Frank Humphrey, assistant Howard M. Bene-
dict (Taylor's wife's brother), and vice-president Charles Vinton.
Taylor became entangled with women and, in all, was under bad
influences for the entire period of his second term. Yet, he was con-
sidered wealthy in those days when people generally were in
moderate circumstances.

It has been stated that he loaned about $75,000 in state money
to his friends, and they were unable to pay him their obligations
when the time came to transfer funds to the new state treasurer.
On their advice, he then took all the state money he had and left
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the United States. The friends whom he had assisted by loans of
state funds were, most of them, his fellow state officers, and condi-
tions were just so they could not repay him. One of the state of-
ficers was Arthur C. Mellette, who was just retiring as governor, and
he owed Taylor $35,000, or nearly half of the state money he had
loaned. Taylor, accompanied by his wife's brother, left the country
from Chicago with all the state money, a total of $367,000. He was
away for about two years before his return.'"

I now go back to the conversation with Senator Pettigrew, which
had left me in a dazed condition. I was in the employ of several
line elevator companies who used the First National Bank of Red-
field as a concentration center for money to supply a large number
of their elevator stations daily throughout a large part of South
Dakota. I was also in the employ of the CNW, with William B. Ster-
ling, attorney for South Dakota, and at once I thought of the possi-
ble losses to our interests the following day. Earlier that day. Sterling
had told me that he had heard an awful secret, but after he assured
me that it did not concern me or our interests, I did not give the
matter much thought. In hearing Senator Pettigrew, however, I went
to my room, and when Sterling entered soon after, 1 said at once,
"I know your secret." i immediately communicated my fear of loss
to him, and we began a survey of what might happen. Finally, Ster-
ling said, "Tomorrowmy father will be the county treasurer of Beadle
County, and he may get a loss in some way."

In a few minutes, it was decided I would take an engine, if we
could so arrange, and go to Redfield and protect our interests at
the First National Bank. I went over to the station and called the
chief dispatcher and asked him for a small sixteen-cylinder engine
that was on a layover there for the trip to Redfield, a distance of
about 175 miles. I asked the train dispatcher to send a special
messenger and have Sterling's father meet me at Huron, enroute
to Redfield. In thirty minutes I was on my way with a lone engineer
with orders for 136 miles to Huron. It was the seventh of January-
midwinter, cold, some heavy snow cuts to go through—and we had
our own time to make, as we had a clear track.

Upon our arrival at Huron at 5:10 A.M., Mr. Sterling met me. I hur-
riedly told him the story, and the engineer ran our engine down
to the shop and turned it. Sterling was not much concerned and

10. Taylor actually surrendered to state authorit ies less than six months later, on
21 )une 1895. C. Perry Armin , "A Slate Treasurer Defaults: The Taylor Case of 1895,"
South Dakota History 15 (Fall 1985): 184.
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told me frankly to tell his son he could take care of himself. Again,
we headed north to the junction and at 6:45 A.M. steamed into Red-
field. I told the engineer not to talk about the night's ride to anyone
and to have breakfast and sleep until I called him. I left word by
wire to the dispatcher to have the engine cared for, refueled, and
returned. I had shoveled coal constantly all night and was nearly
black, so I spent some time in washing myself and cleaning my
clothes as best I could in the old Foster House. Without breakfast,
I was at the bank at 8:45 A.M. waiting for it to open.

At the time he
defaulted, Walter

William Taylor owed
the state nearly

three hundred fifty
thousand dollars.

I was well acquainted with all the officers and had full authority
over all the company funds. I never gave any thought to having trou-
ble in taking up the money credited in the bank. When cashier Frank
Humphrey entered the bank, I followed him in a leisurely way, and
as he went behind the counter, I asked him what our balance was.
He went into the vault and returned with the ledger and said,
"$29,366.36." It was an unusually small amount. He asked, "Do you
want to draw?" and I replied, "No, I want to take the currency."
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I turned to the desk at the wall and wrote a check for the exact
amount and presented it to him. He had evidently not given much
attention to what I had said, but he took the check, looked at it,
and compared it with the book balance and said, "Do you want
it in currency or In exchange?" 1 replied, "In currency." He turned
toward the vault, hesitated, and returned and said, "What is the mat-
ter?" I said I wanted the money to use elsewhere. At this time, vice-
president Charlie Vinton came in and laid on the table a lot of let-
ters. Frank explained to him that I was withdrawing all the company
funds, and he in turn said, "Do you think the bank is not all right?"
Then he opened up the book and said, "You can see where we have
credits/' showing me the balances in Chicago, Minneapolis, and
other localities. I noted one from Minneapolis where First National
had a large credit in the Corn Exchange National Bank.

