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Come to God's Country:
Promotional Efforts in
Dakota Territory, 1861-1889
KENNETH M. HAMMER

As late as 1869, Congressman James Ashley of Ohio argued
that Dakota was "worthless for agriculture, arid, and
grasshopper-ridden and that it must for a century at least be
Indian land."' While Dakota may not have been the last paradise
on earth, by 1869, Iowa, Minnesota, and Nebraska were all spending large sums of money to lure immigrants away from it.
Residents of other states, with lands still unoccupied, described
Dakota as a land of droughts and blizzards, with grasshoppers so
big that they dug potatoes right out of the ground. Iowa
newspapers called the territory that "barren, desolate. Godforsaken land of Dakota" and suggested to immigrants that settling in Iowa was preferable to the uncertainties of Dakota. With
these negative viewpoints to counteract, Dakota boosters undertook to attract settlers and develop the land by promoting it.^
The Yankton Press, an early newspaper, bemoaned the situation, saying: "The truth is we don't advertise enough. People
don't know anything about our magnificent country, our
1. Edna LaMoore Vf !í\áo, Dakota: An Informal Study of Territorial Days, 2d ed.
(Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Printers, 1936), p. 320.
2. Moses K. Armstrong, The Early Empire Builders of the Great West (St.
Paul, Minn.: E. W. Porter Co., 1901), pp. 148-52; Union and Dakotaian (Yankton), 21
Jan., 13 Feb. 1865; Vera Kelsey, Red River Runs North! (New York: Harper &
Bros., 1951), pp. 153-54.
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remarkably fine and healthy climate, our rich and productive
lands, and the thousand and one other advantages that we enjoy.
If we expect to do any business worth speaking of, in the way of
securing immigration to our borders, we must advertise."' Early
Dakotans took to advertising with a bold and unbounded enthusiasm, injecting a note of optimism into their promotional
statements. They pointed out that most of Dakota was a treeless
but fertile prairie and that these prairies saved time in planting
crops since there were no tree stumps to be cleared away. One advocate, more quotable than fundamental, remarked: "You men
from Michigan and Illinois, from Iowa and other states in that
God-forsaken latitude, where one-half of the year you are alternately freezing and thawing and wading in mud up to your ears,
and the other half feeding yourselves quinine
Come to God's
country where the pure northwind imparts vigor to the system
and disease is scarcely known. Come where you can get land
without money and without price. Land that when you tickle it
with the plow . . . laughs with its abundance."* Even when
drought threatened crops in 1864, undaunted promoters assured
would-be immigrants that while grass was not so abundant as the
year before, it was still growing and sufficient to make cattle
"sleek and round with joy." Prospective settlers were further informed that "the difference in the effect of a drouth in the
Missouri valley and the old States, arises from the vast superiority of our soil. We have no hard-pan or compact clay bed lying near
the surface, that is able to establish a total non-intercourse between the plant root and the moisture that is always found
below."'' Even if the drought were to persist, then, all would he
well in Dakota, and promotion continued.
Territorial officials were among Dakota's first promoters.
Surveyor General George Hill, in his first report to the secretary
of the interior, mentioned the favorable soil and climate, and on
visits to his Michigan home, he consistently praised Dakota's advantages. In 1863, he declared that "what Dakota needs most, and
first, is an addition to her population of active, substantial men,
coming here to aid in developing the immense natural
agricultural resources of this country, and I shall endeavor not to
be behind my associates in office in extending to all those en3. Yankton Press, 6 Dec. 1871.
4. Marc M. Cleworth, "Twenty Years of Brown County Agricultural History,
1880-1899," South Dakota Historical Collections 17 (1934):26.
5. Weekly Dakota Union (Yankton), 21 June 1864.
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gaged in that laudable enterprise, a full and fair proportion of any
official patronage under my control."' When, in the winter of
1863, the Free Homestead Association of Central New York
planned to settle some of its members on western lands. Governor Newton Edmunds wrote to the members, and George Hill and
Walter Burleigh, Yankton Indian agent, visited the prospective
settlers and persuaded about sixty families to settle in Dakota in
the spring of 1864. In 1866, Moses K. Armstrong, a member of the
territorial council, brought out his promotional History and
Resources of Dakota, Montana, and Idaho. George Batchelder,
territorial secretary, had so many inquiries about the area by
1870 that he prepared and mailed a fifty-six-page pamphlet, A
Sketch of the History and Resources of Dakota Territory, to
answer questions.'
The territorial government lagged behind its officials in attempting to attract homesteaders, and Governor William Jayne
in his first address to the legislature advised members of their
responsibility, "by the exercise of just, wise, and judicious
legislative action, to invite and enourage immigration."' In 1863,
Governor Newton Edmunds, without success, recommended that
the legislature memorialize Congress for an allowance of $1,000
to be put at the disposal of three commissioners of immigration.
The early gubernatorial addresses, while unproductive with the
legislature, were highly laudatory of Dakota's assets and were
often printed in English, Norwegian, and German for distribution
as promotional material. Finally, a legislative committee in
January 1867 published a promotional booklet. The Resources of
Dakota, for dissemination in eastern states.'' All of these various
6. Dakotian (Yankton), 10 Nov. 1863.
7. Herbert S. Scbell, Dakota Territory during the Eighteen Sixties, Govern
mental Research Bureau Report no. 30 (Vermillion: University of South Dakota,
1954), pp. 23-24, 26; Dakotian, 12, 19 May, 10 Nov., 8 Dec. 1863 and 9 Feh., 31 May
1864; Weekly Dakota Union, 21 June 1864; George W. Kingsbury, History of
Dakota Territory, and George Martin Smith, ed.. South Dakota: Its History and Its
People, 5 vols. (Chicago; S. J. Clarke, 1915), l;331-34; Doane Robinson, South
Dakota. "Sui Generis, " Stressing the Unique and Dramatic in South Dakota
History, 3 vols. (Chicago: American Historical Society, 1930), l;530; Waldo, Dakota,
p. 321; Union and Dakotaian, 24 Mar., 7 Apr. 1866 and 8 Sept. 1870; YanktonPress,
30 Nov. 1870. The Armstrong and Batchelder publications were reprinted by
Hippie Printing Company of Pierre, South Dakota, in 1928.
8. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 1:199.
9. Dakotian, 8 Dec. 1863; Union and Dakotaian, 26 Jan. 1867; Harold E. Briggs,
Frontiers of the Northwest- A History of the Upper Missouri Valley (New York: D.
Appleton-Century Co., 1940), p. 377.
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efforts had some results, and by 1874, Governor John Pennington
noted that "the increase of population, especially by immigration
from Europe . . . has been quite large, and a constant stream is
still flowing i n . . . . This immigration should be encouraged by all
the means within our power."'"
Most of these new immigrants who came to Dakota were also
zealous promoters, and many of them sent back glowing reports
to their friends in the eastern states. Often they emphasized the
economic inducements to settle in the territory, the abundance of
low-cost land, the productivity of the soil, the availability of
transportation and communication through the railroads. Corre-

