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Conference on History, Literature, Art and Architecture, held 23–24 April 2010 at Au-
gustana College in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.  

Traveling the Road of Change

Historical Forces in the Development of South Dakota 

Transportation

J O H N  E .  M I L L E R

Of all the factors influencing the growth and development of South 
Dakota socially and economically, transportation ranks near the top. 
For the American Indian peoples who have lived in the region for mil-
lennia, walking was long the major source of locomotion. The arrival of 
horses from Spanish America changed the social ecology of the region 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, transforming the La-
kota Indians, whose most recent home had been in present-day Min-
nesota, into the “warriors of the plains” and granting them dominance 
over rival tribes. Transportation improvements proved even more im-
portant to non-Indian explorers, fur traders, military personnel, and 
agricultural settlers as they moved into the region during the 1800s. 
Advances in river, wagon, and rail travel sped movement, introduced 
efficiencies, reduced costs, and changed people’s behaviors and expec-
tations. With the increased use of the internal-combustion engine by 
1900 and the improvement of roads, daily activities underwent swift 
refashioning as automobiles, trucks, and busses spread their influence 
into every nook and cranny of American life.
 None of these changes proceeded in simple or unilinear fashion, nor 
without obstacles and challenges along the way. The story of transpor-
tation development and its myriad effects upon individuals and soci-
ety as a whole is complex and fraught with ambiguity. Analyzing the 
historical forces that brought about these changes for the populace of 
South Dakota is a complicated assignment, requiring a tolerance for 
paradox, uncertainty, and variance. Among the relevant forces playing 
vital roles were geography, climate, federal policy, historical patterns 
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 1. South Dakota’s geographic remoteness was analogous to that of its sister state to 
the north, a point Elwyn B. Robinson made strikingly in his History of North Dakota 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1966), p. vii, and in “The Themes of North Da-
kota History,” North Dakota History 26 (Winter 1959): 5–24.
 2. Stanley Vestal’s The Missouri (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1945) remains the clas-
sic work on the river and its role in the history of the region.  
 3. James F. Hamburg, The Influence of Railroads upon the Processes and Patterns of Settle-
ment in South Dakota (New York: Arno Press, 1981), pp. 20, 68, 70, 132–33.
 4. The development of these railroads in the state is discussed in H. Roger Grant, 
The North Western: A History of the Chicago & North Western Railway System (DeKalb: 
Northern Illinois University Press, 1996); Robert J. Casey and W. A. S. Douglas, Pio-
neer Railroad: The Story of the Chicago and North Western System (New York: Whittlesey 

of development, national trends, demography, technological improve-
ments, socioeconomic factors, government subsidies, and the roles of 
various individuals, organizations, and institutions.
 The most obvious fact about the area that would eventually become 
South Dakota was its geographical remoteness during the early years 
of white contact and settlement. Situated on the edge of the agricul-
tural frontier at the time of the Civil War, Dakota Territory and, after 
1889, the state of South Dakota, remained for decades more agricultur-
al, less industrial, further distant from urban centers, and more socially 
and culturally isolated than most of their counterparts. The relative re-
moteness of the area, in turn, worked to keep its population relatively 
small, its transportation and communication systems comparatively 
underdeveloped, and its manufacturing industries slow to emerge.1

 Beyond the relative isolation of South Dakota, its topography and 
geography have influenced its development in a variety of other ways. 
For decades, the key factor in the progress of the region was the Mis-
souri River, which bisects the state into eastern and western sections. 
Early on, the river served as the primary conduit for explorers, fur 
traders, military personnel, and others entering or passing through the 
northern plains.2 When roads were built, they often followed the paths 
of the Missouri and other rivers.3 The Missouri,  however— difficult to 
cross and costly to  bridge— also posed a severe obstacle. When branch 
lines of the Chicago & North Western and the Chicago, Milwaukee, 
St. Paul, & Pacific railroads entered the territory in 1879 and 1880, they 
both paused at the Missouri River, as did others that followed later.4 
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Assisted by a railroad crane, the 1907 Chicago & North Western bridge at Pierre takes 
shape amid piles of construction materials.

The Capitola Butt steams through a gap in a pontoon bridge, possibly near Chamber-
lain. Pontoon bridges were cheap to build, but they could not handle volumes of traffic 
and could be used for only part of the year. 
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The river would not be bridged at Chamberlain and Pierre and tracks 
would not be extended west to Rapid City until 1906 and 1907. Fur-
ther north, the town of Mobridge got its start and gained its name 
when another branch line of the Milwaukee Railroad extended west 
to Lemmon and beyond at the same time. Automobiles would have to 
wait until the mid-1920s for bridges at Chamberlain, Pierre, Mobridge, 
Wheeler, and Forest City. Until that time, the requirement that vehi-
cles be ferried across the river in boats, carried across on railroad cars, 
or driven across the ice during winter hampered the development of 
car and truck transportation.5

