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Great Britain in
Dakota Territory

PAUL M. EDWARDS

Somehow from among the sagas of six-guns and saddlebags
has emerged a faint hint of the equally interesting story of
western America as a social and economic reahty. The
Winchester and the lariat, as well as the plow and the sheepdog,
have escaped from the folklore of Deadwood and the pulp
magazines of Madison Avenue to take their more fitting place as
tools of economic survival and commercial development. Farms
are recognized as investments, herds as capital, mortgages as
harsh financial realities, and range management and employee
control as a necessary part of the western reality. In the past
three decades historians have succeeded in stripping western
America of much of its buckskin trappings, thougli httle of its
romance, and have shown that underneath it all there were men
who were by nature acquiring.
One such accomplishment has been to release the
Fnglishman from his role as eccentric dude. No longer simply a
character for substandard plots, the Britton is recognized in a
new and more important role-as a capitalist in an open market.
The growth of entrepreneurial history has encouraged
far-reaching investigations into the role of Great Britain in the
economic and social development of the trans-Mississippi West.
One hmitation on these studies has been the misconception that
British investments in America resulted from some significant
change in the economic policy of the lending countries. This, of
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course, is not true. British investments in the American West
were but a continuum of the lending policy, which had existed
for years, and as significant as they were to America, they
constituted only a part of the financial commitment of Britain
throughout the world.
Some excellent historians have produced general surveys in
this area: Wilham Turrentine Jackson, Gene Gressley, Bill Kerr,
Clark C. Spence, Dorothy Adler, to name just a few. ' These
works tend to be hmited in two basic ways. They are primarily
based on exchange collections from one side of the Atlantic,
and they concentrate on the more popular midlands regions
selecting the high spot of each example such as Arizona for
mining, Texas for cattle, Colorado for rails, Iowa and Nebraska
for land. This conveys the impression that other areas-hke the
Dakotas—were not involved in this spur of British investments.
These works have also made the investigation more difficult by
skimming off the cream of available materials. Hastily pubhshed
accounts have made it difficult to interest historians in areas
that have fewer impressive examples.
The intent of this paper is not to give a definitive account of
British investments in Dakota Territory. The intent is to suggest
that this foreign involvement was a vital and interesting part of
the history of the area and that it deserves the attention of
historians concerned with the states of North and South
Dakota.
Late eighteenth century Great Britain could be described as
a self-sufficient nation of the capitalistic variety. Her economy
was based on agriculture and domestic manufacturing and she
was managed and dominated by a landed aristocracy. By 1840
the financial position of England was commanding. The crisis in
Europe in 1847 and the increasing signs of continental political
insecurity had the tendency to lessen investment in Europe and
1. William Turrentine Jackson, The Enterprising Scot (Edinburgh: University
Press, 1968); Gene Gressley, Bankers and Cattlemen {New York: Alfred Knopf,
1966); William Kerr, "Scottish Investment and Enterprise in Texas," Studies in
Scottish Business History, ed. Peter Payne (London: Frank. Cass and Co., 1967),
p. 336; Clark C. Spence, British Investments in the American Mining Frontier
¡S60-1901 (Ithaca: ComeU University Press, 1858); Doroüiy Adler, British
Investment in American Railways, 1834-1898 (Charlottesville : University of Virginia
Press, 1970).
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to open new markets. The power of western economic
expansion was pushing the regional resources of Britain and she
saw in the vacant spaces of the world something of the promise
of Edward Wakeñeld's idea of the simultaneous exportation of
men and money.
