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 “My morning appetite,” Doane Robinson warned a friend in 1922, “is 
the terror of my family.”1 As a historian, author, and promoter of South 
Dakota, Robinson is well known. As a look through his papers reveals, 
however, there is much more to learn about the man who recorded 
much of the state’s early history, as well as about the causes he champi-
oned and the times in which he lived.
 The Doane Robinson Papers consist of close to eleven cubic feet 
of materials, filling twenty-one boxes and two oversize folders in the 
South Dakota State Archives. They include correspondence, poetry, 
manuscripts on varied subjects, and the Robinson family genealogy. 
They form not only a valuable source of information on early South 
Dakota, but also a unique window into the mind of an erudite and 
energetic man.
 Jonah Leroy Robinson was born near Sparta, Wisconsin, on 19 Oc-
tober 1856 to Rhozina Grow Robinson and George McCook Robinson. 
He did not manage to keep his given name for long; his little sister 
called him “Donah,” and Doane became an accepted nickname.2 “In 
the process of Time my real name was forgotten,” he later recalled.3 
Robinson and his six siblings grew up on a struggling farm near Leon, 
Wisconsin. The family eventually settled near Marshall, Minnesota, 
where Robinson homesteaded, taught school, and worked as a para-
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 1. Doane Robinson to Benjamin F. Shambaugh, 30 Mar. 1922, Box 3359B, Folder 23, in 
Doane Robinson Papers (hereafter cited as Robinson Papers), State Archives, South 
Dakota State Historical Society (SDSHS), Pierre.
 2. Will G. Robinson, “Builders of the Dakotas: Doane Robinson,” Young Citizen (Feb. 
1962): 6, and [Will G. Robinson], untitled biography of Doane Robinson, n.d., p. 1, both 
in Doane Robinson Biographical File, Folder 1, State Archives, SDSHS. 
 3. Robinson to Alfred A. Doane, 15 Oct. 1914, Box 3359B, Folder 15, Robinson Papers.
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legal in the law office of Forbes and Sewards. Upon being admitted to 
the state bar, he set up his own office in Gaylord, Minnesota. In 1883, 
he started a new practice, this time in Watertown, South Dakota. The 
following year he married Jennie Austin, and the couple had two sons, 
Harry and Will.4

 While in Watertown, Robinson began a second career in journalism. 
Over the years, he became involved with various newspapers across 
eastern South Dakota, including the Watertown Courier News, Water-
town Public Opinion, Gary Interstate, Yankton Gazette, and Aberdeen Re-
view-Democrat. His most visible success was the Monthly South Dako-
tan, a magazine he published between 1898 and 1904, which published 
work in various genres celebrating his adopted state.5

 Meanwhile, Robinson served government in two appointed capaci-
ties. In 1889, thanks to his friendship with Governor Arthur C. Mel-

On his fourth birthday, Doane Robinson 
sat for a photograph in a homemade suit.

 4. Will G. Robinson, “Builders of the Dakotas,” p. 6; H. Roger Grant, “Doane Robin-
son,” in Historians of the American Frontier: A Biographical Sourcebook, ed. John R. Wun-
der (New York: Greenwood Press, 1988), p. 543.
 5. Will G. Robinson, “Builders of the Dakotas,” pp. 6–7; Grant, “Doane Robinson,” p. 
542.
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lette, he was appointed secretary of the Dakota Railroad Commission, 
an entity charged with overseeing the regulation of the territory’s bur-
geoning railways. During this time, Robinson also developed and pur-
sued an interest in history. In 1901, he became secretary of the South 
Dakota State Historical Society, which had been placed in charge of 
administering the newly organized Department of History. Although 
this position paid no salary until 1903 and required him to commute 
back and forth between Pierre and his home in Aberdeen, Robinson 
went to work with vigor. Included among his many duties were over-
seeing the State Library and State Museum, conducting a state census 

The April 1900 issue 
of The Monthly South 
Dakotan contains 
articles on the Sibley 
Expedition, the La-
dies’ History Club of 
Sioux Falls, and more, 
as well as poetry and 
announcements.
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and keeping vital statistics, and publishing the biennial South Dakota 
Historical Collections series, whose first volume appeared in 1903.6

