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From the Capitol to Main Street

The Landscape of the Woman Suffrage Movement in South Dakota

E L I Z A B E T H  J .  A L M L I E

The few years on either side of 2018 mark critical anniversaries for the 
woman suffrage movement in South Dakota and across the nation. A 
half century passed between the first submission of a bill in the Dakota 
territorial legislature in 1868 that sought to grant women the right to 
vote and the eventual passage in 1918 of Amendment E to the South 
Dakota constitution that opened voting to women.1 Throughout those 
fifty years, the woman suffrage movement in the state had an immense 
history with many ebbs and flows as thousands of people of varied 
backgrounds participated in six major public ballot campaigns—in 
1890, 1898, 1910, 1914, 1916, and 1918. Even after 1918, voting rights ac-
tivity continued through South Dakota’s ratification of the Nineteenth 
Amendment to the United States Constitution in December 1919 and 
the efforts of the South Dakota League of Women Voters to educate 
the new electorate. Discussions, debates, speeches, and planning ses-
sions for equal suffrage took place in homes, opera halls, churches, 
auditoriums, courthouses, and on street corners from Lemmon to Elk 
Point and from Sisseton to Hot Springs. There were carefully orches-
trated rallies in theaters and impromptu speeches on train platforms, 
small audiences in one-room schoolhouses and grandstand speeches 
at crowded fairgrounds. A look at the places important to the various 
suffrage campaigns and the activities that occurred there provides in-

	 The author would like to express gratitude for the time and resources being invested 
in the digitization projects undertaken by the South Dakota State Historical Society, 
many university archives in South Dakota and beyond, and the Library of Congress, all 
of which greatly facilitated research for this article.  

1. George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, and George Martin Smith, South 
Dakota: Its History and Its People, 5 vols. (Chicago: S. J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1915), 
1:508–9; “Excerpts from Correspondence,” South Dakota Historical Collections 2 (1904): 
27–28; Malone (N.Y.) Palladium, 7 Jan. 1869.
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	 2. The issues and primary actors of the suffrage movement in South Dakota have been 
featured in numerous articles in South Dakota History and elsewhere, including a new-
ly released anthology from the South Dakota Historical Society Press, Equality at the 
Ballot Box: Votes for Women on the Northern Great Plains, edited by Lori Ann Lahlum 
and Molly P. Rozum (2019). See also Sara Egge, Woman Suffrage and Citizenship in the 
Midwest, 1870–1920 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2018); Nancy Tystad Koupal, 
“Marietta Bones: Personality and Politics in the South Dakota Suffrage Movement,” in 
Feminist Frontiers: Women Who Shaped the Midwest, ed. Yvonne J. Johnson (Kirksville, 
Mo.: Truman State University Press, 2010); Paula M. Nelson, “Home and Family First: 
Women and Political Culture,” in The Plains Political Tradition: Essays on South Dakota 
Political Culture, vol. 1, ed. Jon K. Lauck, John E. Miller, and Donald C. Simmons, Jr. 
(Pierre: South Dakota Historical Society Press, 2011); Dorinda Riessen Reed, The Wom-
an Suffrage Movement in South Dakota, 2d ed. (Pierre: South Dakota Commission on the 
Status of Women, 1975); and Jennifer M. Ross-Nazzal, Winning the West for Women: The 
Life of Suffragist Emma Smith DeVoe (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2011). A 
great deal of the state’s suffrage history remains to be told, particularly in local commu-
nities across the state. New digital collections provide a wealth of research possibilities, 
and newspapers from throughout South Dakota are now available on the Library of 
Congress’s Chronicling America website. 
	 3. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 1:258.
	 4. “Excerpts from Correspondence,” pp. 27–28.

sight into how South Dakotans in urban and rural areas across the state 
experienced and participated in this social movement.2 
	 The territorial capitol in Yankton, where Enos Stutsman introduced 
the first suffrage bill in December 1868 was the site of the first gov-
ernment action related to woman suffrage in what later became South 
Dakota. The territorial legislature met in a small wood-frame building 
with house chambers on the first floor and council chambers on the sec-
ond built by Charles F. Picotte, an interpreter who had recently helped 
negotiate the 1858 treaty that opened Yankton Sioux lands to white 
settlers, and Moses K. Armstrong, an entrepreneur and legislator.3 Ac-
cording to suffragist Alice Alt Pickler, who investigated the history of 
the Stutsman bill in 1904, council member Charles Rossteucher offered 
an unsuccessful resolution to allow the women present to speak for the 
bill. However, Pickler concluded, “from the general character of the 
men, particularly Mr. Rossteucher, I am of the opinion that the entire 
action of the council was prompted by a spirit of mischief.”4 Yankton 
newspaper editor George W. Kingsbury also concluded later that leg-
islators had not taken the measure seriously, though press reports at 
the time speculated that the effort was aimed at either encouraging 
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	 5. Malone Palladium, 7 Jan. 1869; Ogdensburg (N.Y.) Journal, 25 Feb. 1879; Yankton Press 
and Daily Dakotaian, 12 Nov. 1884; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 1:508–9.
	 6. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 1:255, 505, 557; Yankton Daily Press and Dako-
taian, 4 Aug. 1876, 4, 7 Jan. 1879. During South Dakota’s centennial celebrations in 1989, 
the local Sertoma Club sponsored the construction of a replica of the Picotte-Armstrong 
capitol building in Riverside Park and donated it to the City of Yankton. The Inde-
pendent Order of Odd Fellows bought the former courthouse building in 1905 for a 
meeting hall. Today, with additions and alterations, it serves as an apartment house 
and is part of the Yankton Historic District, which was listed in the National Register of 
Historic Places in 1975. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 4, 7 Jan. 1879; Yankton Daily 
Press & Dakotan, 28 May 2004.
	 7. Yankton Daily Press and Dakotaian, 4 Feb. 1879. See also ibid., 11 Feb. 1885.
	 8. Ibid., 16 July, 18 Sept. 1883; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2:1307; Harold H. 
Schuler, “In Pursuit of Permanence,” South Dakota History 19 (1898): 29. When North 
and South Dakota became states in 1889, the building became the North Dakota state 
capitol. It burned in 1930. Turner County Herald (Hurley, S.Dak.), 9 Aug. 1883.

women to settle in Dakota or expanding the pool of people eligible to 
fill local government offices in the sparsely populated territory.5 
	 In 1879, after the legislature began meeting just every other year, the 
Picotte-Armstrong building was rented to other occupants and the 
territorial legislature found a new permanent location in a two-story 
brick building constructed three years earlier as the Yankton County 
Courthouse. The courthouse was remodeled for the legislature, with 
the house meeting in the courtroom and the first floor divided in half 
to create a room for the council.6 That year, a woman suffrage bill 
passed in the territorial council but failed in the house. The Yankton 
newspaper reported that the bill’s partial success was “the surprise of a 
great many people of both sexes” as it had been “looked upon as a huge 
joke, and the public had hardly given it a serious thought.”7 
	 In 1883, Bismarck became the territorial capital, despite protest from 
southern Dakotans. The capitol building erected there was a much 
grander one, designed by L. S. Buffington, an architect from Minneap-
olis. The building included space for both chambers of the legislature 
as well as committee rooms, a post office, the supreme court, the terri-
torial library, the historical society, and numerous other state offices.8 
It was at the capitol in Bismarck that John A. Pickler of Faulkton in-
troduced another bill for equal suffrage on 26 January 1885. Suffragists 
had started organizing work in the southern part of the territory, and 
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	 9. Canton Advocate, 5 Feb. 1885; Yankton Press and Daily Dakotaian, 31 Dec. 1884, 28 
Jan., 3 Feb. 1885; Kimball Graphic, 2 Jan. 1885.
	 10. Dakota Farmers’ Leader (Canton, S.Dak.), 24 Feb. 1905. See also Yankton Press and 
Daily Dakotaian, 13 Feb. 1885; Kimball Graphic, 20 Feb. 1885; Canton Advocate, 19 Feb. 
1885; 

several of those who had circulated petitions in support of Pickler’s bill 
traveled north to Bismarck that winter for the legislative session.9 Ac-
cording to news reports, women filled the galleries of the house cham-
bers to observe the proceedings and, when the measure passed, the 
“suffrage ladies almost hugged Pickler to death for the victory.”10 The 

Built in 1876, the Yankton County Courthouse is now an apartment building on the 
northeast corner of Douglas Avenue and Fifth Street in the Yankton Historic District. 
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	 11. Canton Advocate, 19, 26 Mar., 2 Apr. 1885; Yankton Press and Daily Dakotaian, 18, 19 
Mar. 1885; Big Stone City Herald, 20 Mar. 1885; Kimball Graphic, 30 Oct. 1885; Union County 
Courier (Elk Point, S.Dak.), 18 Mar. 1885; Geneva (N.Y.) Daily Gazette, 20 Mar. 1885.
	 12. Yankton Press and Daily Dakotaian, 11 Feb., 7 Mar. 1887; Turner County Herald, 17 
Feb. 1887; Kimball Graphic, 18 Feb. 1887; Mitchell Capital, 18 Feb. 1887; Wessington Springs 
Herald, 18 Feb., 4 Mar. 1887; Union County Courier, 23 Feb., 9 Mar. 1887.
	 13. Yankton Press and Daily Dakotaian, 27 Apr. 1887.
	 14. Ibid., 30 Jan., 8, 12, 15 Feb. 1889.
	 15. Ibid., 9 Mar. 1880, 9 May 1884; Canton Advocate, 12 Mar. 1885; Union County Courier, 
3 Mar. 1886; Sully County Watchman (Onida, S.Dak.), 12 Jan. 1889; Hot Springs Star, 15 
Feb. 1889.

bill passed the council as well, but the recently appointed governor, 
Gilbert A. Pierce, vetoed it. The news reverberated across the country, 
with the American Woman Suffrage Association as well as suffrage or-
ganizations in Illinois and New York asking in vain for Pierce’s removal 
from office.11

	 In 1887, suffragists and temperance advocates again brought peti-
tions to the legislature, and a bill was introduced but defeated by in-
definite postponement.12 At a Woman’s Christian Temperance Union 
(WCTU) convention held later that year at a Methodist church in 
Yankton, Dakota chapter president Helen M. Barker related her dis-
appointment with lawmakers, saying that at the hearings “she heard 
more sentimental nonsense about the ‘sweet, dear, beautiful women of 
Dakota’ than she supposed Dakota men were capable of giving.”13 In 
1889, Barker, with Philena Everett Johnson and Alice Alt Pickler, led 
legislative efforts. During the two-hour discussion on the house floor 
over a bill for limited suffrage in municipal elections, Barker was given 
the chance to testify. Despite her speech in favor of the bill, it failed as 
well.14

	 Outside of legislative work, woman suffrage became a subject of 
public discourse and the topic for many literary and debate events 
that formed a significant part of the social and civic life of new settlers 
in the territory.15 In February 1879, female students in Canton debat-
ed the suffrage question with students from Beloit, Iowa, at the new 
schoolhouse in Canton, which had been decorated with flags and “pic-
tures of welcome.” The contributor of the news item covering the Can-
ton debate, Isa M. Pigott, was “glad the question is exciting interest in 
our land. Like all great reforms the very fact of its agitation shows that 
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	 16. Canton Advocate, 20 Feb. 1879. 
	 17. Molly P. Rozum and Lori Ann Lahlum, “ ‘We will never halt till the prize is won’: 
Suffrage on the Northern Great Plains,” in Lahlum and Rozum, eds., Equality at the Bal-
lot Box, pp. 2, 4–5; Jennifer Helton, “‘So great an innovation’: Woman Suffrage in Wy-
oming,” ibid., pp. 51–52. For an exploration of American Indian voting rights in South 
Dakota, see Molly P. Rozum, “Citizenship, Civilization, and Property: The 1890 South 
Dakota Vote on Woman Suffrage and Indian Suffrage,” ibid., pp. 240–63.
	 18. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, Report of the Sixteenth Annual Wash-
ington Convention, March 4th, 5th, 6th and 7th, 1884 (Rochester, N.Y.: National Woman 
Suffrage Association, 1884), p. 81; Angelica Shirley Carpenter, Born Criminal: Matilda 
Joslyn Gage, Radical Suffragist (Pierre: South Dakota Historical Society Press, 2018),  
p. 144.
	 19. Stanton and Anthony, Report of the Sixteenth Annual Washington Convention, p. 81.

the leaven is at work.”16 The event also reflected the racial prejudices of 
the time in its inclusion of a “comic negro sermon” reminiscent of the 
blackface performances popular during the period. The fact that Afri-
can American men and immigrant men who had declared their intent 
to become naturalized citizens could vote while women were denied 
the same right had fueled racist and nativist sentiments within the suf-
frage movement and would continue to do so for years.17

	 The National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) also started 
formal advocacy in South Dakota. Rev. Eliza Wilkes, a Unitarian pastor 
in Sioux Falls, and Marietta Bones of Webster became officers for the 
territory under NWSA. National leader Matilda Joslyn Gage also ar-
rived from New York to give a series of lectures, staying with her grown 
children who had settled near Aberdeen. According to Bones, she and 
Gage lectured mainly in towns along the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. 
Paul Railroad line, which had provided passes for them.18 Field work 
in the territory was difficult, however. In 1884, Bones reported, “We 
lack organization—the country being so sparsely settled, and such wide 
distances between towns, that the settlers are comparatively strangers 
to each other.”19

	 In the 1880s, three conventions took place at Germania Hall in Sioux 
Falls in order to compose a constitution for the proposed state of South 
Dakota, and suffragists worked toward the goal of having women’s vot-
ing rights embedded in the document. One of the largest gathering 
places in the territory, Germania Hall could seat 550 people and was 
decorated for the conventions with the American flag and patriotic 
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	 20. Jon K. Lauck, Prairie Republic: The Political Culture of Dakota Territory, 1879–1889 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2010), pp. 87, 112. Because of anti-German sen-
timent during World War I, Germania Hall was renamed Columbia Hall in 1918, and the 
City of Sioux Falls bought it the following year for the American Legion to use. It was 
demolished for a city hall built in 1936. Eric Renshaw, Forgotten Sioux Falls (Charles-
ton, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2012), p. 13; Rick D. Odland, Sioux Falls (Charleston, S.C.: 
Arcadia Publishing, 2007), p. 86; York Sampson, South Dakota: Fifty Years of Progress, 
1889–1939 (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Golden Anniversary Book Co., 1939), p. 129; Sioux Falls 
Argus-Leader, 14 Oct. 1918, 15 July 1931; History of Southeastern Dakota: Its Settlement and 
Growth (Sioux City, Iowa: Western Publishing Co., 1881), p. 59; D. R. Bailey, History of 
Minnehaha County, South Dakota (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Brown & Saenger, 1899), pp. 119, 
122, 125, 166–67, 406, 418, 425.

bunting. Gas-fueled chandeliers illuminated the hall, which had desks 
for the delegates, a rostrum for the president, and a gallery open to the 
public.20 Marietta Bones attended each of the meetings of the commit-
tee on elections during the first convention in 1883 and was allowed 
five minutes to address the convention as a whole. In 1885, the Dakota 
WCTU sent Alice Pickler, Helen M. Barker, and Julia Welch to appear 
before the convention elections committee to ask for equal suffrage. 