The i 850s marked the completion of major railways in
Great Britain. This in turn resulted in more investment money
being available for foreign ventures. Railway completion also
had the effect of drawing the capital market to London for the
increasing amalgamation of railways, which ended much of the
incentive for local support, and made the rails more dependent
on the extended borrowing powers of London.^
These were years of rather unique economic expansion for
Britain. The export value abroad increased by 90 percent
between 1850 and 1860 and by 47 percent in the decade
following 1860. The amount of unused savings that
accumulated after 1866 was much greater than at any previous
period.3 Wages that were fairly steady from 1830 to 1850 rose
by nearly 56 percent in the next twenty-four years. Between
1865 and 1875 capital increased by nearly 50 percent."* During
the period 1870-1900 British investments abroad grew faster
than those at home; in some years the foreign investment was as
high as 7 percent of the nafional income.^ The annual export of
capital in 1860 had reached 60 million pounds and rose
sporadically until it reached 82 million in 1890. By 1912 it
peaked at 246 million pounds.^
Only a portion of these vast funds reached America or
crossed the Mississippi and even a smaller percentage reached
2. A. K. Caimcross, Home and Foreign Investments ¡870-¡9!3 (Cambridge,
1953), p. 95; Leland H. Jenks, The Migration of British Capital to ¡875 (LondonJonathan Cape, 1938), pp. 130-3t.
3. C. E. Carrington, The British Overseas: Exploits of a Nation of Shop¡ceepers
(Cambridge, 1950), p. 480.
4. W.H.B. Court. British Economic History, ¡870-¡914 (Cambridge
p. 13.

1965)

5. Foreign Investment in Latin America, ed. Marvin D. Bemstein (New YorkAlfred Knopf. 1966), p. 71.
6. Carrington. The British Overseas, p. 478.
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the Dakotas. Yet the amount and the diversity is surprisingly
high and worthy of comment.
The most obvious investments in Dakota Territory were in
land and cattle enterprises financed through joint-stock
companies housed in London, Edinburgh, and Dundee. The
joint-stock and hmited liabihties acts of 1862 and 1867 had the
effect of releasing capital. Once the shareholder was no longer
forced to assume unlimited risk, large numbers of investors at
all levels of income were willing to be involved in more and
more speculative fields. The first significantly organized cattle
venture was the Colorado Ranche Company incorporated in
December 1879 by Colorado Mortgage and Investment
Company. This less than successful enterprise had the effect of
unleashing the cattle boom. It was quickly followed by a variety
of well-capitalized ranches, which developed as the cattle
business "mania" souglit outlets. Among these were several
major companies including the Swan Land and Cattle Company
of Wyoming, which capitalized at 600 thousand pounds in
1882; the Prairie Cattle Company of Edinburgh, located on the
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ranges of Texas in 1880; and the Matador Company, which in
1882 began operations on $1.25 miUion worth of superior
Texas ranch lands.'' The Dakota companies were not so vast but
were important corporations. Mentioned here are just a few of
the forty-three ventures identified as being either Dakota based
or running signitlcant herds on Dakota land.
Of major significance was the Scottish owned and managed
Western Ranches that ran in Wyoming and Dakota-the only
one that had anything like a near perfect record of dividend
payments. This company was a part of the Menzies group in
Edinburgh. The home ranch area was the old VVV (3V) ranch
owned by Duncan Plumb and Dora Clark of Deadwood and
located along the Belle Fourche River in Wyoming and South
Dakota. Seeking backers, Plumb had traveled to Edinburgh and
there had employed the firm of Gordon, Pringie, Dallas, and
Company to help him with the sale. Thomas Gordon was
already a director of the famed Prairie Land Company and was
interested in forming a ranching company. The attempt to raise
a group known as the Western American Cattle Company failed
iate in 1882, but the following January the same backers tried
again.
The
corporation
that
emerged
from
this
meeting-Western Ranches, Limited-was capitaUzed at 220
thousand pounds in 10 pound shares, 5 pounds being called up.
Those directing policy were all well-known Scottish financial
leaders including Wilham Menzies, D. Stirling, Thomas Nelson,
George Warrender, and Robert Pringle-"a big bump of
caution."« The American vendors were paid 12 thousand
pounds in fully paid shares plus a share of profits on all bonuses
totaling 112 thousand pounds plus 10 percent annual
dividends.^ For this they received range privileges for some
thirty-five miles along the Belle Fourche River.
The book count purchased was very small, less than 2,000
7. Prospectus, Reports to Stockholders, Share and Loan Department the
London Stock Exchange Records, Austin Friars, London. This coUection houses
prospectuses and company records since 1824. Hereafter cited as LSE.