The first capitol of Dakota Territory, built in 1862-1863, was a humble
structure, reflecting the low population and limited financial resources
of the territory and illuminating the legislature's reluctance to spend money on
promotioTL This 1866 photograph may also contain a representative
sample of early Dakota promoters.

spondents often encouraged the poor of the eastern states to
migrate to Dakota and start a new life." Newspapers asked these
early settlers to "send us letters descriptive of your various
localities" in order to "keep the ball rolling.""
10.
11.
Daily
12.

Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2;1000.
Union and Dakotaian, 6, 20 Mar., 24 Apr., 8 May 1869. See also
Press and Dakotaian, 11 June 1874.
Union and Dakotaian, 20 Mar. 1869.

Yankton
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Newspapers, in general, played a large part in the early immigration activities. The Dakota Land Company at Sioux Falls published the first newspaper, the Dakota Democrat, in 1859 purely
to promote the area. Newspapers with the same purpose increased in numbers, printing weekly columns of promotional material. As early as 1861, the Weekly Dakotaian in Yankton was
publishing a long series of articles on Dakota's resources, and
hardly an issue of a territorial paper did not contain some advertisement of a townsite company, of a railroad, or of agricultural
land.'^ When explorer and geologist Ferdinand V. Hayden visited
the territory on a field study in 1866, Governor Andrew Faulk encouraged him to write and describe the Black Hills. His response,
called the Golden Letter (because it claimed the Hills held gold,
silver, and gypsum), was published in the Union and Dakotaian in
Yankton and was copied by newspapers throughout the United
States, awakening a favorable image of Dakota in seaboard
states.'*
The frontier army and the Indians were discouraging gold
seekers, however, and, ultimately, farmers were far more important to the territory. The Union and Dakotaian ran this telling ad
in 1869: "WANTED IMMEDIATELY.-Twenty thousand Farmers to
know that Dakota has millions of acres of the finest Farm Lands
in the country, which she proposes to give away to actual
settlers."" The Dakota Pantagraph, a Sioux Falls paper, in 1873
began a column in the Norwegian language for the benefit of
foreign farmers. The Dakota Siftings of Minnewaukan brought
out an immigration issue of ten thousand copies in 1885. The
Fargo Times of 1 January 1879 published a forty-thousand-copy
edition devoted entirely to immigration interests in the Red
River Valley. It included a map showing the Northern Pacific
railroad from Duluth to Puget Sound and two illustrations of
harvesting and threshing on the bonanza farms near the Red
River."
These newspapers provided excellent supplementary reading
for the numerous brochures and other free publications that were
13. Weekly Dakotian, 20, 27 June, 6, 13, 20, 27 July 1861. See also Dakotian, 12
May 1863; Union and Dakotaian. 29 June 1867 and 20 Mar., 24 Apr., 8 May 1869.
14. Union and Dakotaian, 20 Oct., 22 Dec. 1866 and 9, 23 Feb.. 2, 9,16 Mar. 1867.
15. Ibid., 24 Apr. 1869.
16. Fargo Times. 28 Dec. 1878; Waldo, Dakota, pp. 322-28, 379; L. G. Ochsenreiter, History of Day County from 1873 to 1926 (Mitchell, S.Dak.; Educator Supply
Co., 1926), p. 35. See also Medicine Valley Times (Blunt). 15 Feb. 1883; Dakota Immigration Journal ( Woonsocket), July 1887; Union and Dakotaian, 20 Mar., 24 Apr.