The Italianate-style Germania Hall was built on West Ninth Street in Sioux Falls in 1880. 
It was demolished for the present city hall, built in 1936.
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	 21. Canton Advocate, 20 Sept. 1883; Kimball Graphic, 18 Sept., 2 Oct. 1885; Susan B. An-
thony and Ida Husted Harper, eds., The History of Woman Suffrage, vol. 4 (Rochester, 
N.Y.: Susan B. Anthony, 1902), pp. 552–53; Yankton Press and Daily Dakotaian, 22 June 
1886; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2:1926.
	 22. Clippings, Union Signal, 7 Nov. 1889, and “Beadle County Fair,”  Scrapbook D, 
Emma Smith DeVoe: 1880–1890, pp. 9, 67, Box 10, Emma Smith DeVoe Papers, Washing-
ton State Library, Tumwater; Huron Daily Plainsman, 20 July, 16 Aug. 1889.
	 23. Clipping, Union Signal, 7 Nov. 1889. 
	 24. Ibid.; clippings, “Equal Franchise” and “A Special Meeting,” Scrapbook D, pp. 1, 
6; Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps, Huron, D.T. (Sept. 1887), sheet 3; Wessington 
Springs Herald, 25 Oct. 1889.

The committee also received letters from Bones and several national 
suffragists as well as a petition from suffrage supporters in Yankton. At 
the 1889 convention, national suffrage advocate Henry B. Blackwell of 
Boston attended in person. The 1889 statehood convention failed to in-
clude woman suffrage in the proposed state constitution but directed 
the first state legislature to put suffrage on the first public ballot.21 
	 In October 1889, suffragists congregated in Huron where Emma 
Smith DeVoe presided over Woman’s Day at the Beadle County fair, 
held at fairgrounds north of the city.22 The crowds that visited the 
Floral Hall tent to view the exhibits of women’s work and escape the 
dust of the windy day also heard speeches from suffragists Elizabeth M. 
Wardall, Alice Pickler, Rev. Helen G. Putnam, Sophia M. Harden, and 
Helen Barker as well as several “brothers-in-law of the W.C.T.U.”23 Af-
terwards, a group met at the home of DeVoe and her husband John to 
plan a convention to organize a state suffrage association. A follow-up 
planning meeting took place at their church in Huron, and the conven-
tion itself was held on 21 October at Huron’s city hall, located on the 
second-floor of a downtown commercial building. At that convention, 
they organized the South Dakota Equal Suffrage Association (SDE-
SA), elected officers, and planned the start of campaign work.24

	 Selected as an organizer for the state association, Emma Smith 
DeVoe took on an immense schedule of field work to promote the 
cause and organize local suffrage clubs. In her first county tours, she 
often traveled by wagon team and faced bad roads, dangers from win-
ter weather, and, by one report, even prepared herself for wolf attacks. 
In December 1889, she spent a week in Hyde County where she visited 
different locations each day, speaking mainly in rural schoolhouses and 
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	 25. Assorted clippings, Scrapbook D, p. 5; clippings, “Woman’s Wants,” “Organizing,” 
and Dakota Ruralist (Aberdeen, S.Dak.), 3 May 1890, all ibid., pp. 10, 26, 34. 
	 26. Clipping, “Mrs. DeVoe at Ree Heights,” ibid., p. 10.  
	 27. Madison Daily Leader, 11 Oct. 1890; clippings, Egan Express, 2 Oct. 1890, and “Su-
prises,” Scrapbook D, p. 53. 
	 28. Clippings, “Equal Suffrage: A Convention to be Held in Huron on Friday, Feb. 28, 
1890,” and Huron Times, 28 Feb. 1890, Scrapbook D, p. 25; clipping, [equal suffrage clubs 
form], ibid., p. 26; clipping, Woman’s Tribune, 15 Mar. 1890, ibid., p. 27.  
	 29. Clipping, “Letter from Mrs. DeVoe,” ibid., p. 48.  

concluding with a convention at the courthouse in Highmore. As her 
travels expanded, DeVoe often spoke at rural churches and used bib-
lical illustrations in her talks.25 One Hand County church suspended 
Sunday school and services to accommodate DeVoe, “the pastor fully 
believing that the cause she advocated, appealed so strongly to the no-
blest christian sentiment of the church, as to be appropriately consid-
ered on the Lord’s day.”26 Elsewhere, the intersection between church 
and politics caused problems. Suffragists had to negotiate the use of 
space for political speech amidst debates on suffrage as a political is-
sue or a moral question. When DeVoe went to Egan later in October 
1890, the local suffrage club president resigned rather than condone a 
suffrage event on a Sunday. There was also contention over the use of 
the Moody County courthouse when county commissioners reported-
ly denied DeVoe’s use of it, but suffrage and temperance lecturer Laura 
Johns of Kansas was scheduled there later that month.27

	 DeVoe’s visits were also social occasions. In February 1890, her tour 
of Beadle County concluded with a convention at the Grand Army of 
the Republic (GAR) Hall in Huron, where attendees were encouraged 
to bring lunch baskets in order to gather and share a meal before the 
meeting began.28 During DeVoe’s Brown County tour, Margaret Cook 
hosted fifty women at her home in Warner for a banquet and organiza-
tional meeting with DeVoe, who reported that “all said it was the very 
first time in all their lives that a banquet had been prepared for them. 
They had prepared many banquets for men, but this was a new order 
of business.”29

	 For a few rare events, there are accounts of the physical setting and 
decoration of the space used. In May 1890, the Equal Suffrage Associ-
ation in Jerauld County convened at the chapel of the new Method-
ist seminary in the county seat of Wessington Springs, hosted by the 
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	 30. N. J. Dunham, A History of Jerauld County (Wessington Springs, S.Dak., 1910),  
p. 200; Wessington Springs Herald, 9 Aug. 1889, 2, 16 May 1890.
	 31. Wessington Springs Herald, 16 May 1890.
	 32. Clipping, Belt Daily Herald (Lead City, S.Dak.), 8 May 1890, Scrapbook D, p. 33.   
	 33. Wessington Springs Herald, 29 Nov., 6 Dec. 1889.
	 34. Madison Daily Leader, 25 Apr. 1890.
	 35. Sully County Watchman, 27 Sept., 4 Oct. 1890.
	 36. Ibid., 11 Oct. 1890.

seminary’s principal and preceptress, J. K. and Clara Freeland. Susan 
B. Anthony, who had come from New York to campaign in the state, 
gave the main address, and the event was filled out with other talks and  
musical performances.30 The Wessington Springs Herald, edited by 
suffrage supporters LoElla H. and T. Linus Blank, reported that the 
chapel was decorated with flags, flowers, and ferns. Banners displayed 
mottoes reinforcing suffragist arguments—and prejudices of the time—
including: “Taxation without representation is tyranny,” “Equality be-
fore the Law,” “In 37 states the mother has no control of her child,” and 
“Only idiots, paupers, criminals, insane, Chinese and women cannot 
vote.”31 The latter sentiment was not uncommon. That same month in 
Lead, DeVoe similarly told audiences that she protested “a system of 
government that places intelligent women on a level with idiots, luna-
tics, criminals, Indians, and minors.”32

	 Given their centrality, seating capacity, and status, county court-
houses were the location for many suffrage events. Jerauld County’s 
suffrage association had been organized at the courthouse in Wess-
ington Springs.33 National suffrage figures Anna Howard Shaw, Su-
san B. Anthony, and Henry Blackwell spoke at several courthouses on 
their tours around the state. When Shaw spoke at the courthouse in 
Highmore, it was noted that “farmers with their wives came as far as 
fifteen miles to hear her.”34 Later in the campaign, Anthony spoke at 
the small wood-frame Sully County courthouse in Onida.35 Brass bands 
from two area towns came to play for the occasion, and a local news-
paper reported that the city filled with wagon teams bringing both 
supporters wearing yellow ribbons and “many that are yet indifferent” 
but curious to hear the famous speaker.36

	 Privately owned halls were among the first buildings available in 
newly-settled towns for larger functions, including lectures and polit-
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	 37. Huron Daily Plainsman, 13 May 1890; assorted clippings, Scrapbook D, pp. 25, 26; 
clippings, [Emma Smith DeVoe in East Pierre], and “To Pierre Ladies,” ibid., p. 30. 
	 38. Clipping, “To Pierre Ladies.”
	 39. Ibid.; clippings, Pierre Daily Free Press, 21 Apr. 1890, Pierre Signal, 25 Apr. 1890, and 
[DeVoe at Hollenback’s Hall], Scrapbook D, p. 30; Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps, 
Pierre, S.Dak. (May 1885), sheet 1, and (Oct. 1892), sheet 4; Turner County Herald, 29 
May 1890.
	 40. George Franklin Cram, “Railroad and County Map of Dakota,” Cram’s Standard 
American Atlas Of The World (Chicago: George F. Cram, 1889), p. 133; Madison Daily 

ical meetings. Huron suffragists used the GAR Kilpatrick Hall there 
for several conventions and meetings, including a celebration mark-
ing the seventieth birthday of Susan B. Anthony when they decorated 
the hall with lithographs, flags, and flowers. In April 1890, when Emma 
DeVoe arrived in Pierre to organize suffrage clubs, no one had made 
arrangements for her talks, so an impromptu meeting was called at 
Grace Methodist Episcopal church in East Pierre.37 A local newspaper 
editor criticized the Pierre ladies for the lapse, which made it seem that 
residents of the capital were “indifferent to a leading issue.”38 DeVoe 
eventually spoke at a skating rink-turned-meeting hall in Pierre and 
at Hollenback’s Hall across the Missouri River in Fort Pierre. During 
her visit, she organized suffrage clubs in East Pierre, Pierre, and Fort 
Pierre. The suffrage club in Hurley was organized and regularly met 
at an opera house built by a club member, but they were one of many 
groups using the building and at least once postponed a meeting so the 
city band could hold a rehearsal.39

	 Most of South Dakota west of the Missouri River was part of the 
Great Sioux Reservation at the time, and suffragists did not extend their 
campaign to the tribes living there. Non-Indian settlements existed in 
the distant Black Hills at the western end of the state, however, and 
could be reached via rail through Nebraska. When Shaw and Anthony 
visited the Black Hills, they spoke in Sioux City, Iowa, before catching 
the train there and traveling west through Nebraska and then north 
to the Black Hills. Upon arriving, they spoke at several private halls, 
including an opera house in Sturgis, Miners’ Union Hall in Central City, 
and Library Hall in Rapid City—which, as its name suggests, contained 
both the city’s five hundred-volume library and a lecture hall.40 
	 In May, DeVoe toured the Black Hills from Hot Springs to Spear-
fish, speaking primarily in churches but also in homes and at McClure’s 
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Leader, 21 Oct. 1890. Rapid City constructed its Carnegie Library on the site of Library 
Hall in 1915. Madison Daily Leader, 21 Oct. 1890; Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 2 Nov. 
1890; Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps, Rapid City, S.Dak. (Aug. 1891), sheet 5; 
“Rapid City Public Library,” South Dakota Library Bulletin 15 (Sept. 1929): 41; Adrienne 
Merola Kerst, Jean Oleson-Kessloff, and Patrick D. Roseland, Rapid City: Historic Down-
town Architecture (Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2007), p. 51.
	 41. Clipping, Deadwood Pioneer, 7 May 1890, Scrapbook D, p. 33; clippings, Spearfish 
Register, 17 May 1890, Fall River County Republican (Oelrichs, S.Dak.), 24 May 1890, and 
Rapid City Republican, 23 May 1890, ibid., p. 34; clippings, Whitewood Plain Dealer, 17 
May 1890, “Custer, May 24, 1890,” and “Tilford, May 23, 1890,” ibid., p. 35; clippings, 
Deadwood Pioneer, 10 May 1890, and Hill City Tin Miner, 23 May 1890, ibid., p. 36; clip-
ping, Woman’s Tribune, 21 June 1890, ibid., p. 43; clipping, “Appointments,” ibid., p. 46; 
Sturgis Advertiser, 15 May 1890; Black Hills Union (Rapid City, S.Dak.), 8 Aug. 1890; 
Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps, Deadwood, S.Dak. (July 1891), sheet 4, and Hot 
Springs, S.Dak. (Aug. 1891), sheet 2; Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 9 Aug. 1890; Hot 
Springs Star, 15 Aug. 1890; Donald Mueller and Noreen Petty, Early Hot Springs (Hot 
Springs, S.Dak.: Hot Springs Star, 1983), pp. 17, 23, 79F.
	 42. Reed, Woman Suffrage Movement, p. 38.

