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Although the first cessions of Indian lands in the area that
was to become South Dakota were opened to white settlement
in 1858 and although Dakota Territory was organized in 1861.
early settlement of the area by white people proceeded very
slowly at first. According to the census of I860, only 1,153
people lived in the area that is now South Dakota. ' In 1870 the
population had increased to only 11,776.^ Most of these early
settlers lived in the southeastern part of the territory or along
the Missouri River.

Several factors were important in retarding the early
settlement of South Dakota. The outbreaks of Indian hostilities
that occurred in Iowa in 1857 and in Minnesota in 1862 spread
into Dakota. Troubles with the Indians continued until the
army's campaigns against them in Montana and western Dakota
in 1876 and 1877. The Civil War was also an obstacle to
settlement because many of the potential settlers were lighting

1. U.S., Department of the Interior. Census Oftice, tighth Census of the United
States: I860. Population, 1:552.

2. U.S.. Departmenl of the Interior, Census 01Tit;e. Ninth Census of the United
States: Î870. Population. \M. ,
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lf)6 South Dakota History

in the East. Furthermore, during the Civil War the western forts
were poorly manned, reducing their effectiveness in protecting
the frontier trom Indian attacks.

Early settlement in South Dakota was also hindered by
national economic depressions, especially the very severe panics
of 1857 and 1873. The depressions resulted in extremely low
prices for farm products and made it very difficult for farmers
to obtain credit in order to begin or expand farming operations.
Since most of the settlers on the frontier during this period
were farmers, the depressions impeded rather than encouraged
settlement. Furthermore, there was no need to come to Dakota
to find good agricultural land prior to the Great Dakota Boom
because there were still large areas of unoccupied agricultural
land in states to the east and south.

The physical environment was also important in making
South Dakota unattractive to settlers. There were severe
droughts in 1857, 1862, and 1873. In addition, infestations of
locusts ravaged the future state in 1864, 1865, 1873, 1874, and
1876. Another major barrier was the lack of trees. With few
exceptions trees were found only along the rivers and in the
Black Hills; and to the settlers coming from the wooded east,
trees were extremely important for providing building materials,
fuel, and fencing.

The most important deterrent to the settlement of South
Dakota was the lack of a form of transportation that could
cheaply, expeditiously, and reliably haul bulky low-value
commodities like farm products, fuel, and building materials.
True, steamboats began plying the upper Missouri River as early
as 1831, but they were stopped by ice in winter and frequently
by low water in late summer and fall. The Missouri was
notorious for its numerous snags, sawyers, and sand bars, which
made it extremely dangerous to navigate.

Freight wagons, stagecoach lines, and railroads were also
possible means of transportation in South Dakota. Freight
wagons were much more expensive than railroads because even
the largest freight wagons could carry only three tons each,^

3. Ralph H. Brown, Historical Geography of the United States (New York:
Harcouil, Brace and World, 1948), p. 391. Allhough in this citation Brown refers to
the Santa t'e Trail, other scholars generally cite two tons as the average maximum
load of a freight
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Original Dcatíworhl and Black Hills stagecoaches in ihr early

considerably less than the freight cars of the 1870s and 1880s.
Furthermore, freight wagons and stagecoaches traveled much
more slowly than railroads, and they were more often stopped
by bad weather and flooding rivers.

Although the early settlers of South Dakota realized the
great value of railroads and made numerous attempts to build
railroads, construction of the lines into the state was at first
quite slow in comparison to railroad building in other Great
Plains states. By the beginning of 1878 only two short lines had
been built in the state. The Chicago, Milwaukee, Saint Paul and
Pacific Railroad Company (hereafter called the Milwaukee) had
built a line about fifty-four miles long from Sioux City, Iowa,
to Yankton/ and the Chicago and North Western Railway
Company (hereafter called the North Western) had built a line
about thirty-four miles long from the Minnesota border to Lake
Kampeska near the present location of Watertown.^ Probably

4. Doane Robinson, "Notes on the construction of railroads in South Dakota."
Files of the South Dakota Public Utilities Commission, Capitol Building, Pierre, S.
Dak. This line was reatiy buili by the Dakota Southern Railroad Company, which
became part ot" the Milwaukee in 1881. In order to avoid complicated and often
irrelevant railroad liistory, the current owner of a line is used in this paper rather than
the companies that may have built the lines.

5. iUes, South Dakota Public Utilities Commission. The line was built by the
Winona and St. Peter Railroad Company, subsidiary of the North Western.
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the major reason railroads were slow in coming to South Dakota
was that Congress had not given the railroad companies large
grants of land in the slate as it had in North Dakota. Nebraska.
Kansas, and Oklahoma. The only railroad land grant in South
Dakota was the 443,312 acres the North Western received to
build its line from the Minnesota border to Lake Kampeska.