 The Milwaukee line that passed through Aberdeen, Mobridge, Lem-
mon, and on to Seattle was the only transcontinental railroad travers-
ing South Dakota, unlike North Dakota, which had two, and Nebraska, 
which boasted the famous Union Pacific. The Black Hills of western 
South Dakota posed a major obstacle in this regard. The Hills, which 
are really mountains, constitute the tallest peaks in the nation east of 
the Rocky Mountains, making it difficult and expensive to build the 
first automobile roads through them and requiring the use of narrow-
gauge tracks for the railroads that arrived there in the mid-1880s. Later, 
these railroads and hairpin-curved roads carried increasing numbers of 
visitors to the scenic area and became tourist attractions in themselves, 
compensating somewhat for the difficulties of their development.6

House, 1948); and August Derleth, The Milwaukee Road: Its First Hundred Years (New 
York: Creative Age Press, 1948).
 5. Doane Robinson, Doane Robinson’s Encyclopedia of South Dakota (Pierre, S.Dak.: By 
the Author, 1925), pp. 530–32; Michele M. Reid, “Kenneth Scurr, South Dakota Bridge 
Builder,” in Papers of the Twenty-fifth Annual Dakota History Conference, comp. Arthur 
R. Huseboe and Harry F. Thompson (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Center for Western Studies, 
Augustana College, 1993), pp. 720–21; Greg M. Wysk, “‘The East and West Are One’: 
The Missouri River Bridge at Mobridge,” South Dakota History 29 (Spring 1999): 23–43.
 6. Robinson, History of North Dakota, pp. 125–27, 227–28; Everett N. Dick, The Sod-
house Frontier, 1854–1890: A Social History of the Northern Plains from the Creation of Kan-
sas and Nebraska to the Admission of the Dakotas (New York: D. Appleton-Century, 1937), 
pp. 352–53. For the development of tourism in the Black Hills, see Suzanne Barta Julin, A 
Marvelous Hundred Square Miles: Black Hills Tourism, 1880–1941 (Pierre: South Dakota 
State Historical Society Press, 2009), and Shebby Lee, “Traveling the Sunshine State: 
The Growth of Tourism in South Dakota, 1914–1939,” South Dakota History 19 (Summer 
1989): 194–223.
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The stern-wheeler ferry Comet unloads travelers returning across the Missouri from the 
Black Hills. Until vehicular bridges were built in the 1920s, the only other options for 
drivers were to cross on pontoon bridges or to wait for the river to freeze.

 In contrast to the mountain topography of the Black Hills was the 
open flatness of the prairie/plains east of the Missouri River. As else-
where in the Midwest and Great Plains, this landform was conducive 
to the construction of straight-line roads and railroads. Thomas Jeffer-
son’s concept of surveying under the grid plan had been incorporated 
into the Land Ordinance of 1785 and seemed perfectly suited to east-
ern South Dakota. The Land Act of 1796 set up the system of six-mile-
square townships divided into thirty-six sections that formed the basis 
for the relatively straight railroad routes and, later, highway routes in 
the area. Drivers were not as likely to get lost here as they might be in 
the hills of Missouri or the mountains of Pennsylvania.7

 7. On the grid survey system, see Phil Patton, Open Road: A Celebration of the American 
Highway (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986), pp. 32–34; Hildegard Binder Johnson, 
Order upon the Land: The U.S. Rectangular Land Survey and the Upper Mississippi Country 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1976); John Brinckerhoff Jackson, American Space: 
The Centennial Years, 1865–1876 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1972), pp. 25, 44, 61–62.
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 Aside from the geographical obstacles the Missouri River and the 
Black Hills initially presented, the Great Sioux Reservation also in-
hibited the development of through transportation routes west of the 
Missouri River during the 1870s and 1880s. The Fort Laramie Treaty 
of 1868 set aside the western portion of what is now South Dakota for 
use by bands of the Lakota and Dakota Indians, allowing only those 
non-Indians who were married to Indians to reside on the reservation. 
In 1877, following three major  developments— the discovery of gold 
by an expedition under the command of Lieutenant Colonel George 
A. Custer in 1874, rapid movement into the region by miners and en-
trepreneurs, and the Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876—the federal 
government appropriated all reservation land west of the 103d merid-
ian, including the Black Hills. Furthermore, it authorized the building 

The early roads of the 
Black Hills were not only 
a challenge to build but 
also a challenge to drive 
in the automobiles of 
the day.
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 8. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 4th ed., rev. John E. Miller (Pierre: South 
Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2004), pp. 88–89, 139; Delwin Jensen, Fort Pierre–
Deadwood Trail (Pierre: By the Author, 1989); Ft. Pierre–Deadwood Trail: Historical At-
las (Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society, 2008); Hyman Palais, “South Dakota 
Stage and Wagon Roads,” South Dakota Historical Collections 25 (1950): 215–48; Herbert 
T. Hoover, “The Sioux Agreement of 1889 and Its Aftermath,” South Dakota History 19 
(Spring 1989): 58–66.