Hall in Hill City. In July and early August, Clara B. Colby of Beatrice, 
Nebraska, and Mary Seymour Howell of Albany, New York, traveled 
extensively through the Hills, each taking different routes through 
small settlements and mining camps, then connecting for conventions 
held in Hot Springs, Rapid City, and Deadwood. In Deadwood, Colby 
spoke in front of the Keystone Hotel, a wood-frame, false-front build-
ing with a second-floor balcony that overlooked Main Street. At the 
conclusion of her address, the local club, led by Marie J. Gaston, dis-
tributed leaflets and sold suffrage badges to the crowd. Although the 
outdoor venue was a rarer choice for women claiming public space for 
political speech, Colby told reporters that she believed open-air meet-
ings were the best way to reach those who would actually be voting on 
the amendment. When Helen Barker spoke in Hot Springs, she gave 
one talk at a Methodist church and another from the long porch of 
the Minnekahta Hotel, a prominent public point at the center of the 
commercial district.41 
	 In many areas, South Dakota’s built environment was still under 
development, and suffragists from the East made special note of their 
campaign experiences in the rough West. Susan B. Anthony spoke un-
der the cover of a lean-to canvas attached to the side of a sod church. 
She stood on a platform made from a barn door placed on boxes.42 
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	 43. Pensacola (Fla.) Journal, 30 Mar. 1919.

Anna Howard Shaw later related that she and Anthony could not find 
a hall to speak in at one Black Hills settlement. “They were all in use 
for the variety shows and there was no church finished,” she wrote, “but 
the Presbyterian was the furthest along, and they let us have that, put-
ting boards across nail kegs for seats.”43 
	 Some South Dakota communities denied suffragists places to speak, 
fueling prejudice in suffragist rhetoric. In May 1890, NWSA speaker 
Mary Howell had scheduled a lecture at a schoolhouse in Tripp, an 
area where many Germans from Russia had settled. Upon her arrival, a 
supporter reported in the press that 

she was confronted by a gang of scabby-brained Russians fresh from 
a hole-in-the-wall. .  .  . who informed her that they did not believe in 
woman’s rights or woman preachers and under no circumstances could 
she speak in the school-house. This aroused the few white people in 

The Minnekahta Hotel in Hot Springs burned down in 1891 and was replaced with the 
Evans Hotel that still stands today.
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	 44. Madison Daily Leader, 29 May 1890. See also Wessington Springs Herald, 30 May 1890.
	 45. Mitchell Capital, 20 June 1890.
	 46. Egge, Woman Suffrage and Citizenship, pp. 102–4.
	 47. Sturgis Advertiser, 20 Mar. 1890; Wessington Springs Herald, 28 Mar. 1890; Kings-
bury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:766; Cecelia M. Wittmayer, “The 1889–1890 Woman 
Suffrage Campaign: A Need to Organize,” South Dakota History 11 (Fall 1982): 208–14, 
220; Nelson, “Home and Family First,” p. 138; clipping, Dakota Ruralist, 19 July 1890, 
Scrapbook D, p. 44. The 1885 Grand Opera House burned down in 1902. Dorothy Huss, 
Huron Revisited (Huron, S.Dak.: East Eagle, 1988), pp. 243–45; Sanborn Fire Insurance 
Company Maps, Huron, S. Dak. (Sept. 1887), sheet 5.

town and they determined to open the school-house to Mrs. Howell at 
all hazards, but some of the gentlemen from the land where freedom of 
speech and the press is unknown were so demonstrative in their actions 
that the lady hardly felt safe to even remain in town, and she spent the 
afternoon with an old acquaintance and went to Parkston to wait for a 
train.44

	 In June, Helen Gougar of Kansas referred to the incident while 
speaking at the courthouse in Mitchell. Gougar stated with bravado 
that “had she been in that lady’s place she would have made her speech 
there or shed her blood in the attempt,” claiming, “when foreign born 
men deny American women the right of free speech it would be a good 
cause to die in.”45 Howell’s was not the only incident of suffragists be-
ing turned away. In nearby Yankton County, Nettie C. Hall of Wessing-
ton Springs also reported that, at one community, “Germans” refused 
to let her speak on suffrage, and Julia B. Nelson of Minnesota reported 
threats from German Mennonites and Norwegian Lutherans when she 
arrived by buggy to speak in another village in the same county.46

	 Throughout the spring of 1890, tensions had developed among the 
leaders of the suffrage campaign. In July, with encouragement from the 
national organization, the SDESA held a convention in Huron, and a 
special “committee on order of business” was formed with a hundred 
or so members representing each of the counties present. The special 
committee met with the state officers on the first evening, filling the 
GAR hall and adjourning at three o’clock the following morning. While 
the committee’s evening meeting was transpiring, Mary Howell gave 
a speech for the rest of the attendees in the city’s opera house.47 The 
committee reconvened in the jury rooms of the Beadle County Court-
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The Beadle County Courthouse stood in Huron from 1884 until the early 1920s, when a 
new courthouse was erected. 

house the next day, while the rest of the delegates held their morning 
sessions in the courtroom, which filled with 130 to 150 attendees from 
the twenty-eight counties represented, all waiting to hear the report of 
the committee. When members came out of the jury rooms that after-
noon, the committee chair, Judge D. C. Thomas of Watertown, report-
ed that the majority of executive officers had resigned, under protest, 
except for treasurer Sarah A. Richards, who was not present. The con-
vention elected new officers and set up headquarters in Room 9 of the 
Hill’s Block in Huron, a brick commercial block on Dakota Avenue.48 
	 The new state leadership arranged for a public convention at the op-
era house (also a former skating rink) in Mitchell. Held in August, the 
event immediately preceded the Republican state convention at the 
same place. Many of the national speakers who were traveling the state 
contributed to the program and preached at locations around town as 
well. A female quartette from Iroquois provided music, including per-

	 48. Madison Daily Leader, 10 July 1890; Wessington Springs Herald, 11 July, 26 Sept. 1890; 
Huron Daily Plainsman, 10 July 1890; clipping, Dakota Ruralist, 19 July 1890; Wittmayer, 
“The 1889–1890 Woman Suffrage Campaign,” pp. 217–18; Atlas of Beadle County, South 
Dakota (Lake Andes, S.Dak.: E. Frank Peterson, 1906), p. 102.
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	 49. Wessington Springs Herald, 15 Aug., 5, 12 Sept. 1890; Mitchell Capital, 15, 22, 29 Aug. 
1890, 10 Nov. 1910; Hannah J. Patterson, ed., The Hand Book of the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association and Proceedings of the Forty-Eighth Annual Convention held at 
Atlantic City, N.J., September 4–10 inclusive, 1916 (New York: National American Wom-
an Suffrage Publishing Co., 1916), pp. 59, 66; assorted clippings, Scrapbook D, p. 31; 
Sturgis Advertiser, 7 Aug. 1890; Wittmayer, “The 1889–1890 Woman Suffrage Campaign,” 
p. 222; Hot Springs Star, 3 Oct. 1890; Black Hills Union, 29 Aug. 1890; Kingsbury, History 
of Dakota Territory, 3:788; Dakota Farmers’ Leader, 12  Sept. 1890; Evening Star (Washing-
ton, D.C.), 28 Feb. 1891; Anthony and Harper, eds., History of Woman Suffrage, 4:555–57.
	 50. Milbank Herald-Advance, 13 June 1890. See also Mitchell Capital, 20 June 1890; Wess-
ington Springs Herald, 25 July 1890.
	 51. Wessington Springs Herald, 25 July 1890; Carrie Chapman Catt and Nettie Rogers 

formances of “Ring Dem Suffrage Bells,” “Give the Ballot to Mothers,” 
and John DeVoe’s song “Dakota, Land of Liberty.” Convention-goers 
passed a resolution to send a committee to the Republican conven-
tion to request a suffrage endorsement in the party platform. When 
the suffragists arrived at the Republican convention, its leadership was 
eventually prevailed upon to make ten seats available in the back of 
the opera house. The suffragists were not allowed to address the del-
egates formally, and the Republicans did not adopt a suffrage plank 
that year. They did, however, give the suffrage representatives time to 
speak during an adjournment on the first afternoon of the main con-
vention, when reportedly two-thirds of the delegates stayed to hear 
them. Nevertheless, the offense that suffragists, particularly those from 
out-of-state, took at being relegated to the back of the hall became 
a theme in appeals for support later in 1890 and in subsequent cam-
paigns.49

	 The previous June, the state’s Democratic party convention at the 
opera house in Aberdeen had been a disappointment as well. A few 
suffragists,  including Sophia Harden, who was also serving as the sec-
retary of the state Farmers’ Alliance, made requests for an endorse-
ment of suffrage that was refused, and one delegate gave an opposing 
speech that, according to pro-suffrage newspaper editors, was “grossly 
abusive.”50 Suffragists also reported that opposition was visible in and 
around the convention venue. “Russian” delegates had anti-suffrage 
badges and placards on display at the opera house, and people out-
side distributed copies of the Remonstrance, an anti-suffrage periodical 
from Boston.51
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Shuler, Woman Suffrage and Politics: The Inner Story of the Suffrage Movement (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1923), p. 116.
	 52. Dakota Farmers’ Leader, 5, 11, 12 Sept. 1890; The History of Lincoln County, South Da-
kota (Canton, S.Dak.: Lincoln County History Committee, 1985), p. 16c; Nelson, “Home 
and Family First,” p. 139; Ruth Page Jones, “A Case Study: The Role of Women in Cre-
ating Community on the Dakota Frontier, 1880 to 1920” (master’s thesis, University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2015), p.  96.
	 53. Wessington Springs Herald, 26 Sept. 1890.
	 54. Sully County Watchman, 18 Oct. 1890.
	 55. Madison Daily Leader, 4, 5 Nov. 1890.

	 In the last month of the 1890 campaign, national speakers Henry 
Blackwell, Carrie Chapman, and Anna Shaw toured the state exten-
sively. Shaw appeared at the Lincoln County Agricultural Society’s 
four-day fair at its grounds on the north end of Canton. The newspa-
per estimated that about two thousand people attended the fair that 
day, and one thousand heard her speak on the hot, windy afternoon. 
Shaw spoke pointedly about the opposition of German-Russian immi-
grants and the fact that the Republican convention in Mitchell had 
seated three tribal members but slighted the suffrage committee. In 
places, their touring of the larger towns began to fatigue audiences. 
In early October, Aurora County suffrage association president Lydia 
A. Waters wrote to the state organization about the pending arrival of 
Carrie Chapman to ask that she come later, since they had just had two 
lecturers within the previous two weeks, or that Chapman do “school 
house work” in rural areas to reach different audiences.52

	 As the election approached, Nettie Hall published for the state as-
sociation a notice of suggested activities that local clubs could engage 
in to increase their visibility at polling places. The state association also 
offered to send “copies of mottoes which you can get your local talent 
to print, paint or draw, on muslin and place on the walls of every poll-
ing place.”53 A number of local groups took up the suggestions. In Oni-
da, suffrage club members made banners to display at polling places 
around Sully County.54 In Madison, suffragists made up the city’s three 
polling places to “appear homelike and cheerful” and set up tables dec-
orated with flowers from which they served coffee and doughnuts to 
voters.55 In Kimball, anti-suffrage editor Clate R. Tinan reported that 
“several ladies were present at the polls all day in the interest of wom-
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	 56. Kimball Graphic, 7 Nov. 1890.
	 57. Sully County Watchman, 8 Nov. 1890; Hot Springs Star, 12 Dec. 1890.
	 58. Marshall Damgaard, The South Dakota State Capitol: The First Century (Pierre: 
South Dakota Historical Society Press, 2008), p. 28.  
	 59. “Capital of South Dakota and Capitol Building I,” Vertical Files, State Archives 
Collection, South Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre.
	 60. Damgaard, South Dakota State Capitol, p. 39; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 20 Aug. 1891, 
11 Aug. 1904; Janice Brozik Cerney, Pierre and Fort Pierre (Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Pub-
lishing, 2006), p. 119; “Capital of South Dakota and Capitol Building II,” Vertical Files, 
State Archives Collection.
	 61. Pierre Weekly Free Press, 5 Feb. 1891; Harriet Taylor Upton, ed., Proceedings of the 
Twenty-sixth Annual Convention of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, 
Held in Washington, D.C., February 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 20, 1894 (Warren, Ohio: Chron-
icle Print, 1894), p. 214; Anthony and Harper, eds., History of Woman Suffrage, 4:557; 
Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:789.

