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From Wisconsin to the "Land of Promise":
William F. Waterbury's Account of Homesteading
in Spink County

EDITED BY JANET HOWE TOWNSLEY

One of the delights of conducting historical research is that one never knows
what surprises will be found. I discovered William Franäs Waterbury's account of homesteading in Spink County as I was reviewingfamily papers to

flesh out my book, Dakota Dreams: Fannie Sabra Howe's Own Story,
1881-1884, published in 200^ by the South Dakota State Historical Society Press. Dakota Dreams, which is based on my great-aunt's diary, relates
the experiences of the Charles Howe family as they lived in a tent on the
Dakota prairie while building a store, an elevator, and a house in the new
town ofMellette. Among a Jumble of papers belonging to my cousin—a collection that included old family letters, scraps of paper noting the prices
paid for a lunch or a train ticket, and an 1881 letter from settler Hall Spink
urging my great-grandfather, Charles Morgan Howe, to come to Dakota
Territory—was sixteen pages of narrative in easy-ßowing handwriting. At
the bottom of the last page was the signature "W. F. Waterbury, " written in
a careful, small, and slightly shaky hand. On 2^ April lgji, at the age of
seventy four, Waterbury had recounted his tale of coming to Dakota to an
unknown person who committed his words to paper.
The Homestead Act of 1862 and the opening of government lands inspired thousands of settlers to come to Dakota Territory to stake claims during the i8yos and 1880s. Surveyors divided the land into square-mile sections on which individuals could flle and claim one quarter section, or one
hundred sixty acres, for a small filing fee and a promise to improve the
land. Railroads laid track and platted towns in an effort to capture the
trade the new farms and businesses spawned. Glowing advertisements encouraged Americans from eastern states as well as immigrants from foreign
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countries to come to the region, creating what became known as the Great
Dakota Boom.'
Among the newcomers were William Waterbury, who caught "Dakota
Fever" and arrived in 1880, and Fanny Howe, who came to Mellette in August i88i. Although they were only about three years apañ in age, their experiences, as told in his account and her diary, are quite different. Waterbury had labored in lumber camps and on farms since he was sixteen years
old and came to Dakota from Wisconsin with a wagon and team. Howe,
the protected daughter of a successßil lumberyard owner in Wisconsin and
a university student of languages and music, came most of the way by train.
Both tdl of the beginnings of Mellette, but their observations reßect their differing perspectives. Taken together, Howe's story as presented in Dakota
Dreams and Waterbury's 1931 reminiscence, published here, give a vivid
picture of what life was like for settlers who arrived to start a new life on the
Dakota prairie. William Waterbury's account is presented here largely as
it was recorded. In a few instances, punctuation has been added and abbreviations spelled out where they help to clarify meaning.
During the winter of 1879 and 1880 there was much talk of the far
West—Dakota Territory—so in the spring five of us lumberjacks,
George Prentice, Eugene Potter, Dexter J. Prentice, Hugh Ireland, and
myself (William Waterbury) fitted out a team and wagon and three of
us, Eugene Potter. D. ]. Prentice, and I left Longwood, Clark County,
Wisconsin, on the third day of April for the "Land of Promise," our
destination being Watertown, Dakota Territory. George Prentice and
Ireland had come by train and were to join us there, which they did.
The wagon party arrived at Watertown on the fifteenth of May. We
stayed there three days, and all the talk we heard was about the fames
River Valley, so on the fourth morning we started for Columbia, which
seemed to be the most noted place at that time. We heard that someone was about to start a grist mill there, which, I understand, was
I. For more information on the Great Dakota Boom, see Herbert S. Schell. History of South
Dakota, 4th ed., rev. John E. Miller (Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press,
2004), pp. 158-74.
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We stayed in Columbia overnight and in the morning went on
back to Watertown with the intention of fihng on land about where
Groton is now. About noon we came across surveyors for the Chicago,
Milwaukee, and Saint Paul Railroad staking out the road to Aberdeen
—this was May 24,1880.
