
Archer B. Gilfillan and his skeepwagon

Copyright © 1982 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Dakota Images
Archer B. Gilfillan, South Dakota sheepherder and

author, was born in White Lake, Minnesota, in 1887. As
the son of an Episcopal clergyman, Gilfillan received a re-
fined upbringing and graduated Phi Beta Kappa from the
University of Pennsylvania in 1910. Gilfillan immediately
headed west and homesteaded in Harding County, South
Dakota. He acquired a sheep herd, but bad luck in simul-
taneous ventures put him out of business. He then left
South Dakota to spend three years at the Episcopal Semi-
nary in Chicago. After withdrawing from the seminary,
he returned to South Dakota and began working for
Alman H. Dean on the AD Ranch, which covered an area
of about nineteen square miles just west of Slim Buttes in
Harding County.

Even though isolated in a herder's wagon on the range,
Gilfillan's life, as reflected in both his personal diaries and
his humorous books, continued to be one of contrasts. Gil-
fillan's diaries, which span the years from 1924 to 1933,
contain the reflections of a lonely man in a stark world
and are particularly unusual because Gilfillan wrote the
entire 9,010 pages in cipher, which freed him to write in
total frankness. During this same period, Gilfillan also
wrote the light-hearted Sheep, a work that he considered
his main achievement in life. Published in 1929, Sheep is a
collection of reminiscences and picturesque descriptions
of the herder's vigorous outdoor existence. When sales of
the book did not bring him the financial independence he
expected, Gilfillan began lecturing and became well
known as a witty speaker. He also wrote articles for
magazines such as the Saturday Evening Post, Atlantic
Monthly, and Collier's,

In May 1932, Gilfillan lost the election for Harding
County treasurer, a job that he had hoped would enable
him to pay off his debts. One year later, he left the AD
Ranch and moved to Spearfish, where he wrote a book of
essays. In 1935, he began working as an editorial assist-
ant for the Federal Writers Project. Moving to Deadwood
in 1950, Gilfillan wrote a weekly column called "Reflec-
tions of a Herder," which was published in several state
newspapers. In 1953, he published a book of essays enti-
tled A Goafs-Eye View of the Black Hills.

On 16 December 1955, at sixty-nine years of age.
Archer B. Gilfillan died of a heart attack while walking
down Deadwood's Main Street.

by JEANNE KILEN ODE
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