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Widening Horizons at
the Turn of the Century:
The Last Dakota Land Boom^

HERBERT S.SCHELL

The return of favorable weather conditions following the severe droughts that had occurred between 1887 and 1894 —coinciding with the passing of the nationwide depression of the early
nineties — set off South Dakota's final land boom at the turn of the
century. The sale of surplus Indian lands on the Great Sioux
Reservation and the extension of railway lines across the Missouri were the major local factors that contributed to the rush of
settlers into the "west-river" country.
The area in the north-central section of the state east of the
Missouri, likewise, felt the impact of the boom conditions. This
region had endured the whole gamut of drought experience,
undergoing, as a result, significant changes in its economy. These
included, among other things, a definite shift from spring wheat
farming to stock raising and pronounced increases in the size of
farm holdings.' Such changes were particularly in evidence within the area comprising Hand, Hughes, and Hyde counties with
1. This article is an abridgement of a chapter from a manuscript in preparation
for a second volume on county history to be entitled "Clay County: Chapters Out of
the Past." The study is essentially based on information from wide coverage of the
Vermillion Dakota Republican and the Wakonda Monitor.
2. For a general view of these developments, see Herbert S. Schell. "Drought
and Agriculture in Eastern South Dakota during the Eighteen Nineties," Agricultural History 5 (Oct. 1931): 174-80.
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such other counties as Beadle and Sanborn, and even Brule and
Charles Mix to the south, exhibiting some of the same characteristics.
Numerous residents of the southeastern counties of South
Dakota were to participate in the developments transpiring within the western and north-central regions of their own state as
well as those occurring in other parts of the West, The experiences of those from Clay County may be viewed as a reflection of
similar activities in which a great number of South Dakotans
from other southeastern counties were also engaged at the same
time.
To Clay County residents, Charles Mix County had been of particular interest since the early 1880s, when several Clay County
inhabitants acquired stock farms there to serve as pasturing
grounds for local cattle feeders who moved the herds back and
forth from season to season. Other holdings at the time were
serving similar purposes in Bon Homme County as well as in
Nebraska.
Although there was still considerable activity at the government land offices at Aberdeen and Pierre, major interest in land
transactions east of the Missouri by 1900 lay in deeded property,
A phenomenal land boom was in progress, kept in momentum by
the blandishments of real estate dealers, homeseekers' excursion
trains, and promotional literature flowing out of the state's immigration office at Pierre. Land dealers in both Vermillion and
Wakonda were busily advertising their wares. H, C, Hansen in
Wakonda was boosting land sales in the James River Valley, even
at one time during 1907 making an extensive trip into Illinois to
further sales of Spink County land. An enterprising real estate office at Pierre, at the same time, was trying to entice Clay County
buyers into the central section east oJE the Missouri with assurances that lands in Hughes, Hyde, and Sully counties were selling
at half their worth and only a quarter of their potential market
value five years ahead,»
Some of this interest in east-river lands emanated from rosy
prospects for additional rail facilities from the Dakota Midland
line, projected from the Iowa border at Akron westward through
the northern part of Clay into Yankton County and continuing in
a northwesterly direction to a connection with the Milwaukee at
Evarts on the Missouri in Walworth County. The line was ex3. Wakonda Monitor, 14 Aug. 1902, and 11,25 Aug. 1904; Dakota Republican, 15
Aug. 1907.
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pected to operate in areas not yet blessed with railroad facilities
such as Buffalo and portions of Hyde, Potter, and Sully counties.
The Dakota Midland, with headquarters in Sioux Falls, was actually conducting surveys through the northern part of Clay
County during 1905, negotiating for a right of way from local
farmers and selling stock in the enterprise. Its promoters were to
remain active as late as the fall of 1907, seeking special favors
from inland communities still hopeful that railroad dreams would
become real.'
Railroad excursions were commonplace during the period;
some were scheduled as outings while others were of a promotional nature designed to bring a particular locality to the attention of prospective landseekers and businessmen. The Milwaukee
railroad was conducting occasional excursions at special rates as
pleasure trips to Chamberlain prior to the construction of its extension to the Black Hills during 1905-1907. During the early
hours of a Sunday morning in May 1902, for instance, it ran two
special trains through Vermillion carrying about fifteen hundred
people for a day's outing at its western terminus on the Missouri
River. The excursion included a Des Moines section consisting of
fourteen coaches and four sleeping cars. A second section, making
local stops, took on forty-two passengers at Vermillion.
Some two months later, a second excursion passed through
Vermillion with a similar schedule. The diversions offered the excursionists in the host city included a baseball game between two
Iowa teams, a balloon ascension following the game, and a crossing of the Missouri via a pontoon bridge to view an American
Indian dance in native costume. The day's activities ended with a
band concert under a pavilion tent. According to the Wakonda
Monitor in its issue of 23 July 1903, the Vermillion band was engaged to furnish music for a similar trip at a later date. Although
these excursions were scheduled primarily for entertainment,
they, nevertheless, provided ample opportunity for looking over
local prospects for relocation purposes.