Meanwhile, Humphrey had picked up one of the letters that Vin-
ton had brought in. He gave a gasp and said, "For God's sake! Look
at this." Vinton read it aloud. It was from Taylor, who said, in brief,
"The men who owe me have failed, and I have to leave the country
until a settlement is made. Further, Frank, on account of your good
management, the First National Bank is not involved in anyway by
me, and it is one hundred percent sound." The entire matter was
now clear to the bank officers, and they placed a notice on the door
stating that the bank was closed until further notice. They then
turned to me and plied me with questions, but I knew little of the
details.

The bank opened on the main street, and the next room in the
rear was the director's room; the room adjoining the director's room
was the Western Union telegraph office. I passed through to the
telegraph office and wired the company as follows: "State treasurer
has absconded, and First National Bank of Redfield is closed. They
have $29,366.36 due us. They have a large credit in Corn Exchange
National Bank of Minneapolis you can attach. Signed A. C Johnson."

Because there was nothing more I could do, 1 went back through
the director's room in the bank and visited with the employees. They
were shocked and anxious to hear particulars. I heard Humphrey
incidentally remark to Vinton, "We shipped the currency to the First
National Bank of Pierre by express last night." I, like the others, was
endeavoring to secure information and returned to the telegraph
office expecting that there might be some more news, but none
came while I was there.

1 returned to the railroad office and reported and asked to have
the engine ready to leave for Pierre in forty-five minutes. I then went
to the hotel and woke up my engineer. We had our breakfast and
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at 12:10 RM. boarded the engine for our return. We received an order
just as we left to meet a lone engine eastbound at Broadland. As
we approached the station under control we met an engine that
had backed into the only siding there. The fireman was at the switch,
and he signaled to us to stop, so we came to a full stop opposite
the lone engine. We were surprised to see a banker from Pierre drop
to the ground and approach us.

The banker was Burton A. Cummings, cashier of the First National
Bank of Pierre. I hurriedly informed him of our failure, and he told
me he was on the same mission. I then remembered Humphrey
stating that the Redfield bank had made a shipment of currency
the day before to the First National Bank of Pierre. Cummings was
much pleased but wanted to proceed to Redfieid until I called to
his attention the fact that the bank was closed and there was nothing
he could do. Cummings had heard the report in Pierre after I had
left. He left on the regular eastbound passenger train, arriving at
Huron at eight in the morning. He at once chartered an engine to
make the trip to Redfield. After meeting us, Cummings returned
to Huron, gave up the crew he had been obliged to charter, and
got in touch by wire with Pierre to learn that his money had arrived
by express.

I returned by a crossover to the main line and with train orders
arrived at Pierre at 5:45 P.M. I was feeling bad about what seemed
an entire failure on my part. As a matter of fact, I had been suc-
cessful but did not know of it until about three weeks later. My
telegraph message had been received and at once an attachment
was made on the funds in the Corn Exchange National Bank at Min-
neapolis. The defendant was required to answer in ten days, but
in the excitement over the absconding state treasurer, the First Na-
tional Bank delayed defense action until it was too late. Thus, the
money was turned over to our company by order of the court on
a default.

Taylor had stated his bank's condition correctly in his letter to
cashier Frank Humphrey. The bank was liquidated and was found
to be entirely solvent and in no way involved in the state treasurer's
defalcation. As a matter of fact, our interest would have been paid
through the bank liquidation process, but the way it was handled
was thought to be the proper thing to do at the time.