en suffrage, but the voters were more wise than gallant. The amend-
ment was badly defeated.”56 According to the state canvassing board’s 
report, the suffrage amendment failed by 21,600 votes statewide.57

	 When the legislature reconvened in 1891, it met at the new state 
capitol—a large, two-story, wood-frame building completed in Janu-
ary 1890.58 The architect’s plans included senate chambers, offices for 
the governor and other state officials, commission rooms, and a “ladies’ 
closet.”59 House chambers were added on during the following year.60 
Suffrage proponents made their presence known at the capitol during 
each of the three subsequent sessions. In 1891, a small petition was pre-
sented to the legislature by Rosa Whitney and thirty-seven others to 
expand woman suffrage on school matters. The legislature did not put 
forward a suffrage amendment bill for the 1892 election. In 1893, Anna 
R. Simmons and Emma Cranmer, state leaders of the suffrage associa-
tion and the WCTU, led the advocacy effort in Pierre for an amend-
ment extending woman suffrage on school questions. The limited suf-
frage measure appeared on the ballot in November 1894 but ultimately 
failed by over five thousand votes.61 
	 As the 1895 legislative session approached, Simmons reported to 
the National American Woman Suffrage Assocation (NAWSA) that 
the state association had dwindled to four clubs and thirty-five mem-
bers. That February, Simmons and Cranmer traveled to the capitol 
once again to advocate for a full equal suffrage amendment. Howev-
er, they also split their time working for various prohibition measures. 
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Although a full suffrage bill passed easily in the senate, it failed in the 
house after three hours of debate that included a speech by the house 
speaker highly critical of Cranmer, Simmons, and the other suffrag-
ists. In September 1895, the capitol was the site for the state suffrage 
convention, which immediately followed the WCTU convention—
Cranmer closed one, and Simmons opened the next.62 
	 In the 1890s, a new addition to the suffrage landscape were Chau-
tauquas—assemblies that took place over days or weeks in the sum-
mer and included programs of oratory, music, teacher training, and 
recreation modeled on the original gathering at Chautauqua Lake 
in New York State. Several in South Dakota took place at permanent 
resort-like facilities managed by Chautauqua Assembly organizations. 
In 1892, Clara Colby and her secretary came from Nebraska to camp 
for ten days at the Black Hills Chautauqua grounds near Hot Springs 
where they spoke on suffrage and distributed copies of their suffrage 

This view shows the first South Dakota capitol in Pierre with its 1891 addition at right. 
The wooden structure served until completion of the current capitol in 1910.

	 62. Harriet Taylor Upton, ed., Proceedings of the Twenty-seventh Annual Convention of 
the National American Woman Suffrage Association, Held in Atlanta, Ga., January 31st to 
February 5th, 1895 (Warren, Ohio: Wm. Ritezel & Co., 1895), p. 89; Madison Daily Lead-
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er, 5 Feb. 1895; Mitchell Capital, 8, 15 Feb. 1895; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 
3:789–90; Kimball Graphic, 23 Feb. 1895; Black Hills Union, 1 Mar. 1895; Pierre Weekly Free 
Press, 22 Aug., 19 Sept. 1895; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:770–71.
	 63. Hot Springs Weekly Star, 5, 12 Aug. 1892; Madison Daily Leader, 15 July 1893, 11, 20 
July 1894, 10 May, 16, 17 July 1895; Black Hills Union, 3 May 1895; Anthony and Harper, 
eds., History of Woman Suffrage, 4:791.
	 64. Madison Daily Leader, 15 July 1893.

newspaper, the Woman’s Tribune. For three summers at the Lake Mad-
ison Chautauqua, Emma Cranmer, John and Alice Pickler, Helen Bark-
er, and others addressed crowds as individual speakers or ran platform 
meetings on suffrage.63 The Madison Daily Leader described the scene 
when Cranmer, a “delicate and handsome lady stepped to the front 
[and] in a voice wonderfully clear, strong and sweet gave a short ad-
dress of great power” on the need for the ballot to meet “the battles of 
the future in all kinds of reform.”64 The sixty-acre Lake Madison Chau-

Chautauqua grounds like the one pictured here in Hot Springs hosted numerous suf-
frage events in the late 1800s and early 1900s. 
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	 65. Ibid., 17 Nov. 1891, 6 July 1892, 6 July 1893. 
	 66. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:790–91; Anthony and Harper, eds., His-
tory of Woman Suffrage, 4:557; Kimball Graphic, 13, 20, 27 Feb., 6 Mar. 1897; The Woman’s 
Column 10 (27 Feb. 1897): 1; Black Hills Union, 12 Feb., 5 Mar. 1897.
	 67. Mitchell Capital, 24 Sept., 1 Oct. 1897; Anthony and Harper, eds., History of Woman 
Suffrage, 4:558. 
	 68. Kimball Graphic, 23 Oct. 1897; Turner County Herald, 11–18 Nov. 1897; Madison Daily 
Leader, 30 Oct.–11 Nov. 1897; Milbank Herald-Advance, 5–12 Nov. 1897; Saint Paul (Minn.) 
Globe, 17 Nov. 1897; Rachel Foster Avery, ed., Proceedings of the Thirtieth Annual Con-
vention of the National American Woman Suffrage Association : and the Celebration of the 
Fiftieth Anniversary of the First Woman’s Rights Convention, at the Columbia Theatre . . . 
Washington, D.C., February 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 1898 (Washington, D.C., 1898), p. 111.

tauqua grounds featured a circular open-wall auditorium, dining hall, 
and store, in addition to a railroad connection and boating and swim-
ming on the lake. Many visitors set up temporary tent housing, but 
others could avail themselves of the Chautauqua resort hotel with its 
wide, multi-level verandas.65 
	 In the winter of 1897, Simmons and Cranmer, along with the state 
chair for press and literature, Jane Rooker Breeden of Pierre, went once 
again to the state capitol to support a suffrage amendment. According 
to news reports, women filled the lobby of the house of representatives 
while the bill was under consideration. The first suffrage bill proposed 
in that year’s session failed in the house, but a second passed later in 
February, gained the governor’s signature, and was put on the ballot 
for November 1898.66

	 The state convention took place at the county courthouse in Mitch-
ell over two days in September 1897. At the meeting, Breeden ques-
tioned the close association of temperance work and suffrage. As 
SDESA president, Simmons responded that the meeting’s focus was 
certainly on suffrage but that all WCTU members were welcome. Un-
like previous years, the WCTU and suffrage conventions took place 
separately. The WCTU convention was held a few days later, so many 
attendees reportedly caught the train from Mitchell as soon as the suf-
frage meeting ended in order to attend the WCTU meeting in Vermil-
lion.67 To prepare for the November 1898 vote, local suffragists worked 
on reorganizing their county associations, and several held conventions 
at courthouses and churches with NAWSA speakers Laura M. Johns of 
Kansas, Rev. Henrietta G. Moore of Ohio, and Laura Gregg of Iowa.68
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	 69. Mitchell Capital, 15 July 1898; Milbank Herald-Advance, 21, 28 Oct. 1898; Egge, Wom-
an Suffrage and Citizenship, p. 109.
	 70. Springfield (Colo.) Herald, 11 Nov. 1898.
	 71. Hot Springs Weekly Star, 8 Apr., 7, 14 Oct. 1898; Black Hills Union, 29 July 1898; 
Süd Dakota Nachrichten (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.), 1 Sept. 1898; Turner County Herald, 8, 22 
Sept. 1898; Mitchell Capital, 30 Sept.–21 Oct. 1898; Kimball Graphic, 14 Oct. 1898; Topeka 
(Kans.) State Journal, 5 Nov. 1898; Anthony and Harper, eds., History of Woman Suffrage, 
4:599; Madison Daily Leader, 18, 19 Oct. 1898; A. E. Strand, ed., A History of the Norwegians 
of Illinois (Chicago: John Anderson Publishing Co., 1905), p. 286; Olaf Morgan Norlie, 
History of the Norwegian People in America (Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg Publishing 
House, 1925), p. 435.
	 72. Mitchell Capital, 4, 11 Feb., 29 Apr., 15 July 1898; Dakota Farmers’ Leader, 25 Mar., 22 

	 Emma Cranmer undertook an intensive fifteen-day schoolhouse 
campaign in Yankton County, and there were similar campaigns in ru-
ral Grant and Davison Counties as well.69 Cranmer reported support 
from the state’s Scandinavian communities and a “surprisingly cordial 
reception” from the German-Russian communities she visited in Turn-
er County.70 The state association employed Ida Crouch-Hazlett of 
Denver as a field organizer. She worked extensively in the Black Hills 
through the spring and summer and made tours throughout Minneha-
ha, Davison, and Bon Homme counties in the fall. The Illinois suffrage 
association sent Julia Mills Dunn and M. Lena Morrow to campaign in 
South Dakota. Dunn worked in the larger towns of the eastern counties, 
while Morrow had a schedule that included twenty-one stops in the 
Black Hills, including appearances at the Hot Springs City Hall audito-
rium and the State Soldiers’ Home. In October, Norwegian-American 
temperance and settlement worker Ulrikka F. Bruun came from Chica-
go to speak on suffrage at the Norwegian church in Madison.71

	 Speaking venues familiar from the 1890 campaign were used for 
events in 1898, including courthouses, churches, schools, meeting halls, 
and homes. The Mitchell suffrage club held at least two parties at mem-
bers’ houses, one of which was hosted by Mrs. J. Haynes and Mrs. E. O. 
McEwan complete with a musical program and supper for 125 peo-
ple. Suffrage clubs in Canton, Hurley, and Madison, and the WCTU 
in Madison also held house meetings. The Badger Township suffrage 
club in rural Davison County held a basket social and a convention at a 
country school but also held an ice cream social jointly with the town-
ship WCTU at a home in the southern part of the township.72
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Apr. 1898; Turner County Herald, 24 Mar., 12 May 1898; Madison Daily Leader, 24 Aug., 5 
Oct. 1898; Twentieth Century Atlas of Davison County, South Dakota (Vermillion, S.Dak.: 
E. Frank Peterson, 1901), p. 39.
	 73. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:791; Mitchell Capital, 14 Oct. 1898; Aber-
deen State Democrat, 21 Oct. 1898; Kimball Graphic, 29 Oct. 1898; Griggs Courier (Cooper-
stown, N.Dak.), 8 Dec. 1898; Topeka State Journal, 5 Nov. 1898.
	 74. Milbank Herald-Advance, 22 Feb. 1907. See also Charles Mix New Era (Wagner, S.
Dak.), 25 Jan. 1907; Hot Springs Weekly Star, 1, 22 Feb. 1907; Mitchell Capital, 22 Feb. 1907; 
Proceedings of the Thirty-ninth Annual Convention of the National American Woman Suf-
frage Association, Held at Chicago, February 14th to 19th, Inclusive, 1907 (Warren, Ohio: 
Wm. Ritezel & Co., 1907), p. 92; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:792.
	 75. Charles Mix New Era, 1 Feb. 1907; Hot Springs Weekly Star, 1, 22 Feb. 1907; Madison 
Daily Leader, 14 Feb. 1907; Dakota Farmers’ Leader, 22 Feb. 1907; Kingsbury, History of 
Dakota Territory, 3:792.