Most of the excursions were fully designed for promotional
purposes. Typical was the one scheduled during May 1901, which
carried some forty-five persons from Vermillion to the booming
towns of Geddes and Platte, founded a year before on the Milwaukee extension built into Charles Mix County that was usually referred to as the Platte line. A number of Clay County citizens
4. Wakonda Monitor. 19 July, 30 Aug. 1905, and 29 Oct. 1907.
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were being drawn into the area for permanent residence at the
time. A year later, the Milwaukee was scheduling special excursion trains to Eureka to promote its extension under construction
into North Dakota. Moreover, in September 1906, the Milwaukee
ran a special homeseekers' excursion train of eleven coaches on
its main line from Sioux City to Aberdeen, bearing several hundred prospective purchasers of South Dakota farmland —most of
them bound for the Redfield, Wessington Springs, and Aberdeen
areas.* Several years later, the Milwaukee was to run similar
homeseekers' excursions to points located along its Pacific coast
extension through North Dakota, Montana, and Idaho.
Throughout this period, local weeklies in both Vermillion and
Wakonda were making frequent references to "Clay County colonies" in both Beadle and Spink counties. A few people from the
Wakonda area had located in the vicinity of Hitchcock, with one
family becoming engaged in the furniture business in the town.
Others, equally interested in cattle raising, had moved to Jerauld
County near the new town of Lane.'
5. These excursions were covered in detail in Dakota Republican, 23 May 1901,
8 May, 31 July 1902, and 10 May, 6 Sept. 1906.
6. Numerous items appear in the Wakonda Monitor during the spring and summer months of 1901 and 1902. See especially issues of 9 July and 4 Aug. 1903 and
also Dakota Republican, 31 July 1902 and 3 Nov. 1904.
Excursion train, Redfield to Fort Pierre
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Among those acquiring ranches in Beadle County was Frank
M. Smith, who, after selling his large stock farm on the east edge
of Vermillion to T. J. Walker in 1901, secured title to a large farm
a few miles west of Huron. Further purchases of adjacent tracts
enabled him to build up an extensive stock farm of over fourteen
hundred acres, all procured at an average cost of ten dollars an
acre. Some of his livestock came from his former Clay County
farm. He operated the Beadle County ranch from his Vermillion
residence with a manager in charge.'
Ranching opportunities appeared equally attractive in Brule
and Buffalo counties where large tracts were operated by Jacob
A. Westre and Egbert A. Collar. The latter at one time had holdings of 1,200 acres in Buffalo County with a resident manager in
charge.» Even greater attention was directed to the area generally comprising Faulk, Potter, and Sully counties. A news item in
Vermillion on 27 June 1901 noted the departure of Charles Jolley
for the ranch acquired near Blunt by his father, John L. Jolley.
The younger Jolley made the trip by team by way of Centerville
and Parker. At the same time, Vermillion attorney Alfred Hallam
was accumulating title to several ranches in Sully County.
Another large operator was John Hart, erstwhile Clay County
resident, who had earlier owned a Douglas County ranch near
Armour.
Potter County was particularly becoming noted for its cattleraising attributes at the time and was, likewise, attracting a
number of people from Clay County. Here, in the spring of 1901,
two residents of the northwestern section of Clay County began
to operate a newly acquired ranch near Lebanon, stocking it in
part with cattle brought from Wakonda. They were soon followed
by other prominent operators from the same community. For several years, the Lebanon area of Potter County understandably
began to serve as a major supply source for feeder stock within
the general Wakonda-Pleasant Valley region of Clay County.'
The Thompson ranch fronting the Missouri River some seventy
miles north of Pierre constituted the most extensive cattleraising operation in Potter County at the time. Owned by M. D.
Thompson of Vermillion, the property was under the management of his two sons—Martin L. and Orville W. —for a period of
7. Dalcota Republican, 11 July, 3 Oct. 1901.
8. Dakota Republican, 7 Mar., 5 Dec. 1901, and 2 July 1908.
9. For these developments in Potter County, see Wakonda Monitor, 5, 12 Apr.,
8, 30 Aug. 1901, and Dakota Republican, 23 July 1903.
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Martin L. Thompson on the Thompson Brothers Ranch, Potter County

about eight years from 1901 to 1909. The Thompson Brothers
Ranch constituted an area of thirty-odd sections or more, extending at least six miles inland and with comparable frontage along
the river. It covered the greater part of Riverside Township and
extended also into parts of Appamattox on the east and Forest
City Township on the south. A log structure, standing less than a
mile from the river and serving as a ranch house for a short time,
had in earlier times seen duty as a way station along the old
Pierre-Bismarck freighting trail. It had, moreover, provided room
for a post office, supplying the name of Weiland to the community.
The Thompson ranching operations generally accommodated
about fourteen hundred head of cattle during the summer and
nine hundred during the winter. In addition to the cattle, about
one hundred fifty horses usually had the run of the ranch —a
ready market always available for them. During the summer of
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1907, for instance, Martin L. Thompson disposed of a carload on
the Chicago market to one of the city's express companies for use
on its delivery wagons.
Most of the cattle originated in Texas; a few came from Dakota
farms. The procurement of Texas cattle followed a routine that
began with their purchase on the southern ranges in April or May
and ended, following a five-day journey, with their processing at
the branding chutes—where the "Bar-Diamond" brand was affixed—and dipping vats established at the Gettysburg stockyards by the North Western railroad in 1903. The cattle were
then driven some thirty miles to the ranch headquarters. The
shipment from Texas generally consisted of a string of about thirty railroad cars carrying up to nearly a thousand steers, together
with a traveling coach bearing Martin L. Thompson and a helper
or two. The ranch employees, for the greater part, came from
Vermillion, including the ranch cook; a few were hired from
Texas, The fattened animals were usually shipped out to Chicago.
