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In Pursuit of Permanence:
A Photographic Essay on the
Capital of South Dakota
HAROLD H . SCHÜLER

Territorial Capitals
The story of South Dakota's capital begins on 2 March 1861 with the
creation of Dakota Territory. President Abraham Lincoln appointed his old
friend and family doctor, William Jayne. as territorial governor, and Dr. Jayne
chose Yankton as the seat of government. The following year, the legislature overrode strong opposition from Vermillion and Bon Homme to confirm Yankton as the territorial capital.
By the early 1880s, thanks to the Great Dakota Boom, the population
of the northern portion of the territory had grown so much that many residents believed the capital should be moved to a more central location. The
1883 territorial legislature, to avoid a stalemate in deciding between a number of capital contenders, created a commission to find a new location.
Following visits to Mitchell, Huron, Ordway, Aberdeen. Pierre, Redfietd,
Canton, and Frankfort in the southern part of the territory and Odessa,
Stceie, and Bismarck in the northern part, the commission on 2 June 1883
picked Bismarck as the new territorial capital. Southern Dakotans were furious about the decision and assembled a constitutional convention in Sioux
Falls that fall to begin the formal process of seeking statehood for the portion of the territory south of the forty-sixth parallel. Voters in southern Dakota
ratified the constitution, but Congress denied their request for admission
to the Union.
A bill to move the territorial capital from Bismarck to Pierre met with legislative approval in 1885, but Governor Gilbert A. Pierce vetoed the measure. The 1885 legislature also authorized an official constitutional convention
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Territorial capitol. Yankton
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for southern Dakota, and. later that year, delegates again met in Sioux Fails,
where they reworked the 1883 constitution and called for an election to select
state officials and pick a temporary capital. On 3 November, voters endorsed
the constitution and chose Huron for capital over Pierre. Sioux Falls. Chamberlain, and Alexandria. However, the new "state" government was powerless until Congress granted statehood, which it again refused to do. The
capital, therefore, remained at Bismarck.
During the next two years, the movement for the division of Dakota Territory and the admission of two separate states gained strength. Finally, in
1889, a more cooperative Congress passed the Enabling Act that divided
Dakota Territory and authorized both portions to write constitutions and
form state governments. On 4 July 1889. delegates met again in Sioux Falls
to make changes in the 1885 constitution. They called for a 1 October 1889
election in which South Dakotans would vote on ratification, select the governor and other state officers, choose legislators, judges, and congressional
representatives, and pick the site of a temporary capital.

rnnilni
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The 1889 Capital Fight
, immediately after the 22 February 1889.signing of the Enabling Act, Piene
jumped into the race for temporary capitai. Before long, Huron. Watertown,
Sioux Falls, Mitcheil. Redfieîd, and Chamberlain entered the field in what
was to become the first of three great struggles for South Dakota's capital.
All cities knew that winning the temporary capital in 1889 wouid put the
winner far ahead in the race for the permanent seat of government in 1890.
By summer, the campaign had boiled down to three principal contenders:
Sioux Falls, which maintained that it was the state's financial and commercial center; Huron, which argued that ii was located at the center of population; and Pierre, which asserted that it was the state's geographical center.
Furthermore, claimed Pierre supporters, the center of population would be
moving west to Pierre because of the opening of the Great Sioux Reservation. One west river newspaper, the HermosQ Pilot,
stated with confidence.
"The opening of the reservation throwing eleven million acres of land open to
settlement west of the Missouri River practically assures Pierre of the
Capital."
Pierre's arguments and
political maneuvering combined to defeat with ease
all the opponents in the 1
October 1889 statewide
election. The Okobojo
Times for 3 October 1889
described the election
night in Pierre: "The streets
were ablaze with bonfires
that made the electric
lights look pale. The Capital City Band was marching through the thoroughfcïre followed by the noisiest procession this side of
» "' '
pandemonium. Rockets
were flying skyward. Roman candles were tossing colored fire into the crowd
and all went merry as a wedding bell."
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South Dakota's First Inaugural
The South Dakota Constitution required newly elected Governor Arthur
C, Mellette, the legislature, and the supreme and circuit court judges to meet
in the temporary capital two weeks after the election. Legislators assembled in Pierre on 15 October to begin a three-day session in which they would
organize and elect the state's two United States senators. Because construction of a capitol building had not yet begun, the house of representatives
met in the courtroom of the Hughes County Courthouse, which was located
two blocks west of the present capitol grounds, and the senate met in the
Congregational church across the street to the south. Territorial Chief Justice
Bartlett Tripp administered the oath of office to the members of both houses.