On our return to Pierre, there was great excitement. The treasury
was empty, with no money to pay daily expenses. Legislative action
was at a standstill. Members of the legislature came unprepared to
act, and it gradually became known that the friends of the abscond-
ing treasurer had lobbied lawmakers with a view of in some man-
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ner effecting a settlement with the state. I do not believe the lobby
was for the purpose of securing any concession in a monetary set-
tlement but to secure time and prevent, if possible, criminal action.
Charles Howard of Redfield, an intimate friend of Taylor, was elected
speaker of the House, and it was never considered that he knew
anything about Taylor's affairs. He was one of Taylor's bondsmen,
a reputable and talented attorney, and he served his term as speaker
without any criticism. Coe I. Crawford of Pierre was attorney general,
and he commenced legal activities to protect the state. To the credit
of the South Dakota Legislature, everything was done with dignity
and in a proper manner.

All of Taylor's properties in the state had been attached, as was
the property of his bondsmen. It was not possible for him to dispose
of any property under the circumstances. It was equally sure that
he had not anticipated the necessity for his default, as he had made
no effort to dispose of any of his holdings, many of which were
valuable. The attorney general eventually received word of Taylor's
desire to make a settlement on the best terms possible. The terms
finally agreed upon were entered into by Taylor and his friends more
or less as follows: Taylor was to transfer all of his real estate and
one hundred thousand dollars in cash to the state. The cash amount
was, without doubt, all the money he had left of the total he had
taken with him in his flight. After events proved that it was a fact,
the one thing that prolonged negotiations was the penalty.

Every effort was made to avoid a conviction. A man named Horner,
along with Col. R. W. Stewart, who was later chairman of the board
of the Standard Oil Company of Indiana, were attorneys for Taylor.
It was finally agreed that Taylor would plead guilty toan old statute
that had a maximum prison punishment of eighteen months. When
all arrangements were concluded, Taylor appeared in district court
and pleaded guilty under the statute provision in circuit court, judge
Loring E. Gaffey presided and gave Taylor the maximum sentence
of eighteen months in the state penitentiary at Sioux Falls.

There were many sad circumstances connected with his prison
term. Taylor had a host of friends in Sioux Ealls, and a small number
who were not friendly. Nye Phillips, the warden of the prison, had
been a political friend and a personal friend. Many thought Taylor
might receive preferential treatment, but it was said that he was
treated the same as any other prisoner. Another sad thing was
Taylor's wife's loyalty. She leased a home near the prison and, as
often as the prison rules would permit, spent her entire time in
doing things for his comfort, in preparation for their future home-
making. In due time, his sentence ended. He had formerly lived
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in Lafayette, Indiana. Both he and his wife were from respectable
families. It was thought that they might return there, but they did
not do so.

Now comes another sad chapter and the beginning of the end.
Before his defalcation, many rumors were circulating that he had
entirely changed his habits from respectability to that of a drunkard
with bad associates. His name had been connected with a married
woman in Pierre. About the time of his conviction, the woman was
divorced from her husband and went to Kirksville, Missouri, to finish
a course in osteopathy. When Taylor was released, she was practic-
ing her profession with an office in Chicago. Almost at once upon
his release Taylor deserted his wife and married the other woman.
They made their home in Chicago, and his first wife returned to
their former home in Indiana. It was at this stage of the procedure
that a large number of his friends were shocked and deserted him.
They had formerly thought him honest but unfortunate. The treat-
ment of his loyal wife, however, they could not forgive.

I was then and later in Chicago as CNW passenger traffic manager,
and I met Taylor frequently. He was first engaged in the manufac-
ture of a part for a bicycle and made a failure of it. Next, he sold
stocks and bonds and, later, irrigation bonds in companies in
western states, but without success. When his second wife died and
his business efforts failed, he became very much a nuisance to his
friends in Chicago. Still later, and much to the surprise of those who
knew him and all of the circumstances, he remarried his first wife,
and they made their home In Chicago. During all this time, he kept
up his dissipated habits to the extent within his means. He was
sullen and, many times, abusive. His appearance gradually under-
went a great change. He was formerly a short man of normal weight,
but later he became exceedingly heavy and almost repulsive.

His end came without notice. He made a trip to New York and
was on the street, walking alone. Without warning, he fell to the
sidewalk and died immediately, among strangers. I look back on
W. W. Taylor's life as the highest evidence of an ill-spent life. If he
could have died twenty years before he did, his life would have been
as much a model as it was later a failure.

