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Politics and Prosperity
in Dakota Territory, 1883:
Lake County as a Case Study

GRANT K . ANDERSON

Eighteen eighty-three was a dynamic year for Dakota Territory. Doane Robinson, eminent historian, pronounced it "one of
the periods of greatest activity in the history of Dakota."^
Another observer reported, "Virtually every part of the Territory was in a state of change."^ If anything, these assessments
are conservative. The Great Dakota Boom was affecting the
economic and social climate as never before. During 1883, Dakota
Territory's population grew by 57.9 percent, and the assessed
valuation of property rose by $21 million —a 45 percent increase
over the 1882 figure.^ Railroads connected growing settlements
1. Doane Robinson, History of South Dakota, 2 vols. [Chicago: B. F. Bowen &
Co., 1904). 1:313.
2. Herbert S. Schell. History of South Dakota, 2d ed. (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1968). p. 203. An overview of the Great Dakota Boom can be found
in Harold E. Briggs. Frontiers of the Northwest A History of the Upper Missouri
Valley {New York: D. Appleton Century Co.. 1940), pp. 410-29.
3. George W. Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory, and George M. Smith.
South Dakota: Its History and Its Feople. 5 vols. (Chicago; S. J. Clark Publishing
Co., 1915), 2:1329-30. Dakota's population climbed from 211.359 in 1882 to 333,651
the next year. Total assessed valuation stood at $69,155,909.82 in 1883, compared to
$47.701.479.35 the previous year.
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as 288 miles of new track were laid in Dakota in the first nine
months of the year.* As Dakota fever gripped the nation, the lure
of land infected Old-Stock Americans and immigrants alike. Nearly 5.5 million acres of Dakota land were filed on. This figure represented the highest yearly total of any year during the Great
Dakota Boom of 1878-1887. In 1883, almost one-quarter of all land
filings nationally took place in that portion of Dakota south of the
46th parallel and east of the Missouri River.^
This growth occurred amidst volatile events in the political
arena. Governor Nehemiah G. Ordway proved the catalyst for
controversies that created the most turbulent year Dakota had
yet experienced. The fifteenth territorial assembly established a
nine-member commission that relocated the capital from Yankton
to Bismarck. Agitation created by the removal precipitated the
first large-scale organized effort on the part of southern Dakota
to secure statehood. A September convention in Sioux Falls
drafted a constitution that settlers ratified several weeks later.
Overtures to Congress demanded a division of Dakota along the
46th parallel and immediate statehood for the southern portion.
Passions were aroused but not sufficiently to secure an enabling
act.
It is apparent from reading the literature concerning the period that an accurate assessment of Dakota conditions in 1883 is difficult to ascertain, for it is almost impossible to find noripartisan
accounts. To grasp the complex situation a century ago, it is necessary to understand the milieu of the day. We must look beneath
the broad territorial landscape and beyond the roles played by its
most prominent leaders. What effect did events have on rankand-file settlers and how did they react to them? This study examines the experiences of a single southeastern county in this
most chaotic year.
Twenty-two miles west of the South Dakota boundary with
Minnesota, a 576-square-mile area makes up Lake County, which
was organized on 1 September 1873. Its commissioners divided
the area into nine townships, each of which was designated a
4. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 9 Oct. 1883.
5. Schetl, History of South Dakota, p. 159. In 1883, 5.410,687 acres of Dakota
land were filed on. This figure represents both original and final land entries. The
second most active year was 1884, when 4,169,384 acres were filed on. In 1883. over
45 percent of the land of the United States, nearly one million acres, was still unsurveyed —sixty-six thousand of these acres were in Dakota. Sioux City Weekly
Times, 8 Sept. 1888.
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school district to oversee the county's forty-nine schools.** On the
eve of its tenth anniversary. Lake County was on the ethnic agricultural frontier. The lodestone that attracted settlers, many of
them immigrants, was its topography, which "undoubtedly combines more elements of wealth to the agriculturist than any other
similar area of the prairie states," in the words of one promoter.^
Lake County was "emphatically a prairie county, native timber
only being found along streams" and its surface containing "no
rocks and hills and but few swamps and marshes."^ Its 368,640
acres, only 12 percent of which were under cultivation, were composed of a black loam soil, from one to three feet deep, over a clay
subsoil, which provided excellent retention of moisture. Prospective settlers were informed, "Lake County is peculiarly adapted
to the stock business; the abundance of water, the numerous and
excellent tracts of grass, all favor this particular branch of agriculture." These assets, plus what one editor claimed was an
"almost absolute certainty of crops year after year," made Lake
County a mecca for land seekers.'
By 1883, Lake County, one of ten counties that comprised the
Mitchell Land District,"* had little government land remaining for
homesteads. Available government lands consisted of the least
desirable acres, farthest removed from commercial centers. Private lands were now for sale, however. Earlier settlers had preempted a quarter section, proved up on it, and then claimed
another 160 acres under the Homestead Act. They now desired to
sell that first holding and use the profits to upgrade their homestead. Thus, a person infected with Dakota fever could secure a
fertile quarter section of Lake County land for between $3.00 and
$4.50 per acre. A house and outbuildings were often included, and

6. Madison Sentinel. 4 May 1883. In 1883, Phillip Zimmerman served as chairman of the Lake County commissioners. Other members included Bernard
McDonald and Loren M. Coon.
7. Madison Sentinel, 12 Jan. 1883. The newspaper article continued, "The
above language may seem somewhat extravagant to those unacquainted with the
facts, but not to those who have traversed the region indicated." The author
claimed that the county contained "scarcely an acre . . . which is unfit for cultivation."
8. St. Paul Pioneer Press, 8 Sept. 1883. reprinted in Lake County Leader
(Madison), 13 Sept. 1883.
9. Madison Sentinel, 12 Jan. 1883.
10. Lake County Leader. 1 Mar. 1883. The other counties in the Mitchell Land
District were Moody. Miner. Aurora. Buffalo, Brule, Davison, Hanson. McCook,
and Minnehaha.
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it was not unusual to find ten or more acres of the virgin prairie
already broken. Such choice parcels of land were still available
near any of the county's four communities."
The towns of Wentworth, Badus, Winfred, and Madison catered to the settlers' needs. The latter was the county seat, although, in 1883, no public buildings had yet been constructed.
Madison, 341 miles west of the Mississippi River, had been
platted in 1880.'= In 1883, a correspondent for the Si. Paul Pioneer Press announced, "For a three-year-old baby Madison is a
live kicker."'3 Its location in almost the exact geographical center
of the county, and on the route of the Chicago, Milwaukee & St.
Paul Railroad, made Madison the chief marketplace and commercial center of the county. By the beginning of 1883, Madison
boasted a population of approximately one thousand and was
characterized as an "enterprising young city,... the appearance
of which has nothing of the speculative or ephemeral."'*
Along Madison's hundred-foot-wide streets, farmers found a
flour mill capable of grinding five hundred bushels of wheat daily,
a hay press, a plow factory, three wagon shops, a steam elevator,
and three grain warehouses. In addition, there were the usual implement dealers and hardware stores, two hotels, a bank, two
lumber yards, and several professional men offering their services. The printing trade was handled by the Lake County Leader and the Madison Sentinel, both of which were Republican.'^
Groceries and other household necessities could be found at Cameron Brothers mercantile, which also afforded residents an opportunity to supplement their incomes. It was the headquarters of a
profitable winter fishing industry. Pickerel, reportedly taken
from area lakes by the wagonload, were purchased for daily shipment east. The extent of this activity prompted a civic leader to

11. Madison Sentinel. 19 Jan. 1883. Early settlers often mortgaged their preemption claims in order to prove up on them. They had paid $200 for their preemption quarter and often realized a $300 to $400 profit from its sale. The editor noted
that many proved-up preemption claims were currently being offered at $450 to
$600 per 160 acres.
12. Andreas' Historical Atlas of Dakota {Chicago: A. T. Andreas, 1884), p. 175.
Badus was established in 1878-1879, Wentworth in 1880, and Winfred in 1882. The
county contained a total of fifteen post offices in 1883.
13. Lake County Leader. 13 Sept. 1883.
14. Madison Sentinel, 12 Jan. 1883.
15. Ibid.; Lake County Leader, 13 Sept. 1883. Madison also had a Presbyterian,
Baptist, and Catholic church, as well as a Methodist Episcopal society.
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boast, "It seems that the whole world is beginning to look to Madison for its supply of fresh fish."'" On a single day in March 1883,
nearly a ton of fish was dispatched, and orders still remained unfilled. The volume was so great that the railroads halved the shipping rates for fish."
The Dakota winter of 1882-1883 was "steady, cold and frosty."'«
The massive storm of the season was not weather related, however. Rather, it occurred in the legislature that convened in
Yankton on 9 January 1883. Territorial lawmakers were mostly
"adventurous and ambitious men,... exceedingly loyal to their
home communities and feeling in duty bound to bring home something in the way of territorial institutions."'^ This characterization is an accurate assessment of Lake County's R. C. McCallister,
the sixth district Republican who, with his brothers, owned and
operated the largest and most completely stocked hardware
store in Madison.^" A freshman member of the territorial house,
McCallister sought an appropriation for the Madison Normal
School, which had been authorized, but not funded, by the previous legislature on 5 March 1881. Before the institution could
become a reality, territorial money had to be secured. At his own
request, "and with an eye single to the furtherance of this project," McCallister secured the Education Committee chairmanship.^^ He also sat on the Agriculture and Immigration committees."
Prior to settling into the 1883 session, the Madison merchant
took advantage of a recess to return home on 16 January. He con-