Most of the cattle, however, were marketed as feeder stock, supplying Clay County and other feed lots in South Dakota, In October 1904, for instance, the Thompson firm shipped eight carloads
to Vermillion, placing the cattle on sale at the local stockyard. As
a rule, shipments went directly to a buyer, usually after a personal visit to the ranch.
When the ranch ceased operations is not definitely known. It
was still in existence during the early months of 1909 when it
Thompson Brothers ranch house, 1908
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wintered a herd of some nine hundred cattle as well as a number
of horses. By that time, its operators were turning to other interests. The Thompson family, however, retained ownership of its
various tracts for many years, eventually organizing a family corporation. During the late 1950s, L. Roy Houck, well-known Potter
County rancher, acquired title to the property, making it a part of
his own ranch unit. Following the flooding of most of the area by
the waters from the Oahe Dam, the remnants of the original
Thompson ranch were sold to adjoining property owners.'"
Although Clay County residents had shown keen interest in
the development of the north-central section of eastern South
Dakota, they were to play an even greater part in the land boom
transpiring west of the Missouri. Here the population rose from
nearly 44,000 in 1900 to nearly 128,000 by 1910, an increase of 214
percent. The Sioux treaty of 1889 had created five separate entities out of the Great Sioux Reservation. It had, moreover, opened
to white settlement most of the region between the Cheyenne
and White rivers as well as the area west of the 102nd parallel
north of the Cheyenne. This included virtually all of Perkins and
the northern part of Meade as well as the eastern portion of Butte
County."
Clay County residents did not participate in the initial rush
across the river at Pierre and Chamberlain, promoted primarily
by speculative townsite interests. Dakota Republican files, however, reveal a few occasionally occupying Stanley County tracts
during the 1890s to engage in cattle raising. The area beyond the
102nd parallel was too inaccessible at the time to attract settlers
from the eastern part of the state.
All this was to change during the early 1900s. Improved
economic conditions were enabling the Milwaukee and North
Western railroads to extend their lines from Chamberlain and
Pierre to the Black Hills, bringing into play a rush of settlers into
the region between the Cheyenne and White rivers. Equally
alluring were the surplus Indian lands made available by special
agreement with each tribe between 1904 and 1915, opening to set10. The history of the Thompson Brothers ranch can be followed through numerous items appearing in the Dakota Republican during the period. A three column
description of the ranching operations by the junior editor, Erie S. Danforth, while
residing on a nearby homestead claim, appeared in the 3 July 1903 issue. Information was also supplied by Mrs. Dorothy Thompson Chaney, daughter of Martin L.
Thompson, and correspondence from L. Roy Houck of Pierre, 27 Nov. 1981.
11. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota. 3rd ed. (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1975), pp. 248-57, 346-49.
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ISN'T IT TIME YOU
OWNED A FARM?

IN THE

Pine Ridge and Rosebud Indian Reservations

DIRECT ROUTE TO

GREGORY, DALLAS AND RAPID CITY
WHICH ARE POINTS OF REGISTRATIONS

Time of Registration, October 2 to 21, 1911
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tlement more than half the aggregate acreage on the Rosebud,
Lower Brule, Cheyenne River, Standing Rock, and Pine Ridge
reservations.
The first area made available in 1904 consisted of that portion
of the Rosebud reservation lying entirely within Gregory County
and consisting of 2,412 tracts of approximately one hundred sixty
acres each. The General Land Office at Washington decided to
make the land available to qualified persons under a lottery
system with registration at four locations —Bonesteel, Chamberlain, Fairfax, and Yankton—during an eighteen-day period between 5 July and 23 July. A total of 106,308 applications were
filed, over half of them at Yankton, where, at one time, nearly
seven thousand registered within a single day. Railway travel
was tremendous. During one particular day, six long special
trains rolled through Vermillion en route to the registration
booths at Yankton. At about the same time, a crowded North
Western train of sixteen coaches passed through Wakonda, a
number of the passengers seated on the car roofs,'"
Judging from the brisk sale of railway tickets at both Vermillion and Wakonda, besides a large number who boarded trains
without tickets, one can assume that at least a thousand persons
from Clay County were taking part in this initial land lottery in
South Dakota. A Vermillion editor even estimated the number at
fifteen hundred. Local lawyers and courthouse officials at Vermillion had been kept busy assisting prospective registrants in the
preparation of necessary legal forms.
Among the parties offering special services to the registrants
at Yankton was a company formed at Vermillion by E. Frank
Peterson and W. J. Bryant. At the cost of a dollar, this company
offered to inform by prepaid telegram anyone entitled to file for a
Rosebud tract, furnishing both the number drawn at Chamberlain and the prospective filing date at the Bonesteel land office.
At the same time, Vermillion's surveying team of Carl Gunderson and E. D. Hawkins was running advertisements in local newspapers throughout the registration areas announcing their formation of a locating firm. The two partners considered themselves
well qualified in view of earlier surveying work on the reservation, which had afforded them a unique acquaintance with the
topography of the region and the quality of its land, thereby en12. Dakota Republican, 7,14, 21 July, 4,11 Aug. 1904; Wakonda Monitor, 21 July,
4,11 Aug. 1904. See also Charles Lowell Green, "The Administration of the Public
Domain in South Dakota," South Dakota Historical Collections 20 (1940): 167-69.
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abling them "to give the best selection and correct numbering."
The announcement did not include the information that Gunderson, moreover, had also, during the spring months, been on the
reservation under an appointment by President Theodore
Roosevelt as alloting agent."
Five days after the registration ended, the public drawing
began at Chamberlain. As numbers were drawn, the lucky winner
was told the precise time he was to appear at Bonesteel for the
declaration for entry; if not present, he forfeited his filing rights.
