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“Camped on a splendid Prairie”

The 1872 Eastern Dakota Survey Journal of David D. Keeler

E D I T E D  B Y  C A R O L  J E N N I N G S

In 1868, twenty-four-year-old David D. Keeler left his native New York State 
for new opportunities in Dakota Territory. A Civil War veteran who had 
served with Company E, Thirty-eighth New York Regiment, Keeler filed on 
a homestead near the territorial capital of Yankton, where he also opened the 
D. D. Keeler Boot and Shoe Store on the Missouri River levee. In 1871, 1872, 
and 1874, he took on new summer employment with various crews working 
under government contract to survey eastern Dakota Territory. Surveying of 
the large area that would one day constitute South Dakota and North Dakota 
had barely begun, and before lands could be parceled out to homesteaders, they 
had to be surveyed and legally platted.1

 Keeler’s summer jobs not only brought in extra income but also afforded 
him the chance to see vast stretches of pristine country. He was particularly 
impressed with the many lakes in northeastern South Dakota, which he called 
“a perfect paradise. Just the place I would like to live always.” 2 In 1873, he 
proved up on his claim near Yankton and filed on another in Codington Coun-
ty, located near the outlet of Lake Kampeska. Keeler’s friend Joel Montgom-
ery, with whom he had worked on the survey crews, also had a homestead at 
Kampeska, and the two spent the winters of 1874 and 1875 in the area trap-
ping fox, mink, muskrat, otter, and badger, selling them in the spring at Mar-
shall, Minnesota. During the summer when they were not out with a crew 
they worked their land, raising corn, potatoes, and other garden vegetables.3



S P R I N G  2 0 1 2   |   S U R V E Y O R  J O U R N A L   |   2 9

 The Winona & St. Peter Railroad, a subsidiary of the Chicago & North 
Western, had reached Lake Kampeska in 1871 from Marshall, bringing with 
it the prospect of more settlers. Several individuals, including Keeler, laid out 
towns on their own lands, hoping to profit from the expected boom. Although 
only a handful of homesteaders lived around the lake, they were able to secure 
a post office, with Keeler appointed postmaster in 1875. The Kampeska post 
office was shortlived, however, for the railroad moved its line, creating the 
new settlement of Watertown nearby.4

 Keeler and Montgomery remained at Kampeska until the spring of 1876, 
when they disposed of their winter catch of furs at Marshall and headed for 
Yankton. After taking care of some business in Yankton, Montgomery left for 
the Black Hills. Keeler remained in Yankton for several years, holding various 
jobs that included store clerk and watchman at the Excelsior Mills. He returned 
to northeastern South Dakota in 1885 to live and work in Watertown as a clerk 
at the Kampeska House hotel, which had been moved from its original location 
on the lake. In 1889, Keeler sold his 160 acres at Lake Kampeska to Senator 
Richard F. Pettigrew, himself a former surveyor, for nine thousand dollars.5

 David Keeler died 30 January 1919 at the age of seventy-six. Never mar-
ried, he had lived with the Bramble family in Watertown for many years. He 
was a member of the Independent Order of Odd Fellows and the Benevolent 
and Protective Order of Elks, holding membership in Watertown Lodge No. 
828. Keeler was buried in Mount Hope Cemetery in Watertown.6

rial History of Codington County,” South Dakota Historical Collections 24 (1949): 306–
7. Keeler’s Codington County homestead was located at Section 27, Township 117N, 
Range 53W.
 4. Andreas’ Historical Atlas of Dakota, n.p.; Tarbell, “Early and Territorial History,” pp. 
306–7; Watertown Public Opinion, 7 July 1879; Keeler postmaster appointment, 6 May 
1875, acc. no. H75-177, box 3543A, State Archives, SDSHS. 
 5. Watertown Dakota News, 28 May 1881; Mooney & Morrison’s Directory of Sioux City, 
Iowa, and Yankton, D.T. (Sioux City, Iowa: Mooney & Morrison, 1876), p. 30; Manuscript 
Population Schedule, Yankton, D.T., in U.S., Department of the Interior, Office of the 
Census, Tenth Census of the United States, 1880, National Archives Microfilm Publication 
T9, roll 115; General and Business Directory of the City of Watertown for 1886–87 (Water-
town, S.Dak.: Courier-News Co., 1886), p. 56; General and Business Directory of the City 
of Watertown for 1903 (Watertown, S.Dak.: Barker & Granger, 1903), n.p.; Andreas’ His-
torical Atlas of Dakota, n.p.; Watertown Public Opinion, 19 Apr. 1889; “Memoirs of General 
William Henry Harrison Beadle,” South Dakota Historical Collections 3 (1906): 94.
 6. Watertown Herald, 6 Feb. 1919.



3 0   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 2 ,  N O .  1

 Among Keeler’s possessions were five small leather-bound notebooks that 
he had carried on his 1871, 1872, and 1874 surveying trips and filled with 
detailed descriptions of the countryside, its flora and fauna, and his fellow 
crew members. In addition to participating as a surveyor, Keeler also helped 
to move camp, hunt and fish for food, cook, search for water, and cut marker 
stakes. As a result, his lively journals contrast markedly with the technical 
data of the surveyors’ official field notes.
 All of the crews headquartered out of Yankton, where the territorial sur-
veyor general’s office was located. Seven men typically did the actual survey 
work, but each crew also included others who assisted with hunting, cooking, 
driving wagons, tending the horses and mules, and other chores. Using chains, 
compasses, and transits, and driving stakes and building mounds, they liter-
ally inched their way across the countryside, dividing the prairie into a precise 
grid of counties, townships, ranges, and sections.
 The 1871 crew was in the field from 18 July to 28 September and spent most 
of its time surveying Lake, Miner, Kingsbury, and Beadle counties. The 1874 
survey crew spent most of the season from 12 May to 10 September in present-
day North Dakota, around Jamestown in Stutsman County, although they 

This advertisement for 
David D. Keeler’s boot 
and shoe store appeared 
in the Yankton Union and 
Dakotaian of 17 November 
1870.
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also had a contract to resurvey parts of Grant and Deuel counties in South 
Dakota.
 Presented here is Keeler’s journal from 1872, when the crew was in the 
field from 25 July through 12 October surveying Hamlin, Deuel, Codington, 
Day, and Marshall counties to the seventh standard parallel, which now 
forms the border between South Dakota and North Dakota. Official personnel 
included Miles T. Wooley, deputy surveyor; Joel B. Montgomery, first chain-
man; James McGarry, first chainman; Albert P. Brown, second chainman; 
Andy J. Inman, second chainman; Chauncey W. Case, flagman; and Henry 
Brown, moundman. Keeler’s first entry for the trip also includes the name of 
Eugene Wetmore, whose duties were similar to Keeler’s.