hiughes Counii; Courthouse

The Pierre Dail]; Capital for 16 October 1889 described the inauguration
of Governor Mellette and other state officers: "Never was there a more auspicious day for launching the ship of state of South Dakota. It was a perfect
day. . . . It was 3 o'clock before both branches of the legislature had perfected an organization and were in shape to witness the inauguration of the
state officers and judges of the supreme and circuit courts. The officers all
assembled on the front veranda of the court house in a semi-circle. . . . The
oath of office was administered by Chief Justice Tdpp and was very
short, . . . Most of the people supposed that Gov. Mellette would make an
inauguration speech, but in this they were disappointed as no speeches were
made."
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When President Benjamin Harrison formally proclaimed statehood for
South Dakota on 2 November 1889, Governor Mellette, who was also the
last territorial governor, returned to Pierre from Bismarck and was given an
office in the courthouse, where the three supreme court judges shared space
with the circuit judge. Thus, the original Hughes County Courthouse served
as South Dakota's temporary capitol between 15 October 1889 and 7 January 1890. when the first state legislature convened in the wooden capitol
building.
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The Wooden Capitol Building
Immediately after the 1889 election, the Chicago & North Western Railway
had deeded to the state twenty acres of land In Pierre where South Dakota's
temporary and permanent capitols would be built. Following Pierre's selection
as the temporary capital, its citizens stepped up their efforts to raise funds for
a building, and. by the end of October, construction had begun on the southwest corner of the present day capitol grounds.
Completed in time for the 1890 legislative session, the two-story building
of Georgia pine measured one hundred feet by seventy feet. The first floor contained offices for Governor Mellette and the five constitutional officers as well
as a fifty-foot-by-forty-foot senate chamber for the forty-four senators. The second floor consisted of a cloak room, five committee rooms, and an eighty-footby-fifty-foot house chamber for the 124 representatives. A steam apparatus
located in the basement provided heat, and gas fixtures provided light.
Revolving chairs and cherry desks for the legislators arrived on 7 January
1890, opening day of the legislature. Noise from the scraping of chairs and
the moving of feet upstairs was so loud and annoying to the senators below
that a carpet was laid within three weeks. The senators, however, voted not
to carpet their main-floor chamber.
The original frame capitoi building was donated to the state by the citizens
of Pierre. In 1891. the legislature would appropriate seven thousand dollars
to add a fifty-foot-by-sixty-foot wing to the capitol. The extra space was used
for the supreme court, which had been housed at the courthouse, and for other
state officers.
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The 1 8 9 0 Capital Fight

tEMOHAOC. SODA

South Dakota's constitution required another statewide election on 4
November 1890 to pick a permanent
capital. Pierre and Huron emerged as
the contenders for the prize and conducted the most vigorous political
campaign ever held in South Dakota.
Pierre again advanced the argument
that the center of population was moving westward because of the recent
opening of the Great Sioux Reservation. Huron countered this claim by
calling the area west of Pierre a "barren waste" good only for grazing livestock. Pierre, the railhead for the
Chicago & Nortb Western Railway,
claimed two more railroads would be
arriving there—the Midland Pacific
from Sioux Falls and the Duluth, Pierre
& Black Hills from Aberdeen. Some
funding and grading was done for the
routes, whicb, according to Huron proponents, were paper railroads that
would never be built. Each side passed
out so many ribbon badges that some
were sewn together and made into
souvenir pillows. One Pierre store reported selling over twenty seven hundred yards of ribbon for badges.