of wagon roads across what was left of the reservation, most notably 
the Fort Pierre-Deadwood trail, which was especially busy with traffic 
once the railroad reached Pierre in 1880. After the construction of the 
Fremont, Elkhorn & Missouri Valley Railroad from western Nebraska 
to the Black Hills in 1886, traffic across the reservation was greatly re-
duced. At the same time, pressure from businessmen and agricultural-
ists increased, leading to the reduction of Indian-controlled lands by 
more than another nine million acres in 1889 and additional movement 
across the corridor west of Fort Pierre and Chamberlain.8

 Climate and weather constitute other important factors influenc-
ing transportation from earliest times to the present day. Cold winters 
froze the Missouri and other rivers for several months each year, shut-
ting down steamboat traffic, which had begun with the arrival of the 

A maintenance worker grades a road in the flat East River country near Platte in 1928.
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 9. William E. Lass, A History of Steamboating on the Upper Missouri River (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1962), p. 10. See also Lass’s comprehensive Navigating 
the Missouri: Steamboating on Nature’s Highway, 1819–1935 (Norman, Okla.: Arthur H. 
Clark, 2008).
 10. Robinson, Doane Robinson’s Encyclopedia, p. 334. As one former resident of central 
South Dakota related in his 1920s memoir, a large area south of Highmore was known 
as the “Gumbo Flats” for the quality of its soil. David P. Lingo, ed., “Three Years on the 
Gumbo Flats: The Memoir of Sedley M. Lingo,” South Dakota History 36 (Fall 2006): 261, 
264.

Yellow Stone in 1831. The winter freezes, however, also allowed wag-
ons and automobiles to cross on the ice, a decided advantage before 
bridges were constructed.9 Rain and snowmelt caused the clay-laden 
soils of western and central South Dakota to turn into a substance that 
was both sticky and greasy. Popularly referred to as “gumbo,” it clogged 
wheels and prevented traction, slowing down wagon and vehicle traf-
fic and generating a whole genre of storytelling about the difficulties of 
travel.10 Roads remained unsurfaced dirt almost everywhere until the 
early 1920s, when major through highways began to be graveled, and it 
would take another decade before many of them began to receive hard 

In 1885, Pierre photographer Robert L. Kelly captured this view of a mule train out-
bound to the Black Hills. 
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surfaces. The process was not finally completed in many places until 
the 1940s and 1950s. Always, the threat of ice and snowstorms during 
winter months was high, and heavy snowfalls in 1936, 1949, and 1968 
remain legendary in state folklore for the isolation they imposed, just 
as continual blizzards in 1880–1881 cut off train traffic in Dakota Terri-
tory, an ordeal Laura Ingalls Wilder described in The Long Winter.11

 Added to geography, federal policy, and climate were a variety of 
historical patterns and developments that influenced the evolution 
of transportation in South Dakota. Most obviously, Dakota Territo-
ry, especially its southern portion, was for decades the beneficiary of 
two major developments in nineteenth-century  transportation— the 
steamboat and the railroad. Both of these advances were natural ex-
tensions of entrepreneurial activity that moved incessantly westward 
over a period of decades. The initial push by the military and by non-

Passengers crowd a car on the Fremont, Elkhorn & Missouri Valley Railroad, the first 
line to build into Deadwood in 1890. 

 11. Robinson, Doane Robinson’s Encyclopedia, p. 349. For descriptions of some of these 
monumental weather events, see Laura Ingalls Wilder, The Long Winter (New York: 
Harper & Bros., 1940); Richard Maxwell Brown, “The Enduring Frontier: The Impact 
of Weather on South Dakota History and Literature,” South Dakota History 15 (Spring/
Summer 1985): 26–57; and Harl A. Dalstrom and Kay Calamé Dalstrom, “It’s ‘Going 
Down in History’: The Blizzards of 1949,” South Dakota History 29 (Winter 1999): 263–
326.



2 7 6   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 1 ,  N O .  2

Indian settlers into the southeastern part of the region during the late 
1850s and early 1860s would not have been possible without steamboat 
traffic on the Missouri River above Sioux City, Iowa. Even more signifi-
cantly, the Great Dakota Boom of the early 1880s was almost entirely a 
product of the rapid extension of rails into the area.12

 From the time of non-Indian settlement, the history of South Da-
kota has been tied more closely to the development and fortunes of 
its small towns than has that of more urban states. Even today, most 
of the state’s towns remain small. Sioux Falls and Rapid City, which 
between them constitute 27.2 percent of the state’s population, are the 
only places whose populations fall within the Census Bureau’s defini-
tion of “urbanized areas.”13 It was the railroads that determined the lo-
cation of the vast majority of towns in South Dakota, and it was the 

The isolation of De Smet during the winter of 1880–1881, which Laura Ingalls Wilder 
described in The Long Winter, was not uncommon. Sixty years later, this railroad plow 
encountered difficulty near Dallas, South Dakota.