1869; Yankton Press. 8 Mar., 27 Sept. 1871; Yankton Daily Press andDakotaian. 10
Aug. 1875.
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being produced. Reflecting the day-to-day development of the territory, newspapers had an influence that propaganda prepared
expressly for free distribution could not exert. Nevertheless, promotional publications proliferated. The Fargo Chamber of Commerce published The Red River Valley, The Great Wheat Lands,
and Fargo, the Metropolis of the Northwest in 1881. Not to be
outdone, the Jamestown Board of Trade issued a booklet recounting the advantages of the James River Valley in 1883. The
Burleigh County Pioneers Association distributed two thousand
copies of Linda Slaughter's pamphlet The New Northwest—A
History of Bismarck and Vicinity and kept two secretaries busy
for two years sending out literature and answering inquiries from
abroad."
Fairs and expositions also attracted prospective settlers, and
local groups were quick to see their value as a promotional tool.
The Yankton County Agricultural Society sponsored a territorial
fair in 1875. In order to attract immigrants, railroads were encouraged to contribute to the promotion by offering excursion
rates to the fair. The first fair in Minnehaha County was held in
1874, and the first Sioux Falls Exposition in 1882 was so successful it was held annually for years, bringing publicity to the area.
Vermillion in Clay County held a territorial fair in 1878, and by
1880, fairs in the eastern parts of the territory had become
regular events."
While local communities were actively seeking immigrants, the
territorial legislature recognized the need for a centralized effort
as well. Newton Edmunds, who had asked earlier for an appropriation, recommended the creation of an immigration bureau in
1865. The legislature authorized him to appoint an immigration
agent, but made no provision for salary or expenses. Edmunds appointed Carl Meyer of Yankton in 1866, and Meyer, on a visit to
his native Denmark, induced some forty people to settle in
Dakota." The next immigration officials were appointed by
17. Yankton Press. 28 Feb. 1872; Union and Dakotaian, 6 Mar. 1869; Yankton
Daily Press and Dakotaian, 12 Mar., 11 June 1874; Clement A. Lounsberry, Early
History of North Dakota: Essential Outlines of American History (Washington,
D.C: Liberty Press, 1919), p. 540: William H. Russell. "Promoters and Promotion
Literature of Dakota Territory," South Dakota Historical Collections 26 (1952);445.
18. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian. 10, 21 Aug. 1875; Charles A. Smith, A
Comprehensive History of Minnehaha County, South Dakota: Its Background, Her
Pioneers, Their Record of Achievement and Development (Mitchell, S.Dak.:
Educator Supply Co., 1949), p. 84; Briggs, Frontiers ofthe Northwest, pp. 556-57.
19. Union and Dakotaian. 17 Mar., 16 June 1866: Robinson, South Dakota. 1:287;
Herbert S. Schell, "Official Immigration Activities of Dakota Territory," North
Dakota Historical Quarterly 7 (1932):5: Russell, "Promoters and Promotion " p
435.
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B LUE BLANK'ET VALLEY!
Reached byway

Lebanon, Potter County, Dakota.
Openings for Business Men !
CHOICE LANDS AT EEA80NAB1E PRICES !

CQOD WAfERS AH ABUHDAKCÊOMT
THE CRQPS Inlhie Valley have always been good. The farmers are thrlftv and although tho valley has only been settled
Com, Wheat, O a l i . Barley and Potatoes give good yields,
as ourlfamters will testify. All kinds of:Uve Stock can be
raised here to good advantage and profit.
Hay--Rangeand Water, abundant.

