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Gorging Ice and
Flooding Rivers:
Springtime Devastation
in South Dakota*
HERBERT T. HOOVER, JOHN RAU,
AND LEONARD R. BRUGUIER

Environment has been a controlling factor in the lives of South
Dakotans throughout their recorded history. From fertile land
along the Missouri River during the eighteenth century, Caddoan
Arikara produced the only significant agricultural surplus available for sale between the upper Mississippi River Basin and the
upper Rio Grande. The spacious grasslands of the Great Plains
sustained Cheyenne and Sioux peoples before non-Indians began
to settle permanently during the 1850s. Beginning with the maiden voyage of the steamboat Yellowstone in 1831, Dakotans have
thrived on the sale of lodging, food, and entertainment to travelers and tourists who have come to enjoy open space and grandeur, from the pink palisades of the Prairie Coteau to the Black
Hills. Since the 1880s, grain farming on the prairie and livestockraising on the plains have generated most of the state's gross annual product. Many residents have remained in South Dakota at
least in part to enjoy the benefit of outdoor activities in relative
seclusion from mainstream society, even though the environment
has imposed frequent discomfort and occasional risk.
•Fred Nicklason, professor of history at the University of Maryland, contributed
substantially to tbe development of this article as project coordinator, archival researcher, and editorial adviser.
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Some of these environmental hazards have been described at
length in regional literature. Many writers have discussed a cyclical pattern of climatic extremes. As far back as collective memory goes, dry spells have threatened inhabitants with droughts,
grasshoppers, and prairie fires. Wet cycles have brought killing
blizzards, torrential rains, and floods from spring to fall. Several
authors have described the problems of transportation during
such periods, detailing the obstacles to navigation on the main
stem of the Missouri River as well as the hazards of overland
travel into the Black Hills. Several have also addressed the perpetual problem of siltation in the Missouri and its major tributaries.
No historian, however, has described the cause, mechanism, or
general history of ice gorging and flooding in early spring, which
has been the most dramatic environmental hazard of frequent occurrence in the Missouri River Basin. Gorging and flooding were
the cause of severe economic loss and a threat to life many times
along the main stem before the rolled-earth dams were completed
in 1966. Gorging and flooding along the western tributaries of the
Missouri still remain a frequent source of hardship to ranchers,
and for them a remedy has not been found. Federal officials have
declined to act because of the negative cost-to-benefit ratio in a
region with so sparse a population. Some have expressed the
belief that no corrective measure is available through current
technology for a problem of such magnitude, which has evolved
from complex physiographic and climatic conditions created over
thousands of years.'
Prehistoric glacial action fashioned the Missouri River Basin
on approximately five hundred eighty thousand square miles of
sloping terrain. As the ice cap receded, new geographic provinces
appeared. The Missouri main stem drained them through a
crooked channel more than twenty-seven hundred miles long. Be-