Yankton served as home base for all of the crews surveying eastern Dakota Territory. 
This 1875 bird’s-eye view shows both the layout of the territorial capital and its orienta-
tion on the landscape, wedged between the Missouri River in the foreground, the high 
bluffs running diagonally at left, and Marne Creek at right center.
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 7. South Dakota Geographic Names, edited by Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve (Sioux 
Falls, S.Dak.: Brevet Press, 1973), is a valuable source for the origins of many of the place 
names Keeler mentions. Sneve identifies the town of Yankton as having been named for 
the Yankton Sioux and states that the heavily wooded Turkey Creek, located in Yank-
ton County, provided habitat for the large numbers of fowl that gave the creek its name 
(pp. 102, 258). 
 8. Situated in Turner County, Swan Lake was so named for its swan-like shape. The 
Vermillion River likely derives its name from American Indian words for “red,” a refer-

 Keeler’s journal entries appear here essentially as he wrote them. His cre-
ative spelling and capitalization have been retained, but because he tended to 
pen run-on sentences, punctuation has been inserted for ease of reading. In a 
few instances, words have been added in brackets for the sake of clarity. All 
of Keeler’s survey journals are housed in the State Archives collection of the 
South Dakota State Historical Society, a gift from former society director and 
state historian Dayton W. Canaday, who discovered them in a box of books he 
purchased at an auction in Yankton. 

YANKTON, D.T.

July 25th 1872

Started this day in company with Miles T. Woolley, Joel Montgomery, 
Case, Andy Inman, McGarry, Eugene Wetmore, Brown & Browny, me 
and myself to take a little trip on the Prairie surveying.

25th

Left town [Yankton] on the 25th at 3 o’clock all feeling in good spirits. 
Camped at night at Turkey Creek and had a good time.7

 
26th

Pulled out this morning in good season and took dinner at Swan Lake 
and stopped there three hours, the day being quite hot. The inhabit-
ants seemed to be much pleased with my scalp lock and I don’t blame 
them for it. Would make most anybody laugh. I shot one curlew, the 
first blood on the trip. Camped at night on the Vermillion [River].8 As 
we go to bed it looks as though it was going to rain.
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ence to the red willows that grew along its banks and were dried, chopped, and used for 
smoking. Ibid., pp. 146–47, 378. 
 9. Skunk Creek Lake in Minnehaha County gained its name for the many skunk dens 
that lined the creek banks. Ibid., p. 373.

 
July 27th

We had a very unpleasant nights rest. It rained a little and blew a hur-
ricane. The wind blew our tent up in the air and [it] come down about 
twenty feet from us. Our straw hats flew light, you bet, and some of 
them a way never more to return. I came very near getting a black eye 
and got the bark knocked off my cheek bone with a flying tent pin. Eat 
breakfast and started not feeling any bit better fore what little sleep we 
had got, but I have seen just such times before, only a little more rain 
with it. Camped on the Vermillion fore dinner and then kept up the 
[river] bottom and camped by the mouth of the big ravine with timber 
in it fore the night. The mosquitoes very thick and very large and sharp 
bill too. 
 
July 28th

Had a terrible night of it. Could not sleep. Got up in the night and 
walked half of a mile to the big hill in hopes of getting in the wind but 
I was out of luck, they [mosquitoes] were there waiting for me by the 
millions so I had to stand up all night and fight them. Struck camp not 
feeling any better fore the want of a little sleep. Stopped at noon for 
dinner on a creek that leads in to Skunk Lake.9 Got to our line of work 
in the afternoon and [did] near three miles of line. Camped on the Prai-
rie at night and had quite a rain storm. 
 
29th July

Started this morning running north expecting to get water in a Lake 
where we got some last year, but a lass it was dry so the men went on 
and I stayed with Brown and Wetmore to dig a well which we done 
and got sixteen pails of water. Started on and caught up with the Boys 
at noon and had dinner. Crossed a dry Lake in the afternoon about a 
mile and a half long and a mile wide. Could not get any water out west 
and struck a big Lake about two miles and a half long but the water 



3 4   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 2 ,  N O .  1

was terrible strong of saltze [salts] but we had to drink it as bad as it 
was. It was good medicine, but we was not in need of it. Camped for 
the night. 
 
30th

Had a good nights rest. It was nice and cool and no mosquitoes. The 
men started to work and I stayed in camp with the team and had din-
ner ready when the men got back at noon. After dinner started west. 
Camped at night within sight of the big Lake. 
 
31st

The boys started to work and I started with four men to the Lake with 
the teams. Got water and sent one team with water and dinner after 
the Boys. Had all day to fix up and get supper. Shot a few snipe and got 
up a good supper. The men got in before night. Plenty to eat and drink 
and go to bed feeling bully. 
 
August 1st

Fixed up two days grub fore the Boys mid morning and one team. Was 
left with Brown to go around the Lake and wait until they came back. 
Got to our camping place at noon and a splendid place it is. We are 
on the north bank of the Lake on a big hill with the Lake just below 
us. The Lake is about seven miles long and it will average a mile wide. 
There is no fish that I know of. It is quite shallow. The land on the 
south side is very poor, loose and dry, the grass very poor. The grass on 
the north side is better but not very good. There is a little scattering 
timber around the Lake, mostly willow and the balance cottonwood. 
Brown and myself has been amusing ourselves by cutting dry wood, 
eating, chewing, smoking, banging away at wild geese, pelican. I was 
going to show Brown how my big revolver shot, and four loads went all 
at once and come near blowing my head off. I made out to shoot some 
powder in my hand, which was smart, at least it felt so. The mosquitoes 
are humming merrily and I expect we will have to take it tonight with-
out a tent, oh my. 
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Aug 2nd

Got up this morning to get some geese but could not get a shot al-
though there was plenty of them. When I got up this morning I had a 
nose on me like a goose egg. I laid on my back last night with a mos-
quito bar drawn tight over my nose and when I got to sleep the mos-
quito had lots of fun with my nose. Cut wood and stakes this morning, 
struck camp in the afternoon and moved four miles. Went on the other 
big Lake and met the Boys. The Lake is larger then the other, not quite 
so wide but  longer— I should think eight or nine miles long. Land and 
grass very poor and the water muddy and full of lice and cannot be 

After land was properly surveyed, it could be parceled out to homestead-
ers at United States land offices, like this one on Walnut Street in Yankton 
in the mid-1860s.
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drank without straining but we had to come to it. There was a very 
little timber around the Lake and that was Shrub Willow. There were 
lots of water fowl, swarms of pelicans and geese but very wild. At six 
o’clock we had a drenching rain with a heavy wind. All hands was on 
deck holding on the tent poles to keep her up. It had been very hot all 
day and it cooled the air off good. We had a good supper and went to 
bed to enjoy a good sleep as the night was cool. 
 
Aug 3rd

Got up this morning feeling like a lark. The Boys pulled out early and 
Brown and myself staid in camp. We went back to the Lake we started 
from and watered our horses and got two kegs of good water and came 
back. Shot some big snipe, curlew and a hawk and made a stew for the 
Boys. They thought it was the best thing they had ever tasted and then 
told them they had been eating hawk. They was all satisfied, but one 
said he had tried to get it out of him but it was too good to leave him. 
We moved up to the head of the Lake and camped for the night. The 
night is cool and a good time to sleep. 
 