That night there came up one of those old-fashioned thunderstorms, and it got very dark. Just before it commenced to rain we
heard someone yell, and Ceorge Prentice went out of the tent and answered. The fellow came to the tent, and we put him to bed. Just then
the rain came and, say, didn't it rain, I say it did. The next morning the
sun was shining and all was quiet on the prairie. After breakfast, we
had a talk with our lodger, and he proved to be a Mr. C. B. Foster who
had a little store on the bank of the river where Armadale Island is
now. It was then called Foster City.3 He advised us to come over here
and look at Spink County, telling us that it was the best place in the
territory for a farm, and 1 have always thought that he was right. That
night we landed at Foster City and stayed all night. The next morning
we crossed the river on a pole bridge and drove ten miles west and
three miles north, then back to Foster City. The land all looked alike to
us, so we made no choice. At this time there were a few settlers on the
east side of the river but none on the west side.
The following morning we started on our return trip, arriving in
Watertown on the twenty-eighth of May. The next morning, May 29,
there was a big rush for the land office. We got our filing papers and
after standing in line till almost noon we were given our receipts—our
claims were in T (Township) 119, R (Range) 64 and T 120, R 64.
The next morning. May 30, Potter, D. J. Prentice, and I started for
our claims—the other two went back to Wisconsin. Now, as I was the
teamster, I will take the lines alone.
2. Friel or William Townsend built a flour mill on the James River near Columbia in 1882.
Early History of Brown County. South Dakota (Aberdeen, S.Dak: Brown County Territorial Pioneer Committee. 1965). pp. 22, 26.
3. Armadale Island is located in the James River about eight miles northeast of Mellette.
Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve, ed.. SOMÍÍÍ Dakota Geographic Names (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.:
Brevet Press, 1973), p. s^i-
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It took three days to make the trip. We established our headquarters
on Mr. Potter's claim, which was SW 1/4, S 27, T 120, R 64. From
there I made eight round trips to Watertown, hauling lumber to build
shanties on our claims. On the first trip, I met a young man in Watertown by the name of John R. Thompson and talking with him I
learned that his father, T. J., and his father's two brothers, Charles K.
and F. F., had filed claims four miles northwest of us. He wanted to
know if he could go back with me. He had a team and a covered
wagon. I told him that I did not take the road with me. So we loaded
up, he with oats and I with lumber, and we started back. The first
night we camped there came up a thunderstorm and it rained till
noon the next day, which put from one to two feet of water in all the
low places, so when we continued our journey we could not go around
Üie water. There were no grades or bridges, so we had quite a time—
we would get stuck and have to carry our loads out on our backs.
One instance 1 shall never forget. We had to cross a slough that was
quite wide, and the water was up to the wagon box. I got my load
across all right but when Mr. Thompson was about halfway across, his
team stopped and the wagon went down, so we had to carry the oats
out on our backs. I hadn't gone far with my first sack when I heard a
splash and, looking around, I saw Mr. Thompson just coming up out
of the water. He blew water a little, then took the sack by the end and
dragged it to the shore. I think we were eight days making that trip.
We crossed the James River on a pole bridge built by a Mr. W. H.
Hedges.
The first of July, Mr. Eugene Potter's wife and three boys came, and
we went to Watertown to meet them and spent the Fourth of July
there. Mr. Potter had his shanty built so there was a good dry place for
his family, and it was more like living to have a woman around. What
a change it must have been for him to come from New York out onto
the plains, with not a tree or a thing as far as the eye could see. A little
while later, Mr. Daniel Wever and his son Dave moved in one mile
east with their families.
During the summer, I broke twenty acres of the sod, which was
somewhat different from Wisconsin land with stumps and stones.
With this work and the hauling from Watertown, the summer passed.
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and when the fourth of October came I started for Wisconsin. I was
more than glad to be on my way, for just think how a young man
would feel, to come out of the tall timber after being with from ten
to one hundred men all of the time, and put him out on the baldheaded prairie, most of the time with nothing to talk to except a span
of horses, and they as homesick as I. So it was a grand and glorious
morning when we turned our backs to the west and started east. The
team took the road and followed it back to the old bam in the woods as
good or better than I could have driven them.