1. Francis Case, "Statement on Silt Deposits from the White River. May 5,
1954" (position paper). Drawer 158, Francis Case Papers, Layne Library, Dakota
Wesleyan University, Mitchell. S.Dak.; Acting Commissioner of Bureau of Reclamation G. W. Lineweaver to Francis Case. 20 Sept. 1951. Drawer 152, Case Papers;
Don G. Jones, White River Commercial Club, to Francis Case, 14 Apr. 1962,
Drawer 152, Case Papers; Col. 0. H. Robinson. Corps of Engineers, Omaha, Nebr..
to Karl E. Mundt, 27 Jan. 1970. Record Group 1. Departmental Subgroup. Karl E.
Mundt Papers, Karl E. Mundt Library. Dakota State College, Madison, S.Dak.;
Documentary File. "Little White River Unit, 1962-1967." Record Group 13, Projects, Mundt Papers.
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tween present-day Bismarck, North Dakota, and Sioux City,
Iowa, runoff swelled sharply because of the contributions of substantial tributary streams. The Cannonball, Grand, Moreau,
Cheyenne, Bad, White, and Niobrara rivers rushed eastward,
down from the Missouri Plateau, Black Hills, Sand Hills, and Badlands. The James, Vermillion, and Big Sioux rivers flowed more
gently southward out of the east river prairie and down from the
sprawling Missouri and Prairie hills.
The drainage system for this mélange of topographical features, added to the climatic conditions of the northern Great
Plains, created the potential for hazards as pronounced as those
of any other river system on the continent. An annual silt load
once estimated at two hundred four million tons washed down
from western tributaries to give the "Big Muddy" its name and,
at floodtime, to make its water practically useless for human
needs.^ Silt and sand formed shifting bars in the channel, and
porous banks eroded steadily into sharp bends along the meandering main stem, Channel erosion cut deep narrows where the
Missouri Hills on the river's east bank drew close to the sprawling bluffs on the west. A thick layer of ice covered the Missouri's
full length whenever the wintertime temperature remained
below freezing for a long period. Heavy snow blanketed the
region every few years when a great blizzard swept down from
the Canadian Great Plains or the Rocky Mountains,
In some years, the snow cover melted gradually during late
March and early April to drain through the tributaries and down
the main stem with no more disturbance than occasional rises in
water levels that obstructed fording places and forced livestock
onto higher ground. In other years, however, a peculiar sequence
of weather conditions from late fall to early spring created floods
on the main stem and the major tributaries that uprooted valley
residents from one end of Dakota to the other. A flood on the Missouri in 1862 inundated the town of Vermillion and forced settlers
onto higher ground as the lowlands from Yankton to Vermillion
turned into a "vast lake." With the high water twelve miles wide
in places, rowboats provided the only transportation between the
two towns for at least two weeks,^ In 1875, the Missouri again
2. U.S.. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, Proceedings of the
Federal Inter-Agency Sedimentation Conference, Held at Bureau of Reclamation
Laboratories, Denver, Colo., May 6-8, JS^ 7 (Washington, D.C, 1948), p. 18.
3. Herbert S. Schell. History of Clay County, South Dakota (Vermillion, S.Dak.:
Clay County Historical Society, 1976), p. 22.
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went on a "rampage" that forced some valley residents to erect
dikes and others to abandon their homes.^ A report from United
States Indian Agent H. W. Bingham near the Cheyenne River
suggested that it was a regional flood, which "overflowed the entire bottom" around his jurisdiction and affected many settlements downstream.*
Next came the Great Flood of 1881, the first one that local
newsmen observed and reported with particular care to the valley settlements, which were growing steadily due to the Great
Dakota Boom. Observers from White Swan to Sioux City examined the flood for its causes, stages of development, and effects
throughout early spring. While the information they published
was of immediate benefit to their readers, it has also been helpful
in the analysis of subsequent flooding along the Missouri main
stem and its principal tributaries.
River watchers learned that a major flood along the middle
Missouri basin had to evolve from several conditions, all of which
were evident through the winter and early spring of 1880 and
1881. The first requirement was snowfall in quantity sufficient to
swell both the Missouri main stem and its tributaries with heavy
runoff at the first major thaw of the spring. Throughout that winter, at least three feet of snow blanketed the middle and upper
Missouri regions, virtually isolating settlements from one
another.^ A second condition was an early spring thaw resulting
from an abrupt rise in temperature that lasted long enough to
break up the ice on the main stem and its tributaries without softening the slabs as they floated downstream. At Yankton in 1881,
"river men" were well aware of the undesirability of "an early
break up," realizing that a later thaw would be more likely to
melt down the slabs and reduce or prevent the formation of
gorges.^
A third condition was a snowmelt across a region great enough
to unleash huge quantities of water from numerous tributaries.
In 1881, this development "caused sad havoc diagonally through
Dakota from corner to corner."" A fourth factor was the existence
4. A. H. Lathrop, Life in Vermillion Before the 1881 Flood and Shortly After
(Vermillion, S.Dak.: Clay County Historical Society, 1970), p. 33.
5. Bert L. Hall, comp.. Roundup Years, Old Muddy to Black Hills (N.p.: Last
Roundup Club, 1954), pp. 48-50.
6. Yankton Press and Dakotaian, 1 Mar. 1881.
7. Ibid., 23 Mar. 1881.
8. Ibid., 22 Apr. 1881.
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Huge ice slabs dammed river channels and contributed
to springtime flooding.