	 An anti-suffrage organization made an appearance in South Dakota 
for the first time during the 1898 campaign. In October, Mrs. Winslow 
Crannell of the New York State Association Opposed to the Extension 
of Suffrage to Women spent two weeks in South Dakota on her way to 
tour in Washington State. One of her stops was the courtroom of the 
Davison County Courthouse in Mitchell where the suffrage conven-
tion had been held previously.73 
	 When the suffrage bill failed in 1898, South Dakota suffragists went 
to the state capitol for every following legislative session and conduct-
ed expansive petition drives but were unsuccessful until 1909. One 
account of their legislative work in January 1907 describes advocates 
Alice Pickler, Luella Ramsey, and Philena Johnson as bringing suffrage 
petitions “mounted on long strips of muslin and as the resolution was 
under consideration the [legislative] pages festooned the petitions 
about the bar of the house and extended it along the aisles.”74 That year, 
the suffrage amendment passed in the senate but died in the house 
after long discussion.75

	 In January 1909, suffrage advocates arrived at the capital for the leg-
islative session in split camps. Edith Fitch, Nina Pettigrew, and Rose 
Bower attended for the SDESA, while Luella Ramsey, Philena Johnson, 
and Emma Cranmer represented the WCTU’s legislative committee 
to advocate for a bill granting suffrage only to taxpaying women who 
owned property. Their limited suffrage bill was defeated in the house. 
Late in the session, a bill was introduced in the house that would have 

Copyright 2019 by the South Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre, S.Dak. 57501-2217 ISSN 0361-8676



2 8 0   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 9 ,  N O .  4

	 76. Pierre Weekly Free Press, 14 Jan., 4 Mar. 1909; Scotland Citizen-Republican, 28 Jan. 
1909; Black Hills Union and Western Stock Review (Rapid City, S.Dak.), 29 Jan. 1909; 
Madison Daily Leader, 3 Feb. 1909; Mitchell Capital, 4 Feb., 4 Mar. 1909; Aberdeen Demo-
crat, 15 Jan. 1909; Sisseton Weekly Standard, 22 Jan., 12 Feb. 1909; Philip Weekly Review, 9 
Feb. 1909.
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Oct. 1909; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 24 June 1909; Madison Daily Leader, 26 Feb. 1909; 
Mitchell Capital, 4 Mar. 1909; Charles Mix New Era, 5 Mar. 1909.
	 78. Pierre Weekly Free Press, 24 June 1909. See also Sisseton Weekly Standard, 25 June 1909.
	 79. State Suffrage Convention program, May 1909, Folder 2, Correspondence 1909, 
Box 1, Jane Rooker Breeden Papers, Richardson Collection, Archives and Special Collec-
tions, University of South Dakota, Vermillion; Watertown Saturday News, 25 June 1909.
	 80. Forty-second Annual Report of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, 
Given at the Convention, Held at Washington, D.C., April 14 to 19, Inclusive (New York: 
National American Woman Suffrage Association, 1910), pp. 143–44.

allowed women to vote once on the issue of prohibition. It was too far 
down on the legislative agenda to be heard that session until petitions 
for full suffrage were presented that brought it forward on the calen-
dar.76 The bill was amended to full suffrage and passed “so quickly that 
few knew how it all happened.”77 It then passed in the senate and was 
placed on the 1910 ballot.
	 In June, newspapers across the state reported on rumors that “the 
W.C.T.U. wants to drive the band wagon, and the old-line equal suf-
frage workers want the campaign cut loose from the temperance orga- 
nization.”78 In an attempt to resolve the conflict and inaugurate the  
campaign, a suffrage convention was held at the Brown County Court-
house in Aberdeen on 18 June 1909. Alice Pickler presided, and the 
invited speaker was Ella Stewart of Chicago, president of the Illinois 
suffrage association. The delegates elected a new president, Lydia 
Johnson, a Swedish-born attorney from Fort Pierre, and stepped fur-
ther away from the WCTU alliance.79 Johnson started right away with 
field work, “speaking at conventions, political, fraternal, religious, at 
the state fair, in churches and Sunday schools, high schools, halls, lodge 
meetings, hotel lobbies, stores, sewing societies, club meetings, so-
cial functions, court houses and theaters.” In her annual report to the 
national association, she described the continued difficulties of cam-
paigning in rural areas where “railroads are few and far between .  .  . 
[and] it is difficult to reach the individual voters.”80 
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	 One of the new players in this campaign was the Socialist Party of 
America, whose women’s committee sent speakers to promote suffrage 
in South Dakota. In the spring of 1909, Lena Morrow Lewis spoke at 
the Roberts County courthouse in Sisseton and the Methodist church 
in Madison. In October 1910, closer to the election, Anna Maley of 
Chicago spoke at the Roberts County courthouse as well.81 South Da-
kota suffragists also reached out to new audiences. Mrs. C. S. Thorp 
of Britton reported that she had convinced the editor of the Aberdeen 
American to give her column space to promote suffrage. She intended 
to write an article on “why the working women need the ballot,” which 
she planned to mail to every trade union member in Aberdeen.82 In 

Completed five years before the 1909 suffrage convention in Aberdeen, the Brown 
County Courthouse features Berea sandstone and Ortonville granite. It was listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places in 1976.

	 81. Sisseton Weekly Standard, 30 Apr., 21 Oct. 1909; Madison Daily Leader, 10 May 1909, 
17 Oct. 1910. 
	 82. Thorp to Breeden, 7 Oct. 1910, Folder 7, Correspondence 1910 September to 1910 
October, Box 1, Breeden Papers.
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	 83. Scott to Breeden, ibid. 
	 84. Sisseton Weekly Standard, 29 Oct., 12 Nov. 1909; Union County Courier, 28 Oct. 1909; 
Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps, Sioux Falls, S.Dak. (Aug. 1908), sheets 10, 17. Built 
around 1890, the First Methodist Episcopal Church was located on the southwest cor-
ner of West Eleventh Street and South Minnesota Avenue.
	 85. Designed by local architect Wallace L. Dow, the City Auditorium was built in 
1899 on the corner of West Ninth Street and North Dakota Avenue next to Germania 
Hall. Like that building, it was demolished for the 1936 city hall building. Sioux Falls 
Argus-Leader, 6 Nov. 1909; Sisseton Weekly Standard, 12 Nov. 1909; Mitchell Capital, 11 Nov. 
1909; Scotland Citizen-Republican, 11 Nov. 1909; Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps, 
Sioux Falls, S.Dak. (Aug. 1908), sheet 10.
	 86. Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 6 Nov. 1909; Bulletin, Votes for Women, ca. 1910, pp. 1–4, 
Folder 31, Bulletins–Votes for Women, South Dakota Equal Suffrage Association (SDE-
SA), Box 6, Mamie Shields Pyle Papers, Richardson Collection, Archives and Special 
Collections, University of South Dakota, Vermillion; State Suffrage Convention pro-
gram, May 1909; L. B. Johnson to Breeden, 27 Apr. 1910, Folder 3, Correspondence, 1910 
January–1910 April, Box 1, Breeden Papers; Forty-second Annual Report, p. 147.

Sioux Falls, Martha A. Scott and another woman distributed suffrage 
literature in South Sioux Falls, to stone-quarry workers in East Sioux 
Falls, and to men working on construction sites around the city.83

	 In November 1909, the SDESA organized a mass convention in Sioux 
Falls that built critical momentum for the campaign. Anna Howard 
Shaw and Rachael Foster Avery, president and vice-president of NAW-
SA, came to speak. The evening after Shaw arrived by train, the lo-
cal Minnehaha County suffrage club hosted a public reception in the 
parlors of the Cataract Hotel on Phillips Avenue, a landmark at the 
center of the city. The convention’s Thursday sessions began in the 
Victorian-style, wood-frame Methodist church west of downtown.84 
On Friday evening, Shaw gave the convention’s main address at the 
church, but the large crowd overflowed the space, and a second venue 
was quickly arranged. Once the speakers finished at the church, they 
rushed to the city auditorium a few blocks away where the overflow 
crowd was assembled.85 The last session, the business meeting, was 
held back in the Cataract Hotel parlors. After the November conven-
tion, the newly organized Votes for Women state campaign established 
headquarters for its secretary Cecily J. Tinsley in two rooms at 127 ½ 
South Phillips Avenue in downtown Sioux Falls, for which the Minne-
haha County suffrage club provided furnishings and paid rent, light, 
and telephone bills.86 
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Local architect Wallace L. Dow designed the Sioux Falls City Auditorium, which also 
housed city offices and a courtroom. Built in 1899 next to Germania Hall, it was demol-
ished to make way for the new city hall building in 1936.

The Cataract Hotel was a landmark of social and business life in Sioux Falls. Local ar-
chitect Joseph Schwarz designed the five-story Commercial Style brick building, which 
was demolished as part of downtown urban renewal in 1974.
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	 87. Madison Daily Leader, 11 Jan. 1910; Philip Weekly Review, 13 Jan. 1910; Milbank 
Herald-Advance, 21 Jan., 4 Feb. 1910; Mitchell Capital, 27 Jan. 1910; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 
3 Feb. 1910; Forty-second Annual Report, p. 148.
	 88. Forty-second Annual Report, p. 148.
	 89. Bulletin, Votes for Women, ca. 1910, pp. 2–3. See also Madison Daily Leader, 20 June 
1910.
	 90. Madison Daily Leader, 11 Jan. 1910.
	 91. See ibid., 23, 29 Mar. 1910. 

	 The state committee that year hired three field workers to imple-
ment campaign work: Perle Penfield of Texas, Anna Ursin of Norway 
via Minnesota, and one South Dakotan, Rose Bower, a musician and 
speaker from Rapid City. Penfield reported that the field workers often 
made their own speaking arrangements and, like President Lydia John-
son, had a wide variety of venues on their schedules.87 Penfield also 
found logistics difficult: “There were experiences, amusing and other-
wise, with drifts, drives and trains. Today, March 28, for the first time 
in about three months, the train taken was on time.”88 Ursin primarily 
visited Scandinavian communities where she translated campaign lit-
erature, gave speeches in Norwegian, made house to house visits in the 
countryside, and spoke at schoolhouse meetings. She was described as 
having “a way of disappearing into the country and then suddenly re-
appearing with a handful of committees and workers.”89

	 The field workers traveled to many different communities to ini-
tiate local campaigns. In January 1910, Penfield reorganized the local 
suffrage association in Madison during a meeting at the Methodist 
church.90 Association members held early meetings in their homes and 
planned for a local symposium in March to generate public interest 
in the proposed amendment. Their newspaper announcements for 
the symposium used well-crafted hooks such as: “The suffrage club are 
anxious to have a large and intelligent audience. You help to make the 
audience large. The speakers will help make you more intelligent.”91 
The Madison symposium took place at the Presbyterian church, and 
the program demonstrated the influence of the Eastern State Normal 
School located in the city. The symposium chair was May McAlmon, an 
instructor in expression, and speakers included J. W. Heston, normal 
school president; S. T. May, superintendent of Madison public schools; 
Helen Kuhn, wife of the Presbyterian pastor; Mary E. Tolles, normal 
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The Presbyterian church in Madison was built in 1891 on the northeast corner of Egan 
Avenue North and what is now Third Avenue Northwest. The brick Victorian Gothic 
building remains standing with minimal alterations.

school librarian and instructor in the preparatory department; Eloise 
Ramsey, normal school history instructor; and Judge D. D. Holdridge, 
who spoke on “the injustice of woman’s legal status.”92 
	 In 1909 and 1910, the state Votes for Women committee made a big 
showing at the state fairgrounds in Huron. Established in 1905 on the 
west end of the city, the grounds had several exhibition buildings, barns, 
a small artificial lake, and a large racetrack with grandstand. In 1909, 
Penfield, Tinsley, and Johnson arranged booths at the new Women’s 
Building as well as Beadle County’s building, and they hung painted 
“Votes for Women” banners over the doors of the Agriculture Building. 
In 1910, suffragists hosted a booth in the Women’s Building, gathered 
petition signatures, lectured in the auditorium, and gave noontime 
speeches each day from the building’s staircase. Situated in the center 

	 92. Ibid., 30 Mar. 1910. See also ibid., 28 Mar. 1910; Bulletin, Votes for Women, ca. 1910, 
p. 4. 
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Suffrage proponents employed the large two-story Women’s Building at the State Fair-
grounds in Huron, pictured here in 1911, as exhibit space and a speakers’ venue. 

of the fairgrounds, the Women’s Building had a large exhibit space on 
the first floor that was visible from the open gallery around the second 
floor, a lecture/demonstration room on the second floor, a children’s 
nursery, and a large resting porch on the rear of the building.93 
	 During the spring and summer of 1910, infighting again plagued 
state leadership. Conflict arose first between campaign committees 
and local leaders who believed the SDESA “refuses them any right of 
initiative,” then between state officers and Sioux Falls board members, 
and, finally, between state officers and NAWSA representatives.94 In 

	 93. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:521; Sisseton Weekly Standard, 23 Sept. 1910; 
Forty-third Annual Report of the National-American Woman Suffrage Association Given at 
the Convention Held at Louisville, KY. October 19 to 25 Inclusive (New York: National 
American Woman Suffrage Association, 1911), pp. 160–61; Madison Daily Leader, 2 Sept. 
1910; Union County Courier, 22 Sept. 1910; Philip Weekly Review, 10 Aug. 1909; Watertown 
Saturday News, 27 Aug. 1909.
	 94. Madison Daily Leader, 7 July 1910. See also ibid., 25 May, 2 July 1910; Watertown 
Saturday News, 15 July 1910; Johnson to Breeden, 27 Apr. 1910.
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	 95. Pierre Weekly Free Press, 23 June 1910; Black Hills Union and Western Stock Review, 
16 Sept. 1910; Turner County Herald, 8 Sept. 1910; Sisseton Weekly Standard, 9 Sept. 1910; 
Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps, Sioux Falls, S.Dak. (Nov. 1911), sheet 6; Union 
County Courier, 25 Sept. 1910; Sheldon to Breeden, 17 Dec. 1910, Folder 8, Correspon-
dence, 1910 November–1910 December, Box 1, Breeden Papers.
	 96. Black Hills Union and Western Stock Review, 30 Sept. 1910.
	 97. Forty-third Annual Report, p. 161.
	 98. Madison Daily Leader, 4 Jan. 1911; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 5 Jan., 2 Mar. 1911; Kings-
bury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:793; Sisseton Weekly Standard, 27 Jan. 1911; Mitchell 
Capital, 9, 23 Feb. 1911; Black Hills Union and Western Stock Review, 10 Feb. 1911; Hot 
Springs Weekly Star, 2, 30 Mar. 1911; Scotland Citizen-Republican, 2 Mar. 1911; Forest City 
Press, 9 Mar. 1911.