 Meanwhile, in 1902 Robinson’s wife had died of a bronchial con-
dition, and his sister Sade came to Aberdeen to keep the Robinson 
house while Doane was in Pierre. In 1904, Robinson moved his family 
to Pierre permanently, and he would continue in his position with the 
Department of History until his retirement in 1926.7 The job was ide-
ally suited to Robinson because it allowed him to research and write on 
his favorite subjects. He routinely answered requests for information 
on South Dakota history, and many such requests, along with Robin-
son’s responses, are scattered through the correspondence collection. 
No less than their recipients decades ago, the researchers of today can 
find in these letters a wealth of information on topics as varied as Pro-
hibition, railroads, South Dakota statistics, fossils, and State Capitol 
artwork.
 Because of his longtime role in the Department of History and the 
State Historical Society, Robinson’s personal papers and research are 
intermixed with his professional papers. At Robinson’s retirement, 
it was a challenge to organize the collection. Many of his papers had 
been sorted into separate collections and different locations, depend-
ing on where researchers and staff would be most likely to look for 
them. Much correspondence, for example, resided in the vertical file 
collection, organized by subject. Robinson continued to use his papers 
after retirement; in fact, he came back to work for the Department of 
History for a short time in 1946. As a consequence, the papers have 
been filed, reorganized, and refiled several times over the years. Today 
the collection has been reassembled, and it is indexed and organized by 
series. Of the correspondence, some is organized chronologically, but 
more is filed alphabetically by subject or by the name of the correspon-
dent. The manuscript collection is divided into historical, religious, 

 6. Grant, “Doane Robinson,” p. 542; [Will G. Robinson], untitled biography of Do-
ane Robinson, pp. 4, 7–8; Doane Robinson, “South Dakota Department of History: Its 
Work,” South Dakota Historical Collections 7 (1914): 11–12.
 7. [Will G. Robinson], untitled biography of Doane Robinson, pp. 9–10; Will G. Rob-
inson, “Builders of the Dakotas,” p. 7; Doane Robinson, “The Resignation of Doane Rob-
inson,” South Dakota Historical Collections 13 (1926): 37.
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autobiographical, and miscellaneous categories. In addition, there are 
two folders of Robinson’s poetry and six folders of his genealogical re-
search on his family.
 The correspondence in the collection begins in 1889 and grows 
considerably after 1901, when Robinson started his career with the 
Department of History. The chronologically filed correspondence has 
been inventoried item by item, and the collection index gives the date, 
topic, writer, and recipient of each letter. The alphabetically filed cor-
respondence is organized by folder, each one containing letters on a 
particular topic or with a particular correspondent. While Robinson’s 
correspondence is a boon to general researchers, it is also valuable as 
part of the institutional history of the State Historical Society. For ex-
ample, some of the letters detail early donations to the historical so-
ciety’s growing museum. One of the star pieces of its collection, the 
Verendrye Plate, was discovered in 1913. Robinson believed this find 
to be one of the most important events in South Dakota history,8 and 
letters pertaining to the Verendrye Plate fill three folders. The majority 
of this correspondence deals with the la Vérendrye explorers and with 
the efforts to acquire the plate for the historical society and to secure 
Congressional support for the Verendrye Monument, which is now a 
National Historic Landmark.9

 While many link Doane Robinson’s name with the historiography 
of South Dakota, fewer know of his role in developing tourism in the 
state. Yet it was Robinson who in the early 1920s conceived an idea so 
grand that many believed it impossible. Robinson initially intended to 
carve statues of important historical figures out of the Needles in the 
Black Hills. After making unsuccessful preliminary overtures to sculp-
tor Lorado Taft, Robinson took his idea to South Dakota senator Pe-
ter Norbeck. Norbeck’s reaction was positive, but when the press and 
public became aware of the concept, Robinson found both encourage-
ment and opposition. Despite concerns about environmental aesthet-
ics and financial backing, Robinson arranged for sculptor Gutzon Bor-
glum to visit the Black Hills in September 1924, and preparations for 