Aug 4th

I saw the grandest sight that my eyes ever had the pleasure of seeing. 
[This] morning the Lake in front of us was covered with pelicans and 
gulls. It looked like a Lake of snow, and such a noise I never heard in 
my life. It was almost deafening. It was one grand sight. Dug a hole 
near the bed of the Lake to get some good water and succeeded and 
filled up our water kegs. Broke camp at noon, went north east to the 
township corner, and waited fore the Boys to come. Then run west four 
miles and camped on the Prairie fore the night. No prospects of water 
tonight fore the stock. Night rather warm I think fore a good sleep. 
 
Aug 5th

Fixed the Boys up two days rations and they started west. Brown and 
myself started back on the line east to hunt water. Went seven miles 
and found two splendid little Lakes close together a little over a mile 
long and half a mile wide with plenty of timber a round  them— ash, 
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elm, cottonwood and basswood. The soil around the Lakes was good. 
The Lakes was deep and I should judge there was fish in them. Did 
not have time to test it well. There was lots of ducks and pelicans in 
the Lake but the ducks was to wild to get a shot at so I had to con-
tent myself with a few large snipe which was very fat and nice. I also 
shot three hawks with my revolver, cut some wood and stakes, filled up 
the water kegs, took a good wash and swim, and started west on the 
line. Went three miles to wait fore the Boys. Got caught in the rain and 
got off my track. After getting in camp Brown and myself had a good 
 supper— fried onion and peeled potatoes, hot biscuits. Mosquitoes are 
very thick tonight. As we go to bed we have no tent tonight. The Boys 
have got it with them and I don’t expect too get much sleep unless the 
wind springs up. 
 
August 6th

Got up this morning feeling very old, had no sleep last night. The mos-
quitoes was terrible. Got up in the night and prowled around over the 
Prairie looking for a high place to catch a little breath of air to drive 
the mosquitoes off but could not find any, so we set up and fought 
them. While we was cooking breakfast one antelope came trotting 
up to camp and I got out old John [a gun] and waited fore him. He 
came up so that I had a splendid shot. The cap snapped and old John 
went back on me, and the antelope got scared at the mules and lit out. 
Hitched up one team and led the other over west to a Lake three miles 
to get water and wood where we had been the day before. Shot a shite 
poke [heron]. That’s what they called them. Rather a vulgar name and 
I don’t think it is my business to change it as it is the very appropri-
ate name in habits and looks. When we arrived back to camp the Boys 
had got home. We then run north nine miles. Saw ten antelopes to-
day. Camped on the Prairie at night away from water but there’s some 
Lakes east of us. 
 
Aug 7th

Got up this morning feeling good. Had a good nights rest. The first 
thing I saw after getting up was a antelope. He would not come near 
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 10. Keeler is referring to Lake Poinsett, located in Hamlin County and named by ex-
plorer John C. Frémont for Secretary of War Joel R. Poinsett. Ibid., p. 359.

enough fore me to get a good shot so I had to give him [up]. After break-
fast, started east. Six miles to the seventh guide it commenced to rain 
and could not work. We are camped in a splendid place on the shore of 
the splendid Lake.10 It is almost round with a beach of gravel like the 
sea shore. It is beautifull. It is a perfect paradise, just the place I would 
like to live always. It is at the junction of the seventh guide and third 
standard. There is a Lake east that is like the Lake we are on, which is 
three or four miles across with timber around it, and there is a one half 
a mile west, three miles wide and about seven long with good timber on 
it. The soil is good. And there is a small one, one mile north east, most 
a mile square. Camped all the afternoon. Tried to catch some fish but 
could not get out far enough as the water was quite shallow from the 
shore, but there is plenty in the Lake as there is lots of dead ones on the 
shore that has been washed out by the storm. Very large ones that would 
weigh twenty  pounds— catfish, buffalo, pickerel, pike, white fish, and a 
number of other  kinds— I guess all kinds of fresh water fish, and no end 
to clams. We had a clam chowder which was good. The Boys picked up 
lots of fine specimens of stone and petrified wood. But the best joke of 
all was [when] we came to an old skunk and I got two of the Boys after 
him. One of them had never seen one before but he found out. Before he 
succeeded in killing him he got finely scented. He did not know what 
to do and did not want me to say anything to the Boys about it. When 
we got back to camp the Boys was playing cards in the tent and the lad 
went in the tent and the Boys wanted to know what smelled so strong. 
Finely one got up and said, “Oh my god, you have been killing a skunk, 
get out of here.” The lad did not know what to do and I do not think he 
will ever try to kill a skunk again with a stick two feet long. The night is 
cool and I think I will do some heavy sleeping.
 
Aug 8th

Got up this morning, struck camp, run north on the seventh guide six 
miles and camped for dinner on a rolling Prairie. After dinner the Boys 
started east and back to camp at four o’clock. We then started west two 
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miles. Come to a wet stream and dug a hole fore water which was to 
medicinal fore the boys. It being to late to go further we camped fore 
the night. Where we camped the land is rich and the grass good. 
 
Aug 9th

Got out of camp early and started west. Came across a lot of young 
sand hill cranes. Tried very hard to get a shot at one but could not 
get close enough so I thought I would try and run one down and get 
a shot. Oh my, how they could run. It seemed just as though I was a-
running the other way. He went so fast I had to give that job up and 
started on. Saw something on the hill but could not make out what it 
was. Started after it with my shot gun to see what it was. Got as close 
as I could and let drive and up it went four feet in the air. I run up and 
what was it [but] two young turkey buzzards. I killed them both with 
a one shot. Camped for dinner on a big slough with plenty of water in 
it. It is over three miles long, but such water I never tasted of in my life. 
It is as bitter as gall with alkelye [alkali]. In one week it would take a 
fellows top knot off. The Boys started off fore two days and Brown and 
myself stayed in camp in the afternoon. We started to hunt water [and] 
found a nice creek three miles south of camp. Splendid, clear water. 
Shot some ducks and started back to camp. Got there at sundown. Eat 
supper and went to bed. 
 
Aug 10th

Had a good nights rest. Mosquitoes quite thick but we got the best of 
them. Had fried duck for breakfast, then went to hunting on the Lake. 
Got some ducks, plover, curlew, and big snipe. Boys got home at four 
o’clock. We then started back on our line east four miles and camped in 
the marsh where we dug the hole for water and camped for the night. 
 
Aug 11th

Went two miles further east and then six north on the seventh guide. 
Passed over a very hilly and broken country. Passed through two very 
high hills with high stone mounds on the top of them from the tops 
of which you could look fore many miles and see the five big Lakes to 
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the south. The view was splendid. It has been used by the Indians as 
a guide and lookout, and I called it the devils pass fore it looked bad. 
Come to a splendid spring of water fore dinner. It is the nicest spring 
I have had the pleasure of seeing in Dakota. We had a heavy shower of 
rain while we were eating dinner. Started west. After six miles it rained 
hard and we got wet. Came to a very large basin at night and camped. 
There is a few willow trees scattered around. There has been a large 
Lake here some day, but the bed is all grown up with fine grass and 
makes a fine meadow. 
 