 12. Schell, History of South Dakota, pp. 158–74.
 13. For the purposes of the 2010 United States census, an “urbanized area” is defined 
as having fifty thousand or more inhabitants. U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau 
of the Census, “2010 Census Urban and Rural Classification and Urban Area Criteria,” 
http://www.census.gov/geo/www/ua/2010urbanruralclass.html.



S U M M E R  2 0 1 1   |   T R A N S P O R T A T I O N   |   2 7 7

prospect of an efflorescence of small towns and the opportunity to ship 
goods to and from them that provided the major incentive for railroad 
companies to build into the region in the first place. “Railroads became 
the heart, and perhaps the soul, of town development on the western 
margins of continuous agricultural settlement,” writes geographer Mi-
chael Conzen. “As they penetrated the Plains in the 1880s and 1890s, 
the railroads not only stimulated cattle shipments from the vast ranch-
es of the region, but also provided the framework that enabled farmers 
to colonize the northern Plains and ranchers to move farther west.” In 
what was a complex, highly integrated process, the railroad companies 
effectively “coordinated the laying out not only of numerous townsites 
along their tracks, but the very network structure of the urban system 
that would serve the regions they plied.” Conzen notes that 140 of the 

Steamboats were vital both for moving along the Missouri and for crossing it. The three 
steamboats moored near Pierre are the City of Pierre, Jim Leighton, and possibly the 
Scotty Philip.
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278 towns founded by the time South Dakota gained statehood in 1889 
were “railroad-developed.”14 Historical geographer John Hudson’s 
description of town-building in north-central North Dakota applies 
equally well to its sister state to the south: “Towns were not indepen-
dent of one another; rather, they were interdependent components of 
plans formulated by the largest corporations of the day for extracting 
value from dependent, colonial hinterlands.”15

 Beginning with the arrival of Europeans to the present day, east-
west patterns of movement have predominated over north-south ones, 
although the point need not be exaggerated. Fortune-seekers con-
verged on the mining camps of the Black Hills in the 1870s and 1880s 
from several directions, embarking from Sioux City, Yankton, and 
Fort Pierre, as well as Bismarck, Chadron, and Fort Laramie, but traf-
fic mostly flowed east and west. Settlers moving into Dakota Territory 
during the 1860s and later generally arrived from eastern locations, 
supplemented by smaller numbers from the west, with fewer still com-
ing up from Nebraska or points further south.16

 Railroad expansion reinforced the east-west pattern. When tracks 
were built into the area after 1879, they pushed westward from Iowa 
and Minnesota along parallel paths until they reached the Missouri 
River. The automobile highways located in South Dakota beginning in 
1912 and 1913 almost invariably took paths alongside the tracks laid out 
earlier by the railroads. The most prominent of these highways were 
the Yellowstone Trail (later U.S. Highway 12), the Black and Yellow 
Trail (later U.S. Highway 14), and the Custer Battlefield Highway (lat-
er U.S. Highway 16). North-south routes, while important (such as the 

 14. Michael P. Conzen, “The Progress of American Urbanism, 1860–1930,” in Robert D. 
Mitchell and Paul A. Groves, eds., North America: The Historical Geography of a Changing 
Continent (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1987), p. 350.
 15. John C. Hudson, Plains Country Towns (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1985), p. 6.
 16. Palais, “South Dakota Stage and Wagon Roads,” pp. 221–26; Watson Parker, Dead-
wood: The Golden Years (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1981), pp. 4, 6, 9; Robert 
C. Ostergren, “European Settlement and Ethnicity Patterns on the Agricultural Fron-
tiers of South Dakota,” South Dakota History 13 (Spring/Summer 1983): 58; John C. Hud-
son, “North American Origins of Middlewestern Frontier Populations,” Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 78 (Sept. 1988): 395–413.
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This railroad crew works on a Milwaukee Road branch line into Wessington Springs in 
1903. The line was abandoned in 1979.