RAJLROÀPSISCHOO^
Nota IHenoralimb has been lost by frost or storm In Potteri
'=°""'""" ""•'"•
X. .
3

TOWNOFIEBANON! '
Is Twelve kweeks old,

PLAIN FACTS

and Although settled late In the fall, has 30 business houses,
Lebanon Is surrounded by a flfst-dasssettlDment. From
Its principal atreel you can see wilh the nakod eye over I3Q
farm houses. In no part of Dakota will you find a more prosperous lot o ' farmers.
not afraid of competition, and guarantee you a business Op-

-r=-ABOUT

^G°°<I Wat«"- '""' be Qbtalned bif DiSSinS F I » » » Fccl-W-

A GOOD OPENINC FOR A FLOURING MILL.

FERTILE LANDS,
ITS WONDERFUL CROPS,

best trading point In Potter countv. It you have energy arid
business ablMty with a Utile capital, you cen be sure of a snug
cosy business right here
Your Investment need not be large, but II >vUI be safe. Mcr~
chants, llvei^ men, mechanics, harness fnakers, sF>oc n^ak*
ers and professional m<?n are Invlied to come and see thia
The hardships of pionecrllfe are largely past. The country
has been tested. It shows for lts«l(. Come and heipuabulld
a town. No matter what your business, trade or occupation,
you will find a fair ctianc^ here. Oon^t expect too much, bu^
anon. YQU can cet prices and terms that are reasonable.

'TS INEXHAUSTIBLE

RESOURCES,

CHAS, W. SSÄEIOHT, Town SiteA^ent,

THE P.VSSEXfi Ri: DEl'-\ E; r

/HICÍGCMILWAUKEESST.PAUL RAILWAY.
^i. Pender, ar.d-Go

A sampler of Dakota promotional
literature includes a broadside (above!
from a town-site agent, a railroad
booklet (left), and an eighty-page
discussion of Huron (top left).

|
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James Foster,
Commissioner of Immigration