All went well until I got to Ortonville, Minnesota, where the big
blizzard of October 16,1880, caught me, and I had to stay there three
days. At Winona, Minnesota, I had to cross the Mississippi River on
the ferry. I expected to have a bad time with the team, because when I
went west with them I had to unhitch them and had a hard time keeping them on the boat. Very much to my surprise this time, when I
drove them down to the ferry, 1 could hardly hold them till the bridge
was lowered. They walked on and stood perfectly still till the boat
landed on the Wisconsin side. When the bridge was lowered again
they walked off, switched their tails, gave a squeal, and set out for the
timberland. We arrived on November i without much thought of ever
going back to Dakota Territory, but ready to go to work again in the
woods. Best of all was to be back where I could get a good drink of water, for we had drunk out of sloughs and mud holes most of the time
all summer.
When the winter of 1880 and 1881 had passed, my brother Eugene,
then just twenty-one years old, had the Dakota fever and wanted me to
go back with him. We fitted up two braking outfits, and with three
horses each and with two wagons loaded with what we had to take, we
started on April r, 1881, for the setting sun. We drove to Winona, and
there we loaded onto the North Western Railroad and then shipped to
Watertown, which was as far as the train went at that time. At Winona,
we found that there had been a very hard winter in the west. The railroad had been blocked for two months and wasn't cleared yet. When it
did thaw out, it washed away a good many miles of the roadbed, so the
company wouldn't let us load till the first of May. At 4:00 P.M. on that
day, we were told that we could load, so we lost no time in getting
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William Waterbury returned to Mellette in i88i with his brother, Eugene. In this later
photograph, Eugene Waterbury, in white shirt and suspenders, stands in front of the
Mellette grain elevator while his son Glenn sits on the railing with folded arms.

down to the tracks but we found the yards covered with two feet of water from the Mississippi River. In order for us to load, an engine was
put on a long string of freight cars and a car pushed to the depot platform, and we loaded from there. At midnight we were pulled out onto
the road again, headed west. It took us five days to reach Watertown.
The road bed was so soft, the last forty miles the train went so slowly
with only seven cars that part of the time one could walk as fast as it
moved. At times, it seemed as if the cars would surely tip over.
We reached Watertown before daylight on a Saturday and stayed
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there until the next Tuesday. Then we made one more start for NE 1/4,
S 3, T 119, R 64 and the SE 1/4, S 3, T 119, R 64, the claim on which
Eugene had filed. We were very much pleased to find that we could be
so close together. All went well till we reached the James River—there
we ran into another snag. When we drove up to the bridge that I had
crossed the summer before, we met Mr. Hedges with a shotgun. He
informed us that we could not cross his bridge any more. I offered
him ten dollars to let us cross, but he would not. We found out later
that he had tried to have Spink County buy the bridge, but the commissioner turned it down. We were told that a neighbor had given him
the lumber on the condition that he build the bridge on the section
line, but instead of doing that he built it on his own land. There was a
great deal of water in the river, and we didn't know just how we were
to get across, but we made up our minds to get away from Mr. Hedges
as soon as possible. We turned around and drove dov^Ti the river to a
Mr. Christopher |. Wynn and camped there for the night.
In the morning, he told us that he had a small boat that would carry
two people and some freight and that we could use it. We took everything but the horses and wagons across, then swam the horses across
by leading them one at a time behind the boat. Then we floated the
wagons over, first being sure that the boxes were well secured to the
running gear. Crossing the river took us until noon. Then we loaded
again and drove on westward, reaching my claim that night, where we
pitched our tent and were ready to lie down. What few neighbors there
were around came to call on us that evening. The next morning we got
up early and started to work on a sod bam, twelve-by-twenty-four feet.