16. Lake County Leader. 1 Mar. 1883.
17. Ibid.; Sioux City Daily Journal, 15 Mar. 1883. By 1884, the territorial legislature had passed a law that made winter fishing illegal. Sioux City Daily Journal, 3
May 1883.
18. Nehemiah G. Ordway to Secretary of Interior Henry M. Teller. 20 Oct. 1883,
in U.S.. Department of the Interior. Annual Report of the Territorial Governors,
1883, House Ex. Doc., no. 10. 48th Cong., 1st sess., p. 519. Ordway contended, "On
the whole the climate may justly be said to improve each succeeding year with the
increase of improved acreage, tree culture and population."
19. Robinson, History of South Dakota, 1:313. In defense of the legislators,
Robinson added, "One must take into account the unnatural condition which possessed the public mind in the Dakota of that day, due to the unprecedented development."
20. Madison Sentinel. 12 Jan. 1883.
21. Ibid., 16 Mar. 1883.
22. Ibid., 19 Jan. 1883. McCallister also held positions on the "Engrossed and
Enrolled Bills" and the "Highways, Bridges and Ferries" committees.
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ferred briefly with civic leaders regarding the appropriation matter. Fortunately, he returned to Yankton the following afternoon.
Two days later, the first major blizzard of the season struck Lake
County. Train service was disrupted for over a week. Because
Madison had "fuel, flour and groceries enough in stock and store
to run the whole county six months," the storm produced no serious consequences.^^ Bilis sponsored by R. C. McCallister, however, had a direct relevance for his constituents. The 1881 act
establishing Madison Normal School had required county residents to donate 160 acres to the territory, which had been done
the following September. McCallister entered House File 68 on 6
February 1883, authorizing the village of Madison to issue bonds
to finance the land. The following day, he offered House File 81,
granting Madison Normal $10,000 for buildings and a $4,000 contingency fund."
The bills had mixed success. Both were approved, but Governor Nehemiah G. Ordway rejected the appropriation bill. The
veto stunned and enraged county residents. Without funding,
their normal school would not materialize. Charles B. Kennedy
departed Madison on Wednesday, 21 February, to lobby for the
required measure. A lawyer and real-estate agent active in "loaning interests," Kennedy was one of Lake County's most prominent citizens. His influence while a member of the legislature two
years earlier had generated the statute placing the normal school
in Madison. He now sought to aid McCallister in finding a way to
reverse Ordway's position." A solution was found, but it involved
supporting the governor in a controversial issue that soon embroiled the 1883 territorial legislature.
March of 1883, a Lake County journalist reported, was "colder
than usual, the average temperature being from ten to twelve degrees lower than last year."^*- While it was cold outside, inside the
territorial legislature temperatures were reaching a white heat.
A subtle plan to relocate the capital to a more central location had
23. Ibid.
24. Lake County Leader. 8 Feb. 1883; Madison Sentinel. 23 Feb. 1883; Yankton
Daily Press and Dakotaian, 6 and 7 Feb. 1883.
25. Madison Sentinel. 12 Jan. and 23 Feb. 1883. Kennedy, a native of Bangor.
Maine, had lived in Minnesota prior to locating in Lake County. He was "agent for
several leading fire insurance companies and gives considerable attention to making collections" (ibid., 12 Jan. 1883). He also served as Madison agent for the American Express Company.
I
26. Ibid., 13 Apr. 1883.
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been rumored since the session opened. In late January, a bill
naming Huron the seat of government had appeared,^^ prompting
a Madison editor to prophesy "that the days of Yankton as the
territorial or state capital are numbered."^^ Lively discussions
had ensued over which city should be named. McCallister's constituents were "red hot in favor o f a Sioux Falls designation.
Minnehaha County Assemblyman J. R. Jackson received a tele-

27. Howard R. Lamar, Dakota Territory, 1861-1889: A Study of Frontier
Politics (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1956), p. 204.
28. Madison Sentinel, 9 Feb. 1883.

R. C. McCallister
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gram from thirteen Madison business and professional men offering financial assistance should Sioux Falls seek the nomination.*'
Other lawmakers received similar offers on behalf of their communities. The subject resurfaced on 2 March in the form of a plan
to create a nine-member commission empowered to select the
new capital site. An emotional debate engulfed the assembly, but
the following afternoon, the measure passed the house by fifteen
to seven, with R. C. McCallister voting with the majority. House
File 211 carried the territorial council on 8 March, and the bill
was signed into law amid accusations of logrolling, bribery, and
Governor Nehemiah G. Ordway's role in the capital relocation
scheme is the subject of ongoing controversy. Some historians
argue that he conceived the plan for personal profit. Others contend that he sought relocation as punishment for political enemies in Yankton. Whatever his motive, Ordway used his office to
win approval for the scheme. An editorial in the Sioux Falls
Argus Leader suggested that the legislators "were but putty in
the hands of this 'wily old politician.' "^' Lawmakers seeking
spoils for their communities were coerced into voting for removal. In return, the governor condoned their pet schemes.^^
Among the legislators rewarded for voting correctly was Lake
County's R. C. McCallister. The very day the relocation bill came
before the territorial house, he introduced a scaled down appro-

29. Lake County Leader, 15 Mar. 1883. The 6 March dispatch to Jackson was
signed by J. F. Stahl, W. F. Smith, A. E. Clough, A. McKay, William B. Cameron.
M. L. Clark. P. H. Harth, J. A. Trow. Elmer Sheridan, John Fitzgerald, H. J. Patterson, Dan McKinnon. and A. A. Broadie.
30. Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory, 2:1302-5. (Kingsbury incorrectly
lists McCaiiister as representing neighboring Moody County. He lists that county's
representative, George Rice, as being from Lake County.) An editorial in an eastern paper noted how easily the relocation bill passed. It stated. "So great was his
[Ordway's] haste, and that of his friends, that the bill was passed in the upper house
without having been printed or even read" (New York T'imes, 10 Apr. 1883, p. 4;
the Times editorial was reprinted in Lake County Leader, 17 May 1883).
31. Lois M. Drake, "The influence of the Newspapers of Dakota Territory upon
the Administration of Nehemiah G. Ordway, Governor from 1880 to 1884" (M.A.
thesis. University of Missouri, 1941), p. 57.
32. Governor Ordway acknowledged that some legislators supported removal
for selfish reasons. He notified the secretary of interior that several aye votes were
cast by members "who did so from compulsion in order to secure the passage of
measures which they deemed to be of importance to their constituents" (quoted in
Madison Sentinel, 16 Nov. 1883).
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priation bill for Madison Normal. House File 226 provided a
$7,000 subsidy, half the amount earlier vetoed by the governor."
Its rapid acceptance by both houses prompted a hometown journalist to note, "The indications now are that the appropriation bill
will be signed by the governor."^* That it was came as no surprise
to W. S. Bowen, editor of the Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian.
A staunch Ordway critic, Bowen explained at what cost the appropriation had been secured. He reported: "Governor Ordway
vetoed Councilman Washabaugh's Spearfish normal school bill,
appropriating $5,000,... upon the ground that the territory could
33, Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian. 2 Mar. 1883.
34. Madison Sentinel. 16 Mar. 1883.
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not afford the expense
he afterwards signed a similar bill, introduced by Mr. Bowman, which appropriates $7,000 to the
Springfield normal school
[and another] bill introduced by Mr.
McCallister, appropriating $7,000 to the Madison normal school."
Washabaugh had opposed relocation, whereas Bowman and
McCallister had voted for it. The Press and Dakotaian also
pointed out, "The veto and the approvals came after the capital
bill had been passed."" Critics thus characterized the relocation
commission as having been created by "a gang of bribe givers,
bribe takers, and much worse.""
Condemnation of the capital removal law and the means used
to secure its passage occupied countless pages in the territorial
press. One observer considered the law to be the "biggest piece
of scoundralism, villainy and knavery that has ever been or can
ever be enacted in the Territory of Dakota."^^ Lawmakers such as
R. C. McCallister found "it much better from a financial point of
view to be a friend of our governor, even though mixed up in his
dirty scheme, than to be an honest man and stand opposed to
him," noted a Black Hills weekly.^* The Lake County press lent its
voice to the collective howl even though their community had
benefited from the corrupt bargain. The Madison Sentinel saw
the capital removal commission as "a plan where a coterie of
monied men are to be made enormously rich at the expense of the
public." Thus, editor Leslie H. McGargar reasoned, "legislators of
our young commonwealth will obtain a notoriety they will have
little cause to feel proud of."" The Lake County Leader concurred, noting, "The session just closed was probably the most tumultuous of any session in the history of the territory."*" Leader
editor James F. Stahl, following an accepted practice of the day,
scissored editorials from Yankton and Sioux Falls newspapers
that denounced the relocation law.*'
Paradoxically, Stahl also praised one of its perpetrators. On 12
March, R. C. McCallister's train arrived in Madison, where he
35. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian. 19 Mar. 1883.
36. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2:1305.
37. G. J. Travis, quoted ibid., 2:1320. Travis, the pastor of Yankton's Baptist
church, had served as house chaplain for the 1883 legislature and viewed capital
removal as something that "nineteen-twentieths of the taxpayers of the territory
believe to have been passed by the lowest and vilest methods of bribery."
38. Black HilU Journal, 4 May 1883.
39. Madison Sentinel, reprinted in Yankton Daily Press ajid Dakotaian, 14 Mar.
1883.
40. Lake County Leader, 15 Mar. 1883.
41. Ibid., 26 Apr. 1883.
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"was cordially greeted by his constituents." The Lake County
Leader, on behalf of all county residents, applauded him for the
"tenacity with which he labored" to secure the normal school appropriation. Stahl conveyed "heartfelt thanks to the great and
glorious territory of Dakota" for locating the institution in their
midst and supplying funds to begin construction." No comment
appeared in either Madison journal regarding McCallister's stand
on capital relocation. That it was necessary to obtain the oncevetoed appropriation was understood. In the boom environment
of the frontier, matters of local self-interest dominated. Instead of
criticism, the pioneer press stated, "Messrs. Kennedy and McCallister are entitled to great credit for their untiring work in the
legislature.""
Nevertheless, in the weeks following legislative adjournment,
a wave of indignation engulfed southern Dakota. Residents denounced the capital relocation in particular and Governor
Nehemiah G. Ordway's administration in general. These animosities led to a protest meeting in Sioux Falls at Germania Hall on 5
April 1883. Delegates from seventeen southeastern counties, including Lake, were in attendance. The capacity audience was further incensed to learn that Ordway had pocket-vetoed a measure,
favored by Lake County's McCallister, that would have authorized a constitutional convention in southern Dakota. Apparently,
Ordway was not content to move the capital, he intended to stifle
efforts at division and statehood as well. In response, those assembled in Sioux Falls laid the foundation for an organization
that would dominate Dakota politics several years hence. The
anti-Ordway element now merged with those who had been advocating statehood for southern Dakota since the previous fall. Led
by some of the most influential men of the territory, including
William H. H. Beadle, Gideon C. Moody, Newton Edmunds, and
Richard F. Pettigrew, the group tried to use the capital issue to
generate the support necessary to rid them of Ordway and secure
statehood.'*"