of obstacles that would catch ice slabs, stacking them into dams
that backed up lakes big enough to cause widespread damage
once the melting snow began to flow. Early in the spring of 1881,
gorges took shape on bends and narrows all along the Missouri
River from Fort Buford to southeastern Dakota. Observers
described the process as it transpired on a sharp turn near Vermillion: "Sluggish motion caused the ice to pile up [on] the lower
point of the bend," and "from this point it gradually filled in as far
up as Yankton, making one solid mass of ice in the channel, some
forty miles long."^ The final condition was a cold snap following
9. Ibid., 21 Apr. 1881.
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the early thaw. This factor diminished runoff somewhat, but it
also held gorges in place. In 1881, cold weather solidified the jam
described above, and the ice stayed in place for more than two
weeks before it finally gave way.
Episcopal bishop William H. Hare summarized the five conditions succinctly in his ecclesiastical report of 1881: "The winter
began with a violent snow-storm about the middle of October, and
lasted with almost uninterrupted rigor, cold and snows and wind,
until the middle of April, when it closed with another snow-storm.
During almost all this time the snow lay in well-nigh impassable
drifts." When the spring thaw began early in the north, Bishop
Hare continued, it "sent down floods of water along the river
courses below, before the rivers had been relieved of their winter
coating of ice, which was from three to five feet thick." The bishop went on to describe the gorging that occurred when "acres of
such ice were lifted by the flood from ten to fifteen feet above
their former level, and then pressed onward by the rushing current with resistless force. When these immense flows met with
obstacles, they were driven under and on top of one another and
laid in layers,... which backed the water up thirty, forty, and fifty feet above low-water mark."
The floodwaters turned vast stretches of cropland into "large
lakes," the bishop observed, and steamboats could be seen "floating among house-tops, and were deposited when the flood subsided in the middle of farms half a mile from the river bank. On
the heels of this disaster came a sudden thaw which flooded all
the smaller streams, and carried away numberless bridges." Bishop Hare concluded, "It is needless to say that travel, the mail
service and transportation of all kinds were either interrupted or
suspended entirely."'"
In his history of early-day Vermillion, A. J. Lathrop wrote that
"the set-up for a flood of major proportions was just right following the winter of 1880-81." Frigid weather followed a mid-October
snow, and by 27 November, ice on the Missouri was thick enough
to support teams and wagons. After a New Year's Day blizzard,
the temperature dropped to forty degrees below zero, expanding
the depth of the ice. Then, more than a foot of snow fell during the
first week in February. Thus, according to Lathrop, "the prospect
for a flood of major proportions was just right. Much snow was on
10. MníA Annual Report of the Missionary Bishop of Niobrara, 1881 (Sioux
Falla, S.Dak.; n.p., 1881), p. 1.
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the ground and ice on the rivers was two or three feet thick."
With March came "melting weather" and the breakup of ice,
which led inevitably to jamming and flooding.^'
The flood was a prototype. The first sign of trouble appeared
on 12 March, during a warm spell. The ice had broken at Fort
Buford several days earlier, and "an immense amount of water"
was flowing downstream.'^ Fearful of losing boats lodged in the
ice along the middle Missouri, steamboat owners sounded the
alarm. "The winter has been one of unusual severity," wrote a
newsman at Yankton, "producing heavy and solid ice and the
mountains and plains are covered with snow." No gradual warming had occurred to turn snowdrifts slowly into runoff. Warm
weather came abruptly, raising fears that "the ice-imprisoned
Missouri will suddenly be swollen bank full, creating a rush of
water and ice." Moreover, the reporter continued, "The river is
breaking this spring from the upper end, and the mass of moving
ice is liable to gorge in every bend and there create trouble."'^
Soon a major ice gorge was reported. On 18 March, a Yanktonian wrote from downstream, "Last night the river at this place fell
about six inches, which indicates a gorge somewhere above us."'*
On 26 March, he reported, "The river here fell about a foot last
night, this undoubtedly being occasioned by the ice gorge this
side of Springfield which holds the water back." On the same
date, a Springfield observer reported that "the river rose eighteen inches during the night, thus making a rise of four feet since
two o'clock yesterday afternoon." Quickly the river swelled to
become two miles wide, covering the bottoms from bluff to bluff
all the way down to the gorge near Bon Homme, some five miles
below.^^
Reports of similar developments came from other places. On 28
March, a dispatch from White Swan on the Yankton Sioux Reservation reported that the water had risen four feet in half an hour
due to an ice jam at the Fort Randall narrow below. When a short
time later the gorge went out, the water at White Swan receded
as rapidly as it had come up, and floodwaters devastated dwellings downstream near Greenwood. Numerous log cabins were
washed away. The Chapel of the Holy Comforter, an Episcopal
11. Lathrop. Life in Vermillion, pp. 33-34.
12. Yankton Press and Dakotaian, 12 Mar. 1881.
13. Ibid., 22 Mar. 1881.
14. Ibid., 18 Mar. 1881.
15. Ibid., 26 Mar. 1881.
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church erected to serve part of Mad Bull's band at Point-oftimber, came to rest in a field several miles below. At about the
same time, an ice gorge formed below Vermillion. The Missouri
began to overflow at 11:30 in the night, and the whole town was
flooded in less than an hour.'^
Newspaper articles published in mid-April evaluated the effect
of the flood in Yankton and in Clay and Union counties. An estimated seven to eight thousand people had fled the destructive