Then, beginning in 1878 the rate of settlement in South
Dakota greatly accelerated. It reached a peak in the mid-1880s
and decelerated as the Great Dakota Boom ended in the late
1880s. From 1870 to 1890 the population of the state
increased from 11,766 to 328,808;^ the number of farms
increased from 1.700** to 50,1 58.Vhile the number of platted
towns increased from 6 to 310.

There were several causes for the Great Dakota Boom.
Abundant precipitation fell during the period and crop yields
were high. Moreover, the annual swarms of locusts that were
eating ^the crops had stopped migrating to the plains. The
agricultural settlement of this semiarid region was also aided by
recent inventions. In the 1870s barbed wire had been perfected,
which allowed farmers to protect their crops from large animals.
In addition, improved methods had been devised lor milling the
hard red spring wheat, which grows well in South Dakota's
climate. Improvements were made in agricultural machinery,
which were adapted to the Hat terrain of the Great Plains.

Settlers were also enticed to come to South Dakota by the
iure of free land, made possible by the Homestead Act of 1862.
Advertising by the territorial immigration commission and the
railroad companies probably drew immigrants to the state. If all
these factors were not attractive to prospective settlers, gold in
the Black Hills was. Gold had been discovered there in the
mid-1870s, and by 1878 the region was booming.

Between 1878 and 1887 at least 2,179.10 miles of railroad

6. Robert S. Heniy, "The Railroad Land Ciranl Legend in American History
Texis," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 32 (Sept. 1945): 194.

7. U.S.. l)ep;irtmfm ol" the Interior, Census Office, Eleventh Census o} the United
States: 18W. Compendium of the Eleventh Census, 1:38.

8. U.S., DcparliTienl of the lnlerinr. Census Office, Ninth Census of the United
States: 1870. Wraith and industry, 3:347.

9. U.S., Department of the Interior, Census Office, Eleventh Census of the United
States: ¡890. Agriculture, 5:226.

lU. Retords, South Dakota Register of Deeds.
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tracks were built in South Dakota, including 137.1 2 miles in the
Black Hills region (Table 1)." As a result of, und concurrent
with, this large amount of railroad construction, most of the
state east of the Missouri River and parts of the Black Hills
region were densely settled during this period.

The railroads greatly affected the settlement of South
Dakota in two ways. They were capable of offering cheap,
expeditious, and reliable transportation of bulk goods in large
volumes all year round, and the railroad companies actively
encouraged settlers to come to the region. By offering cheap
and reliable transportation the railroads helped to overcome the
niggardliness of Sotith Dakota's physical environment. To a
region with few trees, they brought fuel, food, fencing, and
building materials. In turn, they took the grains and hvestock of
the fanners to market at rates that were usually reasonable. The
railroad commission report emphasized the great importance of
the railroads to Dakota.

The early settlers of the Territory' looked forward to the day that
should bring a railroad within their reach, as marking the
commencement of a new era in their lives. The whistle of the
locomotive would be the sweetest music a resident of the broad
prairies of Dakota could hear, and the mere rumor that a party of
railroad surveyors had been seen in a particular locality, was
enougli to fill the hearts of every settler with joy, and cause
visions of townsite ajid county seat speculations to color with aU
the beauteous hues of the rainbow his dreams at night. Nor is it
strange. The hardy pioneer who left all the comforts and
conveniences of civilized life hundreds of miles away, and
ventured to erect a claim shanty on the fertile soil of Dakota,
could be pardoned for being wUling to mortgage the home of his
choice to secure once more communication with the civilized
world. Nor is it to be wondered at, that the legislative assembly at
an early day adopted statutes, giving to railroad corporations
every avaüable privilege, and offering thereby every inducement to
them to extend their lines into Dakota.'^
Wherever new railroads were built, the numbers of farms

usually increased, but the most obvious effects the railroads had
on settlement in South Dakota were upon the towns. These

11. I iles. South Dakota Public Utilities Commission.
12. Dakota Railroad Commission, First Annual Report of the Board of Railroad

Commissioners of the Territory of Dakota, for the Year Ending June 30th, 1885
(Fargo, Dakota: Argus Company, 1886), p. 8.
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TABLE 1.—RAILROADS BUILT IN SOUTH DAKOTA

TO THE END OF 1889

Year

1872

1873

1878

1879

1880

1881

1882

1883

1884

1885
1886

Company

Milwaukee
North Western
Milwaukee
North Western
Milwaukee
Omaha
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
North Western
Omalia
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
North Western
North Western
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
North Western
North Western
Milwaukee
MUwaukee
Milwaukee
North Western
North Western
B.H. & I t . P.**
Milwaukee
North Western
Milwaukee
North Western
M. & St. L.^
C.R., I.F. & N.*
Elkhorng
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Northwestern
North Western
North Western
Elkhorn
C.R., I.F.&N.

