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Presbyterian Beginnings
in South Dakota.
1840-1900
BRUCE DAVID FORBES

Presbyterianism in South Dakota really began with the
mission to the Dakota Indians in the neighboring land of
Minnesota.^ In 1834 the American Board of Commissioners for
Foreign Missions commissioned Thomas S. Williamson, a doctor
and an ordained minister, to work with the Dakota Indians in
Minnesota. Arriving at Fort Snelling on an exploratory trip in
the summer of that year, he found that two lay missionaries,
Samuel and Gideon Pond, had preceded him without financial
assistance from any missionary society and had independently
undertaken a mission to the Dakota Indians in May. When
Williamson returned to the Minnesota area in 1835 with his wife
and others, he left the Fort SneUing area to the ministry of the
Ponds and decided to start a second mission station further
northwest. Williamson remained at Fort Snelling long enough to
organize a church among the whites, the first Presbyterian
church in Minnesota, and then started his Indian mission work
in connection with a trading post at Lac qui Parle, encouraged
by Joseph B. Renville, a "half-breed" French trader educated in
Canada by Catholics. Williamson immediately opened a makeshift school and, largely because of its influence, he was able to
organize a church in 1836 with seven Dakota and five white
members. He claimed that both the school and his medical
abilities were factors in attracting Indians. The next year the
mission was joined by Stephen R. Riggs and his wife.
I. This paper uses Dakota rather than Sioux to refer to the Indians of this
region al the risk of causing confusion in some contexts with the Dakotas as a
territory. Dakota is preferred because (1) it is the term the Presbyterian missionaries
used and (2) unlike the French "Sioux," it is derived from the Indians' own language.
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Joseph B. Renville

By 1837, then, three family names were established on the
Dakota mission scene that would be heard frequently in years
to come: Williamson, Riggs, and Renville. Thomas S. Williamson's son John became well known in later South Dakota
Presbyterianism; together their period of service to the Indians
extended over sixty-three years. Stephen and Mary Riggs had
six sons and daughters who remained to work with the Dakotas
(a seventh was a missionary to China). Relatives carrying the
Renviile name became some of the first native ministers among
the Dakota Indians.^
The major result of the early mission work was not a
sizeable number of conversions, but the translation of the Bible
into the Dakota language. Gideon Pond, Williamson, Riggs, and
Renville all played vital parts in this work. Pond had studied the
language since his arrival and was able to give useful guidance.
2. Clifford Merrill Drury, Presbyterian Panorama: One Hundred and Fifty
Years of National Missions Historv (Philadelphia: Board of Christian Education,
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., 1952), p. 109; Introduction by S. C. Bartlett in
Stephen R, Riggs, Mary and I: Forty Years With the Sioux (Chicago: W. G. Holmes,
i 880), p. \ ; Other figures played a part in the Dakota mission, even in its earliest
stages: Alexander G. Huggins, J. D. Stevens, Sarah Poage, etc. This account limits
itself to those this writer would daim to be the major figures.

Copyright © 1977 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Presbyterian Beginnings

