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William Richard Cross,
Photographer on the NebraskaSouth Dakota Frontier

LYNN MARIE MITCHELL

William Richard Cross, an early photographer of the NebraskaSouth Dakota frontier, was born in Bennington County, Vermont,
in 1839, the year that marked the invention of modern photography.
He learned his profession under the tutelage of an older brother,
Daniel H. Cross, a former Union Army photographer who opened
a gallery in the town of Bennington following the Civil War.' When
William Cross emigrated west to become one of the first professionally trained photographers to settle on the Great Plains, both
he and the art he had mastered were less than thirty years old. Like
many frontier photographers, he has remained relatively unknown,
even though his images of the American Indians, settlers, and
scenery of the region have survived.^
The year 1867 was an important one for Cross. In addition to
launching his new career, he married a woman named Jennie
Church from Hartiand, Maine. Like thousands of others, the couple left the East, choosing to settle in Omaha, Nebraska, the first
1. Hot Springs Weekly Star, 27 Dec. 1907; Portrait and Biographical Album of Polk
County, Iowa {Chicago: Lake City Publishing Company, 1890), pp. 762-63. Daniel Cross
was something of an innovator in photography. In 1880, he was working in Indianola,
Iowa, where he became one of the first commercial manufacturers of the gelatin
dry plate, a forerunner of roll film. Robert Tail, Photography and the American Scene:
A Social History, 1839-1889 (New York: Macmillan Co., 1938), pp. 370-71.
2. Wesley R. Hurt and William E. Uss, Frontier Photographer: Stanley ]. Morrow's
Dakota yfears(N.p.: University of South Dakota and Universityof Nebraska Press, 1956),
p. 45.
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of four frontier towns in which they would live. Omaha was beginning to prosper when the Crosses arrived, and several other photographers had already established themselves there. E. L. Eaton,
Charles Griffin, and William Henry Jackson, whose photographs of
Yellowstone would later help persuade Congress to set aside the
area as a national park, all had studios in Omaha and were active
in the profession. Cross opened his own gallery on Caldweil Street
and operated it for three years.^
Early in 1871, William and Jennie Cross moved with a group of
Omaha residents to Knox County in northeast Nebraska. There, the
"Bruce Colony," named for one of the organizers, laid out the town
of Creighton, of which Jennie Cross was the first female resident.
The Crosses lived there for seven years, working to prove up on their
homestead claim and running a photographic studio. It was during
this time that Cross started traveling with his camera equipment.^
Cross, like other pioneer photographers, was a businessman.
These frontier entrepreneurs generally owned and operated their
own studios in town, where they kept a wide selection of props and
supplies. Some also had traveling studios, usually a tent gallery or
wagon. The traveling studio of the 1870s was often a risky, demanding venture, for the dominant photographic process was the wetplate, or collodion, in which negative images were produced on
glass plates that had to be coated, sensitized, exposed, and
developed, all while they were wet.^
Cross traveled with his tent gallery all over Knox County, as
evidenced by the weekly items about him in the Niobrara Pioneer
Like other frontier photographers, he often placed announcements
in the newspaper, informing local townspeople when he would be
in their vicinity to offer his services. He frequented the towns of
Niobrara and Bazile Mills, in addition to running his studio in
Creighton. He also ventured into neighboring Antelope, Pierce, and
3. Hot Springs Weekly Star, 27 Dec. 1907; Paula Fleming, Photo Archivist, American
Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C, to the author,
20 Nov. 1985; Taft, Photography and the American Scene, pp. 291-92; Omaha City Directory, 1868-9, p. 65.
4 Hoi Springs V^ekly Star, 27 Dec. 1907. The Bruce Colony was organized in Omaha
on 31 January 1871 and held several meetings before sending a committee out to
select a suitable town location. The first group of settlers were dissatisfied with the
site the committee had chosen on the Elkhorn River between Frenchtown and O'Neill
and eventually selected the present-day location of Creighton. Twenty additional
families moved to Creighton in April of 1871. H/sio/y oí" t/ie Stafe oíNefarasfca (Chicago:
Western Historical Co., 1882), p. 1032.
5. For a more detailed description of the collodion process and the equipment
of the traveling photographer, see Hurt and Lass, Frontier Photographer, pp. 45-47, 50-51.
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Cedar counties, setting up temporary studios in Neligh, Oakdale,
and Saint James.''
Cross had an interest in photographing American Indians, as well,
and was one of only a handful of photographers actively traveling
and taking pictures of them at that time. The large demand for photographs of unfamiliar subjects like American Indians stimulated
considerable photographic activity among the members of this small
professional circle, which included Stanley J. Morrow of Yankton,
Dakota Territory. It was often most profitable for each photographer
to have a large selection of both photographs and the popular and
entertaining stereographs, which presented a three-dimensional
image when looked at through a special viewer.^
The largest demand for these images came from people living in
the eastern United States, for photographs served to document the
existence of the frontier and the people inhabiting it. These pictures supplemented the written descriptions of the West and the
lore that surrounded it with visual proof of the existence of the
American Indian tribes. The settlers themselves purchased photographs to show their friends or relatives in the East that they had
survived the "dangers" associated with frontier life."
Cross sold photographs and stereoscopic views of the Brule Sioux
from the Spotted Tail (later Rosebud) Agency located in Todd County,
South Dakota, just across the border from the Fort NiobraraValentine area. He traveled there frequently, securing views to build
up his collection of American Indian photographs. On 14 February
1878, he and his family left Creighton for the Spotted Tail Agency,
where they remained for at least four months while Cross photographed members of the Brule band and scenes of the agency.^
Newspapers from Knox and Pierce counties noted Cross's skill as
a photographer as well as the fact that he had secured many American Indian views that other photographers had not had the privilege
to take. One item in the 22 March 1878 issue of the Niobrara Pioneer
noted that the Niobrara postmaster had received several photographs from Cross, among them pictures of Spotted Tail, head chief
of the Brûlés, and two of his daughters.'"
6. Niobrara Pioneer, 12 Oct. 1877; Oakdale Pen and Plow. 8 Sept. 1877
7. Hurt and Lass, Frontier Photographer, p. 45.
a Dorothy and Thomas Hoobler, Photographing the Frontier (New York: C. P. Putnam's Sons, 1980), pp. 12, 117.
9. Niobrara Pioneer, 15 Feb. 187a
10. Ibid., 22 Mar. 187a This item was also found in the Pierce County (Nebraska)
Call for 2 April 1878, indicating that Cross was advertising and selling American Indian photographs to an interested market.
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Among the views Cross sold from his gallery in Niobrara
was this composite of twelve photographs depicting Sioux
Indians in southeast Dakota Territory.
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In early )uly 1878, Cross moved his family and studio to Niobrara,
in northern Knox County, Nebraska, where they would remain for
the next twelve years. He opened his gallery on 4 July, and by the
end of the month he was again preparing to travel and photograph
American Indians, this time at the Santee Agency just east of
Niobrara, where the Santee Sioux of Minnesota had been relocated
following the 1862 Uprising.' ' The Niobrara years were busy and productive for Cross. The newspaper items that mention him indicate
that many local residents held his ability as a photographer in high
regard. Besides selling an assortment of American Indian views
(which he always had on hand) and taking photographs of local citizens. Cross captured scenes of the surrounding country and points
of interest.
In addition to a good professional reputation. Cross had a personal commitment to the community. The Niobrara Pioneer for 13
December 1878 indicated that he had tamed a taste for "spirits." According to the reporter, "The temperance lecture delivered by
Deacon Harvey Truesdell, assisted by W. R. Cross, was quite interesting. Each related their experience with that 'terrible stuff from
11. Niobrara Pioneer, 28 June, 5, 26 July 1878.
These early Knox County settlers posed for Cross
on their homestead claim near the Niobrara River.

