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A Question of Authorship: History of Southeastern Dakota:
Its Settlement and Growth

GARY D. OLSON

For those interested in the early history of South Dakota, History of
Southeastern Dakota: Its Settlement and Growth, published in Sioux
City, Iowa, in 1881, remains one of the most valuable resources. While
seemingly a secondary account of the pre-1881 settlement of the
southeastern portion of Dakota Territory, the book may be regarded as
a primary source because many who had taken part in events of the
period were still available at the time to write portions of or provide information for the text. The book's authorship, however, has been the
most puzzling aspect of this early history, for no author names appear
on the title page. But a careful reading of the text and a serendipitous
discovery reveal more information about the book, its origins, and the
reliability of its contents.
In the style of the period, this volume of nearly four hundred pages
has a long and descriptive title: History of Southeastern Dakota: Us Settlement and Growth. Geological and Physical Features—Counties, Cities,
Towns and Villages—Incidents of Pioneer Life—Biographical Sketches of
the Pioneers and Business Men, with a brief Outline History of the Territory in General. Western Publishing Company of Sioux City published
the volume in 1881, and Perkins Brothers Steam Book and Job Printers of the same city printed it. The first forty pages cover the history of
Dakota Territory, while the remainder of the book focuses on specific
counties and communities. Sioux Falls and Yankton receive the most
substantial coverage, with shorter accounts detailing the founding of
most counties east of the Missouri River in present-day South Dakota.
The origins of the Iowa communities of Beloit, Calliope, and Port-
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landville also fill several pages. The final portion of the book contains
a biographical directory of business leaders in twenty-two towns. The
book is particularly valuable for its information on the people, businesses, local governments, and social/religious organizations in the
period prior to 1881.
But who wrote and compiled this volume? The credibility and authenticity of the book and its contents depend on the answer to this
question. The preface credits Wilmot W. Brookings with authoring
the section "which relates more particularly to the Sioux Falls settlement . . . to about the year 1871—a narrative, which, we are pleased to
state, is herein told for the first time accurately and in detail" (p. 7). In
addifion to the region's newspapers, the publishers also give credit to
two major sources used in the book's preparation: James S. Foster's
Outlines of History of the Territory of Dakota and Emigrant's Guide to the

Free Lands of the Northwest (1870) and "the admirable productions of
the Hon. M[oses] K. Armstrong."' The compilers do not share any additional information regarding sources or the process used in assembling the book, except to thank the "Legion" of people who provided
information {p. 7).
The way in which the preface credits Foster and Armstrong suggests that neither of these men actually wrote copy specifically for this
book. But a comparison of the text with their works, especially Armstrong's History of Dakota, Montana, and Idaho (1866), reveals that the
compiler borrowed liberally from them. In the opening general-history section of History of Southeastern Dakota, the text paraphrases the
Foster and Armstrong works too closely for modern standards, regularly using exact sentences and borrowing numerous paragraphs un-