In this 1913 photograph, the Yellowstone Trail parallels the track of the Milwaukee Road 
two miles west of Beebe. 
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King of Trails, along old U.S. Highway 77, and the Meridian Highway, 
along U.S. Highway 81), tended to carry less traffic than the east-west 
routes.17

 Historical patterns of marketing grain and  livestock— shipping them 
to processing centers in Minneapolis and Chicago more consistently 
than to Sioux City and  Omaha— reinforced the tendency for transporta-
tion routes and movements of people to proceed along east-west rather 
than north-south lines. Despite South Dakota’s original ties to North 
Dakota when they were yoked together in Dakota Territory, state resi-
dents generally looked eastward to Minnesota and Iowa and to cities 
like Minneapolis, Winona, and Chicago for their commerce and identi-
ty rather than further south to places like Omaha, Kansas City, and Saint 
Louis.18 The importation of manufactures from Chicago and points fur-
ther east reinforced this inclination, especially after Sears-Roebuck and 
Montgomery Ward entered the mail-order catalog business.
 All of these tendencies fed into what is no doubt the most visible 
cultural divide in South Dakota: that between East River and West 
River.19 With non-Indian settlement and mining made legal after 1877 

 17. Kenneth M. Hammer, “Dakota Railroads” (Ph.D. diss., South Dakota State Uni-
versity, 1966), pt. 1, pp. 158–60; Hamburg, The Influence of Railroads, pp. 85–86; John E. 
Miller, Looking for History on Highway 14 (Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society 
Press, 2001), pp. 9–12.
 18. See, for instance, a study of lumber shipped from Winona and La Crosse to Dakota 
Territory along the Chicago & North Western Railroad by John N. Vogel, Great Lakes 
Lumber on the Great Plains: The Laird, Norton Lumber Company in South Dakota (Iowa 
City: University of Iowa Press, 1992). William Cronon’s excellent book on Chicago and 
its economic hinterlands, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W. 
W. Norton, 1991), while it does not extend its geographic reach to the Dakotas, clearly 
suggests that the east-west orientation of traffic and commerce was dominant. See also 
D. W. Meinig’s The Shaping of America: A Geographic Perspective on 500 Years of History, 
vol. 3, Transcontinental America, 1850–1915 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
1998), pp. 253, 256–58, in which the territory west of Chicago is identified as one of four 
major railroad regions in the United States, with South Dakota situated in a primarily 
westward (and, to a lesser degree, northward) direction from the originating point at 
Chicago.
 19. For in-depth discussions of this topic, see James D. McLaird, “From Bib Overalls to 
Cowboy Boots: East River/West River Differences in South Dakota,” South Dakota His-
tory 19 (Winter 1989): 454–91, and John R. Milton, South Dakota: A Bicentennial History 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1977), pp. 121–42.
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 20. It should be noted, however, that by an eight-to-one margin the United States 
Supreme Court declared in its famous 1980 decision in United States v. Sioux Nation of 
Indians that the taking of the land by Congress had been invalid and awarded the tribe 
$17.5 million plus interest, which added up to $105 million at the time. 448 U.S. 371 
(1980). On the case and its background, see Edward Lazarus, Black Hills/White Justice: 
The Sioux Nation versus the United States, 1775 to the Present (New York: HarperCollins, 
1991), pp. 394–401.
 21. Ardyce Habeger Samp, “A Territory of Lincoln: H.R. Bill 1182—45th Congress,” in 
17th Dakota History Conference, April 11–13, 1985: Papers, comp. H. W. Blakely (Madison, 
S.Dak.: Dakota State College, 1986), pp. 661–66.
 22. For detailed treatments of ranching and homesteading in West River South Da-
kota, see Bob Lee and Dick Williams, Last Grass Frontier: The South Dakota Stock Grower 
Heritage (Sturgis, S.Dak.: Black Hills Publishers, 1964); Paula M. Nelson After the West 
Was Won: Homesteaders and Town-Builders in Western South Dakota, 1900–1917 (Iowa 
City: University of Iowa Press, 1986), and The Prairie Winnows Out Its Own: The West 
River Country of South Dakota in the Years of Depression and Dust (Iowa City: University 
of Iowa Press, 1996).

in the Black Hills and the western tier of counties,20 the western sec-
tion of Dakota  Territory— because of geography, history, the nature of 
its settlers, and the presence of the Indian “barrier”—came to be seen 
by many as a separate entity. Indeed, a serious effort emerged to carve 
a separate state, to be called “Lincoln,” out of the Black Hills.21 After 
1889, white settlement became legal in a larger area of the West River 
region. Topography, aridity, low population density, and other factors 
meant that this region would largely be devoted to ranching, and his-
torical factors further set the area apart.22 The East River region, with 
a much larger population than its western counterpart, would develop 
a much denser network of railroads in the first place and a much more 
extensive system of highways later.
 In transportation, as in many other areas, South Dakota was heavily 
influenced by another causal  factor— national trends. What happened 
in one state seldom deviated far from what was happening in other 
states, especially those located nearby. The domain of early nineteenth-
century fur traders and military personnel, who relied heavily upon 
the Missouri River to move from place to place, obviously extended 
beyond the borders of what later became South Dakota. Just as rail-
roads entered the area around the same time that tracks were being 
laid in nearby territories and states, the adoption of cars and trucks 
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 23. South Dakota participated in the national push for highways and trails that began 
around 1912, and, like other states, it pursued the economic benefits of tourism. See, 
for instance, Drake Hokanson, The Lincoln Highway: Main Street across America (Iowa 
City: University of Iowa Press, 1988); Quinta Scott and Susan Croce Kelly, Route 66: 
The Highway and Its People (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988); and John 
A. Jakle, The Tourist: Travel in Twentieth-century North America (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1985). For the dynamics of national trends during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, see, for example, Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 
1877–1920 (New York: Hill & Wang, 1967); Daniel J. Boorstin, The Americans: The Demo-
cratic Experience (New York: Random House, 1973); and Samuel P. Hays, The Response to 
Industrialism, 1885–1914 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957). It would gradu-
ally be realized that the development of the United States itself partook of international 
trends, but those changes go beyond the scope of this paper.
 24. James Cracco, “History of the South Dakota Highway Department, 1919–1941” 
(master’s thesis, University of South Dakota, 1970), pp, 22–25, 44–45.