Copyright © 1990 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

86

South Dakota History

boyhood to the present time."'^ Later that same month. Cross was
appointed to the "committee of arrangements" that helped to plan
the annual Christmas festivities for the town of Niobrara.'^ In October 1879, he was elected an officer of the executive committee of
the newly organized Knox County Sunday School Association. Cross
was apparently involved with the Methodist church and on at least
one occasion allowed church women to hold a supper and social
benefit at his home for their pastor.'*

The stereograph, consisting of double images that appeared
three-dimensional when looked at through a special viewer, was a
popular item in the late 1800s. Cross recorded this Badlands scene
during his years as a traveling photographer based in Niobrara.

Along with his professional and community activities. Cross maintained his interest in traveling and photographing American Indians
from the surrounding area. In about 1883, he began visiting the Fort
Niobrara-Valentine area in north-central Nebraska. There he made
the acquaintance of John A. Anderson, who became Cross's appren12. Ibid., 13 Dec. 1878.
13. Ibid., 20 Dec. 1878.
14. Ibid., 17 Oct. 1879, 28 Jan. 1681.
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tice when Cross opened another studio at Fort Niobrara in about
1886. In 1888, the two men worked together at Fort Meade, near the
Black Hills of South Dakota. This interlude did not develop into a
long venture, however. Anderson returned to Fort Niobrara to work
as a civilian photographer for the army and eventually became a
well-known photographer who lived on the Rosebud Indian Reservation for most of his life. Cross spent the last months of the 1880s
traveling and photographing in the area of Hot Springs, South
Dakota.'''
By mid-June 1890, Cross had arranged to occupy the gallery of Hot
Springs photographer J. W. Pike, who was already selling Cross's
photographs of the Black Hills. Pike, from Orleans, Nebraska, had
acquired the gallery in December 1889 from photographer E. H.
Childs, formerly with the partnership of Essenger & Childs. Although
Cross had made the deal to take over Pike's gallery, he did not actually move to Hot Springs until later in the year. During that time
he traveled between there and Niobrara, taking care of both his family and studio and making the necessary arrangements to relocate
to South Dakota.'^ A local item in the Hot Springs Star noted that
despite his chaotic schedule. Cross still maintained his professional
responsibilities: "W. R. Cross is always up to the times. He keeps
the latest views and finishes them up in fine style. Go and seehim."'^
As a photographer of American Indians, Cross had chosen an ideal
location in which to live, for Hot Springs was only forty miles west
of the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. There, at the end of December
1890, the tension that had been building for months among white
settlers and the military over the increasing participation of the Sioux
in the Ghost Dance religion exploded. On 29 December 1890,
Wounded Knee Creek on the Pine Ridge reservation became the
site of a bloody encounter between United States Army soldiers and
Big Foot's band of Miniconjou Sioux."*
No photographers recorded the actual event at Wounded Knee.
They did, however, flock to the battlefield to secure photographs
of the immediate aftermath. Credit for being the first photographer
to arrive goes to George E. Träger of Chadron, Nebraska, whose pici s Henry W. Hamilton and )ean Tyree Hamilton, with photographs by John A. Anderson, The Sioux of the Rosebud: A History in Pictures (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1971), p, 4; Hot Springs Star, 13 |une 1890.
16. Hoi Springs Star. 30 Nov. 1888, 13, 27 Dec. 1889, 13 )une 1890.
17. Ibid., 12 Sept. 1890.
18. For more information about the Ghost Dance and the Battle of Wounded Knee,
see Robert M. Utiey, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation (N&N haven. Conn.: Yale University Press, 1963).
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tures showed the dead bodies and carnage still strewn about the
battle site.'*' Cross did not leave Hot Springs until around the middle of January 1891 to travel to the reservation, where he stayed until the end of the month. The Hot Springs Star noted his return on
30 January, mentioning that he had "been over to Pine Ridge Agency 'taking' the Injuns."^" Exactly how many photographs Cross made
on that trip is not known.
Although Cross kept marketing his American Indian views after
he returned to Hot Springs, there is no evidence to indicate that
he continued his active lifestyle of traveling and photographing. By
1891, Cross was almost fifty-two years old. He certainly was not the
young man who, fifteen years earlier, had roamed all over northeastern Nebraska securing American Indian photographs. The cessation of his traveling activity may also reflect the fact that the battle
at Wounded Knee, which was the last armed conflict between Indians and soldiers, symbolized the closing of the frontier. While there
was still a market for American Indian photographs, many of the
traditional Indian ways that had made for interesting subject matter were disappearing as American Indians gradually adapted to life
on the reservations that had been set aside for them.
Thus, the 1890s appear to have been relatively quiet, though productive, years for Cross. After his trip to Wounded Knee, he concentrated on maintaining his studio and building up his business
in Hot Springs. He also worked as a landscape photographer, making
a large collection of Black Hills views. Many of the Cross photographs that survive today are of the Black Hills and vicinity.
Cross shared the photographic market for a time with another
photographer, F. F. Nichols, who opened his studio in Hot Springs
at the end of May 1898. The "Shadow Man," as Nichols called
himself, advertised extensively in the Hof Springs Weekly Star but
apparently could not compete with Cross, whose studio had by then
been in operation for almost eight years. After five months, there
was no longer any mention of Nichols's Photo Gallery in the local
press. In November 1900, Cross opened a new studio on Minnekahta
Avenue. He operated this gallery until his death seven years later.^'
The Hot Springs Weekly Star for 12 August 1904 carried a noteworthy item about Cross, placing him high in the ranks of pioneer
19. Ibid., p. 228; Ghadron Advocate, 2, 9 Jan. 1891; Chadron Democrat, 8 Jan. 1891.
See a/so Lynn Marie Mitchell, "George E. Träger: Frontier Photographer at Wounded
Knee," History of Photography: An International Quarterly 13 (Oct.-Dec. 1989): 303-9.
20. Hot Springs Star, 30 Jan. 1891.
21. Hoi Springs Weekly Star, 20 May, 3, 10, 17 June 1898, 23 Nov. 1900.
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In January 1891, Cross traveled
to Pine Ridge, where he photographed the military
units that still occupied the reservation.
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Tourists, like these pictured in front of Evans Plunge in
the 1890s (above), provided Cross with both customers and
subject matter. Other Hot Springs scenes, like the one below,
appeared in literature promoting the resort town.
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photographers and reflecting on his accomplishments. "Mr. W. R.
Cross of this city," the article began, "is a pioneer photographer
of the Black Hills Country and occupies a foremost position among
business men identified with that line of work. He came to Hot
Springs fourteen years ago and engaged in his profession and has
worked up a valuable trade. He is well versed in every branch of
photography, as are his assistants." In addition to doing portrait work
at his studio across from the Gillespie Hotel, the story continued,
"Mr. Cross makes a speciality of scenic views and handles a large
stock of pictures and scenes in the Wind Cave, Crystal Lake, and
Sylvan Lake, as well as those of Hot Springs, Deadwood and Lead,
the Indians and Bad Lands and mines in this section."^^
The fact that Cross had assistants working for him indicates that
the old master had built up a valuable trade. He ran his studio for
three more years, until his death on 23 December 1907 at the age
of sixty-eight. According to his obituary, he had died "from pneumonia after a sickness of ten days starting with a bad cold which
22. Ibid., 12 Aug. 1904.