I. Foster was territorial commissioner of immigration, and his Outlines of History was one
of the territory's first official publications. Armstrong was a member of the first territorial
legislature and was later territorial delegate to the United States Congress. He was also a
newspaperman who had written about the territory for both the Sioux City Register and the
Yankton Union and Dakotaian. His books were History and Resources of Dakota, Montana,
and Idaho, to Which is Appended a Map of the Northwest (Yankton, D.T.: Geo. W. Kingsbury,
1901) and The Early Empire Builders of the Great West (St. Paul. Minn.: E. W. Porter. 1901}.
The later book reprints much of his newspaper work.
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changed.^ Still, one must credit the compiler/editor with choosing the
best sources available.
An article in the 6 November 1915 issue of the Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Lcadcr, discovered in the course of a different research project, provides additional information about the origins of this rare volume.
The headhne of the story proclaimed, "Thirty-four Years Makes Great
Changes, Names of Business Men Long Since Forgotten in Early-Day
History." This article followed up on an earlier report that local insurance agent Daniel S. Glidden had recently donated a copy of History of
Southeastern Dakota to the Sioux Falls Public Library. The initial story
had appeared on 2 November, when the newspaper disclosed that local attorney C. O. Bailey had discovered the book in a secondhand
bookstore in Minneapolis (later reported as Chicago) and that Glidden
had purchased it and donated it to the hbrary. The book's flyleaf revealed that Judge Wilmot W. Brookings had presented the copy to Sam
T. Clover who, according to the 1885 Sioux Falls city directory, had
worked as the assistant manager of the Sioux Falls Daily Press.i
If nothing else, these articles confirm that History of Southeastern
Dakota had already become scarce by 1915 and that its discoverers
knew little about it. Gleaned from the book's preface, the information
in the first article merely announced that Brookings had written "the
portion referring to Sioux Falls and this immediate section. "4 By the
time the second article appeared a few days later, the Argus-Leader
writer had learned more about the book's origins, reporting that W. E.
Alexander, "then engaged in the publishing of county histories," had
published the volume and that Payton H. Acton had been "the general
historian." Acton, according to the second article, had later died in
Sioux Falls of typhoid fever.5

2. Compare, for example, the descriptions of gold discovery in Armstrong, History and Resources of Dakota, p. 45, with those in History of Southeastern Dakota, p. 23,
3. Sioux Fails Daily Argus-Leader. 2, 6 Nov. 1915; Sioux Falls Direaory, 1885 (Sioux Falls,
D.T.: Dan Scott, 1885), p. 41.
4. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader. 2 Nov. 1915.
5. Ibid., 6 Nov. 1915. Acton's first name is aiso spelled Peyton in some sources.
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Acton's death, however, was not recorded in the Minnehaha County
Register of Deeds Office, which initially cast some doubt on the accuracy of the newspaper's assertion. But the Federal Census Mortality
Schedules Index confirmed that Acton did, indeed, die of typhoid
fever in Sioux Falls on 24 March 1885.''' Acton died at the age of thirtyone during a time when rival towns declared that typhoid was "ravaging" Sioux Falls7 Death notices reveal additional information about
the general historian of the History of Southeastern Dakota. Acton graduated from high school in 1872 and began his writing career as assistant editor of the Madison County Democrat in his hometown of London, Ohio. A few years later, he ventured west to engage "in various
literary enterprises in southeastern Dakota and northwestern Iowa."^
At the time of his death, Acton had been the editor of the Sioux Falls
Leader for nearly two years. The founder and owner of the Leader was
Wilmot W. Brookings.9
If Brookings wrote the early Sioux Falls section, who wrote the other
portions of the book? Did Acton gather the information and write all
other sections of the book, or did someone other than Acton or Brookings write some sections? Especially intriguing is the question of who
wrote the detailed history of Yankton and the history of Sioux Falls after 1871. Brookings could have written the section on Yankton, for he
was an active resident ofthat community from 1862 to 1878. However, the writer ofthat section is far too effusive about Brookings's role
in Yankton affairs for him to be the author. A subtle clue to that section's authorship appears in a paragraph about Yankton's organizing
to defend itself against the Dakota Indians in 1862. The writer states
that F. M. Ziebach of the Dakotaian newspaper "was made Commander in Chief of all the armies of 'Fort Yankton'"—then comes what
may be the telling phrase—"while G. W. Kingsbury, his partner.

6. U.S., Department of the Interior, Bureau of the Census, "Federal Census Mortality
Schedules Index," www.ancestory.com, accessed 26 July 2004.
7. Sioux Falls Daily Press, 24 Feb. 1885.
8. Ibid., 25 Mar. 1885. See also Madison County (Ohio) Democrat, 25 Mar. 1885.
9. Sioux Fflüs City Directory. 1885. p. 123.