Governor John Burbank in 1869, when James Foster became commissioner of immigration. Foster, the secretary and organizer of
the Free Homestead Association of Central New York, had
become a prominent land speculator, merchant, and educator in
Dakota since his arrival in 1864. Visiting the eastern states in
January 1870, he distributed materials to prospective homesteaders, and in July 1870, he published a promotional volume
with the short title of Outlines of the History of the Territory of
Dakota and Emigrant's Guide to the Free Lands of the Northwest. Later in 1870, while visiting Illinois and Wisconsin, Foster
addressed audiences of easterners, encouraging them to come
west.^° In addition to Foster, Governor Burbank appointed Frank
Bem and John Pope Hodnett as immigration officials. Bem had
been advance agent for some five hundred Bohemian families and
was successful in settling Bohemians in southeastern Dakota.
Hodnett, with all the enthusiasm of an Irishman, favored moving
the Irish from eastern cities to Dakota settlements. He wrote
many articles for Chicago newspapers, but his dream of an Irish
20. Union and Dakotaian, 8 Sept., 4,10, 25 Nov., 1, 15 Dec. 1870; YanktonPress,
30 Nov. 1870; Briggs, Frontiers of the Northwest, pp. 444-45; Russell, "Promoters
and Promotion," p. 436.
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colony did not materialize." Foster, Bem, and Hodnett served
without salaries or formal expense allowances.
Finally, in 1871, the legislature created the Bureau of Immigration with James Foster as commissioner, granting him an expense allowance of $500 for "preparing and circulating information concerning . . . Dakota and inducing immigration thereto."''''
The next legislature granted the commissioner a salary of $400.
During 1871 and 1872, Foster distributed 2,372 copies of his
emigrant's guide and 5,000 pamphlets in a Scandinavian
language. From 1871 to 1874, he made additional visits to the
East, seeking capital and settlers for the territory." Regarding
the success of his tours, the newspapers reported that "the lack
of railroad facilities has always been the most powerful drawback
to all efforts to induce people to Dakota, and hundreds of comparatively wealthy men of various pursuits, have in conversation
with Mr. Foster during his eastern visits, assured him that they
would visit Dakota with a view to settlement and investment
whenever they could come in on a railroad."" This lack of
railroads was one of the major obstructions to mass immigration,
but it would soon be remedied, and the railroads would also
become avid Dakota boomers by the mid-1870s.
As Foster's tenure as commissioner drew to a close in 1874, territorial residents were beginning to express resentment of
Yankton's dominance of the immigration office. Foster, therefore,
recommended that tbe Bureau of Immigration be replaced by a
board composed of members from various parts of Dakota. The
legislature followed his recommendation and created a five-man
Board of Immigration, which provided for an elected superintendent and commissioner and three appointed commissioners from
judicial districts. The legislature included an annual appropriation of $800 for the superintendent's salary and $3,000 for board
members' expenses in 1875 and 1876."
The elected superintendent, Fred J. Cross of Sioux Falls,
promptly published two booklets. The Free Lands of Dakota and
21. Union and Dakotaian, 17 July, 14 Aug., H Sept., 4, 25 Nov. 1869; Yankton
Press, 24 Aug. 1870 and 10 Apr. 1872; Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory,
l;530-31; Robinson, SouM Dakota, 1;524.
22. Russell, "Promoters and Promotion," p. 438.
23. Ibid.; Yankton Press, 25 Feb., 22 Jan. 1873; Briggs. Frontiers of the Northwest, pp. 444-45.
24. Yankton Press, 28 Feb. 1872.
25. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 3, 24 Dec. 1874 and 14 Jan. 1875;
Russell, "Promoters and Promotion," pp. 439-40; Briggs. Frontiers of the Northwest, p. 446; Sehell, "Official Immigration Activities," p. 17.
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Dakota Territory As It Is. In 1875, the board distributed fifty-five
hundred publications in English, six thousand in German, and
seven thousand in Norwegian. In 1876, they dispensed a total of
twelve thousand pamphlets and ten thousand circulars. To assist
them with this outpouring of information, the board members obtained the aid of county agents, who reported local conditions,
distributed literature, and answered letters of inquiry. In addition. Superintendent Cross collected samples of Dakota farm
products —seven-pound turnips, two-pound potatoes, and other
oddities —and toured Illinois and Wisconsin, exhibiting the products and disseminating literature at fairs."'
The board also approved the sending of three board members
to eastern states at a salary of two dollars per day plus expenses.
Two of these special agents, J. M. Wahl and Jacob Brauch, spent a
great deal of time traveling in 1875. Wahl went to Iowa, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, distributing pamphlets in English, Norwegian, and German. He also met shiploads of Scandinavians in
Quebec and Montreal, persuading some of them to visit Dakota.
On his return trip, he stopped in Saint Paul to arrange special rail
fares for immigrants. Jacob Brauch, who as a private immigration
agent had previously convinced a number of Mennonites to settle
in Dakota, now worked in Chicago, Philadelphia, and New York to
26. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 12, 26 May, 28 June, 19 July, 7, 24, 26
Aug., 1,9, 23,27 Sept., 5,12, 21 Oct. 1875 and 27 Apr. 1876; Russell, "Promoters and
Promotion," p. 440; Briggs, Frontiers ofthe Northwest, p. 446; Schell, "Official Immigration Activities," p. 19.