11 7

Renville had a French Bible read to him and then translated it
into Dakota. Wilhamson and Riggs engaged in laborious
phonetic transcription. The eventual result was the publication
of a dictionary and a complete Bible translation.
The early mission was not vastly successful in terms of
numbers, but it was nevertheless organized into a Presbytery in
1844. It consisted at the time of two churches. Fort Sneliing
and Lac qui Parle, with three ministers, Samuel Pond, Williamson, and Riggs. The organization was quite loose, not connected
with any Presbyterian Synod because it was so far removed
from other presbyteries, and was supported by the interdenominational American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions.^ An indication that this presbytery was truly on the
undeveloped frontier is found in the description of the
presbytery's territorial "limits": it included all United States
land north of Iowa and west of Minnesota! Such claims were
reduced as white settlement increased.
The considerable freedom enjoyed by Minnesota Indians up
to this point changed with the Treaties of 1851, which placed
the Dakotas on reservations and opened much of Minnesota for
white settlement. This made it necessary to open new mission
stations on the reservations, Hazlewood and Yellow Medicine.
The white invasion began, followed by the organization of
white churches, which were added to the Dakota Presbytery.
The Synod of Minnesota was organized in 1858 with the
Dakota Presbytery as a part. It later returned to being
principally an Indian presbytery.
Indian restlessness grew in the new reservation situation,
and a delay in receiving promised government money helped
touch off the "Great Sioux Uprising," or the Dakota War of
1862. Estimates of deaths of white settlers range from three
hundred to one thousand. White bitterness was intense. The
outbreak and its aftermath broke up the mission field and
scattered almost everyone connected with it.
It is significant to note that the small number of Indians
who had become Presbyterian by 1862 helped save white lives
during the Dakota War. This is a fact to which the missionaries
3. Maurice Dwight tdwards. History of the Synod of Minnesota. Presbyterian
Church U.S.A. (n.p.: Synod of Minnesota Presbyterian Church U.S.A., 1927), p. 25.
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Tfie Reverend Thomas S.
Williamson, M.D.