Copyright © 2005 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

344 I South Dakota History

VOL. 34, NO. 4

George W, Kingsbu^ was a friend and political
ally of Wilmot W. Brookings

served as an humble private in the ranks" (p. 228). That self-depreciating reference is just the kind of epithet a nineteenth-century author
might use in speaking of himself As an early Yankton newspaper editor, George W. Kingsbury was certainly well-qualified to write the section on that city and county.
Assuming that both Kingsbury and Brookings were involved in
preparation of the book, not only writing portions of it but perhaps
also contributing information for other sections, may explain some interesting aspects of the volume. Both Brookings and Kingsbury were
deeply involved in territorial politics, and their political and personal
animosities and friendships may have influenced who and what were
included in the book and how the history was interpreted. For instance, the two men were long-time political allies, and they shared a
common animosity toward two other major political figures of the period who receive little mention in the book: Gideon C. Moody and
Richard F. Pettigrew. Thus, to appraise the contents of this book, we
must know more about Brookings and Kingsbury.
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Businessman, politician, and judge, Wiimot
W. Brookings was one of the earliest founders
of Dakota Teritory, whose experiences are recounted in the History of Southeastern South
Dakota.

Wilmot W. Brookings, one of the earliest founders of Dakota Territory, arrived with a party of nine others at the falls of the Big Sioux
River on 27 August 1857. In History of Southeastern Dakota, he claims
that the ten of them were the only white persons in all of Dakota at
that time. Born in Maine and a graduate of Bowdoin College, Brookings had headed west to Dubuque, Iowa, a month after being admitted
to the bar in May of 1857. There he joined two other men from Maine,
Jesse T Jarrett and fellow Bowdoin alumnus Dr. Josiah L Phillips, and
all three headed west as representatives of the Dubuque-based Western Town Company. In Sioux City they recruited seven other men and
headed for the falls of the Big Sioux River intent on securing the company's claim to the site as a promising location for a town. Bookings,
only twenty-four at the time, soon replaced Jarrett as superintendent
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of the Western Town Company's operations in Sioux Falls, a position
he held until August 1862, when the so-called Sioux Uprising in Minnesota forced the evacuation of the townsite.'°
In October 1862, Brookings filed a preemption claim on a quarter
section that included the falls of the Big Sioux River and what came to
be known as Brookings Island just above them. Doctor Phillips filed a
similar claim to what became downtown Sioux Falls. These claims
were suspended when the federal government established Fort
Dakota and surrounded it with a ten-by-seven-mile military reservation. With the help of Richard P. Pettigrew's political connections, the
two former members of the Western Town Company and several others were able to secure title to these and adjacent properties when the
government discontinued Fort Dakota in 1869. Despite Brookings's
10. History of Southeastern Dakota: Its Settlement and Growth (Sioux City, Iowa: Western
Publishing Co., 1881), pp. 44, 306-7; George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, and
George Martin Smith, South Dakota: Its History and Its People, 5 vols. (Chicago: S.J. Clarke
Publishing Co., 1915). 1:99; Dana R. Bailey, History of Minnehaha County, South Dakota
(Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Brown & Saenger, 1899), pp. 663-64.

Brookings and Josiah L. Phillips filed claims on land near the Big Sioux River in what
is now downtown Sioux Falls. Fort Dakota, seen here in i866, preempted those
claims. The fort was abandoned in 1869.
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important property holdings in Sioux Falls, for sixteen years after fleeing the city, he made Yankton, the territorial capital, his base of operations. In Yankton, Brookings became deeply involved in politics and
government. He served in the territorial assembly and council and as
district attorney for Yankton County before President Ulysses S. Grant
appointed him a member of the territorial supreme court in 1869. He
left the high court bench in 1873 to help in bringing the first railroad
into the territory, the Dakota Southern Railroad, which connected
Yankton to Sioux City."
Brookings relocated to Sioux Falls in 1878 when local efforts were
begun to secure a major flour-milling operation based on the power of
the main falls of the Big Sioux River, which were on his property.
When the History of Southeastern Dakota was published in 1881 the author announced that the Queen Bee mill was "now nearly completed."'^ Brookings had sold the water-power rights and land to a
group of New York investors who built the huge six-story stone mill.
11. R[ichard| F, Pettigrew, "The Scroll of Time." The Sunshine State 7 (Apr. 1926); 59-60;
History of Southeastern Dakota, p. 307.
12. History of Southeastern Dakota, p. 91.