Aug 12th

The Boys pulled out this morning for two days. Brown has gone to cut 
stakes and I am all alone with the mules and I have had a fine time with 
them. They wanted to follow after the wagon, and the four pulled there 
picket pins and started. I got them back after a while I took an axe with 
me and as fast as I caught one I axed him to stay. Brown got back before 
noon. Started back six miles east to the spring and corrected the line 
back. Got to the spring at sundown and took care of our stock. Eat our 
supper and prepared our bed and got ready to fight mosquitoes. 
 
Aug 13th

The mosquitoes was dreadfull last night but not with standing I got a 
good nights rest. I am getting used to there bighting. It is a good thing 
to have plenty of water. We have found eight or ten springs all within a 
quarter of a mile of camp. Have not seen any game today. Boys got back 
to camp about four o’clock. Had pork and beans fore them. Brown and 
myself was laying asleep under the wagons when they came over the 
top of the hill on a full run with lots of yelling like a lot of Indians. They 
thought to get a big scare on us but they got in the wrong camp. They 
was too dry to yell like Injins. 
 
Aug 14th

Struck camp and went north on the seventh guide. After going three 
miles come to a nest of pretty little Lakes, clear with sand and gravel 
shore, black with ducks and white with pelicans. Had quite a time 
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This page from Keeler’s diary 
illustrates his clear, deliber-
ate hand, as well as his ten-
dency to ignore punctuation.  

 11. Named for its abundance of fish, Lake Phisku is situated in Deuel County and is 
also known as Fish Lake. Ibid., p. 316.
 12. Keeler is likely referring to “booyah,” a stew-like dish typically made with poultry.

chaining past them. Camped for dinner on the north side of them. 
Come up to the fourth standard at evening and camped by a creek 
which leads to a very large Lake west of us which is six or seven miles 
long and there is still one further north not over a mile from this one 
which the Indians calls Lake Phisku11 which is still larger with timber 
around the both of them. Joe shot a nice mess of young mallard ducks 
and we had a duck booyar12 for supper. 
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 13. Named for the Sioux Indians who inhabited the region, the Big Sioux River rises in 
Roberts County and flows south to join the Missouri River at the tip of Union County. 
Sneve, South Dakota Geographic Names, pp. 139–40.

Aug 15th

Had a little rain last night and the wind blew a hurricane. Our tent 
came very near blowing down. The pins pulled up and all hands was 
on deck and made fast and came out all right. Shot some more ducks 
before breakfast. Struck camp and started east on the fourth standard. 
Crossed the Big Sioux river13 near the head. Not much water; could 
step across in some places. Caught a fish and went on. Came to a Rail-
road survey. Something that we had not heard of or expected but it was 
all right. It was all staked out ready for grading. Come to a intersecting 
stake where it branched off number 7.700 from the Minnesota state 
line. It made me open my eyes and look around. The line was pointed 
for Lake Phisku and it made me think that I want some land in that 
neighborhood although it is not surveyed yet but will be before long. 
Camped at night on the Prairie in sight of two big Lakes with timber 
on them, one north east and the other south east. The wind has been 
blowing hard all day with heavy rain a head of us but no rain on us. 
 
Aug 16th

The Boys started on the line east and I took the teams and started 
north to the Lake which is a large one with quite a lot of timber around 
it. The Lake had plenty of fish in it and plenty of water fowl of all kinds. 
Saw a tent on the east side. Don’t know whether it was white mans or 
Indians and had no time to find out. It might have been RR [railroad] 
hunters, although I don’t know or care. Got my water and started back 
on the line to over take the Boys. Camped fore dinner on the top of a 
big hill. We have passed over a very hilly country this forenoon but the 
land is very rich, the blue joint grass growing on the tops of the highest 
hills. The country is well watered with small Lakes. It must have rained 
dreadfull here yesterday as the water stands on top of the ground in 
large pools. Could see Lakes in every direction all day. We came up to 
two Lakes in the afternoon one of which was a beautifull one. It would 
square one mile with a nice gravel beach. The water was deep and clear 
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 14. The Lac Qui Parle River rises in Deuel County just west of the South Dakota/
Minnesota state line. The name is a French translation of the Sioux name for the river, 
meaning “my little lake that speaks.” Ibid., p. 142.

and good drinking water. Watered our teams and picked up a hand 
full of pretty stones and thought there was a small Lake north of this 
within a stones throw but it does not amount to much. Covers about 
twenty acres of ground with timber all around. It a good place fore 
ducks to breed and they had taken advantage of it fore it was full of 
young ducks. Camped at night near a small Lake and shot some young 
mallard ducks. Eugene caught one  alive— he was half grown. Eat sup-
per and went to bed. The night is very cool fore this time of the year. I 
felt cold with a big coat on me. 
 
Aug 17th

It commenced raining this morning soon after getting up so that we 
could not work. Stayed in camp all the forenoon and amused ourselves 
by playing cards. Cleaned up after dinner and we pulled out. After go-
ing three miles the Boys went on and I started south to some timber. 
Camped on a nice creek with timber the whole length. Pitched our 
tent by the side of a little grove of timber. Shot some ducks, caught 
some fish, and had a good supper and went to bed. 
 
Aug 18th

Boys went south. I stayed in camp a while and cut a cross and met them. 
Came to a man on horseback, a RR engineer, the first human being we 
have seen since we have been out. Come to the RR stakes with the 
grade marked on them. They crossed our line in Township 116 Range 
46 & 45 about four ½ miles south of the 4th standard. There is quite a 
heavy [stand] of timber one mile east of the Lackopell river,14 a splen-
did little stream. There is also a little Lake one mile south east. There 
was a wagon road crossed a little south of the stakes made by the RR 
wagons. The country surrounding is good but quite rolling. Camped at 
the Township corner fore dinner, R46x47 T116S. Boys started east after 
dinner and I was to go south. Case got sick and we could not go. Had to 
wait until the boys got back before we could move him. Fed him some 
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 15. Keeler is referring to the Coteau des Prairies, or Prairie Coteau, a high plateau 
dotted with lakes that stretches through eastern South Dakota from the North Dakota 
border south to Lincoln County. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 4th ed., rev. 
John E. Miller (Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2004), pp. 4–5. 

No photograph of Keeler has been found, but he may be among the members of this 
surveying crew, who posed with their gear in Yankton in the 1870s. The man third from 
the left grasps a level rod, and the fourth man holds an axe. The two tripods, from left 
to right, support a dump level and a transit.

ginger and put a mustard plaster on him. Let Jim ride and I chained 
this afternoon and made the boys hump. Camped on a splendid little 
creek. Water as clear as crystal. There was trout in the creek but did not 
know it in time to get any. The wind has been blowing hard all day and 
is getting worse. Have had a splendid time putting up tent.