A thousand names were drawn on each of the first three days; on
the fifth day the drawing was brought to a close. The maximum
price for the lands during the initial period was $4 an acre; proportional reductions later lowered the figure to a minimum of
$2.50. The income from the sales went into a trust fund for the
Indians on the reservation.
When the names of the winners were made public through the
daily press, some thirty persons holding numbers below the 2,500
level appeared to come from Clay County, among them two nonresident students enrolled in the only summer session held at the
University of South Dakota prior to 1914. About a third of these
thirty persons had drawn numbers below a thousand; they all indicated their intentions to make entry and live on their claims
until all requirements for full title were satisfied."
Even prior to the official drawing at Chamberlain, the locating
firm from Vermillion had become quite active. Accompanied by
Harry 0. Gunderson, an eighteen-year old nephew from Norway
Township as an assistant, Carl Gunderson and E. D. Hawkins decided to spend a week on the reservation to reacquaint themselves with the lands available, including tracts they had not
themselves surveyed. They traveled by horse and buggy with a
supply of food suitable for outdoor cooking and slept on the
ground. Before leaving for the drawing, they leased a crude tworoom building in Bonesteel for an office."'
On reaching Chamberlain, they rented two rooms in a private
home to serve dual purpose as office and sleeping quarters. Here
they proceeded to mail out to each person whose name was drawn
a form letter prepared earlier, stating their qualifications and of13. Dakota Republican, 7 July, 4 Aug. 1904; Wakonda Monitor, 21 July 1904.
14. Dakota Republican, 28 July, 4 Aug. 1904.
15. Harry 0. Gunderson, "Reminiscences," Richardson Archives, University of
South Dakota, Vermillion. This manuscript relates in detail the activities of the
Gunderson and Hawkins locating firm.
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fering their services in locating claims at Bonesteel. By the time
the Gunderson firm reached Bonesteel, many of those holding the
lower numbers were already on hand to look over the prospects.
Also present were numerous locaters, some of them merely sidewalk operators, looking for customers, as well as the gamblers
and "bad men" that were giving the town such an unfavorable
reputation at the time,
A number of those entitled to file were desirous of a prior look
at some of the lands available, and a trip, expected to last four
days, was accordingly arranged. Reminiscences, written down
some sixty years later by Harry 0. Gunderson who escorted the
party, relate the story about a journey into unfamiliar country by
some thirty men from distant parts, including a minister, a doctor, a veterinarian, two schoolteachers, as well as some bona fide
farmers. Seven horse-drawn rigs, rented from a Bonesteel livery,
carried the party, accompanied by a local character who offered
to cook. The latter provided his own equipage, hauling a tent,
camping equipment, and food supplies that included some box
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lunches. After three days of roughing it, sleeping on the ground
under a tent without undressing and with little bedding — not to
mention some abominable cooking—the group was ready to return to town.
The filing process started at the Bonesteel land office with the
calling of ten numbers at a time, beginning with the first name
drawn. The persons responding were generally accompanied by
their locater, who was familiar with the selections and duly registered with the land office beforehand, comparable to the required
present-day registration of lobbyists before state legislative
bodies. After filing his declaration and making a small down payment, the person seeking a tract was allowed several days of
grace to give him ample opportunity to inspect his claim, generally chosen upon the advice of a locater. Harry 0. Gunderson was to
spend about three weeks in accommodating such entrymen, most
of the time under a tent set up some thirty miles out of Bonesteel
where homeseekers would meet him to be shown their choices.
Food and other supplies would be sent along as needed by way of
clients coming from the firm's office in town.
After several weeks of such activity, the excitement died down
and the locaters closed shop. The Gunderson firm returned to
Vermillion, retiring from the locating business. Carl Gunderson,
however, remained active as allotment agent, supervising the
allotting process on the various Sioux reservations in South
Dakota during the next half dozen years. He is said to have made
as many as ten thousand Indian allotments within the states of
North and South Dakota." In 1909, Gunderson also served as one
of three members on an appraisal board appointed by the secretary of the interior to evaluate the surplus Indian lands on the
Cheyenne River Indian Reservation and to place a price on them.
His superior knowledge of the region induced the Milwaukee railway officials to alter the course suggested by their own surveyors for the extension constructed in 1910 south and southwest
through the newly opened Indian land. Moreover, by virtue of his
official position, it fell to his lot not only to locate the townsites of
Firesteel, Timber Lake, White Horse, Eagle Butte, and Dupree,
but also to attach to them the names by which they are known today."
16. 0. W. Coursey, "Governor Carl Gunderson," Who's Who in South Dakota, 5
vols. (Mitchell, S.Dak.: Educator Supply Co., 1925), 5:29-34
17. Carl Gunderson. "A Historical Reminiscence," South Dakota Historical Collections 11 (1922): 17-18. Gunderson later served as national supervisor of Indian
allotments. He ultimately moved from Vermillion to Aurora County, where he
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Harry 0. Gunderson, the nephew, had taken employment in the
meantime with the Indian Service, engaged particularly in the
work of surveying allotments and establishing boundary lines on
the Standing Rock Indian Reservation from 1906 to 1910. In June
1911, he went to the Pine Ridge reservation to assist in the preliminary work preparatory to the opening of Bennett County to
settlement. At other times, he was assigned to reservations in
Arizona, Oregon, and Washington, once also serving as allotting
agent.'"