The Queen Bee mill, which operated from i88i to 1883, was located on
the Big Sioux River on Brookings's preemption claim.

Copyright © 2005 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

348 I South Dakota History

•

VOL. 34, NO. 4

He received the grand sum of forty thousand dollars for the eightyacre plot. Unfortunately for the investors, the Queen Bee closed in
bankruptcy two years later in 1883. Brookings continued to reside in
Sioux Falls after the publication of the History of Southeastern Dakota,
promoting the town as a banker and developer of real estate and industry. In about 1903, he moved to Boston, where he died four years
later. Despite having lost both feet to frostbite a year after coming to
Dakota, Bookings was one of the real movers and shakers of early
southeastern Dakota.'Î
The first part of the Sioux Falls portion of the History of Southeastern
Dakota is thus based on Brookings's firsthand experiences and acquaintanceship with the other founders of the city. It is eloquently
written, reflecting the author's good education, and it contains the
type of details that a participant can provide about events. His section
of the book covers the initial founding of the town, the government's
construction of Fort Dakota following the Civil War, and the army's
disposal of the fort and military reservation in 1869-1870. At that
point the book's general historian, Payton Acton, writes, "Having thus
brought down the hitherto unwritten history of the early settlement of
the Sioux Valley, to within a time when the material data are easy of access from the records, both official and printed, we now" proceed to
narrate the history of Sioux Falls down to i88i.'4 In 1871, Josiah
Phillips, having secured title to the land that became downtown Sioux
Falls and having purchased the abandoned buildings of Fort Dakota,
founded Sioux Falls a second and final time.'5 The strongest, most detailed part of this section is the period 1877 to 1881, the years just prior
to the book's publication.

ly Bailey, History of Minnehaha County, pp. 468-69; Doane Robinson, South Dakota, Sui
Generis, Stressing the Unique and Dramatic ir\ South Dakota History. 3 vols. {Chicago: American Historical Society, 1930), 1:538. For more on the Queen Bee Mill, see Gary D. Olson,
"The Queen Bee Mil! Legend: Did Pettigrew Trick the Eastern Investors?," South Dakota
History 2& (Winter 1998): 228-43.
14. History of Southeastern Dakota, pp. 55-56.
15. Bailey, History of Minnehaha County, pp. 52-33.
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History of Southeastern Dakota also contains a listing of Sioux Falls
businessmen and a large number of advertisements. In 1915 when the
book was rediscovered, the Argus-Leader editor, obviously intrigued
by the list of names, did some research to see what had become of
these early Sioux Falls entrepreneurs. He reported that of the ninetysix Sioux Falls businessmen who had advertised in the History only
two remained in the same line of work, twenty-two were retired or in
other lines of work, and forty-six were known to be dead (including
Brookings). That left only twenty-six whose "whereabouts were unknown."'^ Because a city directory was not published for Sioux Falls
until the fall of 1882, the listing in History of Southeastern Dakota is
clearly the best source of information on the city's first businesses.
16. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader. 6 Nov. 1915.