Built From

Sioux City, Iowa
New Ulm, Minn.
Vermillion
Gary
Elk Point
Beaver CF., Minn.
Beloit, Iowa
Hull, Iowa
Marion
Minnesota line
Sioux Falls
Ortonville, Minn.
Jackson, Minn.
Marion
Volga
Biookings
MitcheU
Webster
Madison
Egan
Huron
Watertown
Yankton
Aberdeen
Milbank
Clark
Hawarden, Iowa
Lead
Aberdeen
Ordway
Ortonviile. Minn.
Centervilie
Morton, Minn.
Pipestone, Minn.
Chadron. Nebr.
Scotland Junction
Ipswich
Tripp
Andover
Redfieid
Columbia
Doiand
Buffalo Gap
Rock Rapids. Iowa

Built To

Ver million
Gary
Yankton
Liike Kampeska
Beloit, Iowa
Sioux Falls
Sioux Faits
Marion
Running Water
Volga
Salem
Webster
Madison
Chamberlain
Pierre
Watertown
Aberdeen
Aberdeen
Woonsocket
Sioux Falls
Ordway
Clark
Scotland Junction
EUendale. N. Dak.
Wilmot
Redfield
Ifoquois
Bucks
Ipswich
Columbia
Fargo, N. Dak.
Yankton
Watertown
Watertown
Buffalo Gap
MitcheU
Bowdle
Armour
Harlem. N. Dak.
FauUtton
Oakes, N. Dak.
Verdón
Rapid City
Sioux Falls

Mileage in
S. Dak.

2ÍÍ.19
- ^

26.20
34.48.

b

16.20
33.61
38.47
62.85
24.61
39.60
57.12
37.30

111.30
184.50
43.83

128.31
49.90
59.90
34.20
87.10
37.10
25.50
32.72
17.00
40.00

125.49
15.00
26.50
5.70
1.20

28.46
40.70
71.85
37.55
75.50
30.52
20.47
38.71
32.50
24.87
24.38
48.14
10.91
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Table 1.—Continued

Year

1887

1887

1888

1889

Company

Milwaukee
Milwaukee
Milwaukee
North Western
North Western
Omaha
Elkhorn
Manitoba
Illinois Central
Manitoba
Manitoba .
Burlington
Manitoba
Deadwood Centrar

Buih Iriuii

Madison
Roscoe
Roscoc
I''auikton
Verdón
Saie m
Rapid City
Appleton, Minn.
Rock Rapids, Iowa
Watertown
Pipestone, Minn.
Alliance, Nebr.
Rutland, N. Dak.
Deadwood

Liu il t rit

Bristol
Eureka
Orient
Gettysburg
Groton
Mitchell
Whitewood
Watcrtown
Sioux I alls
Huron
Sioux Tails
Marietta
Aberdeen
Lead

Mileage in
S. Dak.

103.02
26.39
40.99
42.65
14.46
32.40
36.43
44.25
14.95
69.84
24.31
35.65
55.00

3.33

Source: Files, South Dakota Public Utilities Commission.
"Less than a mile of this extension is in South Dakota.
^Ihe length of this line is 44.70 miles, but must is in Iowa.
'^Chicago, St. faul, Minneapolis and Omaha Railroad Co., eventually

becume the property of the Ntirth Western.
''Black Hills and Fort Pierre Railroad Co., a narrow gauge line.
^Minneapolis &. St. Louis Raiiroad Co.
'Cedar Rapids, Iowa Fall.'; and North Western RaUroad Co., a subsid-

iary of the Rock Island and Pacific Railroad Co.
ßFremont, Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad Co., a subsidiary of

the North Western.

St. Paul, Minneapolis and Manitoba Railway Co., a predecessor of
the Great Northern Railway Co.

'Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railtoad Co.
JA narrow gauge line.
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TABLE 2

TOWNS PLATTED ALONG THE RAILROADS AND TOVUNS

PLATTED AWAY FROM THE RAILROADS IN SOUTH DAKOTA

FROM 1878 THROUGH 1889

Year

1878
1879
1880
1881
1882
1883
1884
1885
1886
1887
1888
1889

Tolal

Towns Flatted Along
the Railroads or to Which
Railroads Were Eventually
Built

7
20
23
23
20
37
17
5

29
30
9
1

in

Towns Platted Away
From the Railroads and
Which Were Never on a
Railroad

2
4
2
1
3

21
12
8
2
1
0
2

58

Tota!
Towns
Platted

9
24
25
24
23
58
29
13
31
31
9
9

285

Source: Records, South Dakota Register of Deeds.

effects were both positive and negative. From 1878 through
1889, 285 towns were platted in South Dakota, and all but 57
of them were either along the railroads already built or would
be estabUshed along railroads in the future (Table 2).'^

These towns were platted by the railroad companies, by
private entrepreneurs, or by groups of settlers. In South Dakota
towns platted by the railroad companies were more common
(Fig. 1) than those planned by private entrepreneurs or settlers.
Some towns were platted in the names of the railroad
companies. Others were established by the land departments of
the railroads, and some towns were platted by the officials of
the railroads. Most of the towns were established by the
railroads' subsidiary townsite companies. During the Great

13. Records, South Dakota Register of Deeds.
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Dakota Boom the railroad companies platted !38 of the 285
towns platted in South Dakota. '"*

The railroad companies established townsites for two
reasons. First, there were possibilities of making large profits
from the sale of town lots because there was usually a big
demand for lots in towns near the railroads. Second, if a
railroad company owned a townsite, it was free to lay it out in
the manner it deemed best for the establishment of such
other facilities as depots, sidetracks, and other accommodations
designed to suit its needs. In towns previously established by
private individuals, the railroad companies had the additional
expense of buying land for their facilities from landowners who
often demanded exorbitant prices.

During the Great Dakota Boom, the Winona and Saint Peter
(a subsidiary of the North Western), the Worthington and
Sioux Falls (a subsidiary of the Omaha), and the Willmar and
Sioux Falls (a subsidiary ofthe Manitoba) established townsites
in their own names. The Milwaukee platted a few towns in the
name of the land department of one of its subsidiaries (the
Dakota and Great Southern). However, the Milwaukee was
more inclined to plat townsites by agents hired for that single
purpose and whose connections with the railroad company were
not pubhc knowledge. The company used this method to plat
twenty-one townsites in South Dakota /^because ofthe distrust
the public had for the railroad companies.

A much more overt and common method of establishing
towns was by having them platted in the name of a known
official of a railroad company. For example, between 1880 and
1884 at least twenty-three towns were platted on land owned
by the general superintendent of the Milwaukee Road, and from
1878 to 1887 twenty towns were platted in the name of the
president of the North Western line. At least fifty-six towns
were estabhshed by this method in South Dakota during the
Great Dakota Boom.*^

From 1880 to the present the railroads established more
than one hundred towns in South Dakota through their

14. Ibid.
15. Ibid.
16. Ibid.
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subsidiary companies. '"̂  During the Great Dakota Boom, four
townsite subsidiaries started towns in the state: the Cedar
Rapids, Iowa Falls and Northwestern Land and Town Lot
Company; the Milwaukee Land Company, subsidiary of the
Milwaukee; and the two subsidiaries of the North Western, the
Western Town Lot Company and the Pioneer Townsite
Company. The reasons that the North Western had two
subsidiaries are not known. The scope of operations of these
subsidiaries is illustrated in Article Two of the articles of
incorporation of the Western Town Lot Company.

fonsiniction near Gettysburg, South Dakota
The principal business of tins coiporation shall be to buy,
improve, plat and lay out into town lots, and sell and deal in land
and town lots in the states of Iowa and Minnesota and the
Territory of Dakota and in other states and territories where
it may lawfully transact such business, to promote immigration,
and the settlement or occupation of lands in such states and
territories, and for this purpose shall be vested with full power to
make contracts with individuals or incorporations for the
purchase or sale of real and personal property. . . .̂ ^
Private individuals and firms founded 147 towns during the

Great Dakota Boom, and 89 of these towns were along the
railroads. '^ As in the case of the railroad companies, profit was
the main motive for estabhshing a town.

17. Ibid.
18. Articles of Incorporation, Western Town Lot Company, File Box 95,

Document 10120, Office of the Secretary of State, Pierre, S. Dak.
19. Records, South Dakota Register of Deeds.
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Towns along the railroads usually had very rapid initial
growth rates. The case of Brookings, South Dakota, which was
reached by the North Western line in the fall of 1879, is
recorded in the Brookings County Press of 4 December 1879:

There are several kinds of booms. . .but it's the Brookings Boom
we wish to speak of at this writing. On November Í7th, the North
Western brought into Brookings its first car of lumber, and now
the town contains the following buildings, saying nothing about
barns and other buildiiigs:[iwenty-onc buildings were listed]. This
makes a total of 510,550 in improvements in Brookings since the
town has been properly placed on its "taps." Nor is this the end.
We expect at the end of next month to be able to report a much
larger amount invested in improvements, if the weather continues
to be favorable for building. Lumber can now he had and the only
cry is for more carpenters. We submit it to a candid public, is this
not a good showing for fourteen days?