Aug 19th

Struck camp and started south. Crossed the creek and came to another 
one in half a mile. Had quite a time to get the teams over. One got stuck 
but did not delay us long. Got on the Kotos15 high hills. Saw some cat-
tle and two wagons on the creek bottom that had taken claims as I have 
under stood since. Went two miles and the Boys started on the line east 
and I camped on a small Lake to wait there return. They got back at 
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noon with lots of news that had come to a settler who told them that 
a town [Gary, Deuel County] had been laid out on the [Minnesota] 
state line and a store had been started and lots of other things. Started 
south in the afternoon. Came to a man, the one the boys had seen in the 
morning. He lives on a large Lake all alone but will soon have plenty 
company as the RR passes three miles from him. Come to two Lakes 
just before we camped. Took in some water and I killed some ducks 
and camped just beyond the Lakes. It has been very windy all day and 
it makes our old tent rattle as we go to bed.
 
Aug 20th

Boys went south this morning. Brown, Eugene, and myself stayed 
in camp. Brown and myself went to the Lake fore wood, water, and 
stake timber. Found two nice ash logs dry. Somebody had cut them 
about two years since. They was just what we wanted. Boys got back at 
noon. Eat dinner and started east and we rejoined in camp. Went and 
watered our stock at four o’clock at the Lake and I pounded around 
through the mud and water trying to kill some ducks but nary a one 
did I get. The Boys got back to camp just after we got in. We then 
started on the line west and went three miles. Camped on a splendid 
Prairie. While we was eating supper we heard a strange noise which 
sounded like a bull bellowing. All hands dropped their plates and com-
menced to listen and thought it was a Buffalo. It fooled the boys fore a 
long time. It was only a bee in one of the camp kettles.
 
Aug 21st

Boys started to go west three miles and then south and I cut across 
five miles to wait there return which will be about 2 o’clock. We have 
camped in between two large hills on a small bench where many a red 
man has pitched his tent. At the foot of the hill is a nice spring and 
from the top of the hills I can see fore many miles and a little further. 
At this time Brown is fast asleep. I am stewing about half a wash tub 
full of dried peaches and enjoying myself otherwise by roasting coffee 
and have just burnt up a pan full by writing and not tending to it. Boys 
got back at noon. Eat dinner and started up six miles and I followed 
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after them. Shot at a fox  today— don’t know whether I hit him or not. 
Camped on a hill at night on a large piece of land. 
 

22nd

Struck camp and went one mile to a creek and the Boys on the line 
and got back at noon. We then started west. Come to a nice deep creek 
of running water. I ran down the hill and dove head first in the water 
with my clothes on and Eugene came after me but did not come out as 
well as myself. He bumped his head against a stone on the bottom. We 
got our clothes wet of course so we took them off and drove the rest of 
the day naked except I had on a straw hat, and that’s what I call light 
marching order. There were no ladies with us so it did not make any 
difference how we looked. Come to another creek deeper than the oth-
er and we had a good swim. Camped on a creek at night and I caught a 
fine mess of fish. There is a big thunder shower coming up and I think 
we will get fits tonight. 
 

Aug 23rd

Had a terrible night. We had fearful thunder storms then a hurricane 
mostly howled. All hands was up and had all we could do to hold the 
tent down. Our bedding got all wet and we was all afloat. Got up in the 
morning feeling like a peach, a rotten one. Stayed in camp this morn-
ing and caught all the fish the Boys could eat fore dinner. Struck camp 
after dinner and went west. Had a terrible time with the buffalo gnats 
and flying ants. They come at us in swarms and most get us crazy. They 
would crawl up our nose, in our eyes and ears and brain, and you mite 
blow and spit all you had a mind to and they could not be blown off, 
besides getting inside our clothing. Camped on the Big Sioux river fore 
the night and had quite an excitement at nine o’clock. Woolley and 
Eugene had a dispute about there running qualities and decided to go 
right out and try them. So all hands got up and went out in there shirt 
tails, it was dark as pitch. Woolley was in his shirt and Eugene had his 
pants on and no shirt. Off they went and Eugene came in ahead on the 
first heat and Woolley ahead on the second. The third was fouled so it 
was put off to some future day when they could see where they was go-



S P R I N G  2 0 1 2   |   S U R V E Y O R  J O U R N A L   |   4 7

Like this unidentified 
sportsman from the 
same time period, Keeler 
and his companions 
found good duck-hunt-
ing conditions among 
the lakes of east-central 
Dakota Territory.

ing. We had quite a time yelling worse than a lot of Indians. The mules 
and horses got scared and we had a big time in general. It commenced 
raining by daylight and the Boys did not go to work this afternoon. 
Our tent is on the bank of the river. Shot a mess of ducks this morning. 
No  fish— all to small to cook. Boys got home after dark. 

Aug 24th

It rained all night but cleared up shortly after sunrise. Got up this 
morning with a stiff neck, otherwise feeling good. The Boys have all 
pulled out and I am in camp all alone. All hands got back at noon. 
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Brown shot five ducks and the rest of the Boys caught six young mal-
lards full grown but not able to fly. Pulled out after dinner and started 
back on the line east. Camped on the creek where we camped a few 
nights before. Had a big supper, nine men and eleven ducks, just half 
a mess for the Lads. Some of the Boys went a-fishing after supper and 
caught a fine mess for breakfast in the morning. 
 
Aug 25th

It rained this morning and we did not pull out until after dinner. The 
Boys started north and I took the three teams and started east and cor-
rected the line as I went. Had not been out more than half hour when it 
commenced to rain fearful and kept it up all the afternoon. After going 
three miles one of the teams got stuck in the mud. The Boys overtook 
us at this point and took the work off my hands. We got through all 
right. We was all wet to the pelt and the rain was cold and our bedding 
got all wet and every thing else. After getting in camp we had to get 
up a big war dance to keep warm. We just more than pounded around 
fore half a hour or so and got quite warm. I found my buffalo powder 
horn that I lost when we was camped here a week since. Played cards 
a while and went to bed. We have been out just one month today now. 
 
Aug 26th

Got up this morning feeling bully. Slept like a top even if the ground 
and bed was wet. Rain again this morning. Stayed in camp all the fore-
noon trying to dry out. After dinner the Boys started north and I cor-
rected six miles east and camped fore the night. Shot a big owl. Saw a 
lot of grouse. Brown went after them but did not get any. I cut the seat 
out of Eugene’s pants today and made a Indian out of him. 
 
Aug 27th

Got up this morning feeling bad. Was quite sick all night with a se-
vere pain in my breast. Chained four miles and built a mound or two 
fore medicine. It made me vomit some but did not help me much. Left 
the Boys at nine. They went east and I went west with Brown and the 
teams. Came to a creek. Shot a crane and caught a mess of fish and 
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camped. After going three miles we are on a big hill not over a mile and 
a half from a fine looking Lake with timber on it and I think there is a 
creek not over half a mile off but don’t feel like fishing so I won’t go and 
look. Laid down and had a sleep. Found I was too far south and moved 
north to the creek. Boys did not get to camp until after sundown. Did 
not feel well and went to bed early. 
 