42. Ibid.. 15 Mar. 1883.
43. Ibid.
44. Ibid.. 12 Apr. 1883; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory. 2:1318-19;
Sioux City Weekly Times, 14 Apr. 1883; Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian. 9
Apr. 1883; Kenneth E. Hendrickson. Jr.. "The Public Career of Richard F. Pettigrew of South Dakota. 1848-1926." South Dakota Historical Collections 34 (1968):
170. The call for the Sioux Falls meeting, issued on 29 March, requested that delegates attend "for the purpose of determining upon definite and concerted action for
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Charles B. Kennedy

Before adjournment, the Sioux Falls meeting established an executive committee. Every southern county would have a delegate
in this body, whose function was to gather information concerning Governor Ordway's alleged misdeeds. His role in capital relocation, as well as in irregularities surrounding the organization of
new counties, was to be examined. Scandals had linked Ordway to
the selling of appointments of new county commissioners to the
highest bidder. Critics also accused him of appointing political
defeating the infamous scheme with which the governor and last Legislature of
Dakota have disgraced the territory" (Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory,
2:1318). John H. King of Chamberlain was chosen chairman, and A. J. Parshall of
Hanson County was named secretary.
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friends from the East to other territorial positions.** Ironically,
Charles B. Kennedy was appointed to the executive committee to
represent Lake County. A month before, he had been in Yankton
lobbying for McCallister's appropriation bill. Now, he was appointed to a body that sought to dispose of Governor Nehemiah
G. Ordway, from whom he had so recently sought concessions.
Kennedy's selection went largely unnoticed in Lake County,
where the prospect of an early spring had the agrarian population
thinking in economic, not political, terms. Farmers expected to be
planting their fields by 15 March, according to the Madison Sentinel, and the Lake County Leader predicted that 1883 would yield
the largest crop yet produced.** A mild winter had left livestock
with "sleek coats and well covered ribs."*' Still, a demand for
draft horses was evident, and Scott and Sheridan's livery barn in
Madison did a brisk business. In the first third of 1883, they sold
at least ten boxcar loads of horses to area residents.*^ Machinery
dealers were also active. A mid-March notice indicated that
"wagon loads of farm implements" were being dispatched to the
countryside.*' Such indicators forecasted that an increased number of acres would soon be under cultivation.
Wheat was the principal cash crop. Lesser amounts of flax, barley, and other small grains were also planted. Lake County had
marketed 180,000 bushels of cereal grain in 1882. Farmers expected to double that figure in 1883. Planting was completed by
the last week of April. Except for a rash of prairie fires that
destroyed several county farms, the forces of nature cooperated
ideally. May was "cool and cloudy with occasional showers very
favorable to wheat and other small grain."^" Moisture was suffi45. Lamar. Dakota Territory, pp. 203-4. 214-21. 238n.98; Herbert S. Schell,
"Politics — Palaver and Polls." in Dakota Panorama, ed. J. Leonard Jennewein and
Jane Borman (n.p.: Dakota Territory Centennial Commission, 1961), pp. 192-94.
46. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 7 Mar. 1883. The Yankton paper included the comments of the two Madison papers in its review of events in "Southern Dakota."
47. Madison Sentinel, 23 Feb. 1883.
48. Lake County Leader, 22 Feb. and 12 Apr. 1883. A March issue of the Leader
reported. "A. H. Marsland will next week receive a carload of farm horses, which
will be sold cheap for cash or on real estate security on three or five years' time." In
the same issue, another ad announced. "Albert Cuibert... will arrive here from
Iowa . . . with fifteen head of horses, which he will offer for sale. For particulars apply to Daly and Fitzgerald" (ibid.. 22 Mar. 1883).
49. Ibid., 15 Mar. 1883.
50. Si. Paul Pioneer Press, 26 May 1883. This report also noted, "More wheat
and a little less flax was put in this year."

Copyright © 1984 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Dakota Territory, 1883

U7

cient to "allay an uneasiness about a drought."*' In a Saint Paul
newspaper, a local promoter boasted that grain fields "could not
look better, be thicker, stronger, or promise more than now.""
A growing season tailored to wheat hindered corn prospects,
but farmers were optimistic about the corn crop as well. Weather
delayed planting for a week to ten days, and by the last week of
May, only two-thirds of the crop was in the ground. Undaunted,
farmers were "buying up all the seed corn in sight."" Many secured their seed from A. J. Hawley, Madison's agent for the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railroad. The company offered "the
best seed corn the world affords at actual costs," less than half
what other seed dealers were charging." Although a cool June
slowed development. Lake County expected to triple the previous year's corn yield.
Diversification of agriculture was also taking place in 1883. The
Sioux City Daily Journal reported an increase in animal husbandry that reflected a "most encouraging outlook for the future" of
Lake County and "the prosperity of that region."" Territorial
residents were expanding their operations to include dairying
and stock raising. Profits from crops were invested in additional
or better quality livestock. These ventures provided added income, plus a hedge against lean crop years. The number of sheep
in Lake County increased fourfold during the year, and cattle
numbers climbed by 30 percent."
Optimism spawned by such increases triggered a real-estate
boom fueled by immigration. Competition for settlers among
Dakota counties was intense. Boosters reasoned that a large population would help the county develop its resources and secure a
prominent position when statehood was achieved. Propaganda
aimed at Dakota-fever sufferers remarked grandly, "The truth of
the matter is that Southern Dakota is the most productive spot in
the world, and Lake County is the finest body of land in the terri51. Ibid., 22 May 1883. These agricultural reports in the Saint Paul paper were
drawn from the observations of W. L. Webber, of the Michigan State Agricultural
Association, who toured three hundred miles of southern Dakota to "ascertain the
future conditions of crops of all kinds."
52. Ibid., 27 June 1883.
53. Ibid., 26 May 1883.
54. Madison Sentinel, 4 May 1883.
55. Sioux City Daily Journal, 11 Apr. 1883. The New York Times. 21 May 1883,
p. 2, also noted this increase.
56. Lake County Leader, 13 Sept. 1883. The total number of sheep in 1883 was
1,983, compared to 469 the previous year. Cattle increased from 2,824 to 3,704.
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tory."" Regarding price, one booster noted, "Land in Lake County is cheaper . . . than in other counties where an unhealthy land
boom is now in progress," while another promoter stated simply,
"Few come who do not invest."^* By means of these and other
reports extolling its virtues, Lake County sought its share of
newcomers during the Great Dakota Boom.
The Huron Leader estimated that 125,000 immigrants would
enter Dakota in the spring of 1883.^' This supposition was reinforced in May when the Si. Paul Pioneer Press, discussing the
traffic on the Iowa and Dakota division of the Milwaukee Railroad, stated, "Since March daily passenger trains west averaged
300 passengers, most of them seeking Dakota land." During the
same time period, 150 immigrant cars a day traveled the company's track in the same direction.*" A portion of the land seekers
disembarked in Madison. "Lake County is catching her share of
the immigration that is pouring into the territory," remarked the
Lake County Leader in late March as it noted the arrival of two
extra immigrant trains within a twenty-four hour period. Residents were assured, "The class of citizens settling in Lake County
are of the very best, well-to-do, and will commence farming on a
solid basis.""'
Among the "well-to-do" settlers were a number from the eastern states. D. H. Sheldon, from Burlington, Wisconsin, settled
near Lake Herman, bringing with him "two carloads of stock,
farm machinery, and other articles necessary in the management
of a first class farm."" William Whitmore, from Altan, Iowa, paid
$1,600 cash for his land and announced plans to "engage in farming and stock raising on an extensive and solid basis."" Not
everyone fit this mold, however. Included in the approximately
30-percent population growth that Lake County experienced in
1883 were a number of settlers who began farming for the first
time. For them, Dakota offered an opportunity they could not
secure elsewhere —land ownership. Many were foreign-born Nor-