during the early 1900s followed national patterns, and the push to per-
suade local, state, and federal governments to build and improve roads 
was part of a national movement.23 During the 1910s, South Dakota 
imitated other states in establishing a state highway commission to su-
pervise the construction and maintenance of highways and to manage 
the expenditure of state and federal dollars. During the 1930s, it joined 
other states in establishing a highway patrol to enforce speed limits 
and other driving regulations.24

 South Dakota also benefited from the 1916 Federal Aid Highway 
Road Act and subsequent measures, especially the Interstate Highway 
Act of 1956. It might have received a land-grant railroad, as its sister 
states to the north and south did, but the Black Hills apparently posed 
an obstacle large enough to play a role in the decision not to pursue the 
middle route. (The only federal land grant given to a railroad in South 
Dakota came in 1873 for a short spur of the Winona & St. Peter, a sub-
sidiary of the Chicago & North Western, constructed from the Minne-
sota border west to Watertown. This situation stood in sharp contrast 
to the huge swaths of land the federal government distributed in both 
North Dakota and Nebraska.) After World War I, South Dakota lined 
up at the federal trough to obtain subsidies for transportation improve-
ments, and, as in other areas, it received more than its fair share of them, 
in large part because of its low population density. On the other hand, 
South Dakota led the nation from early on with one of the highest rates 
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of per-capita vehicle ownership, a reflection of its large land area and 
small population.25 Thus, while the state tracked national trends in 
some ways, it stood apart from the mainstream in others.
 The state’s low population density in and of itself deserves separate 
comment as a factor influencing transportation development. South 
Dakota’s vast, sparsely inhabited spaces have created serious challeng-
es in terms of building and maintaining roads, as well as funding them. 
The low population density means higher per-capita funding per mile 
of road in place because there are fewer people to use these roads. It 
also helps to explain the higher per-capita subsidies received from 
Washington, D.C., as well as the length of time taken to build roads 
and the fact that some areas, especially West River, have few. There 
are compensations, however; less traffic means less road wear and tear, 
fewer traffic jams, and greater passenger safety.
 Technological innovation, of course, has played a key role in the 
evolution of transportation. The region’s early American Indians and 
white settlers alike depended heavily upon their own two feet to get 
around. The first European frontiersmen in the region related sto-

The state Highway Patrol has its origins in the ten cars of the Department of Justice’s 
Motor Patrol, created by Depression-era governor Tom Berry. 

 25. Hamburg, The Influence of Railroads, pp. 59, 63; U.S., Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1919 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1920), p. 387; Miller, Looking for His-
tory on Highway 14, p. 16.
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ries of walking for days carrying sacks of flour and other necessary 
items on their backs. Laura Ingalls Wilder’s father walked forty miles 
along the railroad tracks from De Smet to Brookings to file his home-
stead claim. Horses and horse-drawn vehicles, on the one hand, and 
steam-powered water and rail transportation, on the other, were the 
chief improvements affecting the region in the nineteenth century. 
 Automobiles— especially Henry Ford’s mass-produced and affordable 
Model  T— provided a huge stimulus to the advancement of transpor-
tation.26 Shipping via trucks also began to replace rail transport dur-

New technology was adapted to old transportation patterns. This “stage auto” plied 
the dirt trails of Perkins County in 1910.