FLoitdwaters rushed through lower Yankton and many other towns in
Clay and Union counties in the spring of 1881.

waters that flooded granges and decimated the herds that had
taken shape over the previous twenty years. "All their stock is
lost," stated an official appeal for aid, "dwellings, churches,
stores, school houses, even whole villages are demolished and
swept away."'^ Sixty buildings were destroyed in Vermillion
alone. The experience of Col. John L. Jolley attracted special at16. Ibid., 28 Mar. 1881.
17. Ibid., 14 Apr. 1881.
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By the time floodwaters receded in April of 1881, scores of homes and businesses like these in Vermillion had been destroyed.
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tention. Shortly after eleven o'clock on the night of the Vermillion flood, he found the water running "knee deep on his door
step." JoUey procured the assistance of some youngsters to carry
his twin children ashore and then returned for his wife, whom he
carried on his back toward the bluff until "water swept his feet
from under him and in the darkness he became momentarily separated from Mrs. Jolley. They came together again and she secured a firm grasp upon the Colonel's coat tails and thus they
waded out of the flood."'^
During the 1881 flood, the waters between Yankton and Vermillion varied from six to fifteen feet deep. Settlements on tributaries were not spared, despite their elevation and distance from
the Missouri River main stem. For example, a Hutchinson County
correspondent told the Yankton Press and Dakotaian that the
Milltown area had been inundated when a James River tributary.
Twelve Mile Creek, flooded behind a gorge.''
No doubt, experience from and publicity about floods in 1881
helped Missouri valley residents prepare for subsequent overflows, but there was no way to avoid devastation. Three more
floods of substantial proportions were reported over the next
quarter-century. In 1897, there was a "disastrous overflow" at
V'ermillion.^" The spring of 1899 brought "the worst flood since
1881."^' In 1907, gorged ice again sent the "Big Muddy on a tear"
rivalling that of the Great Flood.^^
The treacherous flood of 1907 began when the spring thaw
came early, in mid-February, and melting ice began to move. Substantial ice jams grew into enormous obstructions. Floodwaters
spread across the middle Missouri River Basin, causing more destruction than anyone could remember for many years. Indian
residents of the Chamberlain area thought it worse than any
flood since 1851.^^ A Vermillion observer thought the water was
"even higher in some places" than it had been twenty-six years
earlier."
The 1907 flood lasted through late February and early March.
Winter moisture had been plentiful, and, cowboy Ike Blasingame
18. Ibid., 18 Apr. 1881.
19. Schell. History of Clay County, p. 58; Yankton Press and Dakotaian, 26 Apr.
1881.
20. Lathrop. Life in VermiUion. p. 33.
21. Schell, History of Clay County, p. 208.
22. Vermillion Plain Talk, 21 Feb. 1907.
23. Ibid,
24. Ibid,, 28 Feb. 1907.
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recalled, "spring weather came on with rain and melting snow;
streams ran bank-full for weeks."" Valley residents of Vermillion
and townships upstream were the principal victims of the flood.
Local observers reported that the force of rushing water stacked
up ice some distance west of the confluence of the Vermillion and
Missouri rivers, forming a dam half a mile wide, twelve feet high,
and twenty rods across at the top. Within twenty-four hours, the