 8. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 17 Apr. 1937.
 9. See Box 3362A, Folders 110–12, Robinson Papers.
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the monumental project began. The dedication ceremony for Mount 
Rushmore took place on 10 August 1927, when Borglum drilled four 
holes on the mountain where the face of George Washington would 
appear. President Calvin Coolidge was on hand to lend his support. 
Robinson actively solicited the financial help needed to complete the 
project, and today the mountain on which visitors stand to view the 
Shrine of Democracy is called Doane Mountain in his honor.10

 Robinson also took a hand in the creation of bridges across the Mis-
souri River. In 1920, then-governor Peter Norbeck asked for a levy to 
help pay for such projects, and in 1923 the legislature prepared to fund 
five bridges. The sites were to be Wheeler, Pierre, Chamberlain, Mo-
bridge, and Forest City. Controversy arose over the order of construc-
tion, and some parties wanted a referendum. To avoid this step, Rob-

The Verendrye Plate is a durable record of the explorations of Louis-Joseph 
and François de la Vérendrye. The brothers buried the lead tablet on a hill 
above present-day Fort Pierre in 1743.

 10. Gilbert C. Fite, Mount Rushmore (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1952), 
pp. 5–6, 9, 12, 75. For more information on Robinson’s plan to carve historical figures in 
the Black Hills, see Timothy G. Anderson, “Memorializing a Mountain Man: John G. 
Neihardt, Doane Robinson, and Jedediah Smith,” in this issue.

Copyright © 2009 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



S P R I N G  2 0 0 9  |  D A K O T A  R E S O U R C E S  |  7 1

inson formed a plan whereby any local community could raise funds 
to advance the construction of the bridge in its area. The expenditures 
would then be reimbursed when the money from the statewide levy 
came into the treasury.11 “To Doane Robinson alone is credit due for 
these great state projects,” said Joseph W. Parmley, a promoter of the 
“Good Roads” movement in the state. “When I say this I do not mini-
mize the work of those in and out of the legislature who could grasp 
his vision and who get behind it with their influence and vote. Much 
credit is due them, but it was Dr. Robinson who pointed the way.”12

 Robinson also took an interest in the creation of the School for the 
Blind at Gary, the State Highway Department, hydroelectric power 
generation, plans for the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ World War Memorial 
Building in Pierre, the free library system, and the state flag.13 Robin-
son actively promoted these and other projects that improved South 
Dakota, but he downplayed his role, saying, “I have lived during the 
most remarkable period of mankind, but always as an onlooker.”14

 This reticence is one reason why a study of Robinson’s correspon-
dence is so rewarding: through his letters, one can see beyond Rob-
inson’s projected persona and discover what sort of person he really 
was. In reality, Robinson was anything but an “onlooker;” neither, in 
general, was he especially modest. Robinson was enthusiastic and ag-
gressive in his promotion of new ideas. Not all of them were as suc-
cessful as Mount Rushmore, and, in fact, some of them never got off 
the ground. All of Robinson’s projects, however, excited his interest 
and aroused his energies. One project that found success, though not 
in his lifetime, was his vision for hydroelectric power along the Mis-
souri River. At least as early as 1911, Robinson began to suggest schemes 
for irrigation and power generation to anyone who might get them 
started.15 His plan to extract massive quantities of aluminum from the 

 11. Robinson to L. C. Helgerson, 10 Feb. 1925, and Doane Robinson to Harry Robinson, 
18 Mar. 1923, both in Box 3368B, Missouri River Bridge Folder, Robinson Papers.
 12. Quoted in Aberdeen Sunday American-News, 28 Oct. 1923.
 13. Pierre Daily Capital-Journal, 27 Nov. 1946.
 14. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 17 Apr. 1937.
 15. See, for example, Robinson to Westinghouse, Church, Kerr & Co., 14 Aug. 1911, Box 
3359A, Folder 12, Robinson Papers.
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shale common in South Dakota, on the other hand, came to naught 
despite his persistent efforts.16

 One can also get a sense from the correspondence of the ups and 
downs Robinson experienced in his own life. In adjacent folders one 
can find letters from publishers rejecting one of his historical manu-
scripts and a letter from an anthologist asking to reprint one of his po-
ems.17 Robinson’s sense of humor glints through the cracks of his stern 
style as he writes for the third time to an automobile parts supplier that 
has twice fulfilled his order incorrectly: “The jinx has certainly sat upon 
my order of May 7 for seat covers.”18 His overburdened schedule—and 
a latent sense of superiority—come out in his letters begging to be ex-

Robinson’s finance plan helped to advance the construction timetable for the road 
bridge across the Missouri River at Mobridge. Robinson wrote a series of four poems to 
commemorate the bridge’s dedication.