 26. Laura Ingalls Wilder, By the Shores of Silver Lake (New York: Harper & Bros., 1939), 
pp. 186, 221–15. For the evolution of transportation and its impacts on society, see Jo-
seph A. Amato, On Foot: A History of Walking (New York: New York University Press, 
2004); James J. Flink, The Car Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1975); Christopher 
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ing the 1920s. School busses made it possible to move students faster, 
further, and more efficiently, making the closing of one-room country 
schools and school consolidation increasingly feasible. A “Good Roads” 
movement grew rapidly during the 1910s, spurred on by new technolo-
gies and improvements in road-building equipment that made bet-
ter road surfaces and construction possible. Split-log drags pulled by 
horses or tractors began to be used to smooth the ruts in dirt roads. 
The New Deal put hundreds of farmers to work on Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) projects using various kinds of equipment to 
improve roads and build bridges.27

 Broad social and economic forces together have also been influen-
tial in transportation development. Automobile tourism began to take 
off after World War I, adding impetus to the Good Roads movement 
and, in turn, becoming the beneficiary of better roads. Thanks to such 
advances, more people began to travel for pleasure, bringing about the 
proliferation of tourist cabins and camps in the 1920s and motels in 
the 1930s. In South Dakota, the rising tourism industry centered in the 
Black Hills, where the single most important development in its promo-
tion was the carving of Mount Rushmore. The idea of sculpting western 
historical figures in the Needles formation of the Black Hills originated 
with state historian Doane Robinson at the national annual meeting of 
the Black and Yellow Trail Association, held in Huron in January 1924. 

Finch, Highways to Heaven: The Auto Biography of America (New York: HarperCollins, 
1992); and Tom Lewis, Divided Highways: Building the Interstate Highways, Transform-
ing American Life (New York: Viking, 1997). For the impact of motorized transportation 
specifically, see Reynold M. Wik, Henry Ford and Grass-roots America (Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 1972) and Michael L. Berger The Devil Wagon in God’s Coun-
try: The Automobile and Social Change in Rural America, 1893–1929 (Hamden, Conn.: 
Archon Books, 1979).
 27. Shebby Lee, “The Good Roads Movement in South Dakota,” in Papers of the 
Twenty-first Annual Dakota History Conference, comp. Harry F. Thompson and Jennifer 
D. Johnson ([Madison, S.Dak.: Dakota State College, 1989]), pp. 482–502; Art Buntin, 
“20th Century Pioneering: The Road and Auto Frontier in Northern S.D.,” in 18th Da-
kota History Conference, April 10–12, 1986: Papers, comp. H. W. Blakely (Madison, S.Dak.: 
Dakota State College, 1987), pp. 134–49; Tom Shanley, “The Works Progress Adminis-
tration,” in Papers of the Twenty-second Annual Dakota History Conference, comp. Arthur 
R. Huseboe (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Center for Western Studies, Augustana College, 1990), 
pp. 818–31.
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After signing on to the project, noted sculptor Gutzon Borglum quickly 
shifted its emphasis to the carving of presidential images on the face of 
Mount Rushmore. The motives behind both ideas were twofold: first, 
to preserve and celebrate history and, second, to promote tourism and 
improved roads in the region. Mount Rushmore was an integral piece 
in the drive to build “dustless” (hard-surfaced) highways into western 
South Dakota and increase the flow of tourist dollars.28

 The proliferation of chain stores that began during the late 1920s 
and grew into a broader national phenomenon was another force feed-
ing the demand for better highways. The truck drivers who delivered 
goods wanted them, as did the growing numbers of people who trav-
eled to shop in larger towns, such as Aberdeen, Huron, Watertown, 
Yankton, Rapid City, and Sioux Falls. The increasingly mobile popu-

Good roads had to be both well constructed and well marked. This centerline-painting 
vehicle was custom-built in a shop in Mitchell.

 28. John A. Jakle, Keith A. Sculle, and Jefferson S. Rogers, The Motel in America (Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996); Warren James Belasco, Americans on the 
Road: From Autocamp to Motel, 1910–1945 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1997); Chris B. Nelson, “Life along the Road: The Tourist Camp in South Dakota,” South 
Dakota History 35 (Winter 2005): 315–34; Suzanne Barta Julin, “South Dakota Spa: A 
History of the Hot Springs Health Resort, 1882–1915,” South Dakota Historical Collections 
41 (1982): 193–272; Gilbert C. Fite, Mount Rushmore (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1952), pp. 5–6, 9–10, 51–54.
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lation meant more traffic on the road and longer distances traveled, 
while ridership on railroads steadily declined. The 1920s also witnessed 
the establishment of new high-school athletic conferences, and the 
high-school and college teams that had once traveled by rail to basket-
ball and football games now went in cars and busses.29 Saturday night 
emerged as a major phenomenon throughout the state, as families 
drove to town at the end of the week to deliver cream and eggs and to 
shop, take in a movie, or catch up on gossip. Until the advent of reliable 
cars and better roads, trips to town were undertaken with horse and 
wagon or horse and buggy during daylight hours. Eventually, the larg-
er towns established malls that pulled shoppers in from ever-greater 
distances, reducing hometown shopping and putting even more mile-
age on the family car.30

A far cry from the flat straightaways of eastern South Dakota, twisting roads like this 
one carry tourists through the Black Hills. In 1962, as today, attractions were promi-
nently advertised.