After finishing that, we started to break the land. During the breaking
season we turned over 150 acres by July 15. The settlers came in quite
fast that summer. Those who stayed on their claims that winter had
quite a hard time of it. Mr. Dave Wever took a half bushel of the seed
wheat he had on hand, walked seven miles to a settler on the river,
ground the wheat in a coffee mill, and walked home the same day.
That was all they had for bread for four weeks. The snow was so deep
he had to walk because a team could not travel in it.
During the summer the Chicago. Milwaukee & Saint Paul Railroad
graded their road from Milbank to Aberdeen, south to Ashton, and
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north to EUendale. The rails were laid as fast as the grade was finished. The first train was run into Aberdeen on July 5,1881. The iron
was laid to Ashton in the fall. Mellette was surveyed in September and
named for Mr. Arthur Mellette, who was at that time the receiver at
the Watertown Land Office and later became the first governor of the
state of South Dakota.
In October ofthat year, Mr. W. T. Dale drew lumber from Aberdeen
and built a store, sixteen-by-twenty-four feet, and put in a stock of
hardware and groceries. He was also our first postmaster, which position he held for a good many years. During the last of October, the
first depot was built and trains began running to Ashton. On one of
the first trains, a Mr. Daniel Hess of Ortonville, Minnesota, brought in
a printing press and started a newspaper he named the Western Enterprise, the name being changed later to the Mellette Tribune. I am proud
to have the honor of getting one of the first issues that came from the
press, and I have been a regular subscriber to this day, April 29,1931.
The first paper was printed on brown wrapping paper.
I will tell you how I gained one of the best friends I ever had. During the summer a Mr. Charles M. Howe settled on a claim two miles
south of mine, and with him was a young man called Edgar A. Treadway. When the wild ducks were large enough to fly—and there were
hundreds of them in the slough west of us—Treadway would come
up, and he and brother Eugene would go and get as many as they
thought we could eat, and we would have a feast on Sunday. When
Treadway came up, he saw our haying tools, scythes and rakes, and he
wanted to know what we were going to do with them. I told him that
we were going to put up hay to winter our horses with. He said that
Mr. Howe had a mowing machine that he thought we could get to cut
our hay with, so Monday morning we drove down to where they were
camped and found Mr. Howe standing on a pile of sod. We stopped
back of him and, as neither of us had met him, I said, "Is this Mr.
Howe.^" He answered, "Yes, sir," but did not turn around. I said,
"When your man was up to our place yesterday, he said that you had a
mower which he thought we could hire to cut our hay with." Without
turning, he said, "You can't have it." So I said, "No harm done," and
we turned and went home.
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The Eugene Waterbury famüy was photographed with other Mellette residents in
front of a hotel. Florence stands fourth from left in a dark dress. Eugene is seated
in the center, with Glenn standing next to him.

We had told Treadway before this to bring Mr. Howe up the next
Sunday and give him a feast of ducks, and he came. The boys brought
in a good supply of ducks and started to dress and cook them. As only
two could sit at the table at a time, it was decided that Mr. Howe and
myself should sit down first. The way we ate, I guess the cooks
thought there wouldn't be any ducks left for them. When we had finished, Mr. Howe turned on his bench and said to me, "Anything I have
down there that you want, come down and get." I have often heard
that a man's heart could be touched through his stomach, which I'm
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sure proved true in this case. Our friendship lasted as long as he
lived.4
On the fourth of November i88r, Eugene and I left for Longwood,
Wisconsin, to spend the winter but to return to our new home in the
West in the spring. I have sketched the first two years of my experience in South Dakota and will leave the rest for the world to find out.