Generally speaking, not many individuals from Clay County
took part in the subsequent land lotteries in the state. Some,
most of them from the Wakonda area, gambled on a chance for a
claim in Tripp County during a drawing at Dallas on 9 October
1908; a few others may have traveled to Aberdeen on 26 October
1909, when registration was held for ten thousand homesteads on
the Cheyenne River and Standing Hock reserves. Only a few
seem to have been attracted later to the Indian lands in Gregory
County when unclaimed tracts were placed on the market at a
small price."
During the opening of the Cheyenne River reservation tracts,
S. C. Webb, a former Vermillion resident, received considerable
attention through his extensive locating operations. According to
a Dakota Republican news item on 5 May 1910, he was maintaining at the time some fifteen to twenty tents in the heart of the
reservation, operating them like a hotel facility while his clients
were looking around for suitable quarter sections on which to file.
Despite all the publicity about the surplus Indian lands placed
on the market at a set price, the public lands in the region between the Cheyenne and White rivers, available under the homestead law, seemed far more attractive, especially so since title to
a quarter section was procurable within a period of fourteen
months upon the payment of nominal fees. The rush to this area
commenced upon assurance of its penetration by the Milwaukee
and the North Western and was to continue at an increasingly acoperated a large farm. At a later date, he established residence in Mitchell. He
served as South Dakota's lieutenant governor from 1921 to 1925 and as governor
the following two years.
18. Harry 0. Gunderson, "Reminiscences." On returning to Vermillion in 1916, he
became engaged in the hardware business for a period of twenty-nine years, purchasing the establishment from his uncle in 1917.
19. Wakonda Monitor, 22, 29 Oct. 1909. About seventy-five persons from the
Wakonda area registered for the Tripp County drawings in 1908, but only a few
drew low numbers.
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Registration. Dallas, South Dakota. October 1908

celerating pace as construction of the railway extensions to the
Black Hills neared completion.
It seems certain that several hundred persons out of Clay
County participated in the movement. They were at first mainly
attracted to the southern part of Meade County and the eastern
portion of Pennington, particularly in the Cottonwood and Quinn
areas along the projected line of the North Western and in the vicinity of Scenic along the Milwaukee extension from Chamberlain. Frequent reference to Vermillion colonies at these points appeared in the local newspapers at the time. The first comers from
Clay County generally traveled in a roundabout way over the
North Western out of western Nebraska to the Black Hills, frequently filing on claims several miles distant from a supply of
fresh water and enduring the hardships usually encountered in
life carried on fifty miles or so from the nearest town.^°
The overwhelming majority of the homesteaders in the area acquired title through the commutation privilege. A liberal interpretation of the clause alluding to a six-month period of "constructive residence" actually enabled the homesteader to secure
20. Dakota Republican, 8 Mar. 1906 and 7,14 Mar., 8 Aug. 1907. See also Eastem
Pennington County Memories (Wall, S. Dak.: American Legion Auxiliary, Carrol
McDonald Unit, n.d.), p. 300.
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full title through a residence of only eight months. This questionable provision in the law was, however, eliminated by Congress a
few years later so as to require the full fourteen-month period of
residence. The homesteaders were permitted to absent themselves during the winter months, thereby affording them protection against claim jumpers. Most of these commuted homesteads
entered the open market in the sale of deeded lands.^'
There were so many departures out of Vermillion during the
early 1900s that the pastor of the Congregational Church cited
them as a major reason for his acceptance of a better paying position in Chicago during the latter part of 1907. The loss in church
membership, he averred, would inevitably necessitate a reduction in the pastor's salary as well as the congregation's other
21. For a discussion of both the "use" and "abuse" of the commutation privilege
in the two Dakotas during the early 1900s, see Green, "The Administration of the
Public Domain in South Dakota," pp. 221-28, and Mary Wilma M. Hargreaves, Dry
Farming in the Northern Great Plains. 1900-1925 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1957), pp. 339-48.
Land office, Cottonwood, South Dakota
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operating expenses. The records at the time indicated a loss of
twenty-two members. Actually, however, only two of the church
families participating in the outward migration were severing
local ties; the rest were merely maintaining temporary residence
for commutation purposes."^
After making the proper filings at the nearest land office, the
Clay County homesteaders, as a rule, made the first trip to their
claims in late summer or early fall. In some instances, as in the
case of winter filings, they might await the arrival of spring. On 8
August 1907, the Dakota Republican stated that a large number
were making preparations to join the exodus to the transMissouri region. At least twenty families were expected to leave
shortly for various points along the railway lines; a number of
them were making use of a common emigrant car. Some were taking along lumber for construction of claim shanties, sheds, and
stables. About a week later, most were reported as having
erected homes while a few were busily engaged in fall plowing.
According to the same newspaper, on 7 September another car
was being readied, carrying the personal effects of about a dozen,
including two women homesteaders, bound for claims in the vicinity of Wall, A few, however, were moving to new homes in Stanley County during the same fall by way of overland trips of about
eight days' duration.^' Most of the homesteaders were expecting
to return for the winter, taking the second trip the following
March or April, Some of them were also putting up fences for protection against stray cattle —a problem alleviated in 1911
through the extension of the state's herd law to the west-river
region."