By 1890 Brookings had a population of 1,518. ^°
When towns were missed by the railroads, they frequently

died, and during the Great Dakota Boom at least twelve
communities met this fate when their inhabitants moved to the
new towns on the raiJroads. Most of the towns that died were
less than ten miles away from the railroads. In the days when
horses were the main form of local transportation, towns more
than ten miles from the railroads usually continued in existence.

Besides their inhererft transportation advantages and the
estabhshment of towns, the railroads used a variety of other
methods to attract settlers to South Dakota. One method was
the displaying of large posters in the eastern United States and
Europe extolling the advantages of living in Dakota. Another
method was to encourage farmers to write letters praising the
state and then to have the letters printed in pamphlets and
books, which were distributed widely.

Another way in which many of the railroads advertised
South Dakota was through the use of agricultural exhibition
cars. Examples of some of the best farm products grown in the
state were displayed in the cars, which were taken to many
cities in the Midwest and East.

The railroads also tried to attract settlers to South Dakota

20. U.S., Department of the Interior, Census Office, Eleventh Census of the
United States: 1890. Compendium of the Eleventh Census, 1:365.
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Chicago, Milwaukee. Saint Paul and Pacific RaUroad
Comi>any engine in front of a newly platted town

by offering reduced fares to those who wished to inspect the
region before settling there. The following advertisement in the
Daily Huronite of 2 May 1888 is a typical one.

Write your Eastern friends that the Chicago and North Western
Railway Company has arranged for a series of land excursions to
Dakota in the months of March, April, May, and June, for which
tickets will be sold from all principal points at the very low rate
of one iare for the round trip. Tickets will be good returning any
time within thirty days from date of sale, affording an excellent
opportunity for intending settlers to pay a visit in advance.
The effects of the railroads and the rapid settlement they

stimulated are clearly indicated by census data on farms and
population in South Dakota. Brown County and its county seat,
Aberdeen, are typical examples. In the census of 1880 Brown
County had only 353 inhabitants ^' and 28 farms. ^̂  The first
railroad was built into the county in the summer of 1880, and
by 1885 the county had 12,241 people" and 2,438 farms. *̂*
When the census of 1880 was taken, Aberdeen had not even
been platted. It was platted later in 1,880, and by 1885 it had
5,000 inhabitants.^^

The part of South Dakota west of the Missouri River can be

21. U.S., Department of the Interior, Census Office, Tenth Censusofthe United
States: 1880. Population, 1:52.

22. U.S., Department of the Interior, Census Office, Tenth Censusofthe United
States: 1880. Agriculture, 3:36.

23. Dakola, Department of Immigration and Statistics, Resources of Dakota
(Sioux Falls, Dakota: Aigus-Leader Company, 1887), p. 232.

24.Ibid.
25.Ibid.
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divided into two sections: the Black Hills and the region
between the Black HiUs and the Missouri River. Although a
subsidiary of the North Western had built northward from
Nebraska to Rapid City by 1886, settlement in the Black Hills
during the Great Dakota Boom was largely determined by the
fortunes of the gold mines. A few towns, however, did spring up
in the southwestern part of the state along the new railroad.

Settlement in the section between the Black Hills and the
Missouri was deterred by two factors. First, the entire area was
part of the Great Sioux Reservation and settlement by white
people in the region was prohibited. It was not until after the
Great Dakota Boom was over that large areas of this reservation
were opened to land entry by whites. Second, much of this
region is rugged and the soils are generally poor, making it
rather unattractive to agricultural settlers.

By 1887 the Great Dakota Boom had ended mainly because
of a severe drought, which began in 1886 and persisted until
1889. By 1888 after two years of drought, it seemed to some
observers that more settlers were leaving the state than were
migrating into it. Nevertheless, the population of the state had
increased from 11,766 in 1870 to 328,808 in 1890, and the
number of farms had increased from 1,700 to 50,158. In 1893
the problems of South Dakota's settlers were greatly aggravated
by the onset of a national economic depression. Under such
conditions railroad construction was almost completely
stopped. It was not until 1899, when the weather and financial
conditions were much improved, that settlement and railroad
construction were resumed at high rates.which resulted in the
fairly dense settlement of the region between the Missouri River
and the Black Hills by 1915.
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