ice jam became three or four miles long. It eventually grew to a
height of fourteen feet at the front and extended some flfteen
miles upstream. Because this obstruction remained in place for
two weeks, water collected in pools as deep as forty feet and
flooded valley land above and below for a distance of thirty miles.
Overflow spread out behind the gorge from one side of the valley
to the other. So great was the backwater that whole settlements
were abandoned ten to fifteen miles upriver —Meckling, Gay ville,
and others of lesser size. Bridges as well as rail and telephone
lines went out. Someone reported that two lives were lost, while
as many as three hundred people made their way along the bluff
to Vermillion, where they occupied the Clay County Fair Grounds
as a refugee camp and holding yard for their livestock.^*
Some of the floodwaters that drove settlers from the Missouri
valley in 1907 found their way into the lower Vermillion River.
Drawn by the pull of gravity, the water sought avenues of escape
downstream. Working its way across the lowlands, it found an
outlet in the Vermillion, which emptied into the Missouri just
below the gorge.^^ The Vermillion River, however, was "acting
strangely,... the ice, instead of going down stream was steadily
being pushed backwards" up the Vermiilion from its mouth.^'*
This tributary was being flooded, not only by runoff in its own
channel, but also by the lateral force of floodwater behind the
gorge in the Missouri. Thus, the jamming ice on the lower Vermillion was being stopped by an elevation in water level at its mouth
and thrust forcibly upstream.
As in 1881, developments occurred all along the middle Missouri basin during the first spring thaw of 1907. Large slabs of ice
formed gorges close to the mouth of the Niobrara River at Run25. Ike Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy: My Life in the Old Days (1958: reprint ed.,
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 19731, p. 234.
26. Vermillion Plain Talk, 21. 28 Feb. 1907; Rapid City Daily Journal, 28 Feb.
1907; Sioux Foils Daily Argus-Leader, 26, 28 Feb., 2, 13, 15 Mar. 1907.
27. Vermillion Plain Talk, 28 Feb. 1907.
26. Ibid.. 21 Feb. 1907.
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ning Water, west of Yankton, and near the mouth of the White
River at Chamberlain. A jam at the confluence of the Missouri
River and Medicine Creek, a short distance from the Big Bend,
sent that stream over its banks. There were gorges at the mouth
of Bad River at Fort Pierre and in the vicinity of the mouth of
Grand River at the narrow of Mobridge.^^
At Mobridge, an ice jam threatened to tear a temporary bridge
away, forcing its removal by the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul
Railway Company. At Chamberlain, the high water and floating
ice actually carried away some six hundred feet or more of the
Milwaukee Road's temporary railroad bridge.^" Citizens of Fort
Pierre used dynamite in the effort to dislodge the jam at the
mouth of the Bad River, which, observers reported with alarm,
"is growing heavier in spite of their efforts to break it
The
whole channel of the river is packed with ice for a long distance
back from the mouth, and a rise from melting snow would throw
all the water out of the channel into the town, and the situation
29. Lyman County Argus-Leader, 28 Feb. 1907; Vermillion Plain Talk, 21 Feb.
1907; Kennebec Prairie Sun, 17 Feb. 1907; Murdo Pioneer. 21 Feb. 1907.
30. Rapid City Daily Journal, 15 Mar. 1907; Vermillion Plain Talk, 21 Feb. 1907;
Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 2 Mar. 1907.