September, the campaign headquarters came under the management 
of Minnie Sheldon and moved to the Lakotah Building at 120–122 
South Phillips Avenue in Sioux Falls, a three-story building with a busi-
ness college on the third floor. That month, a group of suffragists held a 
state meeting in Huron and elected a new executive board, composed 
largely of Huron residents under president Mamie Shields Pyle.95 
This new leadership found themselves at odds with several commit-
tee members in Sioux Falls throughout the rest of the campaign, even 
though press chair Edith M. Fitch painted a rosy picture, writing that 
“all over the state the suffragists are now working harmoniously and 
effectively.”96 Penfield spent the last months of the campaign working 
with the Huron group as it covered Beadle County by automobile. 
“The cars left Huron every afternoon carrying speakers and entertain-
ers,” she reported, “and meetings were held in every town and nearly 
every schoolhouse in the county.”97 
	 After the 1910 amendment bill failed at the polls, Pyle and her Hu-
ron group took the lead in lobbying South Dakota lawmakers for suf-
frage. The legislature that met in 1911 was the first to convene in the 
new state capitol that still stands in Pierre—a much grander Neoclassi-
cal building with wings for the senate and house chambers and space 
for the state supreme court and the governors’ offices. During the 1911 
session, two limited suffrage amendments failed before a full suffrage 
amendment passed the senate. Crowds reportedly filled the galleries 
for debate in the house, but the bill ultimately failed to pass.98 
	 In late July 1912, suffragists convened in Huron where Pyle restruc-
tured the state association as the South Dakota Universal Franchise 
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	 99. Patricia O’Keefe Easton, “Woman Suffrage in South Dakota: The Final Decade, 
1911–1920,” South Dakota History 13 (Fall 1983): 207; Madison Daily Leader, 9 July 1912; 
Sioux City (Iowa) Journal, 25, 26 July 1912; Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 26 July 1912; Daily 
Huronite, 26 July 1912. 
	 100. Turner County Herald, 1 Aug. 1912; “Constitution of the South Dakota Universal 
Franchise League,” 25 July 1912, Folder 5, Pamphlets–South Dakota Universal Franchise 
League, undated, Box 7, and Ruth B. Hipple, “History of South Dakota suffrage,” Folder 
20, Typescripts, undated, Box 6, Pyle Papers.
	 101. Reed, Woman Suffrage Movement, p. 59. See also Hipple, “History of South Dakota 
Suffrage.” 

League (SDUFL).99 The group planned a petition drive for the next 
legislative session and divided the state into four districts for field 
work under the direction of local district presidents Susie Bird of Belle 
Fourche, May Billinghurst of Pierre, Edith Fitch of Hurley, and Rev. 
Katherine Powell of Custer.100 During the 1913 session, Pyle organized 
formal meetings with legislators in a committee room at the capitol 
rather than trying to “ ‘buttonhole’ unwilling men in the lobbies.”101 In 
the senate, a suffrage bill passed by a wide majority, but the house de-

State representatives met in the house chambers of the newly constructed South 
Dakota capitol to debate suffrage during the 1911 session. The galleries provided space 
for spectators. 
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	 102. Madison Daily Leader, 20 Jan. 1913; Philip Weekly Review and Bad River News, 23 
Jan. 1913.
	 103. Lemmon Herald, 5, 12 June, 3, 10, 17 July, 7 Aug. 1914; State-Line Herald (North 
Lemmon, N.Dak.), 16 Oct. 1908; Reed, Woman Suffrage Movement, p. 86; Mitchell Cap-
ital, 13 Aug., 17, 24 Sept. 1914. Mitchell’s city hall was designed by Sioux Falls architect 
Wallace L. Dow and built in 1903. It was demolished in 1960. 

bated the measure for an hour and a half before voting to place it on 
the ballot in November 1914.102

	 As campaigning proceeded in advance of the 1914 election, large 
halls in public and private buildings were used both for regular meet-
ings as well as big-name events. The Lemmon Suffrage Club met in 
the rooms of the local Commercial Club. They had both their district 
president Susie Bird and campaign lecturer Rose Bower speak at Qua-
mmen’s Hall—the Odd Fellows’ lodge hall located on the upper floor of 
the Quammen Block on Main Street. Bird also traveled one thousand 
miles through her district, speaking at Chautauquas and fairs. During a 
local carnival, the suffrage club set up a room in one of the downtown 
storefronts where visitors could rest from the festivities. In Mitchell, 
the large city hall was a focal point for suffrage activity during the cam-
paign. The Mitchell Universal Franchise League held regular meetings 
in the parlor of its rest room and hosted an address by Anna Howard 
Shaw in the theater auditorium. Mitchell City Hall was also used by 
the state WCTU for its convention in September, when the organiza-
tion reported spending fifteen hundred dollars on suffrage literature, 
letters, lectures, and other forms of campaign-related items. District 
presidents reported on suffrage campaign progress in their regions, 
and Ruby Jackson of Ipswich also organized a “Votes for Women” pa-
rade.103 
	 Suffrage continued to filter into programs of other organizations, ei-
ther due to the deliberate efforts of suffragists or as an issue of public in-
terest. In Milbank in April 1913, the Makocha Study Club held a debate 
on suffrage at the home of Mrs. J. W. Ross. In June, Quincy Lee Morrow 
spoke on equal suffrage during the South Dakota State Grange meet-
ing at the state agricultural college in Brookings. In Mitchell, suffrag-
ist Dora Cassem decorated her house in the suffrage colors of purple, 
white, and yellow for a luncheon meeting of the Bide-a-While Club 
and polled her guests on their support for suffrage. In February 1914, 
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	 104. Milbank Herald-Advance, 11 Apr. 1913; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 26 June 1913; Mitch-
ell Capital, 18 Dec. 1913; Madison Daily Leader, 11, 17, 18 Feb. 1914.
	 105. The Hand Book of the National American Woman Suffrage Association and Proceed-
ings of the Forty-sixth Annual Convention, Held at Nashville, Tennessee, November 12–17, 
Inclusive, 1914 (New York: N. W. S. Publishing Co., 1914), p. 120. See also Lemmon Herald, 
2 Oct. 1914.
	 106. Forest City Press, 10 Apr. 1914; Watertown Saturday News, 20, 27 Aug. 1914; Madison 
Daily Leader, 17–26 June, 22 Aug. 1914; Milbank Herald-Advance, 21, 28 Aug. 1914; Sisseton 
Weekly Standard, 28 Aug. 1914.

the evening program of a farmer’s “short course” at the opera house in 
Madison included a debate on suffrage between students of the high 
school and Eastern State Normal School.104

	 National field organizer Antoinette Funk of Illinois visited Hu-
ron to work with Mamie Pyle for the week of the state fair. Accord-
ing to her report, “hundreds of large yellow pennants” festooned the 
grounds, and visitors received ribbons and badges. Cattle and horses 
even wore suffrage pennants during the livestock parade. Funk gave 
several speeches daily, while on the east porch of the Women’s Build-
ing suffragists “kept open office each day, and half a dozen or more 
were always busy registering names of voters, answering objections to 
their proposition and enlightening all who desired information.” Funk 
also held street meetings downtown during the week. Like Clara Col-
by earlier, Funk preferred to speak “wherever possible out-of-doors, 
even though meetings were arranged for me in hall, court houses and 
churches. I found that the small audiences that would assemble in 
these places were made up of women and men already interested and 
that the uninstructed voter would only listen when you caught him on 
the street.”105

	 Several “celebrities” of the national suffrage movement came to 
South Dakota for attention-grabbing speaking tours during the 1914 
campaign. Marion H. Drake of Chicago, who had recently finished an 
unsuccessful but newsmaking campaign for city alderman against a 
notorious Chicago politician, spoke from the bandstand on the coun-
ty courthouse grounds in Watertown about her recent campaign as 
well as legal and labor concerns of working women. During her tour, 
Drake also spoke at the Lake Madison Chautauqua, the Congregation-
al church in Milbank, and the opera house in Sisseton.106 Another no-
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	 107. Mitchell Capital, 13 Aug. 1914. See also Watertown Saturday News, 6, 13 Aug. 1914.
	 108. Mitchell Capital, 6 Aug. 1914; Minneapolis (Minn.) Morning Tribune, 16 Aug. 1914.
	 109. Rapid City Daily Journal, Woman’s West of the River Suffrage Number, 26 Oct. 
1914; Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 14–16 Oct. 1914; Some History of Lawrence County 
(Deadwood, S.Dak.: Lawrence County Historical Society, 1981), pp. 646–47; Donald 
Toms, William J. Stone, and Gretchen Motchenbacher, The Gold Belt Cities: Lead and 
Homestake: A Photographic History (Lead, S.Dak.: G.O.L.D. Unlimited, 1988), pp. 226–29.

table speaker was “General” Rosalie Jones, who had led well-publicized 
suffrage marches in New York. Jones’s tour, arranged by Alice Pickler, 
started in Mitchell, where she made a one-and-a-half-hour speech on 
the steps of the courthouse from “a real soap box” to a big crowd—by 
one report, over five hundred people—with supporters wearing yellow 
flowers.107 Her tour continued with stops in Redfield, Faulkton, Sioux 
Falls, and an appearance on the same courthouse bandstand in Water-
town where Drake had spoken.108

	 In October 1914, Jane Addams of Illinois, national vice-president of 
NAWSA, spoke in Deadwood and Lead. A reception committee from 
Deadwood met Addams’s train in Whitewood and took her to the 
Deadwood Theater on Main Street. After her talk, a delegation from 
Lead drove her to the Homestake Opera House and Recreation Build-
ing for an appearance the next morning before she left for Denver. 
Phoebe Hearst, the major stockholder in the Homestake Mining Com-
pany, had the center constructed to provide cultural and recreational 
opportunities for the residents of Lead, most of whom worked for the 
company. In addition to a large, ornate opera hall, the building had 
meeting rooms, a library, bowling alley, and swimming pool.109 
	 In October, Alice Bower Gossage, editor of the Rapid City Daily Jour-
nal, published a special issue about suffrage work in the western half 
of the state. The issue included reports from suffrage leagues in Lead, 
Fort Pierre, and Rapid City, and from organizers Rev. Katherine Pow-
ell of Custer and Catherine Waugh McCulloch of Chicago. State lec-
turer Rose Bower’s report gives a rare glimpse into the breadth of the 
movement and the experience of campaigning in rural communities. 
Bower’s tours took her through several counties in south-central and 
northwestern South Dakota where “her itinerary of ten days included a 
Methodist entertainment, a tent show, a picture show, two county fair 
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crowds, a band concert, two opera house meetings, two schoolhouse 
gatherings, a woman’s club, a ladies’ aid, two automobile stands and 
a soap box.” In one anecdote, she told of “Miss Cole, the sheepherder, 
our hostess at Lodge Pole where on the fourth of July, on the top of 
Lodge Pole Butte at a picnic many miles from a shade tree, we spoke 
in a sunbonnet with a flock of two thousand sheep grazing around us.” 
She drew contrasts between this rural work and the grander rallies: 
“Viewing the array of notables who graced the platform at Miss Add-
ams’ Deadwood meeting we thought of some of the suffragists of these 
isolated districts, a stage driver, a cow puncher, a road house keeper, 
‘The Lady Honyocker’ [a homesteader] and the teacher who with her 
horse and a neighbor’s drove fifty miles that an organizer might be tak-
en on her way.” One woman quoted in the Journal ’s suffrage issue said 
that she had never given suffrage much thought, but after Bower visit-

The Neoclassical Homestake Opera House was listed on the National Register of His-
toric Places as a part of the Lead Historic District in 1974. It suffered a large fire in 1984, 
and rehabilitation work continues.
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	 110. Rapid City Daily Journal, Woman’s West of the River Suffrage Number, 26 Oct. 
1914.
	 111. Madison Daily Leader, 25 Aug. 1914; Hot Springs Weekly Star, 4 Sept. 1914; Lemmon 
Herald, 25 Sept. 1914; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 1, 8 Oct. 1914; Mitchell Capital, 19 Oct. 1916; 
Watertown Saturday News, 8 Oct. 1914; Deutscher Herold (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.), 15 Oct. 
1914.

ed her locale “farm women were talking about it together at their clubs 
and when visiting neighbors to help with work.”110 
	 Ethel Jacobsen of the Pierre Daily Dakotan led anti-suffrage activity 
during the 1914 campaign. In early October, she hosted Minnie Bron-
son of Iowa, general secretary of the National Association Opposed to 
Woman’s Suffrage, at her house to speak to local women about forming 
a state auxiliary organization. Bronson also spoke in Watertown and 
before a large audience at the city auditorium in Sioux Falls.111 
	 After another disappointing election in November 1914, state fran-
chise league members went to the capitol where they worked the 
lobbies, talking cautiously to legislators to gauge political support for 

During tours of western South Dakota, suffragists spoke at any available venue. The 
Grand Opera House in Philip hosted a suffrage rally in April 1910.
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	 112. Watertown Saturday News, 14 Jan. 1915; Madison Daily Leader, 14, 20, 21, Jan., 4 Feb. 
1915; Mitchell Capital, 21 Jan., 4 Feb. 1915; Philip Weekly Review and Bad River News, 28 
Jan., 11 Feb. 1915; Turner County Herald, 28 Jan. 1915; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 4 Feb. 1915; 
Sisseton Weekly Standard, 12 Feb. 1915; Milbank Herald-Advance, 12 Feb. 1915
	 113. Madison Daily Leader, 12 Feb. 1915.
	 114. Scotland Citizen-Republican, 18 Feb. 1915; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 18 Feb. 1915; Phil-
ip Weekly Review and Bad River News, 25 Feb. 1915; Turner County Herald, 25 Feb. 1915; 
Mitchell Capital, 11 Mar. 1915; Forest City Press, 10 Mar. 1915.
	 115. Easton, “Woman Suffrage,” p. 216.
	 116. Madison Daily Leader, 25 July, 17, 28 Aug. 1916; El Paso (Tex.) Herald, 23 Sept. 1916.