The 1889 capital fight had been financed largely through private contributions. In 1890. however, both
Huron and Pierre resorted to another
means of financing: bonding the city and school district and then using
the money for the capital campaign, Huron sold public improvement war-
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rants for $237.000, but Pierre won the bond fight by selling $462.000 in
school district, city, and county bonds. This questionable financing tactic almost broke the two cities; in fact, it took more than forty years for
Pierre to repay its debt. Pierre also sent some forty volunteer workers
around the state who remained in their assigned counties for the last couple months of the campaign.
Pierre beat Huron by well over seven thousand votes. The celebration
in the capital was reviewed in the 5 November Pierre Dai/y Free Press:
"The crowd yelled like merry thunder of course. It has been one continuous bang, bang, ever since. Men have yelled until their voices have departed and they can only whisper. The board of trade room was a mass
of yelling humanity." One day later, the newspaper covered the return
of the volunteer workers from around the state, who were greeted as conquering heroes: "As the train moved from East Pierre to West Pierre, the
engineer pulled the whistle wide open and let her scream the entire distance. The wild throng of men. women, children, brass bands, horns and
awful lung power fairly split the sky as the cars discharged their human
freight."

PHIowtop tTKide of
campaign ribbons
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The 1904 Capital Fight
Despite Pierre's wide margin of victory in the fight for the permanent capital in 1890. bills calling for the relocation of the seat of government surfaced in the legislature again in 1895, 1897. and 1901. Finally, in 1903.
Mitchell forces succeeded in passing a bill requiring an election on 8 November 1904 to let the people decide if the capital should be removed to Mitchell. The 1904 capital fight between Pierre and Mitchell reached the same
intensity as the Pierre and Huron fight in 1890. but campaign tactics took
a new turn.
Some of the arguments used in earlier capital fights were rehashed, such
as Pierre's central location and Mitchell's proximity to the state's center of
population. Capitol buildings provided another source of disagreement. In
1903, Mitchell had been constructing a new municipal building, which was
promptly expanded to capitol size when word came that an election would
be held on the removal question. Pierre, the home of the old wooden capitol

Visitors at Pierre depot. 1904
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for more than twenty years, was incensed at Mitchell for claiming to have
a completed capito! building. Both sides did all they could to discredit the
other's facilities.
Then, beginning in June of 1904, the Chicago & North Western Railway,
whose line ended at Pierre, began giving free train passes to anyone who
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wished to visit that city, and the Chicago. Milwaukee & St. Paul Railway
Company did the same for Mitchell, which was situated on its line. The people's response was immense. According to historian Doane Robinson, "South
Dakota simply suspended business and went out for a grand sixty day's
picnic."
That fall, crowds flocked to the Mitchell Corn Palace to hear John Philip
Sousa's band perform, and over one thousand people a day visited Pierre,
a city of about three thousand. Pierre entertained its visitors with moonlight
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ferryboat excursions on the Missouri River, picnics in the park, band concerts, nightly programs at the opera house, visits to the capitol, and daytime boat trips downstream to Farm Island or upstream to Scotty Philip's
buffalo pasture. When the votes were counted, Pierre won with 58,617 compared to Mitchells 41,155,
Historian Doane Robinson sums up this chapter of South Dakota history
as follows: "When Pierre's victory in the campaign of 1904 was announced,
there was an almost universal demand that further attempts at capital
removal be forestalled by fhe erection of a substantial state building that
would forever establish the permanent seat of government. Indeed on the
very night of the election Mr. Harry Bras, Chairman of the Mitchell Commission, sent his congratulations to the Pierre Capital Commission and
declared for the immediate erection of a million dollar building.''