57. Madison Sentinel, 23 Nov. 1883.
58. Lake County Leader, 13 Sept. 1883; Chamberlain Register, 27 Aug. 1883,
reprinted ibid. Lake County land was available at four to fifteen dollars per acre
and was "rapidly appreciating in value."
59. Huron Leader, reprinted in Si. Paul Pioneer Press, 27 Apr. 1883.
60. Si. Paul Pioneer Press, 4 May 1883.
61. Lake County Leader, 22 Mar. 1883.
62. Ibid., 8 Mar. 1883.
63. Ibid.
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wegians, who were pouring into the territory in record numbers.
This influx of newcomers swelled Lake County's population to between five and six thousand before it subsided in the fall."^
The movement of land seekers into the county stimulated urban growth and created increased demands for goods and services. Existing businesses expanded their operations and new
enterprises sprang up. So many new buildings were under construction in Madison that by early summer there was "an unsupplied demand for carpenters."''^ The erection of residential
dwellings magnified this shortage. A number of substantial
homes were completed that season, including one for Assemblyman R. C. McCallister. Real-estate prices accelerated, causing a
28 percent increase in the taxable value of city lots. The rampant
activity in the surrounding countryside dictated prosperity for
its commercial center.""
Nowhere was Madison's business growth more visible than in
the financial sector. Farmers needed capital to buy and improve
their land, acquire machinery, and begin or upgrade livestock operations. In the past, reported one Madison editor, "eastern capitalists have monopolized the lending business in this section." At
the start of 1883, the Citizens Bank of Madison was the only one
in Lake County. By May, there were three, two of which opened
the same week. Civic pride led the editor to label Madison the financial center of a five-county area because its "banking facilities
are superior to any town in southeastern Dakota, outside of Sioux
Falls."''" Newspaper advertisements by several lawyers and realestate agents indicated their willingness to invest in Lake County's future. Phrases such as "farm loans, at low rates . . . and on
easy terms" regularly appeared with their professional cards."*
Civic leaders envisioned their community as an educational
center as well. Issues pertaining to Madison's recently subsidized
64. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2:1330; Sioux City Daily Journal.
16 Sept. 1883. Kingsbury estimated the population of Lake County at 5.000 in 1883.
This was a 28.5 percent increase over the 1882 figure of 3,890.
65. Sioux City Daily Journal. 15 July 1883.
66. Lake County Leader, 13 Sept. 1883.
67. Ibid., 12 Apr. 1883. The editor predicted that residents of Kingsbury. Miner.
Brookings. Moody, and Lake counties would seek credit in Madison.
68. Ibid.. 25 Jan. 1883. These words came from one of Charles B. Kennedy's advertisements. Kennedy also offered, in the same paper, the "highest price paid for
school bonds" and ran a "Wanted at once" ad for "a few county warrants and
schools orders." He later sought "a few Lake County bridge and poor warrants"
(ibid., 8 Mar. 1883).
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normal school overshadowed all others in the minds of local politicians. They regarded the future teacher-training institution as a
"means of securing for us a class of citizens that can guarantee us
the very best society."*'^ Promoters intended to maximize the
benefits that a normal school would provide the community.
Besides the endowment for the school, R. C. McCallister had obtained another valuable concession from the 1883 legislature.
Twenty acres within the village of Madison would be selected for
the location of the school rather than the original 160 acres one
mile out of town. The original site, deeded to the territory in
1881, would be sold at public auction and the proceeds added to
the building fund.^"
The changing of the building site ignited a brief, but heated,
journalistic exchange between Madison's two weeklies. The Sentinel, official newspaper of the county, saw no need for the switch.
Owner W. H. Jones, through his editor Leslie H. McCargar, openly insinuated that the only people the change would benefit were
the owners of lots that might become the designated site.^' In rebuttal, the Lake County Leader snorted, "Every citizen of Madison knows that it would be detrimental to the best interests of
the town to locate the building in the country." Editor James F.
Stahl called Jones "mosquito-brained" and suggested that the
publisher's thesis was developed "as if he were dealing with a
pack of yahoos instead of the intelligent citizens of Madison.""
This editorial clash made interesting reading, but it was pointless
because territorial statute had mandated an urban setting.
The law also called for creation of a three-member school board
to work with William H. H. Beadle, territorial superintendent of
public instruction, and W. H. McVay, territorial treasurer, in setting up the institution. Their responsibilities included selecting
the new site, letting construction contracts, and disposing of the
original quarter of land. Governor Ordway appointed Charles B.
Kennedy, Dr. S. M. Jenks, and Wesley Hill, a lumber merchant in
Madison, to this commission.'^ Kennedy would later report that
69. Ibid.. 28 June 1883.
70. Ibid.. 15 Mar. 1883.
71. Madison Sentinel, 23 Feb. 1883.
72. Lake County Leader, 8 Mar. 1883. Stahl's editorial concluded, "If placed on
the new site, the building could be seen and would be an ornament [to] the town,
whereas if it was located in the country it would be of no advantage to us
whatever." He further taunted the Sentinel owner by claiming, "The misrepresentation of [this) light-weight individual is simply laughable."
73. Lake County Leader, 15 Mar. 1883.
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Aíadison formal ¿school, about 1890

the creation of tbe normal school "illustrated the character of our
pioneers and their determination . . . to build up an educational
system second to none."'* Kennedy, who had been instrumental in
obtaining the institution for his community, offered, together
with D. Bosworth, to donate twenty acres at the head of Egan
Avenue, just north of Park Lake, as a site. Another location on
Center Street, four blocks from the main business district, was
advanced by J. F. Van Dooser and supported by a petition bearing the signatures of sixty property owners." The merits of each
site generated columns in the local press.
While awaiting a decision about the location, city residents
voted eighty-eight to seven to authorize $2,000 in bonds to finance the land deeds to the territory. Thus endorsed, the bonds
were purchased by the Citizens Bank for ninety-three cents on
the dollar. Sale of the rural quarter section was postponed until
September, but it eventually netted $2,500. On 25 June, a decision
about the location of the school was announced. Gen. William
H. H. Beadle arrived in Madison, inspected the sites, and met
74. Charles B. Kennedy, "The Early Days of the Normal." in Pioneer Days in
Lake County, ed. Preston E. Tyrrell, Karl E. Mundt Historical and Educational
Foundation Series, no. 6 (Madison. S.Dak.: Dakota State College, 1980), p. 46.
75. Lake County Leader, 15 Mar. and 18 June 1883.
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with the local commission. They chose the Kennedy site. While
funds from the territorial appropriation were not yet available,
the commission decided to commence normal school classes in the
fall, with sessions to be held in the public school building.^*
As plans for the normal school got underway. Lake County was
in a state of flux. During the early summer of 1883, the area was
flourishing as never before. Farmers were preoccupied with field
work, and community leaders were busy with normal school matters. Territorial affairs were temporarily relegated to the background. In the first week of June, an announcement that the capital commission had selected Bismarck as the new seat of government was virtually ignored by the local press. Events dealing
with territorial division and statehood similarly provoked scant
interest among most county residents, but a few citizens would
soon become quite active in such affairs.
In early 1883, Governor Nehemiah G. Ordway had pocketvetoed legislation that would have called a constitutional convention in southern Dakota, but statehood activists intended to hold
one that summer in spite of him. The removal of the capital to the
northern reaches of the territory, coupled with a dislike of the
Ordway regime, had spurred activities in the southern portion of
the territory that had no legal sanction. The movement had actually begun in 1882. Yankton politicians and leading statehood activists had formed the bipartisan Citizen's League, which had
chapters in each of the southern counties, and had called a meeting at Canton in June 1882 to discuss the idea of a constitutional
convention. After selecting an executive committee for the organization, the Canton meeting had ended with a call for a constitutional convention for southern Dakota within the next year.
After Governor Ordway's veto of the enabling legislation, the executive committee of the Citizen's League issued a call for a mass
meeting of counties south of the 46th parallel to take place in
Huron on 19 June 1883. Here, the framework for a constitutional
convention would be established and a location selected.^'