|

An important figure in early South Dakota history, Richard F, Pettigrew was a political adversary of Brookings.
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It must be remembered, however, that Sioux Falls, like most communities, had rival business and political factions, and that Brookings's and Acton's narratives reflect this fact. Most other histories of
early Sioux Falls give credit to Richard F. Pettigrew as one of the community's principal promoters and political leaders. In the final years
of his life, Pettigrew made sure that Sioux Falls would remember his
prominent role in the town's history. He published essays about his
exploits, spoke to civic groups about his early days in Dakota, and established a museum to guarantee that the community would never
forget him. Yet, he is barely mentioned in History of Southeastern
Dakota.
In one of his unpublished reminiscences, Pettigrew writes about the
origin of his bitter political rivalry with Brookings. Pettigrew recalled
that in 1872 Brookings had come into his law office and asked for his
support as a candidate for territorial delegate to Congress. Pettigrew
told him that he was supporting Gideon C. Moody, Brookings's political rival who, like Brookings, lived in Yankton at that time. According
to Pettigrew, Brookings told him that he had the support of all the federal officials, and he threatened that Pettigrew would not prosper because they would "draw a dividing line around [him]" if he did not
support Brookings. "I thereupon," writes Pettigrew, "told him to get
out of my office, and we were enemies from that time on as long as
the old man lived."'?
The 1872 election was one of the dirtiest and most divisive in Dakota
Territory political history. The electoral warfare occurred between two
wings of the Republican party, with Brookings and Moody as the main
competitors. Both men sought the Republican nomination as candidate for territorial delegate. Ceorge W. Kingsbury's Yankton Press supported Brookings, and the Yankton Dakotaian backed Moody. Aside
from the personal ambitions of these two men, the divisive issue of
the campaign focused on Governor John A. Burbank's shady railroad
speculations. Brookings, Kingsbury, and their supporters sided with
the governor and were referred to as the Capital Street Gang, while
17. Pettigrew, "Reminiscences." Richard F. Pettigrew Papers. Center for Western Studies.
Augustana College, Sioux Falls, S.Dak,, microfilm ed., reel 35, frame 85g.
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those opposed to the governor's schemes, known as the Broadway
Cang, were led by Moody. To shorten what is a long story, the two factions of the party, unable to compromise on a single candidate, each
nominated its own leader. With the Republican vote split, Moses K.
Armstrong, a Democrat, won reelection as territorial delegate to
Congress.'^
In this same election, Pettigrew, running as an independent, was
elected to the territorial assembly on what was claimed to be fraudulent votes by railroad workers in Deuel County. Pettigrew relates that
when he arrived to take his seat in the legislative assembly, the Brookings people allied with Democrats to vote him out. The next day, Pettigrew claims, the Moody delegates and other Democrats voted him
back in, but a day later he was voted out again. Threatened with being
thrown from a second-story window if he tried again to gain his seat,
Pettigrew temporarily abandoned his legislative career and took up
lobbying. With support from the Moody delegates, Pettigrew managed
to get two new counties carved out of the existing Minnehaha and
Brookings counties. One of these became Lake County, and the other
was named Moody, in which Flandreau, the site of Pettigrew's brother
Fred's homestead, was designated as county seat. The change made it
much less likely that Dell Rapids, which had been centrally located in
the original Minnehaha County but was now on the redefined
county's northern edge, could challenge Sioux Falls for the courthouse.'9
The political feud between Brookings and Pettigrew did not end
there. When Brookings moved back to Sioux Falls in 1878, Pettigrew
was the acknowledged leader of the local Republican party, and Brookings quickly challenged him. Pettigrew, having completed a term as
territorial delegate to Congress in 1883, ran as a Republican candidate
for the state assembly that fall, and Brookings ran against him as an
independent. Pettigrew tells that during that campaign Brookings appeared at one of his rallies because no one had shown up at his own.
18. Howard R. Lamar, Dakota Territory, 1861-1889: A Study of Frontier Politics (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1956), pp. 135-37. Moody lived on Broadway and Brookings on Capital
Street in Yankton.