Building Materials
The 1905 legislature authorized the construction of a fireproof stone
capitol. It would be financed from the sale of lands set aside in the Enabling
Act for the construction of public buildings in the state capital. A State Capito!
Commission, headed by Governor Samuel H. Elrod, became impressed with
Montana's capitol and employed Its architect, C. E. Bell of Minneapolis, to
design a similar building for South Dakota.
Construction started on the foundation of the east wing in the fall of 1905.
Immediately, a disagreement developed over whether in-state or out-of-state
stone should be used for the superstructure. The argument ended up before
the state supreme court, which ruled that the State Capitol Commission
had authority to buy out-of-state stone. However, the commission decided
not to proceed without a legislative review of the entire matter. The 1907
legislature finally resolved the issue by requiring the use of in-state stone
as long as its cost did not exceed byfivepercent that of out-of-state materials.
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When the bids were opened on 4 June 1907, it was found that all of those
specifying in-state stone for the entire structure had exceeded the legislature's spending limits. The contract went to O. H. Olsen of Stülwater, Minnesota, whose bid specified a three-foot-high base of Ortonville granite. Sioux
Falls jasper for the first floor height, and Bedford limestone for the remainder
of the superstructure. Marquette Raindrop sandstone was substituted when
arrangements for the Sioux Falls jasper fell through. The entire building, therefore, except for Hughes County boulders for the basement and Fort Pierre
bricks, consists of out-of-state stone.
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Laying the Cornerstone
After a delay of almost two years, work on the foundation began again
in July of 1907. Construction stopped for the winter but resumed in March
of 1908, and by 25 June the first floor of the building was ready for the
cornerstone ceremony.
Dignitaries from all over the state watched as the four-foot cube of Ortonville granite was lowered into position while the band played a soft musical

Cornerstone ceremony. 190S

selection. Following the impressive Masonic cornerstone ceremony, Governor Coe I. Crawford introduced General William H, H. Beadle, who gave
the dedicatory address.
A number of articles were placed within the cornerstone, including 1907
coins, the Bible, plans of the capitol building, photographs of those associated
with the project, a program of the ceremony, copies of the capitoi bills of
1905 and 1907, the constitutional debates, the South Dakota Code. 1907
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annual reports of several state officers, state directories, a brief history of
South Dakota, and sixteen newspapers from around the state.
The Pierre Dai/y Capital-Journai commented, "The day was pleasant,
although the dust from grading and improvements made it somewhat uncomfortable with the wind blowing. . . . [General Beadle's] message was one
of history, good cheer and a plea for a higher and nobler citizenship." The
ceremony marked the end of a fifteen-year fight for the location of South
Dakota's capitol and the beginning of a proud new era.

Construction
Three million bricks, 550 tons of steel, and seventy thousand cubic feet
of cut stone were used in constructing the building. G. H. Young and Company of Saint Paul, Minnesota, cut the stone to exact size, numbering each
block before placing it on a railroad car for shipment to Pierre. Horses hauled
the stone in wagons to the construction site, where it was stacked in neat
piles. Each piece of numbered stone was then put into its prearranged position by a steam-operated crane and mortared into place. The most difficult
work came in placing the large columns, in sections, at the main entrance.
Working from March to December of 1908. an average of sixty-five men
completed most of the exterior of the building before construction stopped
for the winter.
Construction of senate wing
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In March of 1909. the difficult job of erecting the dome began. The dome
consisted of one hundred tons of iron, 350,000 bricks, and thirty railroad
cars of cut stone. It was completed 25 June 1909, one year from the day
the cornerstone was set.
That same spring, work had begun on the interior of the building. It took
another year to complete the plastering, painting the intricate designs on
the walls and ceilings, placing the interior marble, installing glass, and finishing
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the woodwork, A slow, painstaking task was that of laying mosaic marble
on thirty thousand square feet of corridor floors. Working along specific designs, Italian craftsmen hand set the small pieces of marble in concrete. These
same artisans also crafted and erected all of the scagliola columns in the
rotunda and senate chamber. Scagliola, in this case an imitation of Sienna
marble, was created by laying an oilcloth on a table and spreading black
yarn over it indiscriminately. The oilcloth and yarn were then covered with
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a layer of Keene"s cement, a hard, white plaster, and wrapped around a dry
cement column. When the streaked Keene's cement adhered to the column,
the oilcloth was removed and the surface polished. A scagliola column cost
one hundred dollars, one-tenth the price of a marble column.
The capitol was completed In time for the dedication ceremony on 30 June
1910, The total cost of the building was $951,000. alt paid from the saîe
of state-owned lands. In 1932, an annex of the same stone and design was
added on the north side of the capitol at a cost of $295,857.
In the summer of 1910, the state sold the old frame capitol to the Pierre
School District for one thousand dollars. The building was razed and the
lumber used to build a new high school. The old capitol had served South
Dakota from 1890 to 1910. During those twenty years, eleven legislative
sessions had been held and the administrations of seven governors had had
their offices within its wooden walls.