76. Ibid., 10 May. 28 June, and 20 Sept. 1883; Madison Sentinel. 28 Sept. 1883;
Kennedy, "Early Days of the Normal," p. 47. It is interesting to note that 101 ballots were cast for town officials but only 95 for the bonding issue. The votes took
place on the same day.
77. Lamar, Dakota Territory, pp. 199-201, 204, 222. Ordway's argument for
vetoing the 1883 convention bill was that it was unconstitutional because the
"money [would be] collected from all the counties in the Territory to pay the ex-
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Organizers decided that over four hundred delegates should attend the Huron meeting. Counties were allocated delegates on
the basis of the number of ballots each county had cast for territorial delegate the previous fall. Under this system. Lake County
was entitled to eight representatives. Volunteer committees
were to be created to conduct the bipartisan election of these
delegates. In Lake County, the scheme was accorded only passive
endorsement. Both Madison editors acknowledged the significance of the Huron gathering, but only subscribers of the Lake
County Leader received advance notice of a meeting called to
select their representatives. This "mass convention," as it was
termed, assembled at 2:00 p.m. on Wednesday, 6 June, in Davidson Hall, Madison. Although documentation is lacking, it would
appear that the turnout was light. Agriculturalists rarely attend
meetings in the middle of a week-day when field work is in progress. The few published accounts indicate, rather, that the meeting was conducted and dominated by businessmen and local politicians. James F. Stahl, editor of the Lake County Leader, was
elected chairman. He appointed a three-member committee to
nominate a slate of delegates to the Huron gathering, and the
committee's nominees were accepted by acclamation.^* An analysis of those selected substantiates the belief that the county elite
agitated for division and statehood rather than the rank-and file
settlers."
The eight men endorsed by the Madison meeting were drawn
from the ranks of Lake County's business or professional men and
community leaders. Two had attended the 1882 territorial Republican convention; one was a former territorial legislator; and

penses of a constitutional convention in which only a portion of the counties were to
be represented" (Ordway to Teller, 20 Oct. 1883. p. 523). To remove any opportunity for this argument to resurface, the expenses of the 1883 convention would "all be
paid by the delegates and nothing whatever is left which can be distorted into a
chance for fault finding" {Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 6 Oct. 1883). The
delegates at the Sioux Falls convention would be paid three dollars per day in
script, which would be repaid by the future state legislature. Lamar, Dakota Territory, p. 225n.49.
78. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 3 Apr. 1883; Sioux City Daily Journal,
3 Apr. 1883; Lake County Leader, 24 May and 7 June 1883. F. R, Van Slyke served
as secretary of the Madison meeting. W. F. Smith. H. J. Patterson, and W. B.
Cameron were appointed to the nominating committee.
79. In particular, Howard R. Lamar, Dakota Territory, p. 226, has argued that
politicians and businessmen, and not the average citizen, were interested in statehood for southern Dakota.
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three were past or present members of the Madison village council. In addition to the sheriff and the clerk of district courts, both
publisher W. H. Jones and editor James F. Stahl were included,
representing the two newspapers. Also appointed was W. B.
Cameron, a merchant, who announced that he would be unable to
attend due to a conflict with the territorial Masonic Convention
in Rapid City. He was approved, notwithstanding, and the Madison meeting adopted a motion that any delegate who journeyed
to Huron was empowered to cast the full county vote.*"
Representatives of thirty-four southern counties assembled in
Huron on 19 June. They passed resolutions demanding a division
of Dakota and immediate statehood for the southern portion.
Sioux Falls was selected to host a constitutional convention to
convene on 4 September. An executive committee, chaired by exgovernor Newton Edmunds, was responsible for creating machinery for delegate selection and convention preparation. Incredibly,
after their preparations, the Lake County delegation did not attend the Huron meeting. Nor did newspaper columns condemn or
explain their absence. In all probability, it was caused by the controversy over the selection of the normal school location rather
than by apathy. Booming the community superseded the creation
of a new state in those last weeks of June. Nevertheless, W. F.
Smith of Madison was appointed to the executive committee,
even though Lake was one of only three counties south of the
46th parallel that was not represented at the Huron convention."'
A banker and real-estate broker, Smith was Lake County's clerk
of courts. The absent Charles B. Kennedy, who had been a territo-

80. Madison Sentinel. 15 June 1883. The eight delegates appointed were W. B.
Cameron, A. E. Clough. George W, Wright, W. H. Jones, James F. Stahl. Charles
B. Kennedy. W. F. Smith, and William Lee. Stahl and Wright had represented their
county at the 1882 Republican convention. Cameron, Clough, and Lee had served
on the village council, while Kennedy had served in the 1882 territorial legislature.
George Wright was a former county assessor, W. F. Smith was clerk of district
courts, and William Lee was sheriff.
81. Lake County Leader. 28 June 1883; Si. Paul Pioneer Press, 18, 20 and 22
June 1883. All southern counties except Charles Mix. Custer. and Lake were represented, according to a Si. Paul Pioneer Press correspondent who attended the
Huron convention. Sources disagree about the acutal number of delegates in attendance. Some credit the gathering with 400, but this is unlikely as several counties did not send full delegations. The Si. Paul Pioneer Press put the number at
around 250. while a figure of 188 is often cited. See Carrol G. Green. "The Struggle
of South Dakota to Become a State," South Dakota Historical Collections 12 (1924):
517. Governor Ordway claimed that many of the delegates that did attend "were
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rial assemblyman, was similarly appointed to the "Committee on
Address to the President and Congress," which would take
Dakota's demands to Washington, D.C.*^
With the normal school location resolved by the end of June, attention in Lake County now turned to the matter of statehood.
Newspapers, seeking to build support for the movement, devoted
several columns weekly to that topic. Judging by the amount of
type set, the Lake County Leader attached more significance to
the issue than did the rival Madison Sentinel. Editor James F.
Stahl predicted, "The Sioux Falls convention will be by far the
most important assemblage in the history of southern Dakota.""'
His enthusiasm no doubt stemmed from his role in the proceedings. W. F. Smith, by virtue of his membership on the executive
committee created at Huron, coordinated efforts throughout the
county. He named Stahl, R. R. Wentworth, and Dr. A. E. Clough
to assist him. Broadsides prepared by pro-statehood leaders were
sent to executive committee members for distribution. Smith received "something less than a ton of statehood documents" in one
shipment. Although Smith served as an unpaid volunteer, he
"seems to be public property in this region when there is postage
or express charges to be paid," quipped his associate Stahl."
Among documents received were election notices that the local
committee posted throughout the county.
Each county was responsible for establishing its own machinery to elect its delegates to the Sioux Falls convention. After conferring with the rural element, the Lake County committee discarded the idea of a nominating convention in favor of selfannouncement. Six men sought the three available positions, and
the election was scheduled for Wednesday, 1 August.*^ Voters
were exhorted to participate. They were reminded, "Lake ranks
second to no other county in the territory and she certainly

not elected from the voting precincts, but were generally appointed from the county seats, probably not more persons attending the primary meeting than the number of delegates which were accorded certificates" (quoted in Si. Paul Pioneer
Press, 22 June 1883). which is an accurate assessment of the Madison meeting and
the Lake County delegate selection.
82. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 23 June 1883.
83. Lake County Leader, 12 July 1883.
84. Ibid.. 26 July 1883.
85. Ibid. The Leader explained. "At this season of the year the farmers are very
busy with their work, and none of them seemed inclined to leave their fields to attend a convention."
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desires to be as conspicuous in the new state."'* In spite of such
prodding, "the election passed off quietly . . . without any ballot
stuffing or any intimidation . . . and consequently no blood was
shed."*' A light turnout selected Probate Judge R. A. Murray,
Madison merchant Matthew Daly, and Wentworth merchant
R. R. Wentworth. Among those defeated was Charles B. Kennedy. Although conspicuous in local and territorial politics, Kennedy finished next to last in his bid to represent Lake County at
the first constitutional convention held in the present state of
South Dakota.««
Those elected boarded a train for Sioux Falls on Monday, 3 September. The 125 delegates called to order the next morning included most of Dakota's prominent political figures. Among those
present were ex-territorial governors Newton Edmunds and
John L. Pennington and future state governor Arthur C. Mellette. The trio generally acknowledged as the instituters of the
statehood drive, William H. H. Beadle, United States Attorney
Hugh J. Campbell, and Dr. Joseph Ward of Yankton, also attended. Bartlett Tripp, leading Democrat in the territory, was selected chairman, thus assuring a bipartisan label for the document written.*' Lake County's three delegates each served on
several of the convention's thirty standing committees but
played insignificant roles in the proceedings."* The delegates con-