19. Pettigrew, "Reminiscences," reel 35, frames 861-63.
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Brookings asked if he could speak to the crowd afterwards, and Pettigrew agreed. When he got up to speak, he began by pointing at Pettigrew and saying, "There sits the meanest man that ever lived." The
judge then proceeded to abuse his opponent for several minutes, accusing the Republican of telling a derogatory story about how Brookings had lost his feet and then suggesting that Pettigrew would not tell
the story in his presence. "I immediately jumped up," writes Pettigrew, "and said, 'Well, Judge, if you feel so bad about it, I will just tell
the story now'" and proceeded to tell it "in as graphic a way as I
could." The audience, according to Pettigrew, "got on to their feet and
hooted and holloed [sic] and left the Judge there with his speech undelivered." Pettigrew claimed that he got every vote in the township.^o
Given this rivalry between the two men, it is perhaps understandable
that Pettigrew is barely mentioned in the portion of History of Southeastern Dakota on early Sioux Falls and never in any key leadership
role. Brookings and Acton fail to mention Pettigrew's role in the building of the Queen Bee mill, in securing the first railroad into Sioux
Falls in 1878, or even in making it possible for former members of the
Western Town Company, including Brookings, to gain title to their
preemption claims when the federal government relinquished the
Fort Dakota military reservation in 1870.^' Neither Pettigrew nor his
business partner Samuel L. Täte advertised in the History, nor were
they included in the biographical sketches.
Much the same is true for Gideon C. Moody and the portion of the
book devoted to Yankton. Moody came to Yankton in 1864, following
20. Ibid., reel 35, frame 1003. In another instance, Pettigrew attributes such a story to a
drunken Democrat, Charles T. Campbell who "in his intoxicated condition" addressed a
crowd: "Why should you vote for Brookings? Is it because he has wooden feet? Did he lose
them in the War? No. Werethey twisted ofFin a threshing machine? He lost them in no such
honorable way. He tried to steal a widow's homestead which covered the falls at Sioux Falls,
and in crossing the Sioux River got his boots full of water, and the Lord sent the frost and the
wind and the snow and froze the feet off the damned old
" (ibid., reel 55. frames
86o-6i). The story casts aspersions on Brookings's actions during the snowstorm that cost
him his feet.
21. History of Southeastern Dakota, pp. 40-93. Pettigrew returned the favor, of course, and
Brookings is barely mentioned in Pettigrew's "Early Days of Sioux Falls." The Sunshine State
6 (Nov. 1925): 17-21, or "Scroll of Time," pp. 58-61.
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his discharge from the Union Army with the rank of colonel. He continued there until 1878, when he was appointed to the territorial
supreme court and assigned to the Black Hills district. During his
fourteen years in Yankton, Moody was generally regarded as one of
the town's most prominent attorneys and, as noted above, was a leading Republican politician." While it is true that Moody had left Yankton by the time the History of Southeastern Dakota was compiled, he is
never once mentioned in the history of the town. On the other hand,
Brookings, who left Yankton the same year Moody did, has his name
on virtually every page and is effusively praised for his contributions.
Other biases in the book's narrative undoubtedly exist but are less obvious.
I
22. Doane Robinson. History of South Dakota, Together with Personal Mention of Citizens of
South Dakota, 2 vols. (B. F. Bowen & Co., 1904), 1:605-7,

Gideon C. Moody, prominent attorney in Yankton from 1864 to 1878, was Brookings's opponent in the divisive 1872 territorial election.
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It appears that Acton's work on History of Southeastern Dakota impressed Brookings sufficiently for him to hire the young writer as editor when he began the Sioux falls Leader in 1883. Newspapers were
largely political organs in those days, and Brookings would not have
hired Acton if the general historian had not been in tune with his political and personal biases. And while there is no clear proof that
George W. Kingsbury wrote the Yankton portion of the volume, the internal evidence strongly suggests that he did. In the end, readers of
History of Southeastern Dakota need to exercise caution. The volume is
not necessarily a fair and balanced account of the area's early history.
Instead, it reflects the political divisions in early Dakota history, as do
other early accounts. Still, the book is valuable for the information it
contains that is unavailable anywhere else.
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