 16. Robinson to Oliver C. Ralston, 7 Jan. 1925, and Ralston to Robinson, 13 Jan. 1925, 
both in Box 3359B, Folder 26, ibid. 
 17. Harper & Bros. to Robinson, 26 June 1905, and Century Co. to Robinson, 22 Aug. 
1905, Box 3359A, both in Folder 6, ibid.; Kate Milner Rabb to Robinson, 24 Jan. 1906, 
Box 3359A, Folder 7, ibid.
 18. Robinson to Western Auto Supply Co., 28 May 1923, Box 3359B, Folder 24, ibid.
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cused from jury duty or declining a committee appointment from the 
Intercollegiate Menorah Association.19

 Perhaps most interestingly, Robinson’s letters reveal a stubborn and 
at times impatient man. Confident in his beliefs, Robinson could be 
caustic when challenged. After receiving a letter from a critic of Pro-
hibition, Robinson, an ardent temperance advocate and a member of 
the Anti-Saloon League,20 responded as follows: “I have yours of the 12". 
When a man gets into your state of mind he should consult a special-
ist at once. I am sure your case is urgent.”21 Under normal, friendlier 
circumstances, Robinson still felt a compulsion to have the last word, 
as in arguments over the desirability of Mount Rushmore (which he 
embraced)22 and the suitability of quoting profane speech in history 
texts (which he did not).23 In rare moments, Robinson backs down 
and reveals a cautious, philosophical side; one can glimpse it during the 
Mexican border conflict of 1916, when he and a correspondent traded 
words debating the justice of war.24 More frequently, though, Robin-
son was indelicately free with his opinions, as when he responded to 
solicitation for a magazine subscription:

It is unquestionably useless for me to reply to your circular letter of the 17" 
but since you have courteously sent me a copy of your publication I will 
thank you for it and say that I get no good from reading the sort of matter 
you purvey. . . . Besides I do not like your looks. I have long been suspicious 
of any periodical that comes in the format of The World Tomorrow. Just as 
I apprehend the vixenish temper of the hatchet faced female, so I appre-
hend disturbance and annoyance when I meet a publication in the fashion 
of your magazine.25

 19. Robinson to J. F. Hughes, 24 Oct. 1917, Box 3359B, Folder 18, ibid.; Robinson to 
Sternheim, 9 Apr. 1920, Box 3359B, Folder 21, ibid.
 20. R. N. Holsaple to Robinson, 20 Apr. 1912, Box 3359A, Folder 13, ibid.
 21. Robinson to Walter D. Wilcox, 16 Mar. 1923, Box 3359B, Folder 15, ibid.
 22. Cora B. Johnson to Robinson, 6 Dec. 1924, and Robinson to Johnson, 7 Dec. 1924, 
both in Box 3363A, Folder 149, ibid. Robinson’s 7 December reply is almost comically 
acerbic: “I long ago learned not to argue with a lady. I only ask you just how you hope 
to justify yourself to posterity? The greatest artist in the world has proposed to bring to 
you the most majestic monument in the world, and ye would not.”
 23. Robinson to Melvin Grigsby, 23 July 1912, Grigsby to Robinson, 25 July 1912, and 
Robinson to Grigsby, 26 July 1912, all in Box 3359A, Folder 13, ibid.
 24. Robinson to Charles Badger Clark, 12 July 1916, Box 3359B, Folder 17, ibid.
 25. Robinson to staff of The World Tomorrow, 19 June 1923, Box 3359B, Folder 24, ibid.

Copyright © 2009 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



7 4  |  S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y  |  V O L .  3 9 ,  N O .  1

Perhaps the publisher shared Robinson’s style of humor, as he wrote 
back to ask whether he could reprint the letter in a later issue of the 
magazine.26

 Indeed, Robinson’s sense of humor could be unpredictable. He fre-
quently used it as a defense when he perceived that his adopted state 
was being ridiculed. In response to two items that appeared in the New 
York Times in 1920, Robinson wrote a letter to its editor: “When . . . the 
people of South Dakota . . . discovered packed into a brief paragraph 
an even dozen mis-statements, all derogatory to us, we said, ‘This is the 

Although Robinson 
had retired two years 
before this photo-
graph of him at age 
seventy-two was 
taken, he continued 
to help the historical 
society.