86. Ibid.. 12 July 1883.
87. Madison Sentinel, 3 Aug. 1883.
88. Ibid. The Lake County election results were as follows: Matthew Daly, 171;
R. R. Wentworth. 138; R. A. Murray, 135; G. K. Tiffany. 127; Charles B. Kennedy.
120; and Matthew Heiser, 91. The voting was light throughout southern Dakota,
but, according to one report. "The election of delegates . .. attracted general interest and it was only because the harvest required attention that the vote was light"
{Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 4 Aug. 1883).
89. Lake County Leader, 6 Sept. 1883; Lamar. Dakota Territory, pp. 228-31.
The occupations of the delegates at this first constitutional convention were: lawyers, 42 (33.6 percent); editors. 13 (10.4 percent), clergy. 5 (4 percent); hotel keepers,
2 (1.6 percent); farmers. 31 (24.8 percent); real-estate agents. 11 (8.8 percent); physicians, 2 (1.6 percent); liverymen. 1 (.8 percent); merchants. 15 (12 percent); and
bankers, 3 (2.4 percent). Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2:1716. Thus,
Lake County's delegation of two merchants and a lawyer was typical of those present. In a territory that was 90 percent rural, however, it is hard to build a case
that this was a people's convention when only a quarter of the delegates were
farmers.
90. Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory, 2:1674-76. Murray served on the
Judiciary and the Municipal Corporation committees; Daly on the Public Accounts
and Expenditures and the Roads, Bridges and Other Internal Improvements com-
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sumed two weeks in constitution making. The resulting document
was traditional for the most part and did not offer restrictions on
banks, monopolies, or railroads. The issues of prohibition, woman
suffrage, and the sale of public school lands inspired the most
heated discussions. A compromise was reached on the first two
items, whereby they would be decided by a referendum of the
people at a later date. The school land issue was settled by a provision in the new constitution that established a minimum price
of ten dollars per acre."
The Sioux Falls gathering and the document it produced were
condemned by Governor Nehemiah G. Ordway. In his annual
mittees; and Wentworth on the Revenue and Finance Committee. As the convention progressed, additional committees were created. Daly was one of nine members on the Impeachment and Removal from Office Committee, while Wentworth
was among the fifteen members of the Preamble of the Constitution Committee.
Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian. 11 Sept. 1883.
91. Lamar, Dakota Territory, pp. 230 32.
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report to the secretary of the interior, he reported that a
"quorum was not present at the ending sessions when important
decisions were made." He suggested that delegates "had left in
disgust when they discovered that the leading spirits . . . were insidiously providing machinery for foisting large numbers of so
called 'state offices' upon the people."'^ Whether for this or some
other reason, no Lake County delegate voted on two measures
considered in the waning days. The Yankton Daily Press and
Dakotaian published complete convention proceedings, and its
report of the 18 September vote on the prohibition question
named all delegates who had cast ballots. Daly, Murray, and
Wentworth were not listed; nor were they recorded as having
voted the next day shortly before the gathering disbanded. Prior
to adjournment, those present voted to authorize the printing of
ten thousand copies of the constitution in English and one thousand each in Norwegian and German. These copies were to be distributed throughout southern Dakota in an attempt to prepare
residents to vote in the constitutional ratification election, scheduled for Saturday, 20 October 1883. The executive committee created at Huron was again placed in charge of matters at the county
level."
Statehood promoters used the seven-week interval between
the convention and ratification ballot (rescheduled for Tuesday,
11 November) to heighten interest. Politicians traversed southern Dakota stumping for passage. Editors liberally sprinkled
their columns with pro-statehood remarks while at the same time
assailing abuses of the Ordway administration. Typical of this
media campaign were the efforts of the Lake County Leader,
which "assumed considerable expense" in publishing the consti-

92. Ordway to Teller, 20 Oct. 1883, p. 524. In explaining the situation to federal
authorities, Ordway claimed. "Conflicting interests are unavoidable in a community which [has] come together so rapidly and . . . local prejudices in such an immense
territory are strong and unreasoning beyond description" (quoted in Kenneth N.
Owens, "Frontier Governors; A Study of the Territorial Executives in the History
of Washington. Idaho, Montana, Wyoming and Dakota Territories" [Ph.D. diss..
University of Minnesota. 1959), p. 246).
93. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 19 and 20 Sept. 1883; Sioux City Daily
Journal, 19 Sept. 1883. Kingsbury's History of Dakota Territory, 2:1669-1716, presents extensive coverage of the Sioux Falls convention. On several key votes, he
gives the names of delegates and how they voted. Nowhere within these listings is
the Lake County delegation recorded. Either the Madison trio did not attend the
convention regularly, or they chose not to vote on a number of issues.
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tution as a supplement to one of its weekly editions.'* The Madison Sentinel largely ignored the matter, and the recently established Wentworth City Bond mentioned it only in passing. Leader
editor James F. Stahl, however, crusaded vigorously for voter
participation, reasoning that "a large vote is a good immigration
document." Subscribers were encouraged to support ratification
as "the first step toward freedom from the rule of Jumbo governors." Stahl characterized the upcoming ballot as an opportunity
to "vote off the obnoxious yoke" of territorial status and enter
the Union as a full-fledged state."
Rhetoric of this nature had its effect. Dakotans approved the
constitution by a vote of 12,336 to 6,814 —a 64.4 percent majority
(Table 1). An analysis of the vote for thirty-four southern counties
shows the average majority in each county to be one percent
below the overall territorial average. Nine of the counties rejected the constitution, led by Union County, where 96.6 percent
of the votes were cast against ratification. Heading the twentyfive counties that endorsed ratification were Spink (96.6 percent)
and Day (94.8 percent). Lake County's 81.1 percent approval rate
exceeded the group average by 17.9 percent and placed it fifteenth out of the thirty-four surveyed counties in rate of acceptance.'*
Statehood forces lauded the victory as they pressed their
demands on Washington. A Dakota statehood bill cleared the
Republican-dominated Senate. The Democrat-controlled House,
however, refused to consider the matter, effectively ending any
chances for statehood in 1883. Almond R. Miller, new editor of the
Madison Sentinel, had forewarned the predominantly Republican
Dakotans of this obstacle, suggesting, "There are not enough
Democrats up here to make it advantageous to the mossback

94. Lake County Leader, 18 Oct. 1883.
95. Ibid., 25 Oct. and 1 Nov. 1883. An eastern paper was in agreement with
Stahl, noting. "It is said by those who advocate this plan that the Territory has
been plundered by carpet-bagger politicians who have, while in office, exempted
railroad land from taxation and established many heavily endowed schools and universities and other institutions for the purpose of making offices for their friends"
iNeiv York Times, 4 Aug. 1883. p. 4).
96. Marie L. Lotze. "How South Dakota Became a State." South Dakota Historical Collections 14 (1928): 468; Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory. 2:1716 17.
The thirty-four counties selected for comparison were those southern Dakota counties for which returns were available from both the 1882 territorial delegate election and the 1883 ratification vote. See Table 2.
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TABLE 1
RESULTS OF CONSTITUTIONAL
RATIFICATION VOTE. 11 NOVEMBER 1883

COUNTY

FOR

Aurora
Beadle
Bon Homnfie
Brookings
Brown
Brule
Charles Mix
Clark
Clay
Codington
Custer
Davison
Day

Deuel
Douglas
Edmunds
Faulk
Grant
Hamlin
Hand
Hanson
Hughes
Hutchinson
Hyde
Jerauld
Kingsbury
Lake
Lawrence
Lincoln
McCook
Miner
Minnehaha
Moody
Pennington
Potter
Roberts
Sanborn
Spiiik
Sully
Turner
Union
Yankton
Totals

333
633
425
68
282
888
289
2SS
210
267
37
138
826
142
268
S9
176
641
64
610
193
611
397
67
128
824
129
1,177
196
117
818
884
811
129
51
6
90
964
118
453
31
844
12,336

AGAINST

66
61
416
868
169
62
46
309
367
1KÍ
81
32
18
101
Í4Z
24
7
46
84
60
18
100
331
0
9
76
30
236
668
86
22
863
48
178
0
0
1
34
8
156
969
398

6,814

VOTES CAST

399
584
841
426
401
450
285
562
577
392
118
170
343

243
400
113
183
687
148
570
211
711
728
67
137
400
159

1.413
864
202
340
1,247
359
307
51
6
91
988
126
609

1,000
1.242
19.150

PERCENT I.N FAVOR

83.5
91.3
50.5
13.6
57.0
86.2
83.9
45.0
36.4
65.6
31.4
81.2
94.8
58.4
64.5
78.8
96.2
93.3
43.2
89.5
91.5
85.9
54.5
100.0
93.4
81.0
81.1
83.3
22.7
57.9
93.5
30.8
86.6
42.0
100.0
100.0
98.6
96.6
93.7
74.4
8.1
68.0
64.4

SOURCE; George W, Kingsbury. Htttory of Dakota Territory, and George M. Smith, Snath Dakota Its
History and ¡it PeopU, 5 vola. (Chicago: S. J. Clark Publishing Co., 1915). 2;17I6-17.