The Dakota Southern Railroad entered Dakota in 1872, heralding the
end of the transportation problems that had
troubled promoters and immigrants alike.
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induce others of that faith to come to the territory as well. Railroad agents kept him informed about immigrant arrivals, and his
activities brought many Russian-Germans to the territory."
In 1876, the board exhausted its allowance early in the year,.
and when members asked for additional appropriations, they
came under fire from newspapers and legislators. Newspaper
editors and others were suspicious of the eastern travels and expense accounts of the agents, and many territorial representatives were from counties where people had already settled extensively, and they wanted to end promotional work. Governor
John Pennington recommended that the unwieldy board be abolished and a commissioner's office with increased appropriation
for pamphlets and agents be established. The legislature was
unable to agree on any program, but it did repeal the existing immigration legislation, leaving Dakota without an official promotional agency until 1885.^"
From 1877 to 1885, steamship companies, land speculators, railroads, communities, and private individuals all encouraged investment and immigration. Railroads were by far the most aggressive Dakota promoters during this time. The extension of
railroad lines into Dakota in the mid and late 1870s provided easy
transportation to immigrants. Railroads immediately began to
boom the area, aware that their wealth depended on the wellbeing of the territory. With severe competition from other
western railroads who wanted the immigrant to settle along their
routes, Dakota's railroads had to fight for their share of the
traffic. Cash fares as well as the money received from the sale of
railroad lands were necessary to the lines, and the immigrant,
after he settled along the right of way, could be expected to
further increase a railroad's profits by shipping his farm products
on its rails. Consequently, the advertisements of the railroads
were so widespread that millions of people in Europe as well as
the United States learned about Dakota and its opportunities."
27. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 14, 26 May, 9. 12 July, 7, 11.13 Aug., 30
Apr., 21 Sept., 22, 26. 28 Oct. 1875; Schell, "Official Immigration Activities," p. 19;
Russell, "Promoters and Promotion," p. 441; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 1:710, 852-53.
28. Russell, "Promoters and Promotion," pp. 441-42; Dakota Pantograph, 4 Dec.
1878 and 12 Feb. 1879: Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 13 Aug. 1875, 27 Apr.
1876, and 11, 13 Jan. 1877; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 1:853-54. See
also Schell, "Official Immigration Activities." p. 20.
29. Robert E. Riegel, The Story of the Western Railroads from 1S5S through the
Reign of the Giants (1926; reprint ed., Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, Bison
Books, 1964), pp. 231-32. 279-80.
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The railroads cooperated closely with the territory's Bureau of
Immigration, when it existed, and filled the bureau's need for
literature that described specific locations. Politically, the bureau
had to describe Dakota as a whole, while the railway publications
could concentrate on the lands along specific routes. Railway
agents further aided the public effort by answering inquiries and
distributing the bureau's literature.'" The entry of the railroads,
bringing greater publicity and easy transportation, coupled with
good crops from 1878 to 1885 and the Black Hills gold rush," produced the Great Dakota Boom, and capital and people flowed into
the territory in amazing numbers from 1878 to 1887."
The railroads employed a variety of promotional tactics. When
Jay Cooke, an eastern banker, took financial charge of the
Northern Pacific in the early 1870s, the road set up its own land
committee and bureau of immigration with offices in the East and
Europe. Pamphlets describing "Jay Cooke's banana belt" were
distributed widely, and agents helped prospective settlers with
financial aid, through-tickets from Europe, and reduced fares.
Other lines quickly saw the advantages of these policies and instituted similar ones. Railroad lands often sold for two to ten
dollars an acre, and rebates were given for land-breaking. Reception houses were built at Fargo and other cities, especially along
the Northern Pacific route, to serve as free, temporary homes for
immigrants.'^ When a depression began in 1873, the Northern
Pacific suspended road construction at Bismarck, but railroad
bondholders experimented with wheat farming in the Red River
Valley (under the direction of Oliver Dalrymple in the late 1870s)
and were immensely successful, illustrating beyond doubt the
agricultural potential of the region. These bonanza farms kindled
favorable publicity, encouraging thousands of settlers to grow
30. Dakota Territory, Department of Immigration and Statistics, First Biennial
Report of the Commissioner of Immigration and Statistician to the Governor,
1SS5-S (Bismarck, 1886), pp. 6, 16; Riegei, Western Railroads, p. 279; Russell, "Promoters and Promotion." p. 448.
31. See Briggs, Frontiers of the Northwest, pp. 293-94 and 411-29, for a detailed
discussion of population figures and the causes and effects of the Great Dakota
Boom.
32. Riegel, Western Railroads, pp. 279-81; Theodore C. Biegen, Minnesota; A
History of the State (Minneapolis; University of Minnesota Press, 1963), pp. 304-6.
*Editor s Note; An upcoming issue of South Dakota History will feature an article by Watson Parker on the promotional activities of Black Hills mining companies
and other boomers of that region.
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A pioneer cabin on the Red River of the North, 1S70, tells its OMÍ!
tale of the bleakness and hard work that confronted immigrants in
God's country. But endurance and industry would bring results hy the
end of the decade.