 26. Devere Allen to Robinson, 29 June 1923, Box 3359B, Folder 24, ibid.
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provincial idea of humor in New York; it is intended to be laughable,’ 
and so we laughed and let it go, notwithstanding we were conscious 
[that]”—and here Robinson begins reeling off a list of impressive sta-
tistics meant to refute the Times’s characterization of South Dakota as 
“the State of Small Things.” Only after this recitation is finished does 
Robinson challenge the newspaper’s most grievous insult: “But when 
the Times, pursuing its humorous policy, publishes a map showing 
graphically the potential water powers of the nation, limiting South 
Dakota’s relative importance in this great resource to a mere fly speck, 
it puts too much strain upon our appreciation of Knickerbocker persi-
flage.”27 Robinson, ever the booster, uses his retort to publicize his idea 
for hydroelectric power on the Missouri. Was Robinson truly offended 
by the newspaper, or was the joke, in the end, on the Times? As the best 
resources do, Robinson’s correspondence raises as many questions as it 
resolves.
 There are clues to Robinson’s personality and sense of humor not 
only in the letters he wrote, but also in those he received and filed. 
Robinson clearly appreciated a good story. One example comes from 
1903, when he cast his eye on an old cannon kept in the town of Elk 
Point and wrote to a prominent local citizen to ask if he could obtain 
the gun for the historical society’s collection. Although the response 
from attorney E. C. Ericson was negative, Robinson kept the letter any-
way. It is not hard to see why:

With regard to the old cannon, you have touched a very tender spot, so far 
as Elk Point is concerned. We value the old gun not alone for its historical 
origin and the fact that it has awakened the echoes here on many a Fourth 
of July morning, but we prize it much more highly because it was the fruit 
of larceny, being the booty of a raid made by our people across the border 
line of Clay County upon Vermillion in long years gone by. The cannon is 
as much valued by Elk Point as the America Cup is valued by the New York 
Yacht Club and we do not think that possession would be surrendered un-
less some power stronger than ours would per force take the old cannon 
away. It has been restolen several times, but our folks have managed to re-
cover it time and again and now keep it loaded to the muzzle ready to blow 
from the cannon’s mouth any daring thief who might take it away. So we 

 27. Robinson to editor of the New York Times, 15 July 1920, Box 3359B, Folder 21, ibid.
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give friendly notice to the Historical Society and its genial secretary that 
our gun is loaded and that you had better keep your distance.28

 In addition to the day-to-day work of managing the Department of 
History, the secretary continued his own research and writing. Robinson 

In 1911, Robinson tried to entice one of the Westinghouse companies to develop 
hydroelectric power and irrigation at Little Bend on the Missouri River. This carbon 
copy of the draft letter, written on Department of History letterhead, was saved for the 
department’s records.

 28. Ericson to Robinson, 14 Sep. 1903, Box 3359A, Folder 4, ibid.
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wrote a great number of works pertaining to the state, including His-
tory of South Dakota (1904), A Brief History of South Dakota (1905), and 
Doane Robinson’s Encyclopedia of South Dakota (1925).29 There is much 
more to Robinson’s body of work, however, than his published books. 
Thirteen folders in the collection contain Robinson’s manuscripts.30 

A mustachioed 
Robinson posed for 
this advertisement 
in 1898 at the age of 
forty-two.