and later Presbyterians pointed with pride. For example, one
Presbyterian writer, speaking from white assumptions, which
had little trouble separating "good" Indians from "bad," later
commented:
The one bright spot in this dark picture was the conduct of
the Christian Indians, who throughout the massacre remained
loyal to the whites. Through their assistance all the missionaries
and many settlers escaped unhurt, and not a few white women
and children, captured by the hostile tribes, were returned in
safety to their homes. A tardy, yet none the less hearty,
recognition of the services they rendered in those awful days has
recently been made by the people of Minnesota who at first were
so incensed that they failed to discriminate between the good
Indians and the bad. On the old site of Fort Ridgely, in Nicollet
County, Minnesota, there was erected, not long ago, a "good
Indian monument," some fifty-eight feet high, "to commemorate," so the incription reads, "the faithfulness of those Indians
who remained true to their white friends during the terrible
massacre of 1862." It is worthy to note that all the names, save
one, inscribed on this memorial are those of Indian members of
the Presbyterian Church.'^
4. Beile M. Brain, The Redemption of the Red Man (New York: Board of
Home Missions of the Presbyterian Church U.S.A., 1904), pp. 121-22. See also
Edwards, History of the Synod of Minnesota, pp. 55-56.
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About three hundred fifty of what were called "the worst
Sioux murderers and culprits" were imprisoned in Mankato.
With their mission stations gone, T. S. Wilhamson and S. R.
Riggs accepted the prisons as their new mission field, with
remarkable results. Repeated "revivals" were reported, leading
to the baptism of almost every imprisoned Indian. Word of this
activity reached Fort Snelling, where many family members of
the prisoners were encamped, allowing John P. Williamson to
attain similar results with this community. Out of the uprising
"disaster" grew a Presbyterian Indian church of great numbers.
White Minnesotans, wanting to remove the hidians from
their territory, moved the Mankato prisoners to Davenport,
Iowa, and settled their families at the Crow Creek Agency in
what is now South Dakota. The families at the agency formed
the Fort Thompson Presbyterian Church in 1863, which, when
joined by released members of the Prison Church in 1866,
became the Pilgrim Church at a new site, Niobrara. The Fort
Thompson Church is considered the beginning of established
Presbyterianism in South Dakota.
The missionaries followed the Indians in another way after
the 1862 Dakota War. Some Indians, including Christians,
became scouts for the government. The scouts were always
moving, sometimes ranging far north, but they usually returned
for annual meetings at a certain spot. Stephen Riggs and other
missionaries visited these meetings establishing the Church of
the Scouts' Camp. It was a nominal religious organization at
best, but the later Sisseton mission may be said to have started
from it. The Riggs family came to be associated with Sisseton
work, while John P. Wilhamson became active in work to the
south.
An individual whose life could serve as an example of the
mission development cited here is Reverend David Grey Cloud.^
Bom in 1840 in Shakopee, Minnesota, he took part in the
Dakota War and was imprisoned. He was converted in prison in
1862 under the influence of Thomas Wilhamson. After his
release, he became an Indian scout (1866-1872) and later
5. Information from a necrology report in Minutes of the Synod of South
Dakota. 1890. p. 288, Speer Library, Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton.
N.J. (hereafter cited as Minutes).
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decided to enter the ministry. He was licensed to preach in
1872 and was ordained a year later. He continued to minister
until his death at the Sisseton Agency in 1890.
From these beginnings work continued through mission
schools and churches. Significant numbers of native teachers
and ministers developed and the Dakota mission became
respected as an example of success. By 1889 the Dakota
Presbytery had 1,043 members, plus children."^ It continues
today as an essentially Indian presbytery within the Synod of
Lakes and Prairies, with a few churches in the states of Montana
and Minnesota but most are in South Dakota. General Assembly
records for the calendar year of 1972 indicate that the Dakota
Presbytery consists of twenty churches with 1,057 total
communicants.
Contemporary sensitivity to Indian rights and culture may
lead some to ask to what extent the Christianizing of the
Indians described above was actually a "whitening." The
question is, of course, complex. Some would claim that any
Christianizing is "whitening," no matter how it is accomplished
because it entails substituting a white man's religion for a native
rehgion that is basic to culture. That far-reaching claim cannot
be examined here, but a few brief comments may indicate the
extent to which the missionaries carried white culture and
American biases with their Christianity.
On the one hand, it is clear that the missionaries understood
Christian conversion as a denial of "heathen" Indian character.
To Christianize involved "civilizing." John P. Williamson described the state of the Indians before the advent of missionaries as not moral (because there was no moral element in their
gods), marked by perpetual warfare, and having no desire for
civilization. '' Missionaries saw it as their task to change all three.
The close association of conversion and civilization that resulted
caused Christianity to become a vehicle for American ideas
6. An interesting relationship not considered here is that between mission
schools and the federal government. See R. Pierce Beaver, Church, State and the
American Indian (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1966); Minutes, 1889,
p. 185.
7. John P, Williamson in the pamphlet The Dakota Mission: Past and Present
(Minneapolis: Tribune Job Printing Co., 1886), p. 4 (hereafter cited as Dakota
Mission).
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about property, dress, and other matters of general life style.
For instance, one teacher at a Dakota mission school stated
that, "though they often come in their Indian dress, they soon
learn to present a neat and attractive appearance on the play
ground and in the school room."^ One result of the mission was
to alter "barbaric" dress and appearance!
Missionaries also felt that part of their task was instilhng in
the Indian an appreciation of property ownership. John
Williamson's description of the "heathen state" included these
revealing words, 'That incentive to industry, the desire for
property, never stirred their hearts, or led them to look up to
civilization. In their eyes property was a chain around the leg, it
made the owner a slave. Seeing no comehness in the fruits of
civilization how could they be made to desire it."^
However, the best example of the change in general life
style that could accompany Christian conversion is an episode
that occurred in 1869 concerning the Flandreau Indians. After
the prison release and the formation of the Pilgrim Church at
Niobrara, twenty-five Christian Indian families came to the
conclusion that they could not hve in "heathen" Indian
surroundings. They especially felt that as Christians they could
not accede to government demands to submit to the tribal
system under traditional chiefs. Instead, they chose to migrate
one hundred miles to Flandreau and to take homesteads along
with white settlers. Other families followed, and Flandreau soon
had an Indian church with over one hundred members. Stephen
Riggs's version of this story, although exaggerated, reveals the
association of evangelization and acculturation in the minds of
both missionaries and Indians.
What impulse stirred them up to break away from their own
tribe, to which they had but just returned, and try the hard work
of making a home among coldly disposed, if not hostile, whites?
What made them leave all their old traditional ties and relationships and go forth as strangers and wanderers? It must be borne in
mind that they left behind them the food, which the Government
issued weekly on the Agency, to seek a very precarious living by
farming, for which they had neither tools nor teams. They also
gave up the advantage of the yearly issue of clothing, and the
prospect of such considerable gifts of horses, oxen, cows, wagons,
8. Ibid., p. 22.
9. Ibid., p. 4.
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The Reverend Stephen R. and Mary Riggs