8. John day, My Life on the Range {New York: Antiquarian Press, 1961), p. 41.
9. Papers of Western Ranches, Ltd., Edinburgh Company Registration OfficeProspectus, LSE. See also the Edinburgh Courant, 20 Jan. 1883. Duncan Plumb and'
T. Collier had appeared on the earüer board. The Edinburgh Company Registration
Oftice is hereafter cited as ECRO.
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steers originally, but the land held potential and the basic herd
was vastly improved by selective Scottish imports. The herd was
also increased from natural increase, mavericks, plus a large
scale purchase plan. In 1883 Clay purchased 5,659 steers from
Iowa and 4,744 Texas steers. No dividends were paid in 1883
though a 13Í/2 percent dividend seemed justified; the idea was to
use these funds to build up the herd. The following year they
purchased an additional 16,000 yearlings and two years later,
Texas steers. •" In 1885 another 2,322 steers were added. The
directors were able to report a calf crop of 1,224 in 1884 and
1,650 in 1885. ' '
Western Ranches faced the dark period of 1885 to 1887
paying a dividend of only 4 percent. Yet even at this low rate
they were one of the few Scottish companies to declare
dividends. The awful winter of 1887 spelled the doom of
numerous companies and nearly wiped out Western Ranches.
But after accepting a 60 percent reduction in the calf crop and
writing off l.lO pounds on each share they began restocking. '^
By buying the stranded cattle from their bankrupt neighbors,
the Scottish manager John Clay (1883)* managed to strengthen
Western Ranches and by 1888 they declared a five shilling
dividend on a share. The winters of 1888-89, 1889-90, and
1890-91 were exceptionally mild and the summer grazing was
good. The herds had increased and the picture was looking
much better.
Western Ranches held on until 1891 when they were able to
sell yearlings developed at 2.10 pounds for an average of 1 1.18
pounds.'^ The financial stability was further enhanced by an
10. Report of Purchases, 1883, 1884, Western Ranches, LSE.
11. Report of Purchases, 1885, Western Ranches, ECRO.
12. Reports and Papers, Western Ranches, LSE; Scottish Banking Magazine,
5 Mar. 1887.
* Scottish bom American agent tor many Scottish firms, and financial leader in
his own right.
13. Thomas Skinner, The Stock Exchange Year-Book Containing a Carefidl Digest
of Information Relative to the Origins. History, and Present Position of The Joint
Stock Companies and Public Securities Known to The Markets of the United
Kingdom (London; Cassell, Petter and Galpin, 1890), p. 848, This work was
published annually from 1879 to 1904; Tlie James T. Craig Collection, Western
History Research Center, University of Wyoming, Laramie.
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agreement reached in 1892 between Clay's Edinburgh
connection and the Matador Land and Cattle Company
connections in Dundee through Alexander McKay. The large
Texas corporation was to run thousands of cattle on the vast
understocked ranges in Dakota at four shillings fivepence per
head per year.''' For the next six years Western Ranches
continued to pay an annual dividend of between 14 and 20
percent; so that by 1896 the reorganization loss of some eight
years before had been returned.'^ In 1896 Ú\t Memorandum of
Agreement was modified to capitahze on the mortgage business.
The move was financially successful and the return to the
shareholders was a second hundred percent on investment. *^ In
1910 the company was reorganized as the Western Ranches and
Investment Company, Limited, which operated successfully
until 1921. In their twenty-eight years of operation, the cattle
company had averaged 8 percent dividend and the original
capital had nearly doubled. ''^
Richard Frewen. the younger brother of Morton Frewen of
76 Ranch (Wyoming) fame, was involved in a cattle company
registered in London and operated with Scottish funds and
directors. This was the Dakota Stock Grazing Company,
Limited, which held major ranges in the territory. The company
was registered on 28 February 1883 witb an authorized capital
of 250 thousand pounds available in 5 pound shares. It was
purchased from N. R. Davis for 108.121 pounds.'^ The
directors included the Earl of Dunhaven as chairman, J. Bruce
of Edinburgh, Lord Castleton, John O'Hansen. and G. R.
Vemon. each with 100 shares. The company was managed in
America by Richard Frewen wbo received 5 thousand pounds
for bis services.'^ The land was an excellent range, 640 miles
14. W.M. Pearce, The Matador Land and Cattle Company (Norman: University of
Oklahoma, 1964), pp. 45^6.