Politics and a Promotion

The year 1896 was another tumultuous one in South Dakota
politics. The issues of unlimited silver coinage and greater railroad
regulation produced an unusual alliance of Democrats, Free-Silver
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Republicans, and Populists. As chairman of the Republican state con-
vention at Aberdeen, Johnson had a front-row seat for a bitter fight
over the inclusion of a free-silver plank in the party platform, which
resulted in the defection of a number of delegates. A political con-
servative, Johnson advocated lower taxes and expressed contempt
for Populists and Progressives, believing their methods resulted in
"property confiscation." He continued to take an active role in South
Dakota politics until leaving the state in 1900.

Senator Pettigrew had been one of the first to adopt the free-silver
cause. He was up for election, and in the contest that followed, he
left the Republican party in a spectacular way. Pettigrew and his
friends were defeated in their efforts to dominate the state conven-
tion at Aberdeen and include in the platform a commitment to the
silver issue. His friends then publicly announced his withdrawal
from the party. Feelings on the floor were intense.

I was chairman of the convention. When the delegates became
quiet, I recognized Herbert Green, a prominent young attorney from
Sioux Falls, who announced that with the withdrawal of the senator,
the Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, the leading Democratic paper in the
state, would from that date be a Republican newspaper. The owners
of the paper had for a number of years been the main support of
the Democratic party in South Dakota. Pettigrew did not wait for
his friends to leave him. He refused to recognize all those who had
supported him loyally in the past and criticized them severely.

Alfred B. Kittredge, a state senator and former friend of Pettigrew,
then became a candidate for the United States Senate, and the con-
test commenced. Kittredge was a young Sioux Falls attorney with
a law degree from Yale University. The young Republicans of the
state and all who opposed Pettigrew strongly endorsed his can-
didacy. Kittredge was also Republican national committeeman, and
his success seemed assured. I was his personal friend and had sup-
ported him for committeeman at the Republican national conven-
tion. Before the election could be held. Sen. James H. Kyle was dead,
and Kittredge was appointed to succeed him. He was elected at the
end of the term for which he had been appointed and served as
chairman of the Oceanic Canal Committee in the Senate. He was
a great worker and an unusual senator of great influence. Former
governor Coe I. Crawford later defeated him.

I was active in all political matters, as so many of the wild ideas
underlying the reforms in those days were so fundamentally un-
sound they challenged thought and understanding. In Watertown,
prohibition was always an issue. The county was against prohibi-
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tion in its vote. When they had laws known as the county option,
saloons were operated openly, with local-option licenses. Such
establishments were then, to an extent, more restricted and super-
vised. Of course, there were those who, like today, were classed as
bootleggers. Then came statewide prohibition, which was enforced
arbitrarily. In watching its practical effect, I concluded that the local
option was preferable. Judged strictly on its effectiveness in pro-
moting temperance, statewide prohibition was a failure, for the non-
application of the law both increased liquor consumption and pro-
duced a disregard for the law.

For example, during statewide prohibition, there were in Water-
town twenty-nine federal government licensees selling liquor. When
high license, or the local option, went into effect, there were only
nine government licensees. Plainly, the number of places selling li-
quor had been reduced from twenty-nine unlawful places out of
sight to nine in sight under legal restrictions. Boys, inebriates, and
others who could be accommodated at the illegal, undercover
places were now excluded, and the regular, licensed operators were
interested in the suppression of the illegal traffic. If prohibition
would prohibit, I would be a prohibitionist, but it seems to me a
question of temperance in the final analysis.

In the fall of 1896, there was a bitter political contest between the
Republicans and a combination of Democrats and Populists over
the election of South Dakota's governor. Kirk G. Phillips, the retir-
ing state treasurer, was the Republican nominee, and Andrew E. Lee,
a merchant and livestock producer in Clay County, was thé
Democratic and Populist nominee. Lee was elected governor by a
majority of less than four hundred votes.

The Issue Lee raised against his opponent was the retention of
state funds, or the interest received on them, by Phillips during his
term as state treasurer. The treasurer received a salary of eighteen
hundred dollars annually and was heavily bonded. I do not know
that the claim was authoritatively or officially denied, but in later
years it continued as an issue. The fact that all preceding state
treasurers had followed the same procedure and treated the interest
on state funds as their personal funds was, I think, well understood.
Of course, that did not justify such action if the precedent was
illegal.