Hot Springs founder and promoter Fred T. Evans appears in
the white hat in this Cross photograph from the early 1890s.
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Cross recorded this scenic view of the outskirts of Hot Springs from
high above Echo Canyon. The chautauqua grounds appear at middle left
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was aggravated by a visit to his studio against his doctor's advice."'^
Cross was survived by his wife Jennie, a son named George, and
three daughters—Florence, Cleva, and Mrs. L. G. Miller. Their first
child, a son, had been born in Omaha but died before the Crosses
moved to Creighton.^*
It is not known what happened to Cross's studio or his photographs and negatives after his death. Today, his photographs are
found in many institutions in the Great Plains region and in even
more distant places such as the University Museum in Fayetteville,
Arkansas. The largest collection of Cross material, however, is located
at the South Dakota State Historical Society in Pierre.
Unfortunately, Cross has remained a relatively obscure and unappreciated figure. Historians and other scholars have noted his contributions to pioneer photography, but always in a passing manner.
Author William C. Darrah has referred to Cross as "one of the most
prolific and unappreciated western photographers."^^ According to
Darrah, Cross had recorded a trade list of more than two thousand
views. These included not only his American Indian views but also
those of a myriad of activities, objects, and scenes that were truly
representative of the lives of white settlers on the frontier.^"
Even though Cross died almost eighty years ago, his legacy to us—
that of the visual record of a pioneer photographer who experienced
some fifty years of frontier life and history—continues. It seems only
fitting, given the scope of his surviving work, that W. R. Cross should
be held in equal esteem with others who practiced the art of photography during those early years on the western frontier.
23. Ibid-, 27 Dec. 1907.
24. Ibid.
25. William C. Darrah, The World of Stereographs (Gettysburg, Pa.: By the Author,
1977), p. 91.
26. Ibid.
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