Aug 28th

Started west this morning and went twelve miles. Camped fore din-
ner on a small creek with some nice oak and ash timber. Have crossed 
four creeks today, the land quite broken. Saw two antelope but did not 
come near. Come to a spot on the Prairie half a mile square all covered 
with pretty flowers, yellow purple and white. They looked beautifull. 
“Beautifull flowers at rest/ Wilt thou grow as nice over my breast.” 
Camped at night by a little creek. Have not been well  today— had a 
severe pain in my breast. Boys got home at sundown. 
 
Aug 29th

Started west this morning. Come to a beautifull stream of water. Plenty 
of ducks, full of fine large fish and beaver. T114 R51W runs in the Big 
Sioux river. Camped fore dinner two west of creek at T Cor [township 
corner] in a splendid valley five or six miles wide. Think the [Big] Sioux 
[River] is not far distant. It is very level and I can not see the banks. The 
wind is blowing very hard and I could not keep my hat on my head. 
I got the best of it at last. I cut a hole through the top of my hat and 
pulled my top-knot through, tied a string around it, and stuck a stick 
through the hair. I then had the World by the a—. Camped at the Big 
Sioux river fore the night. Had a fearful mess of ducks which got the 
best of the lads. 
  
Aug 30th

Started back east twelve miles and corrected the line through while 
the Boys went north and back to where I was camped on a creek by a 
fine clump of oak and ash timber. I only shot one duck today which was 
a young one and I had him boiled fore my supper. Tried to get a mess of 
fish but they was to small. Go to bed feeling all O.K. 
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 16. Situated on the Missouri River in Bon Homme County, Springfield was named for 
the abundance of springs near the townsite. Sneve, South Dakota Geographic Names, p. 92.

 
Aug 31st

Got up this morning and went to bed at night.

September 1st

No time to write today. Done the same as yesterday.

September 2nd

Went north today. Had a hard road to travel. Got in a mores nest [slough 
or mire] this afternoon and had to drive around about two miles. It was 
a spring valley about four miles long and half a mile  wide— a solid mass 
of springs. The bluff was very high and broke. There was some splendid 
springs, sulfur and iron, all covered with petrified moss. There was also 
two Lakes east of us which was fed by these springs. Camped in valley 
just beyond the springs.
 
Sept 3rd

Went east today. Had a rough time over the bluffs. Stopped and wa-
tered at one of the Lakes and the water was splendid, clear as crystal. 
The bottom was covered with fine white sand. See lots of small fish and 
suppose there was large ones. Brown shot nine ducks today. Come to 
a RR surveying party today from Springfield.16 They was running on 
the Township line bet[ween] 115 & 116 and bet R 48 & 49, but think 
they will have to go south or north as they can not get through the mo-
res nest with[out] cutting through bluff 100 feet high and miles long. 
Camped fore the night on the Prairie. The mosquitoes is fearful. Had 
to put on two pair of pants to keep them off. 
 
Sept 4th

Boys started east this morning to the state line and I went four miles 
west to a Lake, a small one about 200 acres with some timber. Tried 
hard to catch some fish but it was no go. While we was eating dinner a 
man come in camp. He said that he had taken a claim on a Lake three 
miles distant. He reports that the RR [Winona & St. Peter Railroad] 
grade is done 10 miles this side of the [Minnesota] state line. He was 
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 17. This body of water is likely Two Woods Lake, located in Deuel County and either 
named for an Indian leader or for the dense woods that surrounded it. Ibid., p. 383.

feeling quite uneasy about his Brother. He having started fore provi-
sions was to be back in one week, and he had been absent over two and 
he had not heard from him. Moved on east after dinner. Come to the 
Brothers Lakes,17 T116S R50 & 51, with about one hundred acres of fine 
timber on them. The land south and west is splendid and hard to beat. 
Run 1 ½ miles south on R50 and camped fore the night in plain sight of 
the Lake and timber. 
 
Sept 5th

Boys have all lit out and left me in camp all alone but think I have 
neighbors two miles off as I can see three horses on the hills with the 
glass [telescope]. I don’t know what they are and don’t care to know 
if they are Indians. Boys got back by noon and we struck camp and 
moved north. It has been dreadfull hot today, the hottest day of the 
season. Had a nice shower of rain just before night which made plenty 
of mosquitoes. I saw the nicest rainbow double that I ever had the plea-
sure of seeing. It was very bright, most round, and half way across the 
heavens. It was most beautifull. We camped fore the night at the foot of 
some bluffs. There is a large stone mound on the top made by Indians. 
 
Sept 6th

Went west a few miles and it commenced to rain. Went in camp and 
stopped fore the day. One of the Lads found a Indians scalp knife. 
Don’t know how many scalps it had taken as there was no nicks on it 
like Buffalo Bills. 
 
Sept 7th

Went on west this morning. Done a big half days work this afternoon. 
Went and corrected six miles of line and came back to camp. Twelve 
miles walking, besides building the mounds, and I feel tired tonight. 
Raised a few blisters on my hand and feet. The Boys except Woolley, 
Brown, Eugene & myself started today to be absent from us three days 
and we go in another direction. 
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 18. The Sioux called this lake, located just west of present-day Watertown in Coding-
ton County, “kampeska,” meaning “shining” or “shell-like” for its beauty and for its clear 
water. Ibid., pp. 334–35.

 
Sept 8th

Run six miles north to the 4th standard and then made fore Lake 
Campeska18 where the RR is going. Stopped on a nice creek fore din-
ner. Caught a fine mess of sun fish and one pickerel which we enjoyed 
very much. Crossed the Big Sioux and got to the Lake just before sun-
down and found a man there from Minnesota by the name of Boken, 
an old trapper, and spent the night with him. He had a wagon and one 
yoke of cattle. The night is cool, and oh fore a good nights rest. 
 
Sept 9th

Cold and cloudy this morning. Woolley and myself went and done 
some private surveying of our own. Run the lines blank and took the 
notes on the RR survey. Got back by noon. The old trapper had a small 
canoe. Eugene thought he would take a ride but did not go far before 
the canoe was on top and then thought I would try it. I met with better 
success. I went two mile and fished a long time but the wind blew to 
hard. I could not anker the canoe so I did not catch any although the 
Lake was full of buffalo fish but they will not bite. The Lake is a splen-
did one, seven miles long and about two wide. The RR Co. intends to 
make a station at this point. The land fore farming around this Lake is 
splendid but no timber, [just] a few scattering trees on the Lake. The 
Lake shore is hard sand and gravel and the water is as clear as crystal 
and will be a good point at no distant day. It is cold and cloudy. Geese 
are flying south and I fear a cold storm. 
 
10th

Got drove out of bed this morning by a cold northeast storm. Got wet 
through while I was getting breakfast. We had no tent. The Boys have 
it with them. The old trapper had a covered wagon and he invited 
us in out of the storm and we stayed with him all the forenoon. We 
pulled stakes and started three miles south to a Lake to meet the Boys. 
Crossed a wagon track on the way which we took fore the Boys but 
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they was not in sight. Camped on the Lake fore the night. Go to bed 
early to keep warm. 
 