Successful litigation to recover the disputed funds was never ac-
complished. Years after, a bill was introduced in the state legislature
to begin action in court against Phillips's estate, but it was defeated
in the legislature. The controversy did serve the purpose of produc-
ing more protective legislation and a general knowledge of the low
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Andrew E. Lee,
a Norwegian immigrant,
was South Dakota's only
Populist governor.

salaries state officers received. For example, when South Dakota
became a state, the salary of the attorney general was fixed by the
constitution at one thousand dollars per year. Today, nearly fifty years
later, it remains the same. All attempts to change it have been un-
successful, as it requires an amendment to the constitution. Any
proposed change is jealously guarded against by voters who do not
understand that the change would be a reasonable advance, pro-
viding better service and economy in the conduct of the office.

Governor Lee was a good country merchant, honest and honor-
able, but he had poor counsel. A man named Marion L. Fox, who
came from Washington, D.C, got in Lee's good graces and practically
controlled him in much of the conduct of his office. Lee was elected
not on his record but on the bad record of state treasurer W. W.
Taylor, who had absconded with state funds. He was a radical, and
his anti-railroad actions assisted many in securing political success.
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As governor, Lee and other state officers comprised the State Board
of Assessment and Equalization, which regulated public service cor-
porations like railroads as well as express, telegraph, and telephone
companies. Lee believed the railroads were not paying their share
of taxes. This country merchant, whose accounting system consisted
of a daybook and ledger, went to Chicago in advance of the board
meeting to check up on the accounting department of the Chicago,
Milwaukee &.St. Paul Railway, which at that date had about eleven
thousand miles of track in the state. Calling on company president
Albert J. Earling, Lee made known his desire to audit their accounts,
explaining that his campaign had been based on what he would
do to the railroads when he was elected.

It required some time for Earling to comprehend just what Lee
was proposing, and the governor said that he wanted to cover the
books for the past two years. It was so entirely ridiculous that Earl-
ing was at a loss to know how to treat the request. He finally sent
for the chief accounting officer and asked him to grant the gover-
nor all his requests. It was about noon, and Lee declined an invita-
tion to lunch but said he would return at one o'clock, for he wanted
to finish the work as soon as possible.

Presumably, the president and accounting officer had a confer-
ence in the meantime. The governor met them promptly at one and
was escorted to the accounting department. As a preliminary, the
officer volunteered to escort the governor through the department
and subdivisions in their entirety. They had not progressed far
before they had viewed many hundred employees who were busily
engaged. Lee asked the chief officer his first question, "How many
clerks have you?" and then, "How many books have you?" The of-
ficer replied that he could not say but would get the information
for him. The governor proceeded on and finally, disgusted, said,
"How am 1 to know how to do your thousands of books?" The of-
ficer replied, "Here is all the information you requested, so help
yourself." The governor, in his embarrassment and disappointment,
pretended to be insulted. He then paid his respects to the Chicago,
Milwaukee & St. Paul Railway in a pronounced and discourteous
manner and left.

Later, at the meeting of the State Board of Assessment and Equal-
ization, the tax commissioner of the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul
was making his presentation, when the governor asked some ques-
tions and, in a very loud manner, disputed some of his statements.
Because the only people present were the board members and
about a dozen others, including the tax commissioners and attor-
neys of the railroads with mileage in the state. Lee's outburst ap-
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peared merely to be a rehearsal of a speech he intended for future
delivery. The tax commissioner replied, "If you do not want to ac-
cept my statements, Mr. Lee, you can examine our books in Chicago."
At that point, the governor exploded. Red in the face, he replied,
"You cannot insult me. They done it in Chicago. This is my state,
and they had better not send you here to insult me again!" None
of those present knewat that time about his trip to Chicago. I heard
the story from the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul tax commissioner.

Governor Lee's political advisor, Mr. Fox, finally married the gover-
nor's only child, who was an accomplished young woman. Their
married life ended later in a divorce. The governor had no further
use for either the advisor or the son-in-law. Lee returned to his home
and business and was no longer a factor in politics.

The election that followed was exceedingly bitter, and the legisla-
ture that convened in 1899 again agitated for moving the capital.