 29. David Delbert Kruger, “Changing Times, Changing Spaces: The South Dakota 
Stores of J. C. Penney,” South Dakota History 40 (Winter 2010): 295–334; David Kemp 
and Tamra Zastrow, eds., A Celebration of One Hundred Years of South Dakota High School 
Activities and Athletics: A History of High School Academic, Athletic, and Fine Art Activities 
([Sioux Falls, S.Dak.]: Mariah Press, 2006), pp. 9–89.
 30. Miller, Looking for History on Highway 14, pp. 125–35; Schell, History of South Da-
kota, p. 357.
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 Finally, while broad historical forces were of prime importance in 
the development of transportation in South Dakota over the decades, 
many creative and influential individuals played unique roles in the 
process. At the local level, newspaper editors, main-street store owners, 
automobile enthusiasts, elected officials, and boosters of all types con-
tributed mightily to the development of better roads and highways. At 
the state level, government officials and employees took the lead. Gov-
ernor Peter Norbeck, perhaps more than anyone else, acted on a variety 
of fronts over several decades. In 1905, he and a friend became the first 
excursionists to drive across the West River region from the Missouri 
River to the Black Hills. During his term as governor from 1917 to 1921, 
Norbeck pushed for better roads as a way of promoting tourism. One 
of his most important actions was to spearhead the establishment of 
Custer State Park, which, in addition to preserving the natural beauty 
of the Black Hills and providing a refuge for wildlife, was designed to 
draw tourists to the state. As a United States senator from 1921 to 1936, 
Norbeck strongly supported the development of Mount Rushmore as a 
tourist attraction and was instrumental in persuading President Calvin 
Coolidge to spend a three-month working vacation in the Black Hills in 
1927, just in time to dedicate the mountain sculpture.31

 Joseph W. Parmley, a state legislator from Ipswich, was hardly less 
important in the history of highway transportation in South Dakota, 
earning the sobriquet “father of the good roads movement” in the state. 
He was a key figure in establishing and promoting the Yellowstone Trail, 
which passed through Ipswich on its way from Boston to Seattle, and 
the town built an impressive stone archway commemorating the high-
way. If there were a “hall of fame” for highway developers in South Da-
kota, Kenneth R. Scurr, a highway engineer involved in the building of 
many bridges in the state, would have to have an honored place in it.32

 During the 1950s and 1960s, Senators Karl E. Mundt and Francis H. 
Case were heavy hitters in the development of the interstate highway 
system in South Dakota. Case, who liked to refer to himself as “just a 

 31. Gilbert C. Fite, Peter Norbeck, Prairie Statesman (Pierre: South Dakota State His-
torical Society Press, 2005), pp. 25, 75–76, 125–29, 150–51.
 32. O. W. Coursey, Who’s Who in South Dakota, vol. 2 (Mitchell, S.Dak.: Educator Sup-
ply Co., 1916), pp. 121–30; Julin, Marvelous Hundred Square Miles, p. 28; James Cracco, 
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Conference, pp. 845–58; Reid, “Kenneth Scurr,” pp. 718–30.
 33. Richard R. Chenoweth, “Francis Case: A Political Biography,” South Dakota His-
torical Collections 39 (1978): 412–18; Scott N. Heidepriem, A Fair Chance for a Free People: 
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water and roads senator,” carried special clout as ranking Republican 
on the Roads Subcommittee of the Senate Public Works Committee. 
He deserved credit for obtaining Interstate 229 around the southern 
and eastern edges of Sioux Falls before such a bypass normally would 
have been authorized. At the time, Case and powerful Oklahoma Dem-
ocrat Robert Kerr were in charge of distributing several million dollars 
in highway funds; the share South Dakota received paid for i-229. Case 
is also believed to have played a crucial role in ensuring that Interstate 
29 ran through eastern South Dakota. The original intent, apparently, 
was to route the interstate through western Minnesota and towns such 
as Pipestone and Jasper. The decision to have it track through or near 
Brookings and Watertown instead had huge economic implications for 
those towns and for the whole southeastern “i-29 corridor,” where the 
bulk of economic growth and development in the state have occurred 
in recent decades.33

Before the road was 
widened as U.S. 
Highway 12, this 
arch stood over the 
Yellowstone Trail in 
Ipswich, the home-
town of Good Roads 
promoter John W. 
Parmley.
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Arriving in cars of all vintages, spectators turned out on 30 September 1962 to 
see Governor Archie Gubbrud cut the ribbon on I-29 near Beresford.

 In summary, many forces, both intrinsic and extrinsic, have oper-
ated to influence the development of transportation in South Dakota. 
Broad social and economic trends, technological innovations, demo-
graphic and geographical realities, national developments, business 
and governmental promotion, and the work and boosterism of count-
less individuals have all gone into the process whereby transportation 
has become more available and efficient, cheaper, faster, and safer over 
time. These advances, in turn, have influenced every aspect of daily life 
and contributed immeasurably to the progress of the state.
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