In 1907. an early spring thaw and gorged ice caused flooding along the entire
length of the Missouri River in South Dakota,
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has an element of danger with the present warm weather
coming."^'
Flooding along the Missouri continued with regularity, interrupted only by drought in the 1930s. Noteworthy overflows occurred in 1910, 1920, 1927, 1942, and, finally, in 1952. Since the
completion of the main-stem dams in 1966, no more floods have occurred. Gorging and flooding persist, however, on the major tributaries. Since the opening of the Great Sioux Reservation to nonIndian settlement after the Agreement of 1889, there have been
seventeen significant overflows caused either by gorging ice in
spring or flash floods in summertime on the White River alone: in
1905, 1907, 1920, 1922, 1924, 1927, 1942, 1949, 1952, 1955, 1960,
1962, 1965, 1966, 1967, 1968, and 1978.^=
The White River has been a major culprit among Missouri
River tributaries in more ways than one. Reports in the 1930s indicated that it issued as much as nine percent of the annual silt
load borne by the Missouri. It was this silt that prompted the
Sioux people to call it Maki-zita-wakpa, or "earth that makes a
yellow water," and non-Indians to name it the White. Finegrained clay and sand, together with flakes of shale eroded from
the surrounding Great Plains (much of it washed down from barren buttes in the Badlands), gave it a milky appearance. An average drop of less than four feet per mile below the mouth of its
main tributary, the Little White River, caused the particles of
earth to settle out almost continuously, forming a channel that
shifted and turned in serpentine configurations,"
Its drainage basin was immense. Through some five hundred
miles of river bed, the White drained part of the Sand Hills, the
Badlands, and the Great Plains of northwestern Nebraska and
southwestern South Dakota —some ten thousand two hundred
square miles in all.^* Slow current along a moderate drop never
created the force necessary to stack ice slabs into huge dams like

31. Rapid City Daily Journal, 20 Feb. 1907.
32. The information in this paragraph is based on a survey of newspapers, published documents, and United States Army Corps of Engineers records.
33. U.S., Congress, House, Examijiation of Rivers and Harbors, House Misc.
Doc. No. 189, 73 Cong., 2d sess., 1934, p. 48; Gary Clayton Anderson, "The White
River of South Dakota," in Rolling Rivers: An Encyclopedia of America's Rivers,
ed. Richard Bartiett (New York: McGraw-HUl Book Co., 1984), p. 236; South Dakota, State Planning Board. Water Resources Committee, Water Resources of the
White River Drainage Basin (Brookings, S.Dak., 1937), p. 27.
34. Water Resources of the White River Drainage Basin, p. 7.
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those formed on the Missouri, but the grade was too steep for a
gradual springtime snowmelt without^ some gorging, as was
usually the case on the James and Vermillion rivers. Whenever
the same climatic conditions that caused ice jams and floods along
the Missouri came in proper sequence within the White River
Basin, gorges and overflows inevitably appeared.
The damage was significant over the years. A report in 1945
estimated previous years' losses in crops, feed, livestock, fences.
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The shifting, serpentait vhnnnel oj tkv lowar White River, seen in this composite pko-
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erosion, and other ranching-related claims below the mouth of the
Little White at more than $441,500. The cost in fences and eroded
land alone for the 1907-1941 period totaled $4,400. Ice jams
caused floods in 1907, 1920, and 1922 that drowned livestock
valued at $900, $8,000, and $2,300 respectively; the 1922 flood also
destroyed $2,200 in crops. Heavy rains produced flooding that
destroyed $600 in crops in 1914 and $3,600 in crops and $400 in
livestock in 1927. The most destructive flood caused by rain oc-

tograph of several aerial views, contrihutes !•

formation and springtime flooding.
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curred in 1942, when $5,000 in crops and feed and $4,400 in livestock were destroyed. Damage to land and fences came to $10,750
and $580 respectively, and miscellaneous damages totaled $2,000.
In 1943, flood backflow from the Missouri River caused $400 in
damage to crops, feed, livestock, and fences. Three ranches along
the White River in Lyman County sustained losses of $800,
$2,405, and $12,595 each in an April 1952 flood that was probably
ice-related. Since 1952, at least eight other floods caused by melting snow, jamming ice, or heavy rainfall have affected the lower
White River Basin."
Worst of all the floods along the lower White was that of 1907,
when the same combination of climatic conditions that brought a
great flood on the main stem existed in the White River Basin.
Substantial snow cover brought heavy runoff in early spring. At
Red Lake, opposite the mouth of the White near Chamberlain,
local observers noted that the water rose two or three feet in several weeks from the thaw, creating "a fine body of water where
for a number of years there had been nothing but a large lake
bed."^* Gorging ice clogged the channel of the White River twelve
to fifteen miles up from its mouth, forcing the abandonment of
several ranch sites. A. E. Bailey, one of the old settlers in the
area, stated that "never before had he seen the river so high."^^ A
warm spell in early February quickly filled the smaller streams
and caused an "unprecedented early break up."^* The White
River filled up so fast that "it was impossible for those in its path
to save their property."" Ice had jammed at two points, with the
larger gorge, located just below the land of Charles Schooler,
forming a flood that swept Schooler's buildings away. Collective
opinion in the community judged that the White River had not
been this high since 1851.*'* The most extensive damage was