: ^ ^ ^ * , . ^ " ' " . ^ . •

Copyright © 1991 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Alex C. Johnson 429

as It had done in many previous sessions. There were so many other
interests of a factional nature, however, that the legislature adjourned
without action on that question.

I left Pierre at the close of the session in early March. Just before
my departure, I had received a communication from Marvin Hughitt,
the president of the Chicago & North Western Railway, asking me
to come to Chicago at my convenience. As I was not feeling well
on account of a siege with la grippe," and not thinking the matter
was terribly important, I went home to Watertown and did not get
to Chicago until 12 March.

When my wife and I arrived in Chicago and I met Mr. Hughitt,
we had a short but pleasant exchange of greetings. Later, in having

n. Influenza was commonly called "grippe," a reference to the way in which the
illness seized its victims suddenly.

The CNW had a vast
network of rails by 1900,
when Johnson became
general agent for South
Dakota and Minnesota.
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worked closely with him, I learned that he always conducted con-
ferences with full knowledge of the subject so that he was never
ata disadvantage. He studied in advance and knew exactly what he
intended to do, and he always came directly to the point.

"Mr. Johnson, I want your entire service with the Chicago & North
Western, and I want it permanently," he told me. "You will have the
title of general agent appointed by the president, and you will report
directly to me." He hesitated a moment before asking, "How much
revenue from all sources do you receive now? I would like to have
you estimate that and be in my office here at two o'clock this after-
noon. I will inform you then how much salary you will receive, and
we will discuss the details of your service."

The conference had not lasted more than fifteen minutes. I was
much surprised and, of course, pleased. I immediately began to con-
sider what I was earning and concluded that with my salary of twelve
hundred dollars as special agent and my other revenue sources, the
total might reach two thousand dollars per year. I wrote the total
on a slip of paper for ready reference and to give to Mr. Hughitt
with the statement that it was part actual and part estimated. He
never looked at the memorandum I handed him, stating simply that
my salary would be three thousand dollars per annum, plus ex-
penses. He continued, "Mr. Johnson, I would like you to be fully
satisfied at all times, as you and I will be associated for a long
number of years." Before I could reply, he called in his secretary
and said, "Make a voucher for Mr. Johnson for one thousand dol-
lars." He then asked if I had sent in my expense account from my
work in Pierre. The clerk handed it to him, and Mr. Hughitt told
his assistant to get the money for me. Then he picked up a circular
issue appointing me general agent, signed by himself. Finally, he
said, "Mr. Johnson, you will come to this office for everything you
want. Here is a copy of a letter I have written to J. M. Whitman,
general manager, and you will note that he is to provide anything
you request in the way of facilities, clerks, and offices." Mr. Hughitt
then suggested that I return home and study out what I might need.
He further stated, "I have circularized your headquarters at Water-
town, but your jurisdiction Is over the entire Chicago & North
Western Railway. When it is advisable to change your headquarters,
it will be done."

I then hurried to the hotel where my wife was waiting for me, and
I gave her the good news. She was greatly surprised, of course, but
also concerned in regard to our home and the question of whether
or not we would have to leave Watertown. We were both much at-
tached to our home and the people there. We discussed it all and
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went to dinner in a happy frame of mind. We were too excited to
eat much, and since our train, old 503, did not leave until late in
the evening, we walked the streets until nearly departure time.

Telegraphed messages of congratulations reached Johnson
throughout his two-day train trip home to Watertown, an indication
of the importance of the promotion to his career. Just one year later,
in May 1900, he received the transfer his wife had hoped would never
come. Johnson moved on to his new headquarters in Winona, Min-
nesota, leaving his family to finish the school year in Watertown.
Of his departure he later wrote, "I walked to the station alone the
morning I left. As I glanced along the platform, I recognized a num-
ber of acquaintances who spoke to me personally, and I knew that
I had the respect quite generally of the people of Watertown. Yet,
it was a strange manner of going away."

Ahead of Johnson lay thirty more years with the CNW, a period
in which he would distinguish himself as a manager and eventually
reach the position of company vice-president. In 1931, he again
returned to South Dakota to live. Here, he spent part of his last eight
years writing about the previous seventy, thus giving his family and
future readers a detailed record of the development of both the state
and the industry that helped to build it.
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