Sept 11th

Had a hard night of it. Got our bedding wet through. Cold northeast 
storm. Brown got up at daylight and went hunting ducks. The Boys 
came yelping over the hills just as we was eating breakfast and there 
was quite a greeting. Both Parties had been looking fore each other. It 
seems that it was there wagon track that we crossed yesterday. They 
thought that they had seen us three miles beyond but was mistaken 
and then made for Campeska and there found the old trapper who 
told them where we was. It was to late that night to find us so they put 
it off until the next day. The old trapper came with them as we was 
going 4 miles west towards the Jim river,19 the way he was going, so he 
thought he would go through with us for company sake. 

Sept 12th

Had a good nights rest. Slept in the tent and was dry. Had good luck 
today. Brown shot a deer. I was after him but Brown got in ahead of me 
with the old trapper rifle. He was a fine one-year-old buck and I am 
going to stuff his head. 
 
Sept 13th

Got a good item last night. Eugene got the night mare. I guess he ate 
to much antelope. He got up in his sleep and lit out, and I had a hard 
chase to catch him. He got off most a half mile, and I had to run like 
a deer to get him. He had been talking a long while before he got up. 
It appears that he had some trouble with his girl Joe and got mad and 
said that he was going downstairs, and he lit out. Saw four antelope 
this morning come to water. This afternoon the stock was very dry. 
They have not had any water for most three days. The ponys drank 
seven pails full and the mules drank most a barrel full. Run on to three 

 19. French trader Jean Trudeau named the “Riviere aux Jacques,” known in English 
as the James, or “Jim” River, in 1794. One of the early territorial legislatures officially 
named it the “Dakota River” but the name was not widely used. Ibid., pp. 141–42.
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The grids on this G. W. & C. B. Colton map of Dakota Territory show the limited extent 
of surveying efforts conducted up to 1873. 
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more antelope after dinner but they was not friendly with the whites. 
Camped on a fine large Prairie fore the night. Wind blowing hard from 
the South. 
 
Sept 14th

Got to the end of our work on the 4th Standard, 42 miles, and then 
started north to go ninety six miles on the 8th guide. The Boys built a 
big mound on the corner of the 4th standard and 8th guide. It was sev-
en feet high. Saw fifteen antelope this morning. They was not friendly 
with the whites. Had a lively time this afternoon with a badger. Andy & 
Jim gave him chase and overtook him. It was then the Badger turned. 
He first turned on Jim and bit him on the foot and I got there just in 
time to help Andy. He was a going like the D—l [Devil] and the Bad-
ger right at his heels ready to bite him and I gave him a belt which 
knocked him over. He then went fore me. I then gave him all he want-
ed. I smashed his head in so that ended the fight. Shot at a antelope but 
did not get him. The wind was blowing to hard and drifted my ball. 
Have seen about thirty today. The old trapper left us this afternoon 
and started  northeast— went to the James river. I only wish I was free 
to go with him. Camped fore the night in a ravine where it was warm. 
We are not two miles west of the Kotos.
 
Sept 15th

One mile after leaving camp this morning we came to a large sulfur 
spring covering about two acres of ground. It was very fine. Took a 
keg full fore medical purposes. Camped at noon fore dinner in sight 
of timber on the Kotos. Five of the Boys went fore stake timber and 
wood and while they was gone I stuffed my antelope head. The Boys 
got all the plums they could eat and brought home a pail full. They was 
splendid. Saw six antelope today and lots of sand hill cranes but they 
was not friendly. Camped at night in a big country. The land we have 
passed over the last two days is very level but not good fore hay land. 
It is all Buffalo grass. It would make a splendid grazing country. The 
moon is full tonight and every thing looks lovely. 
 



5 6   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 2 ,  N O .  1

 20. Keeler is writing about the prickly pear cactus, which bears edible fruits that turn 
purple when ripe. 

Sept 16th

I have been out of luck today. Three miles out from camp this morning 
we came to a fine running creek with muddy bottom and I got set with 
my team and both horses got down in the mud and we had quite a time 
in general. The Kotos begin to leave us. They shoot off north east and 
leave us fast. While we was eating dinner today a antelope come run-
ning up to camp to see what was going on. Brown and myself got our 
guns ready but he did not come close enough to suit us so we did not 
shoot. He followed the sightman a long time after dinner but he had 
nothing to shoot him with. We are in a country that is full of kactus. 
The apples that grow on them is splendid.20 I have had all I could eat 
of them today. I thought a few minutes since that I was done fore. I was 
driving two teams and the hind team thought that they would turn 
out and go into camp and was going down a steep hill and I thought I 
would have a smash up. I dropped my lines and went to jump out and 
my foot caught in the lines and threw me. The horses got frightened 
and run dragging me after them. One of the wheels passed over my 
knee and then over my foot. The hind wheel was just over my body as 
I grabbed hold of the front wheel and hung on fore dear life. I stopped 
the wheel from turning and stopped the horses. I then got up and took 
my whip and went after my mules and just made wash boards on there 
ribs. My leg is badly hurt but as long as there is no bones broken I don’t 
care as there is no Doctors out this way. Brown shot at an antelope this 
evening but did not hit him. The nights are getting quite cool but no 
frost yet. The mosquitoes is most played out. Now and then one pres-
ents his bill and gets killed fore it. 
 
Sept 17th

When I got up this morning my leg was very much swollen and quite 
painful and stiff but I can best any man in the outfit running a fast race. 
Brown and myself shot at a sly fox. We both shot over him. He then sat 
down and looked at us so I thought he was a hunky Boy and let him 
go in peace. We crossed a wagon road today that goes from Fort Wads-
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 21. Both forts were established in 1864, following conflict with the Dakota Sioux in 
Minnesota. Fort Wadsworth was named in honor of General James W. Wadsworth of 
New York and later renamed Fort Sisseton for the Sisseton Sioux who lived in the re-
gion. Fort Rice, in northern Dakota Territory, was established by General Alfred H. 
Sully and named for Brigadier General James Clay Rice, who died in the Civil War. 
Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 85; Sneve, South Dakota Geographic Names, p. 600.
 22. Airy Mound, or Windy Mound, located in Marshall County at the tip of the 

worth to Fort Rice21 on the Missouri river, a distance of _____ miles. 
One of the Boys picked up a rim of a old black hat and stuck it on a 
pin and made medicine around it because why it is not every day that 
a Party of men can find an old hat on the Prairie even if it is black. We 
have passed over a splendid country, level as a floor, rich soil and good 
hay land. It has been cloudy all day and cold. 
 
Sept 18th

Eugene got up last night in his sleep and was going to walk off again 
but I caught him before he got out of the tent. Jim got on his ear last 
 night— some one put some prickly pears in his bed. He wanted to fight 
the man that done it in any shape and with any weapons he should 
chose but he [the culprit] did not make himself known. Passed through 
a lot of sand hills this morning which was very high and rough. Got 
to the end of our work on the 8th guide at noon and went east on the 
7th standard [now the North Dakota/South Dakota Line]. We are ____ 
miles from Yankton. We are most out of water. The stock has not had 
any fore two day. Brown shot a antelope this afternoon which comes 
in handy as we have no water to make bread with. Go to bed on a an-
telope supper. 
 