35. U.S., Department of tbe Interior, Geological Survey, Water Resources Division. Water Resources Data for South Dakota, 1961-1965, p. 322; U.S., Department
of tbe Army, Corps of Engineers, Missouri River Division, Omaha District, Survey
Report on Flood Control for the White aTtd Bad Rivers, South Dakota and Nebraska iOmaha, Nebr., 1945), IV 5; "Wbite River Flood Damage Survey; April 1952
Flood," Omaha District, HI1831B-54, 04867, Box 21, Records of the Office of the
Cbief of Engineers, Record Group 77, Federal Archives and Records Center, Kansas City, Mo.
36. Rapid City Daily Journal, 9 Mar. 1907.
37. Kennebec Prairie Sun, 24 Feb. 1907.
38. Murdo Pioneer, 21 Feb. 1907.
39. Lyman County Argus-Leader, 21 Feb. 1907.
40. Kennebec Prairie Sun, 24 Feb. 1907.
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reported in a stretch between Houston and the mouth of the
White, where places that had been "perfectly safe" in previous
years were "flooded with water and ice."^'
Several families along the lower White reported heavy losses
of property, crops, and livestock to local newsmen. Those reporting were A. E. Bailey, August Erickson, Henry Hamilton, Jake
Harmon, Henry Juelfs, the Nelsons, the Schoolers, Grant Cherrington, and the owners of Rigg Island, which was completely
denuded of its timber.*^' Such reports suggest that the flood of

This view of the White River as it empties into Lake Francis Case shows
the deltas that have built up along its banks over the past twenty-five years.