Copyright © 1984 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Dakota Territory, 188S

161

TABLE 2
COMPARISON OF VOTER PARTICIPATION IN
THIRTY-FOUR SOUTHERN COUNTIES OF DAKOTA TERRITORY
FOR THE 1882 DELEGATE ELECTION AND THE
1883 CONSTITUTIONAL RATIFICATION VOTE

COUNTY

Aurora
Beadle
Bon Homme
Brookings
Brown
Brule
Charles Mix
Clark
Clay
Codington
Custer
Davison

1882

1883

TURNOUT

TUKNOUT

518
671

1,109
1,313
1,083
569
192
301
923
783
358
791
280
467
243
1,281
310
643
418
383
668
755
736
3.884
1.228

Day

Deuel
Douglas
Grant
Hamlin
Hand
Hanson
Hughes
Hutchinson
Kingsbury
Lake
Lawrence
Lincoln
McCook
Miner
Minnehaha
Moody
Pennington
Spink
Turner
Union
Yankton

875

1,159
2,310
948
824

Totals

1,001
1,276
1,185
1,268
30.823

399
584
841

426
401
450
285
562
577
392
118
170
343
243
400
687
148
570
211
711
728
400
159

1,413
864
202
340

1,247
359
307
988
609

1.000
1,242
18.376

SOURCE: Kingsbury.//isiori; of Dakota Territory. 2:1226, 1716 17.

PERCENTAGE OF 1882
TOTAL IN 1883

77.0
87.0
75.8
32.5
37.0
80.5
148.4
186.7
62.5
50.1
33.0
21.5
122.5
53.2
164.6
53.6
47.7
88.7
50.5
185.6
109.0
53.0
21.6
36.4
70.4
23.1
27.0
54.0
37.9
37.3
98.7
47.7
84.4
98.0
59.6
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party."" The Wentworth City Bond also noted, "A democratic
congress would hardly be willing to ruin their future prospects
by admitting two strongly republican states into the union just at
this time."^^
In 1883, partisan politics dominated congressional considerations, but another factor also worked against passage of the statehood bill —voter apathy. While statehood was supposedly on
every settler's mind, a closer examination of the returns from the
thirty-four counties studied above suggests otherwise. The total
18,376 votes cast in the constitutional election of 1883 were only
59.6 percent of the total cast in the 1882 territorial delegate race
(Table 2). Thus, four out of every ten Dakotans who had expressed a preference in 1882 failed to return to the polls less than
a year later. It is highly unlikely that this fact escaped the congressmen's attention. Six of the thirty-four counties surveyed did
record more votes in 1883 than in 1882. Clark County, for example, reported an 1883 turnout that was 186.7 percent over that of
the previous year. In two other counties, Spink (98.7 percent) and
Yankton (98 percent), the totals were nearly identical for both
elections. At the other end of the spectrum, the 1883 turnout in
twelve counties was less than half that of the 1882 showing. The
most apathetic of the thirty-four counties surveyed were Davison
(21.5 percent) and Lake (21.6 percent).
Lake County had counted 736 votes for territorial delegate but
only 159 on the question of constitutional ratification. Journalists
used the phrases "quiet," "uninteresting," and "a very tame affair" to report this dismal turnout.^'* The Wentworth City Bond
deemed it "the dryest affair of the season," noting that few votes
were cast anywhere in the county outside of the village of Madison.'"" A combination of factors kept voters from the polls all over
southern Dakota. The fact that the constitution lacked legal sanction caused some to be apathetic, while temperance proponents
had discouraged others by urging a boycott of the election
because the proposed constitution contained no prohibition
clause. The agrarian sector generally exhibited indifference
toward the entire matter because of its preoccupation with personal obligations. For farmers, the harvest and local market con-

97. Madison Sentinel, 30 Nov. 1883.
98. Wentworth City Bond. 5 Oct. 1883.
99. Madison Sentinel, 16 Nov. 1883; Lake County Leader, 8 Nov. 1883.
100. Wentworth City Bond, 9 Nov. 1883.
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ditions preempted their participation in the 1883 quest for statehood."»'
Activities in Lake County throughout the summer and fall confirm the premise that the rural population of Dakota was interested in other matters during the statehood activities of 1883.
The influx of settlers in the spring and the vigorous rise in the
number of acres under cultivation generated projections of a
record harvest. These forecasts, meant to spur immigration the
next season, were somewhat fanciful, predicting oat yields of
eighty to a hundred bushels,'"^ but excellent weather did much to
assure farmers that their granaries would "bulge and groan
beneath their bounteous autumnal burden."'" Newspaper accounts indicate that farmers were extremely industrious, with
plowing and haying in progress at the time of the Sioux Falls convention. Small-grain threshing was completed, and farmers were
maneuvering self-binders through the wheat fields as their
elected delegates pondered constitutional matters in September.
By November, the market had become so dismal that farmers
were in no mood to vote for a document that did not address their
problems.
Federal agricultural statistics for 1883 list 1,008,000 Dakota
acres in wheat, with 11,000 of these in Lake County. While not as
impressive as the 25,000 acres erroneously claimed by one editor.
Lake County's total contributed to the 20 percent increase of
Dakota wheat acreage over the previous season. The average
yield in the territory was sixteen bushels per acre, four and a half
bushels above the national standard. Published figures placed
Lake County's yield at 50 percent above the territorial average.
Production in the county was estimated at eighteen to forty bushels per acre (the latter on "well cultivated fields"), with the average being twenty-eight bushels.'"* On the basis of these figures,

101. Lamar, Dakota Territory, pp. 232-35; Madison Sentinel, 16 Nov. 1883. The
Sentinel filed reports on neighboring counties, noting that in Brookings, "the people took no interest in the matter," and in Moody County, "a remarkably light vote
was polled... . The farmers were very busy." See also Kingsbury, History of
Dakota Territory, 2:1717-18.
102. Lake County Leader, 13 Sept. 1883.
103. Madison Sentinel, 10 Aug. 1883.
104. Si. Paul Pioneer Press, 20 June 1883; Madison Sentinel, 10 Aug. and 23
Nov. 1883: Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 30 Aug. 1883: U.S.. Department of
Agriculture, Report of the Commissioner of Agriculture for the Year 188U (Washington, D.C.; Government Printing Office, 1884), pp. 435-36. The Department of
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one enthusiast crowned Lake the "boss wheat county in the territory."^"^
Dakota's 1883 agricultural output rose despite market conditions that one historian labelled "unspeakable."'"" Under territorial law, grain buyers were not regulated and were thus free to
impose on farmers whatever price and market structure they
chose. Statistics show that the 1883 Dakota market prices for
four cereal grains (wheat, oats, rye, and barley) were below the
national average. The greatest discrepancy existed in the price of
wheat, the principal cash crop, for which the average Dakota
price represented only 79 percent of the national figure. Railroads contributed to the low prices by refusing to provide boxcars to individual farmers and by agreeing to transport only
grain that was consigned through designated elevators. The cooperation between railroads and grain elevators dictated the rate at
which Dakota farmers would be compensated for their labors.
Not surprisingly, then, farmers were less than enthusiastic about
a proposed state constitution that had failed to address the problem of railroad regulation.""
In Lake County in July, farmers and businessmen were optimistic that the fall would bring a booming economy. Madison
grain buyers were doubling their warehouse capacity in preparation for fall business, and the Lake County Flour Mill, operated
by B. D. Sprague, had storage facilities for twenty thousand bushels.'"* This competition within the county, together with reasonable freight rates, led the Lake County Leader to assure county
farmers that they would have "the advantage of selling to the
highest bidder, and thus get top price" for grain.'"^ The competition did not affect the markets as the Leader promised, however.
The advertised price of a bushel of wheat in Madison dropped