 29. Robinson, History of South Dakota, 2 vols. ([Logansport, Ind.]: B. F. Bowen, 1904); 
A Brief History of South Dakota (New York: American Book Co., 1905); Doane Robinson’s 
Encyclopedia of South Dakota (Pierre: By the Author, 1925).
 30. For a complete listing of the manuscripts, which are divided into historical, auto-
biographical, religious, and miscellaneous categories, see South Dakota State Archives, 
“H74.9 Doane Robinson Papers, 1880-1946: Inventory,” Accession Folder, Robinson 
Papers. The inventory is available online at http://www.sdhistory.org/arc/dr/_private/ 
doanerobinsonindex.htm. 
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Among them are items written on Sacagawea, Lewis and Clark, the 
Sioux Indians, the Missouri River, Hughes County, the teaching of his-
tory, and the South Dakota State Fair, to name only a few. There is also 
a folder containing manuscripts with religious topics such as “Jesus of 
Nazareth,” and “Creation.” Robinson belonged to the Congregational 
Church in Pierre and, according to minister William C. Deer, “for over 
40 years gave its program his choicest devotions.”31 The folder of auto-
biographical manuscripts is the smallest, containing only three items. 
Three more folders contain miscellaneous manuscripts with various 
titles such as “Some Good Things for Pierre” and “Little Bend of the 
Missouri River.”
 Robinson was also a poet whose style and subject matter reflected 
the poetry of his era. Some of his poems were collected and published 
in Midst the Coteaus of Dakota in 1899.32 “Robinson confines himself 
mostly to various dialects,” one critic wrote. “He is always spicy and 
entertaining; always original and terse. His poem entitled ‘About Sun-
rise,’ is brim full of good things and causes one to live over again the 
joyous spring mornings in Dakota.”33 There are two folders of poetry in 
the Robinson collection. These include copies of poems that were pub-
lished in such national publications as Century Magazine and Country 
Gentleman.34 One poem in the collection is entitled “In South Dakota” 
and illustrates both his use of dialect and his booster spirit:  

Takin’ an’ layin’ by all jokes,
We’re lots smarter than other folks–
 In South Dakota.

Had the advantage, plumb from the start, 
Bein’, that most of us come here smart;
And rubbin’ agin the itinerant air
Hez sharpened us up, ’til at last, I swear,

 31. Deer, “Dr. Doane Robinson Memorial Sermon Tribute Nov. 30, 1946,” Doane Rob-
inson Biographical File, Folder 1.
 32. Robinson, Midst the Coteaus of Dakota (Yankton, S.Dak.: Gazette Printing, 1899).
 33. O. W. Coursey, “A Symmetrical Man,” in Who’s Who in South Dakota (Mitchell, 
S.Dak.: Educator School Supply Co., 1913), p. 89.
 34. Robinson, “Along in June,” Century Magazine, Aug. 1892, and “Green Butte Ranch,” 
Country Gentleman, 11 Sep. 1920, copies in Box 3366B, Folder 243, Robinson Papers.
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Half of us farmers knows a heap
More of wool-tariffs than raisin’ sheep
 In South Dakota.

Just about all of us come out here
To run for the senate. It do appear
That them that would take the governorship,
Rather than let opportunities slip,
Ain’t more thought of than any scrub
Legislator. But there’s one rub—
When there’s a seat in the senate to spare,
Most of us always don’t git our share
 In South Dakota.

But we’ve got big hearts and open hands
And we never sulks, and we never stands
A tryin’ to hinder, by some low muss,
A man that is smarter than any of us,
But all of us hurries to recognize
The boss-smart fellow that wins the prize;
Then we goes on seedin’ our black-muck lands
While the buntins sing and the gulls fly low
A watchin’ the gophers plunder the corn,
And the nestin’ robins come and go
With critters hair, by the barb-fence torn;–
Brown smoke rolls up from the blazin’ slough
Where last year’s grass chokes back the new,
And the wild cock’s rumble fills the air
From the hills where smoky shadows mope,
And out by the barn the stock-hogs swear,
And the spring calf tugs at its picket rope;
While the summer grows ’til the harvest’s due
And the wheat turns gold, and the corn is fair,
But our biggest yield is the crop of hope,
 In South Dakota.35

 Other topics of some of the poems are Wisconsin, the bridging of 
the Missouri, the state capitol, and biblical stories.36 Robinson was also 

 35. Doane Robinson, “In South Dakota,” ibid.
 36. See Box 3366B, Folders 243 and 244, ibid.
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a member of the Pierre chapter of the Dickens Club, formed in 1890 to 
study the literature of Charles Dickens and other authors.37