'fansporttng entrance columns
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An Architectural Masterpiece
South Dakota's capitol is an architectural masterpiece that stands
as a symbol of free people providing their own government. Its exterior design and arrangement of stone create a building of lasting beauty. The Ortonville granite at the base, the Marquette Raindrop
sandstone for the exterior first floor, and the Bedford limestone for
the remainder of the superstructure produce a pleasing blend of color.
In 1983, the Memorial Art Center in Brookings, South Dakota, produced a touring exhibition entitled, "Renaissance on the Missouri; The
South Dakota Capitol," which described the capitol as "one of the more
successful buildings from the period known as the American Renaissance, and [it] is certainly the grandest expression of revivalist architecture in the state." The exhibit pointed out that architect C. E. Bell
"managed to give the building an imposing sense of scale, while maintaining a harmony of proportions and a sense of unified mass."
"BelFs 'modified Ionic' design," the exhibit program continued, "sonamed for the hybrid Ionic Corinthian capitals for the columns and
pilasters, was in fact a tried and true neo-renaissance style far removed
from classical sources. The plan of the building, too, was tried and
true, having a precedent in Charles Bullfinch's Massachusetts Statehouse of 1795-98. The centra! section of rotunda and dome is flanked
by wings for the two houses of the Legislature. Bell added end units
to the wings that echoed in their orientation and pediments the central section."
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South Dakota capítol, 1910
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Biashfield mural, governor's reception room
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A Monument to Art
The interior decoration of the capitol was of great interest to the
South Dakota Federation of Women's Clubs, which maintained that
at least five percent of the total cost of the building should be used
for art. The State Capitol Commission agreed and in August of 1909
approved the forty-thousand-dollar bid of William G. Andrews of Clinton, Iowa, for decorating the interior.
Murals were widely used in the decoration of public buildings at that
time, and Andrews secured nine works from the best mural artists in
the nation for the South Dakota capitol. Edward Simmons, a notable
painter from New York, painted four allegorical murals representing
Family, Mining, Agriculture, and Livestock for the rotunda and one
for the top of the grand stairway, Charles Holloway of Chicago provided murals for the supreme court and house and senate chambers.
His senate painting, "Allegory of the Louisiana Purchase." had received
a first-place award at the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in 1904. Edwin H. Blashfield, the dean of American mural painters, produced
"Progress of South Dakota" for the govemor's office. Blashfield. whose
murals adorned the Library of Congress and other public buildings.
received the gold medal of the Architectural League for this nine-footsquare painting. These artists painted the murals in their studios and
then sent them to the capito!, where they were affixed to their reserved
spaces.
Andrews himself designed classic border decorations and richly ornamented designs, which were painstakingly painted on the walls and
ceilings of the rooms and corridors of the capito!. The interior decorations were the rave of the public and newspaper editors upon the dedication and official opening of the capitol on 30 June 1910. The Western
Architect for April 1911 carried a glowing review of the building: "The
South Dakota Capitol Building stands for all that is best in architectural design and construction, but it is in the decorative features of
the interior that the greatest results have been accomplished. . . .
William G. Andrews of Clinton, Iowa, is the artist to whom great credit
is due for the success achieved of giving to the interior of the building,
decorative features so harmonious with the entire arrangement, that
the building will live as a monument to Art, a public building, admittedly one of finest in the West."
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