Sept 19th

Started on our weary journey this morning. Struck water this after-
noon so we are all right yet. Horses pretty  dry— this makes the third 
day fore them. We are all O.K. Had a bully dinner and started fore Airy 
mound22 as the Indians call it. We are now at the mound on the Ko-
tos. It is a very high place. There is plenty of good timber and water. 
The Boys are now busy cutting wood and stakes and Woolley is now 
most on top of the mound. He looks like a small speck. The mound is 
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Prairie Coteau, was named for the strong winds that sweep up the five-hundred-foot 
escarpment. David J. Holden, Dakota Visions: A County Approach (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: 
Center for Western Studies, Augustana College, 1983), pp. 132–36.
 23. Due to a continental divide in extreme northeastern South Dakota, these waters 
ultimately reach Hudson Bay in Canada rather than the Gulf of Mexico. Schell, History 
of South Dakota, pp. 4–5.

on the Indian Reservation. We crossed a wagon road which goes from 
Fort Wadsworth to the Red River of the north. The streams of water 
hereabouts run north.23 Camped fore the night one mile north of the 
mountain on a bench by a fine grove of oak timber. The Boys got a big 
scare on Eugene. We had a big camp fire. Two of the Boys took there 
blankets and revolvers and pretended they was Indians. The Boys was 
all up to the scare but Eugene. Brown and Andy came yelling in among 
us with there blankets around them and shooting right and left. Two of 
the Boys fell over as though they was shot and the rest run and I never 
saw a Boy run and scream as Eugene did. It nearly scared him into fits. 
He run in the tent and crawled under the blankets. After all got quiet 
we went to bed. 
 
Sept 20th

The wind blew fearful last night. It came near tearing our tent into rib-
bon, and we was protected by a hill on one side and timber on the other. 
I don’t know what would have become of us if we did not have protec-
tion. I think the Indians gave the mountain the right name. Eugene gets 
the night mare every night. I have to watch him the first two hours after 
he goes to bed as he gets up and walks off in his sleep. He had a dread-
full time last night. He commenced to scream and call on me to shoot 
them, they was after his scalp. Finally he commenced to cry as hard as 
any one could and said, “Oh they have got it!” and crawled in my bed 
under the clothing holding onto his head with both hands. We was all 
of five minutes trying to waken him up and after we did we could not 
stop him from crying and could not make him believe he had his scalp 
on. He then said that the Indian had got Chancy, he saw them drag him 
out of the tent by the neck, so we had to bring Chancy up and let him 
look at him. He wanted to know if they had hurt Chancy. He said that I 
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 24. The Lake Traverse, or Sisseton, Indian Reservation had been set aside for the Sis-
seton and Wahpeton tribes of the Santee Sioux in 1867. Schell, History of South Dakota, 
p. 92.

On their 1872 surveying expedition, Keeler’s crew reached what is now the border 
between North Dakota and South Dakota. Later, rough quartzite markers like this 
one were placed to delineate the border along the surveyors’ lines.

mite have saved his scalp but I would not shoot and stood with my gun 
in my hand laughing at them. This morning he finds that his scalp is all 
right but sticks to it that there was seven Indians come into the tent 
while we was all asleep and grabbed him by the head and describes how 
they looked with axes, knifes, and guns all covered with blood. We have 
been bothering him about how the Indians would like to get his fine 
scalp lock three days ago. He had his hair cut close to his head except a 
little turf on top just like Mike but he is sorry now and wants it all cut 
off smooth. Boys started out fore a twenty mile jaunt and I struck north 
east with the teams and camped on a small Lake which is full of ducks 
and geese. There is a large Lake one mile east of me with timber around 
it. There is also Indians living on it, as I can see them. We are now on 
the Indians reserve24 which is the Eaden [Eden] of Dakota. It is seventy 
miles long and forty wide on the north side. It lays in a triangle shape 
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which is full of splendid Lakes and plenty of good oak and ash timber. 
There is all of the thousand acres in sight of camp. 
 
Sept 21st

I have just camped. The Boys have gone west and I have come nine miles 
east and south and south three miles on a guess. I am now waiting fore 
the Boys to see how near I have come to my mark. Boys had got back. I 
was one quarter of a mile out of the way. Went south to Airy Butte and 
then the Boys went east to close on the Indian Reserve. While they was 
gone I got some wood and water, built up the corner, and put in a oak 
post five feet high. Marked it and cut my name in it with marker 7th 
standard R 54 & 55. Camped at night at the foot of a big hill. 
 
Sept 22nd

Started east this morning on the 7th standard. Got water on a creek. 
Camped fore the night on lightning crest. Looks like a thunder shower.
 
Sept 23rd

Had a heavy thunder shower last night. Eugene got on it again last 
night and came very near whipping the whole outfit. He went on 
worse than a raving maniac. He fought us about four hours. We then 
thought we mite as well get up, light the candle, and play cards until 
we could get him quiet so we could sleep. He commenced soon after 
he got asleep by saying “Brown, let me get on the other side of the bed 
quick. There is a big half breed looking in the tent and he is after me.” 
He then got over Brown and commenced to scream and say “They are 
sticking there hand under the tent and one of them has got a knife four 
feet long!” He then got in my bed and crawled under me but did not 
stay there long. He jumped up and commenced to fire boots, shoes, 
and anything he could lay his hands on. I got hold of him and threw 
him down. Woolley came in the tent then with a light. We then put 
him to bed and we went to bed also. In five minutes he got at it again. 
He jumped up and went in Andy and Cases bed and crawled under 
them. It commenced to thunder and he said they have got a cannon, 
there comes a fellow with three balls. 
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When he returned home, Keeler was impressed to see the changes that Yankton had 
undergone in less than three months. This photograph shows the growing territorial 
capital in 1874.

 
Sept 24th

Saw thirty antelope in one drove this morning. Came to the Jim river 
this afternoon. It crossed our line. Could not get over with the teams so 
we camped fore the day. It is cold and cloudy. The river is covered with 
ducks, geese, and pelicans. A good chance for a feast. 
 
Sept 25th

When we got up this morning the water in the pails was frozen and it 
was very cold. The Boys had to ford the river this morning at sunrise, 
naked. It was hard on them. Besides they had a run of twenty eight 
miles to make. The wind has been blowing a perfect hurricane all day 
with snow and rain. I had fear of the Boys getting back safe but they got 
in all right just at dark, tired, wet and hungry. Chancy fell down in the 
middle of the river. I got up a good warm duck supper fore them. We 
are done going north. Now we are 280 miles from Yankton.
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The remainder of Keeler’s 1872 survey journal records the crew’s two-and-
one-half-week trip back home to Yankton, where they arrived cold and tired 
on 12 October. Keeler’s final entry reads, “Passed by my celebrated farm which 
looked very lonesome. We then soon came in sight of Town which pleased the 
Boys so much that they sent forth three rousing cheers. Got in Town at four 
o’clock and was some what surprised to see the many improvements. We was 
quite a seedy looking crowd. Our friends did not know us, and I don’t blame 
them.”
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