 When Robinson retired in 1926, Charles E. DeLand and Irwin D. 
Aldrich of the Resolutions Committee of the State Historical Society 
wrote a memorial expressing the gratitude of the committee and the 
residents of South Dakota for his service to the state. “Fortunately, for a 
quarter of a century, South Dakota has maintained a historical depart-
ment, and has enjoyed the self-sacrificing service of a man of vision, an 
idealist with a Yankee slant toward the practical, a philosopher with a 
sense of economic proportion, a poet breathing the scent of the newly 
turned sod of the prairie, Dr. Doane Robinson.”38

In 1928, Robinson (center) visited North Dakota’s own Verendrye Monument at Crow-
high Mountain (now called Crow Flies High Butte) near Sanish. At left is Lawrence K. 
Fox, Robinson’s successor as superintendent of the Department of History.

 37. E. F. Norman, untitled resolution, 20 Jan. 1947, Doane Robinson Biographical File, 
Folder 1; Ruane Pringle, comp. and ed., Hughes County History (Pierre, S.Dak.: Hughes-
Stanley County Centennial Committee, 1964), p. 78.
 38. Charles E. DeLand and Irwin D. Aldrich, “Resolutions of Appreciation,” South 
Dakota Historical Collections 13 (1926): 42–45.
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 Robinson’s correspondence from the twenty-year period after his 
retirement is also a part of this collection. Topics such as Missouri 
River development, government and politics, Mount Rushmore, and 
even grasshopper infestation are included, as well as the ubiquitous re-
sponses to questions Robinson received on South Dakota history. Even 
late in life Robinson exhibited an incessant curiosity and enthusiasm 
for historical anecdotes of South Dakota. After the flight of the strato-
sphere balloon Explorer II in 1935, he wrote as a representative of the 
department of history to the balloon’s pilot, Capt. Orville Anderson, 
with a burning question:

I have your tracing of the approximate route of Explorer II, on November 
11, and it will be treasured as an invaluable record in the archives of this De-
partment. You must have been still at the top when you made your nearest 
approach to Pierre. Will you tell me if in your survey of the horizon at that 
elevation or at any other time, you glimpsed the capitol at Pierre. That is still 
a matter of discussion here. The main point in dispute has been settled by 
the Wilson observatory, which finds from data submitted by the engineers 
of the state highway commission, that the object at which Pierre people 
trained their glasses until 2 p.m. of that day was Venus and not the balloon.
 I shall be very grateful and the public will appreciate it if you will inform 
me, for our archives if you did glimpse the capitol, or otherwise see the city 
of Pierre, on that occasion.39

 Doane Robinson died on 27 November 1946 in Pierre.40 E. F. Nor-
man, President of the Dickens Club in 1947, wrote that “all of us are 
proud of his great ability as a writer, of his vision, his ideals and accom-
plishments.”41

 The Doane Robinson collection is unique for several reasons. The 
early institutional history of the South Dakota State Historical Society 
is captured here, as well as information on aspects of early South Dakota 
that remain topics of interest today. The correspondence can give a re-
searcher an immediate sense of the most interesting avenues of inquiry 
during a particular time period. Of particular interest in this collection 

 39. Robinson to Capt. Orville Anderson, 30 Dec. 1935, Box 3359B, Folder 29, Robinson 
Papers.
 40. Pierre Daily Capital-Journal, 27 Nov. 1946.
 41. Norman, untitled resolution.
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are the records on the development of Mount Rushmore, as well as the 
early interest in the development of hydroelectric power and irrigation 
from the Missouri River. Finally, the collection enables researchers to 
become directly acquainted with a giant of early South Dakota history 
and development. To see more complete contents of the Doane Rob-
inson Papers, visit the index page maintained by the State Archives at 
http://www.sdhistory.org/arc/dr/_private/doanerobinsonindex.htm.
 “I have grown into my ninetieth year,” Robinson wrote in a tired mo-
ment in 1946, “and am not of much value to myself or to my friends.”42 
Robinson was mistaken, however. Through his voluminous and eclec-
tic papers, he continues to answer the questions of curious researchers 
even after the one-hundred-fiftieth anniversary of his birth.

 42. Robinson to Clarence Paine, 29 Jan. 1946, Box 3359B, Folder 30, Robinson Papers.

Doane Robinson rests for 
a moment near the end 
of a long, energetic life.
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