Agriculture listed Dakota totals as follows: corn. 4.915.055 bushels on 270.058
acres, with a value of $2,211.775; wheat. 16.128.000 bushels on 270.058 acres, with a
value of $11.612.160: oats. 9.000,000 bushels on 210,000 acres, with a value of
$2,520.000; and rye. 174.167 bushels on 8,014 acres, with a value of $95,792.
105. Madison Sentinel, 23 Nov. 1883.
106. Robinson. History of South Dakota, 1:317.
107. Ibid.; Lamar. Dakota Territory, pp. 232-35; Report of the Commissioner of
Agriculture for the Year 1884. p. 437.
108. Lake County Leader. 26 July 1883; Si. Paul Pioneer Press, 21 Aug. 1883;
Madison Sentinel. 12 Jan. 1883.
109. Lake County Leader, 26 July 1883.
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from ninety cents in February to seventy-four cents in September. The lower figure was about average for Dakota, but it was
seventeen cents per bushel beneath the national level. Oats also
declined from twenty-seven cents to sixteen cents in Madison,
half the national market price.""
In the face of such dismal prospects, established farmers held
their grain in hope that the prices would rise, but for most producers, this tactic was impossible. Newcomers, many of them immigrants, were compelled to sell. On the agricultural frontier, income derived from the first crops had to go to satisfy seed and
land costs. Lake County records show that 190 mortgages, averaging $3.40 per acre, were filed in 1883.'" The number of new immigrants in the county suggests that most of this contracted debt
went for land purchases. Other farmers, who had sought capital
for diversification, were forced "to sell their grain at whatever
price offered" in order to pay off short-term notes,"^ Implement
dealers, at least, profited from the county's agricultural expansion, for they sold 796 pieces of farm machinery in the first nine
months of 1883."^ Farmers often signed promissory notes, payable after harvest, for such purchases.
While prices were low, the agricultural production level in 1883
was unparalleled, offsetting to a large extent the poor market
conditions. Grain transactions that fall surpassed those of any
previous year. Wheat sales in Madison averaged nearly two thousand dollars a day throughout most of October and November. On
Saturday, 27 October, the most active day recorded, buyers spent
over three thousand dollars to obtain in excess of four thousand
bushels of grain."* Figures for railroad grain shipments leaving
the county provide a glimpse at the magnitude of the production
increase. In November 1883, 2.9 million bushels of wheat were
dispatched —twenty times the amount transported during the
last four months of 1882. Shipments of other grains for the month

n o . Madison Sentinel, 23 Feb. 1883; Lake County Leader, 6 Sept. 1883.
111. U.S.. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. Eleventh Census of
the United States (1890), Vol. 17: Report of Real Estate Mortgages, p. 630.
112. Wentworth City Bond, 12 Oct. 1883. The Bond was not entirely sympathetic
with farmers in this situation, reporting that many farmers, "as soon as they can
'poke their heads above water' and begin to feel financially fixed, cannot resist the
temptation to invest in some expensive piece of machinery, whether they actually
need it or not."
113. Madison Sentinel, 21 Sept. 1883.
114. Lake County Leader. 1 Nov. 1883.
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showed even larger increases. Flax totals stood at three hundred
thousand bushels, a 1,054 percent increase over 1882 totals, while
a quarter million bushels of oats represented a phenomenal 8,233
percent gain in quantity of that crop shipped. A growth in the
number of Lake County acres taxable helps explain the increased
yields. Tax rolls show that 21,118 acres were assessed for the
first time in 1883, a climb of 22.7 percent over 1882. The 64.1 percent growth in value of this property over the same period illustrates the impact the Great Dakota Boom was having on one
southeastern county."^
"With the harvest," the Lake County Leader had contended,
"Madison and Lake County will experience a boom this fall that
will surprise the oldest settler." After the harvest, the newspaper depicted rural residents as "generally prosperous" and in
"comfortable financial circumstances."'^*" To accomplish this,
farmers had offset low prices with unequalled production. In
spite of market conditions, 1883 was a banner year in the develop115. Madison Sentinel, 12 Jan. 1883; Lake County Leader, 13 Sept. and 13 Dec.
1883.
116. Lake County Leader, 26 July, 13 Sept.. and 1 Nov. 1883.
Early harvest scene near Madison
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ment of Lake County. In the various dramas unfolding during
that tumultuous year, what role had Lake County assigned itself?
What stimuli had directed the settlers' thoughts and deeds in
their struggles to cope with boom conditions on the prairie?
As shown. Lake County residents responded to the events of
1883 in an egocentric manner, exhibiting keenest interest and
greatest involvement in those affairs that directly related to
them. Citizens viewed contemporary events within a materialistic context, and economic considerations overpowered political
ones as the yardstick employed to measure an issue's significance. The controversy surrounding the capital relocation is a
case in point. The removal of the seat of territorial government
from Yankton to Bismarck generated minimal original oratory.
The handful of opposing editorials in county newspapers were
borrowed from other newspapers. Local passions were not
aroused, and county residents' perspective on the issue was
skewed by a classic example of the legislative technique of pork
barrelling. A trade-off occurred in the legislature whereby the
Lake County representative cast an aye vote on relocation in
order to secure, in turn, territorial funding to develop his community. The location of the capital had little impact on Lake County
residents, but an operating normal school in Madison brightened
the local financial picture.
The dismal performance of Lake County inhabitants in the political arena of 1883 negates claims advanced by contemporary
newspapers and leaders that the push for division and statehood
was a grass-roots movement. In Lake County, as well as throughout southern Dakota, local politicians unsuccessfully sought to
transmit their enthusiasm to the rank-and-file settler. A group of
prominent citizens, most noticeably Charles B. Kennedy, W. F.
Smith, and James F. Stahl, orchestrated the statehood movement
in the county. Stahl, as editor of the Lake County Leader, was the
most enthusiastic promoter of the issue, using his editorial columns to entice agrarian acquiescence, but not actual involvement, in his pet scheme. While the Leader's circulation area was
predominantly rural, delegates named to speak for Lake County
at the Huron and Sioux Falls assemblages did not contain a single
farmer. The bloc of civic leaders who conducted political affairs in
the county also cast the majority of the ballots for constitutional
ratification. In Lake County, it was the urban electorates of
Wentworth and Madison that voted, with little participation from
their rural counterparts.
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The demographics of voter turnout in 1883 came as no surprise
to Governor Nehemiah G. Ordway, whose removal was demanded
in a petition circulated in Lake County in December of that
year."^ The chief executive had correctly gauged public sentiment on the matter of statehood. In his words, the question was
not "what is called a burning issue . . . has not been earnestly discussed . . . by the masses of the people in their homes.""^ In part,
the disinterest was rooted in the composition of the population.
Foreign-born immigrants were not accustomed to direct political
involvement. Further, a large segment of Lake County's population, including some of the immigrants, were recently arrived
land seekers who were more concerned with increasing their
standard of living than with adding a new star to the flag. Nor did
statehood proponents appear to want the agrarian population involved in the process. The entire constitution and ratification
proceedings were staged during harvest season, the busiest time
of an agriculturalist's year. Had more farmers taken the time to
vote in the November ratification election, the victory margin
would probably have dwindled. Farmers, in all probability, would
have opposed the Sioux Falls document as it contained few
restraints on railroads and monopolies, which the farmers blamed
for low grain prices in the fall of 1883.""
Instead of politics. Lake County inhabitants actively participated in, and benefited from, the agricultural boom sweeping
Dakota. Their introverted priorities focused on growth and development in the areas of population, acres under cultivation, and
crop output. Topics of discussion among the settlers dealt with
local concerns. Which model of twine binder was superior
sparked more debates than what site should be designated as capital. What excited the pioneers was not the possibility that
Dakota would become a state but the fact that its total assessed
valuation climbed 45 percent in 1883. In the county itself, a 42.4
percent rate of economic growth was achieved. This material
progress spawned a 22.9 percent increase in Lake County's taxa117. Lake County Leader, 13 Dec. 1883.
118. Quoted in Si. Paul Pioneer Press, 23 June 1883. The Press also quoted Ordway as saying: "The question has always seemed a little remote, one to be settled in
Washington rather than in Dakota: and most people have waited for authority from
Congress in the shape of an enabling act before discussing it as a serious contingenc y . . . . If the movement is one of the politicians alone now, it cannot remain so if it
is to have any vitality at all."
119. Lamar, Dakota Territory, pp. 226, 234-35.
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ble personal property (Table 3)."'° Uninhabited portions of the
county became home to Dakota-fever sufferers. Expanses of buffalo grass were broken and transformed into productive farms.
The normal school welcomed its charter students. Thus, 1883 was
an economically fruitful year for the residents of this southeastern Dakota county.
TABLE 3
COMPARISON OF CONDITIONS IN
LAKE COUNTY. DAKOTA, IN 1882 AND 1883
1882

1883

93.170
$183.000
$52.871

114.288
$300,222
$67.835

Number of horses
Value

1.448
$59.547

1,674
$69,620

Number of mules
Value

89
$4.455

103
$4.720

Number of cattle
Value

2.824
$35.937

3.704
$45.193

Number of sheep
Value

469
$928

1.983
$3,966

Number of swine
Value

1,171
$2.966

1.669
$4,370

$215,135

$264.361

Number of taxable acres
Value of taxable farm property
Value of taxable city lots

Total Personal Property Taxable
S O U R C E : Lake Coumy Leader, 13 Sepl. 1883.

A knowledge of life in one county can be of heuristic value in
understanding Dakota territorial history. The history of the territory, after all, is a patchwork quilt woven by the experiences of
120. Lake County Leader. 13 Sept. 1883; Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory, 2:1330. The 1883 assessed valuation of Dakota was $69.155.909.82. compared
with $47,701,479.35 the previous year. In the same time span. Lake County's valuation climbed to $632.423 from $444.083. Total taxable personal property for Lake
County residents increased by $45.226 in 1883. to a total of $264,361.
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its residents. This study presents Lake County as a paradigm
community for the study of Dakota's past. Whether life in the
county was typical or atypical of that in the entire territory is impossible to answer. Other counties must be surveyed and their
experiences compared with those of Lake County. Only then can
we fully comprehend the complexity of Dakota Territory a century ago.
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