15. /topers, Western Ranches, ECRO.
16. Ibid.
1 7. Skinner, The Stock Exehange Year-Book, 1911, p. 2543.
18. Prospectus, Dakota Stock Grazing Company, Ltd., LSE; Skinner, The Stock
Exchange Year-Book, 1884, p. 488.
19. Skinner, The Stock Exchange Year-Book, 1887, p. 547; Skinner, Tlie Stock
Exchange Year-Book, 1888, pp. 593, 630.
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along the Cheyenne River and Hat Creek, much of it generally
virgin having been drawn from the Sioux reservation in 1876.
The Prospectus said it could easily stock 30 thousand to 40
thousand head.^o Despite the range the corporation got off to a
bad start. The Scottish investors had originally purchased on a
poor cattle count that, coupled with a series of bad winters and
years of poor management, brought them to the edge of
bankruptcy. The company had managed a 7 percent dividend in
1883, but in the following year none was available. Inside two
years the company had developed an indebtedness of 53,933
pounds. It folded carrying a financial loss of nearly 70,000
pounds for its investors. 21
Another investment of Scottish money in the Dakotas
centered around the brothers, Valentine B. Dickey and William
W. Dickey. By 1882 they had a herd of some 10 thousand
beeves in Missouri and Wyoming and major ranges in South
Dakota plus another 12 thousand head in Indian territory. Bill
Dickey had visited Edinburgh in 1882-83 and with Robert
Pringle's help had attempted to interest the Scottish-Ame dean
Mortgage Company of Edinburgh in forming a corporation. The
corporation failed to pick up the offer; so John Clay arranged a
loan of 65 thousand pounds from Tbomas Nelson, !0 percent
to be secured on the herds.^^ The loan was administered
through tbe financial house of Clay and Robinson. The 1885-86
winter nearly destroyed the herd grazing in Indian territory and
the brothers moved the remaining animals to northern Dakota
range. 23 Then the 1886-87 winter struck bringing disaster. In
1888 Nelson discovered he had only 3 thousand head as
security and instructed Clay to take possession of the herd. Clay
managed it for the next four years. During that time he was able
to rebuild the herd and to retain a good portion of the Nelson
money. 24 By 1894 when Clay was released, the debt was paid
20. Skinner, The Stock Exchange Year-Book, 1888, pp. 585-650.
21. Ibid.
22. Dickey Brothers to Price, 30 July 1883, Records of MIA (Special Case 9),
6:30304; Qay.Aivii/e on the Range, pp. 88-95.
23. Kansas aty Livestock Indicator, 10 Api. 1890.
24. Clay, My Life on the Range, pp. 87-89, 137.
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Roping and changing horses on roundup.

and the company, the Dickey Land Company, was operating at
a respectable profit for the Nelson estate, ^s
Other major
investments in cattle include the
Anglo-American Cattle Company, which had been organized by
a syndicate of British and American investors relying primarily
on British capital. The Americans were headed by James
Gordon Bennett, owner of the New York Herald, and the
British were united under J. J. Cairnes. In 1882 under the
previous owner and general manager, Henry Oelrich, the firm
purchased three smaller ranches-TOT, Bar T, TAN-within the
Dakota region and consolidated their holdings in the largest
cattle company of the Fall River area. At the peak of its
activities the firm ran some 34 thousand head of cattle, and 1
thousand horses. J.J. Cairnes from England served as general
manager after 1 888 until, under the pressures of land laws and
homesteaders, the company liquidated in 1893.^^ Henry's
brother Herman Oelrich reported that he lost $475 thousand on
25. Ibid., pp. 87-89.
26. Papers, Anglo-American Cattle Company, ECRO.
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the investment.^'' However, the company held on to its real
estate, a decision that would later prove profitable.