"Dakota No. 1 Hard Wheat." In the next decade, "bonanza farming" and "Dakota No. 1 Hard" would be household phrases in the
United States and Europe, and the Dakota Boom would be at its
height.»
After the depression of the 1870s, Henry Villard, who had
taken over the Northern Pacific, reorganized the immigration activities of the line. A European central office was set up in Liverpool, and local offices were established in eighty-three cities in
England, Scotland, and Wales. In 1883, the number of local agents
increased, with 20 operating in London, 689 in other English
cities, and 122 in Scotland and Ireland. There were 124 offices
established in Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Holland, Switzerland,
and Germany. Agents distributed posters, maps, and cards,
advertised in newspapers, displayed grain samples, and attended
agricultural fairs and stock and grain markets, A general European agent visited ports in Norway, Denmark, and northern Ger33. Briggs, Frontiers of the Northwest, pp. 511-12; Russell, "Promoters and Promotion," pp. 447-48; Howard R. Lamar, Dakota Territory, 1861-1889: A Study of
Frontier Politics (New Haven, Conn.; Yale University Press, 1956), p. 191.
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many to make travel arrangements for emigrants to the United
States and on to the cities along the Northern Pacific route. The
company employed 955 agents who met immigrants on their arrival in this country. Committees of farmers and agents of
various nationalities were brought to New York for trips over the
railroad lands so that they could report back to prospective
settlers."
This excursion tactic was used by numerous railroads in
various ways. As early as 1871, the Northern Paciflc, in an attempt to sell stocks and bonds, had funded the journey of fifty
newspaper correspondents to the Red River Valley. A combined
venture of several lines in 1880 extended excursion rates of a
cent a mile to potential settlers who wanted to inspect the
promised land, and these excursions brought results.^' In
November 1880, as many as six thousand visitors a day took advantage of this special rate, prompting the Dakota Pantagraph to
report that "while the season is not the best for sight seeing, the
mammoth excursions will result in adding several hundred to
Dakota's population.""
While the big, powerful railroads, like the Northern Pacific and
the Great Northern, promoted Dakota on a grand scale, smaller
roads also published circulars and pamphlets, making their bid
for a share of the traffic along their routes. In 1872, the Dakota
Southern (which put its rails into the territory above Sioux City
in 1872-1873) commissioned John Brennan, city editor of the
Sioux City Journal and one of Iowa's immigration officers, to produce The Conditions and Resources of Southern Dakota, Prospective Trade and Travel on the Dakota Southern Railroad, a publication typical of those produced by the small roads. The St. Paul
& Sioux City line hired Chicago artist L. C. Early to make water
color and charcoal sketches of the Big Sioux River and Sioux Falls
for its illustrated promotion literature."
34. James B. Hedges, Henry Villard and the Railways of the Northwest (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1930), pp. 126-28; Russell, "Promoters and
Promotion," p. 448.
35. Yankton Press, 26 July 1871; Riegel, Western Railroads, pp. 125, 282; Russell
Blakeley, "Opening of the Red River of the North to Commerce and Civilization,"
Collections of the Minnesota Historical Society 8 (1898);63; Dakota Pantagraph, 17
Nov. 1880.
36. Dakota Pantagraph, 17 Nov. 1880.
37. Yankton Press, 26 June, 21 Aug., 4 Dec. 1872; Dakota Pantagraph, 6 Aug.
1879; Briggs, Frontiers of the Northwest, p. 450; Sehell, "Official Immigration Activities," p. 9.
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Big or small, railroads directed their advertisement primarily
at farmers, but the potential townsite settler and others were not
neglected. An 1883 Northern Pacific Railroad circular offered the
"Best Wheat Lands, Best Farming Lands, Best Grazing Lands in
the world.... FREE TO ALL" and promised ready markets for
farmers' crops, "The United States Government is . . . a large
purchaser of the products of Dakota and Montana for use at the
various military posts, which gives an excellent market for oats,
hay and provisions." But the flyer also explained that "there are
spiendid openings in this new and rapidly developing country for
carpenters, blacksmiths, shoemakers, harnessmakers, and
workers at all other trades." Information on schools and churches
was included as well as reports on hunting, fishing, and health
resorts, and foreigners were assured that they could meet fellow
countrymen all along the route of the Northern Pacific."
In addition to publications, railroads used other means to
display the richness of the Great Plains. The Northern Pacific
line collected fruit, grain, soil, and minerals along its right of way
and shipped them to the Vienna World's Fair in 1873. An immense ten-by-forty-two-foot chart, showing the coal and gold
deposits and timber lands along the route, accompanied the
display. Flattery was included as an inducement to potential German emigrants at the fair when the railroad changed the name of
Edwinton, the town at its Missouri River crossing, to Bismarck in
honor of the German chancellor. When Governor Nehemiah G.
Ordway became favorably impressed with the agricultural potential of the territory in 1880, the Northern Pacific placed a baggage car at his disposal. Fitting the car with an exhibit of Dakota
farm products, the new governor took the car to New Hampshire,
the Massachusetts State Fair in Boston, and other New England
locales. James J. Hill's Great Northern Railroad also carried exhibits of bumper Dakota crops and distributed pamphlets claiming that the treeless prairie could support settlers and produce
fabulous farm products.» In the fall of 1884, the Milwaukee Road
(Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railroad) fitted a passenger car
38. Rand McNally 's Pioneer A tlas of the American West (Chicago; Rand McNal^39 'Yankton Pres's^l May 1873; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory,
2:1121-22; Stanley Murray, "Railroads and Agricultural Development of the Red
River Valley of the North, 1870-1890," Agricultural History 31 (Oct. 1957);63-66;
Russell, "Promoters and Promotion," p. 448. See also James F. Hamburg.
"Railroads and the Settlement of South Dakota during the Great Dakota Boom,
1878-1887," South Dakota History 5 (Spring 1975);176-77.
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Glamorized pastoral scenes were featured in many promotional
booklets, but promoters were noticeably careful to include
a railroad or steamboat somewhere within these portraits of rural towns. A Chicago, Milwaukee &
St. Paul train can be seen in the left center
of this 1883 version of Mitchell Davison
County, Dakota.
Another popular illustration was the
Dakota harvest scene. Again, the smoke
of a locomotive forms part of the
background.
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with an elaborate display of farm products gathered from all over
the territory, with the notable contribution of a 185-pound squash
from Lincoln County. The exterior of the car was painted with a
Dakota harvest scene and other landscapes. Under the care of
William E. Powell, general immigration agent for the road, the
exhibit toured the Midwest, the East, and eastern Canada before
becoming part of the Dakota display at the New Orleans Cotton
Exposition and World's Fair."
While railroads were Dakota's primary promoters from 1877 to
1885, territorial officials and citizens staged their greatest promotion effort in 1884-1885. When the Milwaukee Road's special
car of Dakota products rolled into New Orleans in December
1884, it became a commendable but small part of the Dakota exhibit at the fair. Territorial residents had raised $40,000 to fund
the six-montb-long exhibit, and it contained everything from "a
genuine buffalo and elk skin tepee, with an Indian family abiding
in it" to a "lofty pyramid of hay, surmounted by a mammoth
stuffed ox."" This extravaganza was the most ambitious promotional project undertaken by Dakota boosters. Governor Ordway
had appointed Alexander McKenzie of Bismarck as commissioner
in charge of the exhibit, and McKenzie's plea for funds included
this rationale: "The people of Dakota have always felt a just pride
in their great territory, its resources and capabilities, and have
never lost an opportunity to present its superior advantages to
the world.... Probably the most successful method of attracting
the attention of settlers and investors, outside of personal efforts, has been through the medium of exhibits at various fairs
and exhibitions, where the products of the territory have been
brought in competition with those of other sections of the country. Attention has thus been attracted in a practical way, and
scoffers and doubters have been silenced when brought in contact
with actual results."" The exhibit definitely illustrated Dakota's
prosperity, but it probably also indicated boosters' concern about
the leveling off of immigration. For the Dakota Boom had peaked
by this time, and while immigration would continue, the numbers
would be fewer and free lands would be harder to give away." In
addition, the territory was now beginning to push strongly for
statehood, and such publicity could do no harm.
40.
41.
42.
43.

Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2;1370-72.
Ibid., pp. 1366-67.
Ibid.. p. 1363.
Ibid., pp. 1370-71.
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This early promotional lithograph 11887} adorned the walls
of barbershops and hotels.
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The territorial government, aware of the need to maintain
favorable advertising and harrassed with numerous inquiries for
statistics and information, also reestablished the Bureau of Immigration in 1885. Lauren W. Dunlap was appointed commissioner
and territorial statistician with a salary of $2,000. The bureau
received $4,000 for publication of promotional literature and
$2,800 for travel and clerical expenses. A pamphlet entitled
Dakota: "Behold, I Show You a Delightsome Land" wsiS produced
in 1885 as a souvenir for visitors to the Dakota exhibit at the New
Orleans World's Fair. Dunlap dispensed this publication and
began a monthly bulletin containing information on crops and
weather and progress reports on the statehood movement. From
April 1885 to November 1886, the bureau received over six thousand inquiries and sent out as many as two thousand letters and
one hundred fifty thousand bulletins, maps, newspapers, and
booklets.""
In 1887, Pattison F. McClure succeeded Lauren Dunlap as commissioner of immigration, and the bureau's appropriation was increased to $7,000. McClure enlarged the publication program and
published a 498-page book entitled Resources of Dakota, In addition, lithographs showing Dakota as a beautiful woman petitioning for statehood were designed and mailed out for display in
hotels, barbershops, and real estate offices. Frank H. Hagerty,
the next and last territorial commissioner, issued several publications, including a guide entitled The Year of Statehood, 1889:
Dakota, Official Guide, which contained information about the
new states of North and South Dakota."*
With statehood and division, the two parts of Dakota Territory
formed their own immigration departments. Commissioner
Hagerty and the Bureau of Immigration continued to function in
South Dakota, while North Dakota incorporated its promotional
activities within a department of agriculture."' In the three
decades after 1889, lands on the Indian reservations opened for
settlement at different times, and the promotional and immigration efforts of the state governments and the railroads continued
into the mid-1920s. In one sense, enticement of capital, trade, and
people into the two states has never ceased. Now, however, the
private and public entrepreneurs promote Dakota in the name of
tourism and industrial development rather than immigration.
44. Sehell, "Official Immigration Activities," pp. 21-22; Russell. "Promoters and
Promotion." pp. 442-43.
45. Sehell, "Official Immigration Activities," pp. 22-23; Russell. Promoters and
Promotion," p. 443.
46. Schel), "Official Immigration Activities." pp. 23-24.
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