1907 was the most destructive one recorded along the lower
White.
Down through the years, however, devastation has not been restricted to the lower White. Indeed, some eighty-eight thousand
41. Murdo Pioneer. 21 Feb. 1907. Houston was a postal station in southern
Lyman County, about fifteen miles south of Kennebec and fifteen miles upstream
from the mouth of the White.
42. Lyman County Argus-Leader. 21 Feb. 1907; Murdo Pioneer, 21 Feb. 1907;
StaTidard Atlas of Lyman County, South Dakota (Chicago: Geo. A. Ogle & Co..
19111, pp. 23. 25, 31, 37.
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acres along its entire course have been flooded at one time or
another, reaching back in time as far as records go. In the goldrush era, bull-train freighters who followed the valley of the
White found it unsatisfactory in springtime due to high water.^^
At the Thode ranch, a main crossing on the White River south of
Beividere, there was a cable car in which "travelers pulled themselves across hand over hand" when the valley was flooded." Residents of the lower White, however, have most often been the victims of flooding. In mid-March of 1920, the Lyman County ArgusLeader reported that an ice gorge had "backed the water up" on
the lower White, "flooding several of the lower bottoms, [and]
causing several families to move to higher ground."*^ In the
spring of 1924, residents south of Presho scurried out of the valley due to an ice gorge and overflow. A bridge approach washed
out, and a rancher named Halvardsgaard lost several head of
hogs. In 1924, the floodmark was similar to the high point it
reached in 1905."^
As on the Missouri, there was no flooding on the White through
the arid 1930s, but the problem resumed in the 1940s. Of twentyeight minor and major overflows on record between 1941 and
1971, thirty-four percent occurred during March and April from
combinations of snowmelt, ice jams, and spring rains. (The rest
came in late spring or early summer when rainfall was solely responsible.) The largest flood on record during this period, in May
of 1942, inundated 53,290 acres along the channel of the White
and caused damages estimated at $115,280. Overflows of special
importance in terms of acreage flooded came often, and several
were affected by gorging: March 1952, 31,000 acres; March 1960,
7,000 acres; June 1962, 19,900; May 1965, 13,400; March 1966,
15,000 acres; June 1967, 22,300 acres; June 1968, 17,000 acres.
Through the twenty-year period from 1950 to 1970, losses totaled
$1,240,000, largely in damage to railroads and highways and, in
small part, to losses of land or
43. U.S., Department of the Army, Corps of Engineers, Missouri River Division,
Omaha District, Review Report- White River and Tributaries, South Dakota and
Nebraska (Omaha, Nebr., 1973), p. 12; Florence Dirks Anderson, "History of Lyman
County, South Dakota" (M.A. thesis. University of South Dakota, 1955), p. 14.
44. Winifred Reutter, Mellette County Memories (White River, S.Dak.: By the
Author. 1961), p. 14.
45. Lyman County Argus-Leader, 18 Mar. 1920.
46. Lyman County Herald, 6 Mar. 1924; U.S., Department of the Interior, Geological Survey, Water Resources Division, Water Resources Data for South Dakota
{Huron, S.Dak., 19701979).
47. Review Report, p. 12.
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Since 1941, some floods have been notable for the particularly
severe damage they caused. Winifred Reutter, a careful observer
of conditions in the middle White River Basin, recalled "a terrific
ice jam" near Westover in March of 1955 and another in 1960,
when a rapid thaw brought ice crashing into the Westover
bridge, moving the main span a quarter mile downstream." The
1955 jam drove at least one family from its home and detoured
traffic for a time.*'
The worst flood on the White River in recent years came in
1978. The area had a hard winter, with sub-zero temperatures
and a foot of snow early in February. When the spring thaw came
early in March, a jam built up south of Murdo, on the Ted Richardson property. That same day. Cal Smith moved his cattle to
higher ground as the White River ran bank-full. Warm temperatures in mid-March weakened the ice, and it began to swell the
flow of the channel. Murdo City Dam nearly filled up. Another ice
jam between the ranches of Otto Prokop and Bob Word south of
Kadoka sent the White out of its banks, inundating the lowlands
on both sides of the river. Some of the farms that had been inundated back in 1907 were again flooded, and so were others in the
same area.*"
Several times, federal officials have given serious consideration to construction of a dam on the White to control floods. In
1954, United States Senator Francis Case proposed a dam within
the Aerial Gunnery Range that would "provide flood protection
for the balance of the White's course as well as stabilizing allseason flows for stock-water" and, possibly, irrigation and siltation control.*^ During the 1950s and 1960s, United States Bureau
of Reclamation officials considered construction at about midstream for flood control, irrigation, commercial water, and siltation control. Subsequently, United States Army Corps of Engineers employees evaluated the White for some similar corrective
measure. In every instance, the project was abandoned. Popula-

48. Winifred Reutter, "Ice Jam Brings Disaster to Old Landmark," in Proving
Up: Jones County History (Murdo, S.Dak.: Book and Thimble Club, 1969), p. 109,
and Reutter, Early Dakota Days (White River, S.Dak.: By the Author, 1962), pp.
260-61.
49. Jones County Tribune, 17 Mar. 1955.
50. Lyman County Herald, 14 Feb. 1978; Kadoka Press, 16, 23 Feb. 1978; Jones
County Tribune, 16, 23 Mar. 1978.
51. U.S., Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, Missouri River
Basin Project in the Missouri-Oahe District, p. 7.
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Inl978,floodwaters pushed
ice slabs over
the banks of
the White
River.

tion seemed too small to justify the expense, and a reservoir on
the White would silt in quickly. Environmental hazards seemed
inevitable if the flow of the river were interrupted.^^
52. Ibid.; U.S., Department of the Army, Corps of Engineers, Missouri River Division, Omaha District, Water Resources Development, South Dakota (Omaha,
Nebr., 1971), p. 19.

WÊÊJÊÊÊ^^
Heavy spring
runoff helped to
make the flood |
of 1978 the
worst to occur
along the White 1
River in recent
years.
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The White River has been by far the most troublesome among
the tributaries of the Missouri, but it is only one of several that
have caused valley residents financial loss and have sometimes
put them at personal risk. No help is in the offing. Until the rivers
that flow down to the Missouri main stem from the west are
under control, they will impose loss and hardship on valley residents every time a particular sequence of weather conditions appears. Each overflow serves as a reminder that gorging and flooding are among the environmental hazards that South Dakotans
have lived with in exchange for the benefits of their environment
as far back in their history as records go.
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