The homesteaders, particularly in the region between the
Cheyenne and White rivers, included many women. In one instance, a Meckling mother and daughter were holding adjoining
claims near Philip. At another time, a young mother with small
children from the "island" area south of Vermillion was able to
put in a fourteen-month period of residence to acquire title to a
quarter section near Pierre, which she disposed of several years
later for about three thousand dollars.'^' In fulfilling the physical
22. Edward C. Ehrensperger, A Little Church on the Prairie (Vermillion,
S. Dak.: United Church of Christ, 1970), pp. 18-19.
23. Wakonda Monitor, 5 Sept. 1907.
24. See South Dakota, Session Laws (1907), ch. 244, and (1911), ch. 254.
25. Dakota Republican, 13 Aug. 1908. Personal information was also received
from a son.
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requirements for title, the female homesteader could rely on a
neighbor or some professional engaged in the business, or even,
in some instances, on a relation during his extended visit from the
home community. Romances between single homesteaders on adjoining claims were to lead to eventual marriage for several Clay
County natives.
In anticipation of a rumored extension of the Milwaukee directly westward from Evarts into Wyoming, a number of families
from Clay County sought claims in Butte, Harding, and the
western portion of Perkins County. The opening of a federal land
office in 1909 at Belle Fourche, located in the heart of the reclamation project under construction at the time, facilitated the filing process. The local newspapers on 11 November 1909 noted
the departure of four young men from the Spirit Mound-Pleasant
Valley area for claims in Perkins County. A week later, on 18 November, the Dakota Republican reported the return of five
Wakonda residents from claims located some sixty miles northeast of Belle Fourche.
According to the Dakota Republican in its issue of 6 January
1910, some thirty or forty settlers from Clay County were concentrated in central Perkins County in the Antelope River Valley in
an area served by a post office at Date. To reach their claims,
they had to travel by team a distance of fifty miles from the
railway station located at Hettinger, North Dakota, on the newly
constructed transcontinental line of the Milwaukee. Others were
selecting tracts near Strool, while some, again including a few
women, were attracted to the Nisland community near Belle
Fourche as well as to localities farther north in Harding County."^
Only a few of these Clay County natives seem to have become
permanent residents of the region. Railway prospects remained
unfulfilled, and the physical nature of the country proved unsuitable for general farming. The return of a young couple from
Prairie Center in October 1911 at the end of a two-year period of
residence near Strool was probably typical. They had shipped
back their household goods by train and traveled overland the entire distance by team, intending to resume farming operations on
the tract they had previously occupied."
A few from the Vermillion locality were also drawn to newly
opened surplus Indian lands in Washabaugh County after 1915.
26. Files of the Dakota Republican ioT 1910 and the early part of 1911 reveal a
number of individuals, as well as young families, leaving for the northwestern section of the state.
27. Dakota Republican. 12 Oct. 1911.
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Among them was George L. Carpenter, who had been associated
with his father in operating the family nursery originally started
during the early 1870s. He joined several others from Clay County in February 1919 to settle in the Wanamaker community. Two
years later, however, he joined a settlement in the Kadoka area
some miles beyond the White River in Jackson County."' Other
members of his family moved to Pringle later.
Still others from Clay County were on the lookout for likely
business opportunities beyond the Missouri, Vermillion pioneer

Sod shanty, 1907, Stanley County

banker D. M. Inman, for instance, paid a visit to the new town of
Bonesteel in 1902 with a view to the establishment of a national
bank by a group with which he was associated at the time. A few
years later, the head miller of the Vermillion Milling Company
terminated a nineteen-year period of service to accept employment in a newly established mill in Philip. Newton Burr, member
of the well-known family of Clay County broommakers, opened a
small factory for the local trade in Quinn during a four-year
28. Ibid.. 2 Jan., 27 Feb. 1919.
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period of residence on a nearby claim, raising his own supply of
broom corn.^'
In Meade County, while holding a claim nearby, Murray Brookman in 1911 installed a privately owned light plant in Faith, At
the same time, he was filling a number of local wiring contracts
with the assistance of a brother from Vermillion. Upon attaining
his homestead title, he left for Terry, Montana, near Miles City,
to install for a private party an electric light plant for the triple
purpose of providing energy for irrigation, light, and power."
Among the more prominent to become identified with the business life of the newly formed communities were Herman 0. Malby
and the family represented by W. W. Balch and his son Earl.
Malby had been operating a sash and door factory in Vermillion
as well as a planing mill during the 1890s. He had also built a
ferryboat that he operated on the Missouri south of the town for
several months during the early summer of 1900. The following
year, he sold it to the new town of Platte, operating it for the new
owners the entire summer at the Missouri ferry landing ten miles
away. In 1902, he constructed two new boats in Vermillion for
parties engaged in ferry services at Wheeler.
Malby subsequently engaged in various construction activities,
including the building of elevators and lumber sheds in nearby
Dakota communities as well as in Nebraska. In 1906, he built
Lyman County's first elevator at Kennebec, later filling similar
contracts at Murdo and Draper. After looking over several spots
for a permanent location along the Milwaukee's new line to the
Black Hills, he settled upon Scenic, where he embarked in the
lumber, grain, and coal trade besides operating a machine shop.
He established his home on a nearby ranch adjoining one operated by former Clay County resident W. C. Maude, According to
local news items, he at one time was also carrying on experimentation with irrigation at his ranch, using water lifted out of the
Cheyenne River by means of a gasoline outfit.^'
The Balch family became identified with the southern part of
Meade County and the Quinn area in eastern Pennington County.