suffrage. For the 1915 legislative session, they decided to follow the 
example of Illinois and propose a bill giving women the right to vote 
in municipal elections, a measure that would not have to go to pub-
lic ballot. Mamie Pyle led suffrage advocates in testifying at the bill’s 
committee hearing, but anti-suffragists spoke out as well. Following 
heated debate, the bill went to the house without committee recom-
mendation.112 One newspaper reported, tongue-in-cheek, that “a lot 
of ‘mere men’ in Pierre waited long for their evening meals yesterday, 
while their wives waited in the galleries of the house.”113 The senate lat-
er defeated that municipal suffrage bill, but one for full suffrage passed 
near the end of the legislative session to go on the next public ballot in 
November 1916.114

	 The SDUFL held its state meetings at the Congregational church in 
Huron in November 1915 and at the Methodist church in Sioux Falls 
the following June. At the June 1916 meeting, the SDUFL made plans 
to organize the state into county and township leagues in the hope that 
“every household in South Dakota would be contacted by someone 
who was committed to suffrage.”115 
	 One of the campaign techniques used in 1916 was the “flying squad-
ron,” in which teams of speakers traveled from city to city delivering 
“packaged” organizational meetings and public speeches. One such 
campaign to reach South Dakota was the five-month-long national 
“Golden Flier” automobile tour undertaken by Alice Snitzer Burke and 
Nell Richardson of New York on behalf of the national association. In 
August, they held street meetings at stops in Redfield, Huron, Sioux 
Falls, Flandreau, and Brookings.116

	 South Dakota also had its own Flying Squadron that started in 
Sioux Falls in late July 1916, crossed the state west to the Black Hills, 

Copyright 2019 by the South Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre, S.Dak. 57501-2217 ISSN 0361-8676



W I N T E R  2 0 1 9   |   L A N D S C A P E  O F  S U F F R A G E   |   2 9 5

	 117. Mitchell Capital, 27 July 1916; Lead Daily Call, 8 Aug. 1916; Watertown Saturday 
News, 10 Aug. 1916; Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 2 Nov. 1916. The DeVoes had left 
South Dakota in 1891 and eventually moved to Washington, where Emma led the wom-
an suffrage campaign to victory in 1910 and founded the National Council of Women 
Voters. Jennifer Ross-Nazzal, “Emma Smith DeVoe and the South Dakota Suffrage Cam-
paigns,” South Dakota History 33 (Fall 2003): 258–59.
	 118. Milbank Herald-Advance, 28 July 1916; Philip Weekly Review and Bad River News, 
27 July, 10 Aug. 1916; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 3, 10 Aug. 1916; Madison Daily Leader, 5 Aug. 
1916; Effie McCollum Jones, “The South Dakota Campaign,” The Woman Voter 7 (Oct. 
1919): 15; Lead Daily Call, 9 Aug. 1916. 
	 119. Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 9 Aug. 1916. See also Lead Daily Call, 8, 9 Aug. 1916.
	 120. Madison Daily Leader, 25, 28, 30 Aug. 1916.
	 121. Effie McCollum Jones to Mamie Pyle, 4 Aug. 1916, Folder 1, Correspondence, 1910 
April–1916 December, Box 1, Pyle Papers.

and then traveled back. The primary national speakers were Denver 
Post journalist Elsie V. Benedict of Colorado, Universalist pastor Effie 
McCollum Jones of Iowa, and Emma Smith DeVoe, a former South Da-
kota resident then living in Washington State.117 A variety of state lead-
ers including Rose Bower, Nina Pettigrew, or May Ghrist occasionally 
joined them. The typical schedule for the Flying Squadron included 
afternoon meetings with local suffragists about campaign work, after 
which Benedict would hold street meetings and gather an audience. 
In the evenings, Jones would speak at traditional-style campaign ral-
lies held in an available meeting hall.118 In Lead, Rose Bower of Rap-
id City played her cornet to draw crowds to hear Benedict’s speech 
at the corner of Main and Bleeker streets. The tactic proved effective, 
as the audience eventually “blocked the streets for over two hundred 
feet in all directions.” Benedict next led the crowd to the entrance of 
the Homestake Opera House where she gave a second speech. Jones 
then gave more traditional campaign speeches in the Homestake opera 
house and at Assembly Hall.119 When the women visited Madison, the 
local suffrage club arranged for a parade of Campfire Girls and Boy 
Scouts to lead the crowd three blocks from Benedict’s street meeting 
to a rally in the high school auditorium.120

	 When necessary, the squadron improvised. In Rapid City, Benedict 
spoke to the audience at a movie theater in a ten-minute period granted 
to her “between reels.”121 In Flandreau, a county fair had drawn crowds 
away from town, so Benedict and DeVoe attempted to go and speak 
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	 122. Jones to Pyle, 31 Aug. 1916, ibid.
	 123. Jones to Pyle, 21 Aug. 1916, ibid.
	 124. Jones to Pyle, 4 Aug. 1916.
	 125. Jones to Pyle, 17, 31 Aug. 1916, Folder 1, Correspondence, 1910 April–1916 Decem-
ber, Box 1, Pyle Papers.
	 126. Mitchell Capital, 12 Oct. 1916.
	 127. Sisseton Weekly Standard, 13, 20 Oct., 3 Nov. 1916; Sanborn Fire Insurance Company 

there, but the fair’s managers refused to grant permission.122 In Web-
ster, rain made the rural roads impassable and prevented many county 
residents from attending Flying Squadron events. Jones moved their 
scheduled opera house appearance to the smaller Commercial Club 
rooms, saving them the opera-house rental fee and noting that “a small 
crowd will feel more enthusiastic in a small room than in a large one.”123 
Travel between cities also came with complications. Jones fractured a 
rib on an automobile trip from Mitchell to White Lake. While taking 
the train from Chamberlain to Rapid City, a forty-five-minute delay 
in leaving Chamberlain meant that the women spoke for ten minutes 
at Belvidere and only two minutes at Interior. “At other places no one 
appeared,” Jones reported.124 When no local suffrage club women were 
willing or able to host the squadron, they stayed in hotels or boarding 
houses.125

	 In the 1910s, suffrage clubs relied more heavily on theatrical presen-
tations to impress audiences. In October 1916, Mitchell’s Political Econ-
omy Club hosted Mary Baird Bryan, an attorney and wife of politician 
William Jennings Bryan, who addressed the public at the city hall au-
ditorium. After Bryan’s speech, twelve girls in white dresses decorated 
with yellow ribbons representing the twelve suffrage states presented 
her with roses. The girl representing South Dakota wore a black drape, 
which was removed during the pageant to reveal the words “South Da-
kota—1916.”126 That same month, the suffrage association in Sisseton 
mounted two well-attended plays featuring local men and women at 
the opera house on the second floor of a commercial block downtown. 
The first play, How the Vote Was Won, had been published by the Wom-
en’s Writers’ Suffrage League in London and distributed in the United 
States in 1910. The second was Back of the Ballot, a one-act comedy writ-
ten in 1915 by playwright George Middleton, husband of suffragist Fola 
LaFollette.127 
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bara Cohen-Stratyner, “How the Vote Was Won, and Exported,” New York Public Li-
brary, 20 Feb. 2015, https://www.nypl.org/blog/2015/02/20/how-vote-was-won; George 
Middleton, Back of the Ballot: A Woman Suffrage Farce in One Act (New York: Samuel 
Franche, 1915).
	 128. Mitchell Capital, 20 July, 19 Oct. 1916; Milbank Herald-Advance, 21, 28 July 1916; 
Philip Weekly Review and Bad River News, 27 July 1916; Watertown Saturday News, 31 
Aug., 14 Sept., 26 Oct. 1916; Easton, “Woman Suffrage,” p. 216; Deutscher Herold, 19 Oct. 
1916; Nettie Rogers Shuler, ed., The Hand Book of the National American Woman Suffrage 

	 In 1916, suffrage opponents were more organized and visible in the 
months leading up to the election than in previous campaigns. Be-
tween 20 October and 4 November, Minnie Bronson, still general sec-
retary of the National Association Opposed to Woman’s Suffrage, trav-
eled the state with Lucy Price of Cleveland, Ohio and Ethel Jacobsen 
of Pierre. They scheduled speeches in fourteen larger towns, including 
a rally at the Sioux Falls city auditorium that Jacobsen advertised in 
the Deutscher Herold, a local German-language newspaper. In response, 
NAWSA vice-president Helen Guthrie Miller came to South Dakota 
and spoke in the same cities. In Vermillion, for instance, she appeared 
at the same picture show the day after Price and Bronson and also gave 
talks at the Methodist church and the University of South Dakota.128

Mitchell’s 1903 city hall on the northeast corner of Second Avenue and Rowley Street 
featured Neoclassical pediments and columns. Sioux Falls architect Wallace L. Dow 
designed the building, which had an auditorium with a stage and balcony seating.
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Association and Proceedings of the Forty-ninth Annual Convention, Held at Washington, 
D.C., December 12–15, Inclusive, 1917 (New York: National American Woman Suffrage 
Association, 1917), p. 72.
	 129. Mitchell Capital, 2 Nov. 1916; Watertown Saturday News, 2 Nov. 1916; Madison  
Daily Leader, 2 Nov. 1916; Forest City Press, 8 Nov. 1916; Deutscher Herold, 30 Nov. 1916;  
The Remonstrance against Woman Suffrage (Jan. 1917): 4.
	 130. Harold H. Schuler, Pierre since 1910 (Freeman, S.Dak.: Pine Hill Press, 1998),  
p. 219. See also Madison Daily Leader, 2 Nov. 1916; Forest City Press, 8 Nov. 1916.  
	 131. The Remonstrance against Woman Suffrage (Jan. 1917): 4. See also Deutscher Herold, 
30 Nov. 1916.
	 132. The Remonstrance against Woman Suffrage (Apr. 1917): 8; Deutscher Herold, 30 Nov. 
1916.
	 133. Hipple, “History of South Dakota Suffrage.” The Saint Charles Hotel was built by 
developer Charles Hyde in 1911, designed by architect Arthur C. Clausen of Minneap-
olis, and listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1980. Schuler, Pierre since 
1910, p. 220.

	 Elsie Benedict also campaigned in response to the anti-suffrage 
events. When Jacobsen appeared at Goss hall in Watertown, Benedict 
stationed herself nearby on the corner of Kemp and Maple streets where 
she could address Jacobsen’s audience as it came and went.129 In ear-
ly November in Pierre, Benedict “loudly attacked the anti-suffragists’ 
views” from a car parked near the Grand Opera House, where Lucy 
Price was speaking.130 Suffrage opponents claimed that Benedict also 
routinely led or sent groups of suffragists into the meeting halls with 
banners and “much noise and shuffling of feet” for the purpose of dis-
turbing the speakers.131 One theater manager in Brookings required 
that banners and signs be left outside and ejected Benedict when she 
refused to comply.132 
	 After the amendment failed in November, Mamie Pyle, Etta Boyce, 
Mable Rewman, Rose Bower, Ruth Hipple, and Lydia Johnson led 
advocates in putting forward an amendment again during the 1917 
legislative session. The night before the senate vote, the Pierre Polit-
ical Equality Club held a reception for legislators and spouses at the 
Saint Charles Hotel, a local landmark just down the street from the 
capitol.133 The ballroom featured decorations of southern smilax and 
yellow narcissi, and the lights were shaded with yellow chrysanthe-
mums. With five hundred guests, the reception was reported to have 
been “the social event of the season after the Inaugural Reception and 
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	 134. Schuler, Pierre since 1910, p. 220.
	 135. Pierre Weekly Free Press, 4, 18 Jan. 1917; Lemmon Herald, 17 Jan. 1917; Watertown Sat-
urday News, 18 Jan. 1917; Madison Daily Leader, 13 Jan. 1917; Mitchell Capital, 18 Jan. 1917; 
Scotland Citizen-Republican, 18 Jan. 1917; Milbank Herald-Advance, 19 Jan. 1917; Sisseton 
Weekly Standard, 2 Feb. 1917.