Another was the Keystone Land and Cattle Company,
known as the Z Bell, after its major range in Dakota. This was
organized in the spring of 1884. The Keystone was one of the
few British-hacked firms to he incorporated in the United
States; most British investors required some direct control. It
had a large English investment under its manager John W. Ross
and the chief promoters Horace and Samuel Pomeroy of Troy,
Pennsylvania. Their ranges were located at the mouth of Fall
River Creek and were extended southward to the Pine Ridge
Indian Reservation. By 1885 they ran some 10 thousand steers
and over 5 hundred horses carrying the Bar Oarlock, the X Z,
the OS, the WOO, and the O brand. ^^
Another major area of British investment was in land
speculation, land purchase, and improvement loans. After 1879
the vast farm areas of Illinois, Nebraska, and Kansas began to
dry up as investment areas because the increased prosperity of
the farmers there was depressing interest rates. Some firms,
particularly the Scottish, moved into the Dakotas for
investment loans. Underwood and Clark of Kansas City,
Missouri, became the agents for the Scottish-American Mortgage
Company with local agents in Yankton, Sioux Falls, and Fargo.
Through them, thousands of small farm loans were issued from
1879 to 1886 running from $300 to $600 each. The
Edinburgh-American Land Mortgage Company had begun farm
loans in the Dakotas in 1877 at 8 percent.^^ The
Scottish-American Land Company and the Dundee Land
Investment Company combined to make purchases in
Minnehaha and Moody counties in the 1880s and 1890s.
Agreement with the Chicago and North Western Railway
resulted in cooperation to build the town of Scotston in
27. Gressley, Bankers and Cattlemen, p. 275; Wyoming Stock Growers
Assodation Collection, Western History Research Center, University of Wyoming,
Laramie.
28. August H. Schatz, Longhoms Bring Culture (Boston: Christopher Publishing
House, 1961); see chapter six for a very interesting account of this company.
29. Papers, Edinburgh-Americaii Mortgage Company, Ltd., ECRO.
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1881. ^° Cass County in 1885 was the scene of investments by a
dozen or so seed farmers in Scotland who formed the Park Red
River Valley Land Company with headquarters in Glasgow.
They were organized to raise wheat and to sell it on the open
market. In 1892 when cost began outweighing profits, the
corporation was disbanded. Control of the land was retained
and the land was sold at a considerable profit in 1930.^^
In 1886 most of the major joint-stock investment
companies withdrew land loans and investment purchases. The
passage of alien land laws, the poor publicity resulting from
their foreclosure of loans during the dark 1885 period, and the
general prosperity were making loans less profitable.
Clark C. Spence in his book, British Investments and the
American Mining Frontier, ^^ brought together an impressive
survey of general investments listed on the exchanges of the city
and the Edinburgh Company Registration Office. He admittedly
has made no attempt to deal with joint-stock records that
concern the vast shareholder involvement in American firms
marketed in Great Britain. The extent of British investments in
these unlisted firms can be known only after an exhaustive
30. Papers, Scottish-American Land Company, Ltd., ECRO.
31. Papers, Park Red Valley Land Company, Ltd., ECRO.
32. Claik C. Spence, British Investments in the American Mining Frontier.
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search of London and Edinburgh stock listings and a
shareholder survey of American firms. But a brief investigation
can give some indication of the nature, and perhaps the extent,
of such investment. One unofficial and two official companies
found in the Dakotas will represent the capital investment.