Earl, junior member of the Vermillion mercantile establishment
of W. W. Balch and Son, took a claim in 1906 some thirty miles
29. Ibid., 5 June 1902, 7 Oct. 1909, 3 March 1910, and 11 June 1911.
30. Ibid., 13 Apr., 2 Nov. 1911.
31. Malby's activities can be followed in Dakota Republican, 5 Sept. 1901, 28
Aug. 1902, 7 Sept. 1905, 24 Jan., 7 Feb. 1907, 8 Oct. 1908, 9 Feb. 1911, and 5 Dec.
1912. See also Eastem Pennington County Memories, pp. 191, 264, 300.
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south of White Owl. He became engaged in various activities, including operating a grocery store and serving as county commissioner for his district. At one time, he also ran a locating business,
piloting small groups from Vermillion to the area on several occasions and assisting them in the selection of claims. The Dakota
Republican also indicated during the spring of 1907 that he was
guiding a Mitchell party to the "Western Paradise," Balch published for a time two small newspapers —so-called proof sheets —
to accommodate settlers ready for the required publication of
final-proof notices. His father joined the migration in 1908, shipping some of his Vermillion merchandise to the new store he was
opening in the town of Quinn,'^
By 1914, unfavorable conditions had definitely slowed down the
boom phase of the agricultural development of the trans-Missouri
region. The severe drought conditions of 1910 and 1911 continued
unrelenting in succeeding years, particularly in the northern part
of the Great Plains area where many bona fide farmers were
becoming absentee landowners. In October 1913, hundreds of individuals, settled on surplus Indian lands in the Cheyenne River
and Standing Rock reserves, were petitioning Congress through
Senator Thomas S, Sterling for relief from the payments due on
their homesteads. Four years of drought, accompanied by poor
crops, had put them on the verge of ruin, placing their rights to
eventual title in jeopardy unless they were granted an extension
of time. Such extensions were to be granted frequently to entrymen during the next several years."
Viewed in a broader perspective, the land boom in western
South Dakota was merely part and parcel of a broader scenario
that encompassed the entire western part of the United States as
well as adjoining parts of Canada. At least half a dozen persons
from Clay County at some time or other paid a visit to the Klondike gold fields at the turn of the century. At about the same
time, three individuals from the county drew claims in Oklahoma,
two of them, who were entitled to special advantages as SpanishAmerican war veterans, actually taking title,"
Primary interest centered in the northwestern part of the nation. As railroad construction continued westward to reach the
32. Dakota Republican, 11 Oct., 6 Dec. 1906, 3, 10 Jan., 14, 21, 28 Mar. 1907, and
31 Dec. 1908.
33. Ibid., 23 Oct. 1913. See also Hargreaves, Dry Farming in the Northern Great
Plains, pp. 171-77, 207-8, 218, and Herbert S. Schell, "Adjustment Problems in
South Dakota," Agricultural History 14 (1940): 69-70.
34 Dakota Republican, 8 Feb. 1899; Wakonda Monitor, 15 Feb., 15 Aug. 1901.
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northwest coast by 1909, followed by frequent excursions and
special homeseekers' fares featured by the Milwaukee, more and
more Clay County citizens began to consider investing in Montana and Idaho lands as well as in the state of Washington. Some
were also attracted to newly irrigated areas of Idaho. A few were
drawn temporarily to the southern parts of Alberta and Saskatchewan through the promotional activities of organized companies employing special land agents within South Dakota.
The South Dakota colony in the state of Washington at Vancouver on the Columbia River opposite the city of Portland began to
gain further accretions from Clay County as several families during 1906, as well as in subsequent years, chartered a special car to
carry them with their moveable possessions to the Northwest.
The Vancouver settlement had actually been started at an early
date by such pioneers as older members of the Quarnberg family
and Jesse L. Fisher, founder of Green Point (Burbank) and early
Lodi settler, in their search for a milder climate. Vancouver
might indeed be regarded as Clay County's original retirement
community outside the state.''
Several families from the northwestern section of Clay County
also sought new homes in the Hood River Valley of Oregon, while
others were moving to the Puget Sound area in which a large colony of former South Dakotans was being formed at this time."
The state of Colorado was, likewise, attracting many Dakotans, a
number from Clay County. A few went for purposes of health;
most were actuated by economic motives. A native of Elk Point,
closely associated with the Vermillion community, related upon
his return in 1907, following an eleven-year period of residence,
how he had sold his half-interest in a five-thousand-acre stock
farm for an average price of thirty-five dollars per acre. He origi35. Dakota Republican. 10 Nov., 8 Dec. 1898,9 Mar., 9 Sept. 1899,14 Sept. 1905,1
Mar. 1906, 5 Aug. 1907, and 9 Sept. 1909. In February 1906, six families in Vermillion chartered a car to carry them to Washington to join the Vancouver colony. The
Swedish communities of Clay County contributed heavily to the settlement. See

August Peterson, History of the Swedes Who Settled in Clay County. South
Dakota and Their Biographies (VermUlion, S. Dak.: Swedish Pioneer and Historical
Society of Clay County, 1947), pp. 48, 219.
36. Dakota Republican. 31 Dec. 1908, and 4 Mar. 1909. The same newspaper on 19
August 1915 gave an account of a South Dakota picnic at Stanwood in the Puget
Sound region with about three hundred persons in attendance, including a large
number of former Clay County residents. Hans Myron, Norway Township pioneer,
was in charge as chairman of the day. By this time, the Clay County colony in this
area seems to have been outnumbering that at Vancouver.
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nally acquired his property at from four to fifteen dollars per acre
and was enjoying lucrative returns in the meantime from the sale
of hay and cattle."
Three Vermillion businessmen, including local banker L. T.