Ball.”134 When the suffrage amendment came up for debate in the state 
senate, proponents and opponents filled the galleries. The bill passed 
in the senate after heated debate and passed the house as well. The 
SDUFL then set up headquarters in rooms 13 and 14 of the Masonic 
building in Huron to prepare for the next campaign.135 
	 Before campaign work for the suffrage amendment had really be-
gun, political conditions changed as the United States entered the 
war in Europe in the spring of 1917. From territorial days, immigrants 
who had filed their “first papers” declaring their intention to become 
United States citizens had been eligible to vote. In February 1918, the 
State Council for Defense recommended that Governor Peter Norbeck 
work to change voter eligibility so that new immigrants would no lon-

Long a center of political and social activity, the Saint Charles Hotel still stands just 
west of the South Dakota capitol. The brick structure with elaborate terra cotta trim 
was built in 1911 and listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1980.
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	 136. Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 24 May 1917; Watertown Saturday News, 24 May 
1917, 21 Mar. 1918; Pierre Weekly Free Press, 28 Feb. 1918; Scotland Citizen-Republican, 21, 28 
Mar., 24 Oct. 1918; Easton, “Woman Suffrage,” pp. 223–24; Madison Daily Leader, 23 Mar. 
1918; Turner County Herald, 28 Mar. 1918. 
	 137. Hipple, “History of South Dakota Suffrage.” See also Easton, “Woman Suffrage in 
South Dakota,” p. 224.
	 138. Philip Pioneer, 24 May 1917; Watertown Saturday News, 24 May 1917; Mitchell Cap-
ital, 15 Nov. 1917; Easton, “Woman Suffrage,” p. 224; Hipple, “History of South Dakota 
Suffrage”; Reed, Woman Suffrage Movement, p. 100.
	 139. Madison Daily Leader, 16 Feb. 1918. See also ibid., 12, 14 Feb. 1918.

ger be able to vote, out of fear that the many unnaturalized male resi-
dents of German descent would be able to undermine the government 
through the ballot. In March, Norbeck called Mamie Pyle to Pierre to 
discuss amending the woman suffrage ballot measure to restrict “alien” 
voting as well. He then called a special session of the legislature to vote 
forward the new proposed Amendment E that would define voters as 
full citizens regardless of sex.136

	 Many South Dakota women who supported suffrage and might 
have actively engaged in campaigning dedicated time instead to the 
Red Cross or women’s committees of the Council for National Defense. 
The SDUFL coordinated with NAWSA to bring in organizers, with lo-
cal supporters arranged in small three-member county committees “in 
such a way as to require the services of as few women as possible.”137 Or- 
ganizers also strove to campaign via “made” meetings such as picnics 
and chautauquas that were already scheduled, rather than arranging 
separate events.138 When suffrage meetings were scheduled, the war re-
mained a priority. During a February 1919 meeting with organizer Ma-
ria McMahon of Washington, D.C., at the State Normal School in Mad-
ison, suffragists worked on war relief projects for the YWCA, believing 
it “far too important to be discontinued even for one meeting.”139

	 When members of the SDUFL board met in Huron in April, they 
made plans to hold “schools of methods” with their national organizers 
at different points around the state and to have press chair Ruth Hip-
ple coordinate distribution of standardized “plate material” to news-
paper editors, all focused on the citizenship aspect of Amendment E. 
In June, Elizabeth Pidgeon of New York, who was headquartered at the 
Kampeska Hotel in Watertown, arranged for schools of methods in six 
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	 141. Watertown Saturday News, 30 May, 6 June 1918; Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 9 
June 1918; “School of methods,” South Dakota Universal Franchise League, June 1918, 
Folder 5, Pamphlets–South Dakota Universal Franchise League, undated, Box 7, Pyle 
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	 142. Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 12 June 1918. 
	 143. Milbank Herald-Advance, 5, 19 July 1918; Sisseton Weekly Standard, 12 July 1918.
	 144. Madison Daily Leader, 3 Aug. 1918. See also ibid., 5, 6 Aug. 1918.

of the state’s largest cities, modeled on training used in the East. The 
Watertown school took place at the Lincoln Hotel later that month.140 
Nettie Rogers Schuler of New York, corresponding secretary of NAW-
SA, conducted the main sessions; McMahon spoke on organization; 
and state vice-president May Ghrist spoke on state work and Amend-
ment E. A patriotic banquet followed, with heads of local war work 
organizations as invited guests. Also held at the hotel, it was conducted 
in strict accord with the food rationing rules of the war.141 In Dead-
wood, a Methodist church was the site for the school of methods and a 
“Patriotic Citizenship Dinner.”142

	 Over the summer, the national organizers did extensive work. Pid-
geon and Ghrist, joined by Stella Crossley and Ida M. Stadie of New 
York, gave Chautauqua and street lectures in Sisseton before touring 
the rural townships to meet with local suffrage chairs who had been 
working on a petition drive.143 In August, organizer Gertrude Watkins 
of Little Rock, Arkansas, spoke on Amendment E during union church 
services in Madison on the grounds of the city library on Center Street, 
and she met with about twenty members of the Lake County UFL for 
a “porch meeting” at the home of Nina Frudenfeld to talk over plans 
for canvassing the city.144 After visiting Miner and Sanborn counties 
to arrange for canvasses, Watkins returned to Madison with Stadie, 
Pidgeon, and Liba Peshakova of Chicago. There they held an open-air 
evening meeting downtown on the corner of Egan and Center streets 
for “an interested crowd of citizens, which included many women and 
a large farmer contingent.” They then took “three auto loads of ladies” 
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from the Lake County UFL on a canvassing drive around the county.145

	 During this campaign cycle, a national organization focused on work 
for a federal suffrage amendment also reached out to South Dakotans. 
On 13 January 1917 in Sioux Falls, women interested in the Congressio-
nal Union for Woman Suffrage braved temperatures of twenty degrees 
below zero to meet with Beulah Amidon of Fargo and Margaret Whit-
temore of Detroit at the Quaker Tea Room on Phillips Avenue. Tables 
were decorated in suffrage colors with yellow roses and violets. The 
group organized a state board under the chairmanship of Hattie E. Fel-
lows of Sioux Falls that also included longtime suffragists Alice Pickler 
and Anna Simmons. Later that fall, Mabel Vernon of Washington, D.C., 
and Jane Pincus of New York came to South Dakota while touring for 
the National Woman’s Party (the Congressional Union’s successor). 
They met with Mitchell suffragists at Myra Weller’s house to speak 
about their arrests for picketing the White House and to discuss plans 
for lobbying Congress. Afterwards, they went to Sioux Falls to meet 
with Fellows and the other state leaders for a lunch at the Cataract 
Hotel and a discussion at the Quaker Tea Room, where yellow chrysan-
themums decorated the tables. Fellows remained rostered as the South 
Dakota chair into at least the 1920s and actively supported ratification 
of the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution.146 
	 In the last month of the campaign, the SDUFL focused on increasing 
general awareness of Amendment E through petition drives, circulars, 
and posters, while avoiding public meetings that were increasingly for-
bidden amidst the growing influenza epidemic. Mabel Rewman “billed 
the roads” with posters from Deadwood to Lead and Central City,147 

May Ghrist and Caroline Waters “plastered the town” of Miller,148 and 
Stella Baisch and organizer Ida Stadie put up posters in downtown 
Parkston even though five business owners tore them down almost im- 

Copyright 2019 by the South Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre, S.Dak. 57501-2217 ISSN 0361-8676



W I N T E R  2 0 1 9   |   L A N D S C A P E  O F  S U F F R A G E   |   3 0 3
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frage Publishing Co., 1919), p. 101.
	 150. Pyle to Rewman, 4 Dec. 1918, and Pyle to Mrs. R. H. Lewis, 20 Dec. 1918, Folder 
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mediately. At the November 1918 election, Amendment E passed with 
a majority of 19,716 votes, and South Dakota suffragists had finally 
achieved their goal of a state suffrage amendment.149 
	 The immediate concern of the SDUFL following the election was 
paying down a three- to four-thousand-dollar debt from expenses in- 
curred during the campaign. Pyle sold much of the state organization’s 
equipment, let the hired stenographer go, and moved campaign head-
quarters from their downtown office to an upstairs room in her home.150 

The John and Mamie Shields Pyle house in Huron remained in the family until 1989. It is 
now a museum dedicated to the Pyle family, including youngest daughter Gladys, the 
first woman elected to serve South Dakota in the United States Senate. 
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Many suffragists wrote to Pyle that the influenza epidemic continued 
to be an obstacle to fundraising. Rewman reported that local health 
officers had broken up even small home meetings in Lead, and she hes-
itated to take on a door-to-door collection until “when you come up on 
the porch of any one they don’t first ask if you have had the flu.”151 Many 
county leagues continued to send in small contributions as they had 
opportunity, and several politicians contributed substantial amounts 
to help pay the outstanding balance.152 
	 Within months, the practical impacts of the new amendment for 
women working in government became evident. At the state capitol in 
January 1919, two women were sworn in as proofreader and bill clerk in 
the house of representatives, and Pierre suffragist May Billinghurst re-
ported that “nearly the whole body applauded. . . . As I glanced around 
at the older suffrage women looking on I imagined I could see in their 
faces happiness and then sadness and a far away look that told of the 
long struggle.”153 In Aberdeen, several women working as clerks in the 
Brown County Courthouse were promoted to deputy offices, includ-
ing Margaret Kelly, who became deputy treasurer. “It seems probable 
that every deputy, save the deputy sheriff, will be a woman,” reported 
the Madison Daily Leader.154 
	 Later in January, the SDUFL convened at the capitol to hold the 
“first meeting of women voters of the state.” The conference met in 
the house chambers, and lawmakers invited Alice Lorraine Daly, a pro-
fessor from Madison, to speak from the rostrum of the state senate, 
reportedly making her the first woman to do so in that building.155

	 Although some local franchise leagues disbanded, others transi-
tioned to educating new voters. In Mitchell, Myra Weller and other suf-
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fragists formed a county League of Women Voters chapter that began 
holding monthly luncheon meetings at their Carnegie Library a block 
west of Main Street. The time and place were designed to be conve-
nient to men and women employed in the business district.156 In June 
1919, the South Dakota League of Women Voters (SDWLV) was orga-
nized at a meeting in Huron, with Mamie Shield Pyle as president. The 
organization held its first state conference in Mitchell in October to 
coincide with state meetings of the South Dakota Federation of Wom-
en’s Clubs and the South Dakota Library Association. Julia Lathrop of 
New York and Anna D. Oleson of Minnesota appeared as guest speak-
ers for an evening program at the Elks Hall on Main Street, a block 
south of the Corn Palace. Alice Daly, as state chair on Women in Indus-
try, spoke on contemporary issues for teachers’ unions and equal pay 
for women working at state colleges and universities. The SDLWV set 
forth a program of resolutions in support of a wide number of political 
issues, including prohibition, equal pay, teacher training, Americaniza-
tion and citizenship standards, literacy, and physical training for rural  
students.157 
	 The United States Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment 
in June 1919. In October, South Dakota governor Peter Norbeck an-
nounced that he would call a special session to vote on ratification only 
if a sufficient number of legislators pledged to attend at their own ex-
pense. Pyle and the SDLWV worked by telegraph and telephone to 
get those pledges in time. Norbeck called the session, and after the re-
quired readings of the amendment, a unanimous “midnight” vote at 
12:44 a.m. on 4 December made South Dakota the twenty-first state to 
ratify the Nineteenth Amendment. In August 1920, when Tennessee 
became the thirty-sixth and final state needed to amend the United 
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States Constitution, SDLWV members in Mitchell planned a public 
celebration in East Side Park. The jubilee on 7 September featured a 
children’s pageant with thirty-six girls representing each of the ratify-
ing states.158 
	 In March 1921, the SDLWV held its convention at the Cataract Ho-
tel ballroom in Sioux Falls. In their call to convene, President Mamie 
Pyle and press chair Ruth Hipple looked forward at the political work 
to come: “By faith we have won the fight for suffrage. The League of 
Women Voters now stands organized in every state in the union. It 
is a vital and helpful force in our country. Heed this call, women of 
South Dakota. There are many important questions coming before you 
during the next two years which you must decide with your ballot. 

Built in 1902 with Sioux quartzite and limestone, the former Carnegie Library in Mitchell 
is an elaborate one-story Neoclassical building designed by Sioux Falls architects 
Wallace L. Dow & Son. 

	 158. Madison Daily Leader, 31 Oct., 12, 28 Nov., 5 Dec. 1919, 7 Sept. 1920; Sisseton Weekly 
Standard, 14 Nov., 5 Dec. 1919; New York Tribune, 12 Nov. 1919; Milbank Herald-Advance, 
14 Nov. 1919; Philip Weekly Review, 4 Dec. 1919; Scotland Citizen-Republican, 4 Dec. 1919, 
26 Aug., 9 Sept. 1920; Suffragist 8 (June 1920): 108; ibid., 8 (Sept. 1920): 204; Catt and 
Shuler, Woman Suffrage and Politics, p. 362; Omaha (Nebr.) Daily Bee, 5 Dec. 1919; Hipple, 
“History of South Dakota Suffrage”; Reed, Woman Suffrage Movement, p. 113.
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	 159. Sisseton Weekly Standard, 11 Mar. 1921. See also Philip Pioneer-Review, 10 Mar. 1921; 
Scotland Citizen-Republican, 17 Mar. 1921; Milbank Herald-Advance, 25 Mar. 1921.

Answer this call and let us continue the work of educating a conscien-
tious, well informed electorate.”159

	 The landscape of the woman suffrage movement in South Dakota 
that led to the 1918 and 1919 state and federal amendments was wide 
and varied. Although many of the schools, churches, halls, and opera 
houses of the early campaigns have been lost, a significant number of 
communities retain landmarks that formed part of South Dakota’s suf-
frage story. Standing structures provide tangible connections across 
time and build our understanding of the experience of the movement. 
There are many individuals and organizations striving to stabilize, re-
store, and rehabilitate historic sites that enrich the stories of our com-
munities. 
	 These anniversary years of suffrage success provide a special oppor-
tunity to learn from historic places around the state and to support 
those who have undertaken the task of their stewardship. As research 
about woman suffrage in South Dakota continues, there is opportuni-
ty to analyze further how South Dakotans constructed and used po-
litical space as they built their communities; how women negotiated 
opportunities for political speech in public and private spaces; or how 
suffrage activists of each era used space to present their messages and 
reach audiences. Above and beyond these questions, there are many 
more stories of other voting rights and civil rights movements in South 
Dakota waiting to be told.
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