—W. F. Waterbury
If William Waterbury had told the tale of the rest of his life, it likely would
have been with the same charm and easy good humor. His closing line
about leaving "the rest for the world to find out, " turned into a challenge. All
of the Waterbury children have lefl the Mellette area, and only one person in
town recalled the Waterbury name. Information about the subsequent lives
of William and his brother, Eugene Oliver Waterbury, must be gleaned from
the Mellette Tribune obituaries and weekly social column, the Mellette
Cemetery records, and the minutes of the Old Settlers Association.^
William Waterbury, who observed during his lonely flrst year on the
prairie that "it was more like living, with a woman around," wasted no
time and married Sarah Jane Delameter on 2g March 1882 in Wisconsin.^
He then brought his new bride to Dakota, where they became part of the
busy life of the small business and farming town and attended the Mellette
Community Church. Sarah Waterbury became a member of the Eastern
Star and the Violet Rebekah Lodge. By i88g, William had acquired a second quarter of land and ran a store. The couple had one son, William Harrison ("Harry"), and one daughter, ¡vie Grace.7 Like many sons in those
days, Harry appears to have helped his father in the store. One item in the
Mellette Tribune relates that in igto "Waterbury and son, Harry, went to
Timber Lake, a new town on the reservation west of the river,... where the
latter is preparing to open a hardware store. "'^ ¡vie must have had a nice

4. Charles M. Howe died in 1909.
5. The Mellette Cemetery records may be found in Cemetery Records, Shannon/Spink
County, Box }i. State Archives, South Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre. The minutes of
the Old Settlers Association are in the possession of Craig Oberle. Mellette, S.Dak.
6. Mellette Tribune. 5 Oct. 1934.
7. Ibid., 5 Oct. 1934, 22 Mar. 1906.
8. Ibid., 28 Apr. 1910.
I
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singing voice, for she belonged to a trio that performed at various civic functions.^
It was not unusual for the early settlers, fed up with harsh Dakota winters, to seek warmer climates in their later years. By the late i^2os, William
and Sarah Waterhury were spending their winters in southern California,
attracted by both the weather and the opportunity to he near their children
and grandchildren. Harry had earlier moved to Van Nuys, California, with
his family, and Ivie taught in the public schools nearby, ¡n August lgp, the
Waterhurys sold their possessions and moved to California permanently.
Two years later, Sarah Waterbury passed away afier a brief illness. William
died in Long Beach, California, on lj February 1936.'°
9. Minutes, n.d,. Old Settlers Association.
10. Mellette Tribune, 27 Nov. 1929,18 Aug. 1932, 5 Oct. 1934, 27 Feb. 193Ö,

Glenn Waterbury, at center next to an unidentified girl ¡n a white dress, watches
horses in a corral. The town of Mellette is in the background.
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William's brother, Eugene, had married nineteen-year-old Mary Ellen
("Nellie") Rigley in September i88y. She died 13 September 1888, leavinga
week-old baby, Glenn James. Eugene Waterbury was married again, on 5
December 18^4, to Florence Elizabeth Stockwell Barnes. Eugene and Florence were ojien mentioned in the local social column, frequently at parties
with my grandparents, Frank and Gertrude Bennett Howe. Fugene Waterbury was a successfiil grain buyer, served on the school board, and was
mayor of Mellette for seven years. Florence Waterbury died on j September
1^2^. Eugene became disabled from a stroke in August ig^2 and died on 27
fuly J937 at the age of seventy-seven. His long-time friends D. J. Prentice
and George Prentice attended the funeral.'^
Glenn Waterbury was one of six students in the first graduating class of
the new high school in Mellette in 1905. By 1935, he was an electrician for
the Rumley Gompany in the Argentine, but he later returned to Mellette before moving to Galifomia with his wife in 1^41. He died in Los Angeles on
15 March
11. Ibid., 31 fan. 1918, 6 Sept. 1923, 5 Aug. 1937; South Dakota, Departmenl of Health,
Birth Record Search Site, http://www.state.sd.us/appUcations/PH14 OveriooBirthRec/index.asp; accessed 18 Apr. 2005; 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), 5:903-4.
12. Mellette Tribune, 18 May 1905, 23 Oct. 1941; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory,
5:904; Caîifornia, Department of Health Services, Center for Health Statistics, California
Death Index, 1940-1997, Database available online at Ancestry.com; accessed 18 Apr. 2005.
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