Swezey, operated for several years large stock farms in the
Sterling-Holyoke area in the northeastern part of Colorado, making periodic visits to look after their landed interests." In the
spring of 1904, B. H. Millage, large farm operator in Bethel Township, acquired title to the Swezey ranch of several thousand acres
near Sterling. In lieu of the usual rail route, Mulage elected to
make a direct overland trip to his new property. Accompanied by
two sons in two covered wagons with a tent, he set out on his land
journey of several hundred miles with about two hundred head of
cattle and some thirty horses, crossing the Missouri by ferry at
Yankton."
A number of people from the Wakonda area were concentrated
in the northeastern part of Colorado. A few from other Clay
County communities were attracted to other Colorado areas
where irrigation projects were under way.'" During the early
1900s, there was also some interest in an arid land development
on the Western Slope in Delta County near Paonia, involving
twenty thousand acres to be made marketable through irrigation.
The enterprise represented a promotion by Dr. John Gould and
his brother Willard, both earlier identified with professional and
business interests as well as marriage connections in Vermillion.
The project, however, remained in an unfinished state for some
time, and the several individuals drawn to the area from Clay
County eventually returned in time to take part in the land rush
beyond the Missouri,*'
Texas lands, likewise, came to the attention of Clay County
residents. Several families from the Swedish communities had
migrated to the Gulf State during the 1890s, most of them return37. Dakota Re-publican, 24 Jan. 1907.
38. Wakonda Monitor, 13 Nov. 1902.
39. Ibid., 5 May 1904.
40. Dakota Republican, 7 Oct. 1909; Wakonda Monitor, 5 Mar. 1908,11 Mar. 1909,
and 6 Jan. 1910.
41. Dakota Republican, 18 Sept. 1902; Correspondence from John P. Gould, Alexandria, Va., 3 Oct., 10 Nov. 1981. Dr. John Gould and his brother Willard served as
president and secretary, respectively, of the Fruitland Land, Water and Live Stock
Company. The Fruitland Mesa project, started in the spring of 1900, was ultimately brought to completion under a different management. The irrigation reservoir
still bears the name of Gould.
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ing later to their original homes with feelings of disappointment.
Subsequently, a Clay County colony that included a few families
from the Burbank locality as well as related members from the
Wakonda area came into existence near Alvin, Texas. One prominent Vermillion businessman of earlier days had become engaged
in highly successful cattle operations in Texas for a few years
prior to his demise in 1901.*"
California was also beginning to draw families from the county
— some for the establishment of permanent homes, others merely
during the winter season. The Dakota Republican in May 1917
noted the return of a Vermillion contingent from the Pacific coast
state where it had spent the greater part of the winter.
A member of the Silas W. Kiddei- family chose the Southwest
as a likely location for his future career. When his ailing father
moved the family to California in 1901, twenty-six-year-old son
Jeff—born and reared in the Vermillion community and bearing
the name of his famous grandfather Jefferson P. Kidder—decided to journey to Arizona instead. After two years of employment as a cowhand, he joined the Arizona Rangers, By the time of
his death in April 1908 (as a result of a gun fight with Mexican
policemen in a Sonora saloon across the border), he had already
become a well-nigh legendary figure in the turbulent history of
the Arizona border. His death commanded wide space at the time
in the Vermillion newspapers as well as others throughout the
state. His highly publicized career as a ranger, brief as it was, has
become a subject for special articles in western historical journals."
The Vermillion community stood to benefit materially from the
land boom of the early 1900s through its impact upon the town's
railway service. The ever-mounting traffic soon led to increased
accommodations to Mitchell. More significant, however, was the
introduction of Sunday passenger service in November 1906, thus
42. Dakota Republican, 7 Dec. 1906, and 29 Dec. 1910. See also Peterson, History
of the Swedes Who Settled in Clay County, pp. 203, 273.
43. Robert K. De Arment, "Arizona Ranger Jeff Kidder," Tombstone Epitaph 8,
no. 3 (Mar. 1981): 5, 9-11. This publication is issued at Tombstone, Cochise County,
Arizona, as a monthly historical journal of the Old West. In outlining Kidder's
career in Arizona, the author covers briefly his Vermillion background.
The short career of Jeff Kidder calls to mind the death of his uncle, 2nd Lt.
Lyman S. Kidder, and a detachment of ten troopers in an Indian fight in northwestern Kansas in July 1867 while the troopers were carrying despatches to the
Seventh Cavalry. For details of that incident, see Barton R. Voight, "The Death of
Lyman S. Kidder," South Dakota History 6, no. 1 (Winter 1975): 1-32.
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freeing Vermillion's citizenry from dependence upon irregularly
scheduled freight trains for transportation out of Sioux City on
the Sabbath. The Milwaukee's extension to the Pacific coast led
to the appearance in Vermillion of its first vestibule train in May
1909, which provided sleeping car accommodations to the Pacific
coast by way of connections at Aberdeen. Further improvements
in railway service were to follow several years later."
Even though Vermillion, as well as Clay County as a whole,
showed a population increase after 1900 —attributable in part to
the location of the University of South Dakota in the town and in
part to the prevailing favorable economic conditions —there was
a considerable loss in its native population. Clay County's, and
South Dakota's, horizons had indeed been extended at the turn of
the century, a phenomenon plainly manifest in future obituary
columns in state newspapers, which showed family members scattered throughout the nation, but more particularly in its western
half.
44. Dakota Republican. 5 May 1904, 8 Nov. 1906. 13 May 1909. and 9 Sept. 1915.
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