Tbe Hamey-Peake (Dakota) Tin Company was registered in
1887 to operate in the Dakota Territory. Unlike many such
promotions, this was an active company with a listed paid-in
investment of normal capital at 3 milhon pounds; it was
recorded on the London Exchange at 2 miUion pounds. These
shares were offered and were sold in London, Edinburgh, and
Dundee. In 1890 it was reorganized and the name was changed
to the Harney-Peake Consolidated Tin Company. ^3 A second
corporation was the Thunderer Gold Mining Company, listed
with the Edinburgh Company Registration office in 1893 as a
Dakota operating company with normal listed capital of 300
thousand pounds. There is Uttle evidence of the extent of these
sales though they were primarily Scottish-^-*
A third company, and a good example of the unlisted
companies that drew large amounts of investment funds, was
the Highland Chief Mining Company. Organized under the
leadership of John E. Watson, it was to take on the operations
of the Smelting and Development Company of Glasgow, which
owned mining areas in the Deadwood region. This mining
interest was capitalized in 1897 at 30 thousand pounds under a
Glasgow-based board of directors. This Deadwood-based mine
did not become active so it was never an asset for its Scottish
investors, but the funds spent in Dakota were very important to
the economy of that area.^^
Railroad investments were of major importance in the West
and in some important ways, in the Dakotas. It is even more
difficult to get any kind of an accurate picture of such
investment, but as before, a general statement can be made that
indicates the nature of British interests. The railways are a good
33. Nominal Capital Report, Way 1887, ECRO (B-24391).
34. Reports, ECRO.
35. Reports, LSE.
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exampie of the dichotomy that existed between British
investments and control. The methods by which British
investments were controlled within the western economy
between 1870 and 1900 had much to do with the growth of
western legends about British character and motives. ^^ But this
was more the result of land and cattle investments in which
British managers were employed. The majority of English
investments in the West between 1865 and 1890 meant very
visible and tangible British participation in and control of
manifold aspects of western economic life.^"^
Yet railway investments were surprisingly lax and British
investors, even fairly important ones, rarely occupied positions
on boards. In fact, British representation to western railroads
was primarily technical. As an example, looking at the map one
sees the influence of Scottish survey gangs in the Dakotas.^^
Because of the structure of American railroad company
shares and the nature of the British market recordings and
shareholder laws in Great Britain, it would be difficult, if not
impossible, to identify Dakota investments as separate
contributions. Nevertheless, some identification can be made in
those railroads that moved into the territory from 1850 to
1900.
Chicago and North Western Railway shares were marketed
in Great Britain by the Railway Share Investment Trust
Company in the amount of 500 thousand pounds at an issue
price of 94 percent. ^^ These were secured on 7 percent
consolidated sterling, ^^^cj^jcago. Saint Paul, Minneapolis and
Omaha Railway stocks were known on the London Exchange in

36. Roger V. Clements, "British-Controlled Enterprises in the West Between 1870
and 1900, and Some Agrarian KsicWom" Agricultural History 27 (1953): 132.
37. Ibid., p. 134.
38. Aberdeen, Giencross, McGregor, Caledonia, just to name a few.
39. Two distinct units were in operation: Railroad Debenture Investment Trusts
and Railroad Shaie Investment Trust Company, but both under the same
management. Economists, 10 July 1886, 10 Nov. 1888.
40. Reports, LSE.
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Passenger train that provided an effective
means of transportation into the West.
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1886 thougli they were unlisted and were offered as consols.
This was also true of the first issue of the Dakota division of the
Saint Paul, MinneapoUs and Manitoba Railroad, which was
issued at 6 percent on the unlisted London Exchange. Saint
Paul and Pacific Railroad bonds were offered in London and
Edinburgh in the spring of 1866.
Hopefully this brief survey has indicated that British
investments were more than a passing thing in the West and that
Dakota Territory was a significant recipient from 1860 to 1900.
Some of the most important aspects of British investments in
America have been neglected by historians who have been
chiefly concerned with the ebb and flow of securities across the
Atlantic. In the development of the trans-Mississippi West.
British capital played a very active part-a part that extended to
the Dakotas as well as to the more popular areas. In fact, the
impact of foreign investments was probably greater, and the
percentage contribution larger, in those areas where money for
development was extremely scarce.
In general two things can be asserted: it paid the British
investor and it was profitable to the West. For the British it
produced profit on investment that exceeded both risk and
domestic investments. The return on mortgage investment and
early railways plus the few cases of profitable cattle companies
were about equal to the losses suffered in cattle and mining
failures. For the Dakotas it provided much needed investment
capital, loans, commercial paper, cash, and financial expertise.
Remembering that nominal capital does not always
represent actual cash involved, the nominal capital investment
in Dakota Territory can be evaluated as an estimated 635
thousand pounds in cattle, 3.3 million pounds in mines, 300
thousand pounds in land speculation; as well as 1.7 milhon
pounds in Dakota's share of the railroads. It should also be
noted that the 58 or so British citizens in Dakota Territory in
I 860 had grown to 12,602 by 1890.
The Dakotas, long ignored by western historians in general
and economic historians in particular, are in effect an excellent
example of British investments. The study of such involvement
will be an asset to understanding both the impact of capital
investment on undeveloped countries and the growth of the
states of North and South Dakota.
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