and plows . . . . They went forth in the face, moreover, of great
opposition and derision from the chiefs of their tribe. The United
States Indian Agent was also against them. Whence then did they
have the strength of purpose which enabled them to face all this
opposition, brave all these dangers? The germs of this movement
are only to be found in the resolves for a new life made by these
men when in prison! There all were nominally, and the larger part
were really, converted to Christ. All of them, in some sense,
experienced a conversion of thought and purpose. There they
agreed to abolish all the old tribal arrangements and customs. Old
things were to be done away, and all things were to become
n e w . . . . One said, "I could not bear to have my children grow
up nothing but Indians;" so they all felt.'"
The role of the Presbyterian Indians in the 1862 Dakota
War could be interpreted in a similar manner. More than just
opposing the violence of their Indian brethren, it could be
contended that the Presbyterian Indians simply identified with
the whites more than with fellow Indians. Maurice Edwards,
writing in a history of Minnesota Presbyterianism, provided a
revealing turn of phrase in reference to Christian Indians in the
10. Riggs, Mary and!, pp. 238-39.
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"uprising." They "were faithful, both to Christ and to the
whites."'^
On the other hand, the missionaries did oppose general
white sentiment about Indians in a number of ways. Their work
with Indians after the Dakota War made them subject to bitter
condemnations from white Minnesota settlers. One city council
characterized missionaries as "inciters and abettors of the
murderous Indian" and declared John P. Williamson "a dangerous character"; he was banned from the city. Although faced
with such abuse, the missionaries consistently urged justice in
the criminal proceedings of the war's aftermath rather than a
condemnation of all Indians on general principles.'^
In the conflicts between Indians and whites (and the federal
government) the missionaries often took the Indians' side.
Concerning the Dakota War, for instance, they knew better than
to accept popular white beliefs about a well-planned sinister
plot to massacre white settlers, which placed all blame on the
Indians. Stephen Riggs's account of the war mentioned government mismanagement and Indian frustrations about delays of
promised money and the resulting starvation. John P. WiUianison also understood the cause to be "the desperation of hunger
and impending starvation which drove their leaders to seize the
only available supphes, and to put the storekeepers out of the
way as a means of accomplishing their purpose." The war was
an unfortunate escalation of this situation.^^ John's father,
T. S. Williamson, viewed the general history of Indian/government relations as a story of white atrocities and broken
promises. The missionaries could not have given so much of
their lives to the Dakota Indians without identifying with them
to a significant extent.
The missionaries also defended the use of the Dakota
language. Worship was most often in the native tongue, and
mission schools taught students to read both English and
Dakota. The synod minutes of 1887 record a protest to a
government order that forbade the teaching of Indians in their
native language. Part of the synod argument was that the
11. Edwards, History of the Synod of Minnesota, p. 55.
12. Winifred W. Barton, John P. Williamson: A Brother to the Sioux (New
York: Fleming H. ReveU Co., 1919), p. 58; Riggs, Mary and I. pp. 180-81.
13. Riggs, Mary andl, pp. 147-55; Baiton, John P. Williamson, pp. 55-56.
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government order denied Indians rights that were given to other
Americans! ' " Admittedly, much of the defense of the language
was motivated by the belief that missionizing was facihtated in
the native tongue; the early translation work meant that the
missionaries had a "stake" in the Dakota language. Even so,
they did use and defend it. All of this would seem to indicate
that while the American Board missionaries to the Dakota
Indians were creatures of their time in associating their
Christianity with white civilization, they nevertheless achieved a
relatively significant identification with the Indians and were
able to transcend white biases at more than one point.
On the other hand, to understand the Dakota missionaries'
relationship with the national board, it is necessary to examine
the history of the organization. The American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions was formed in 1810,
mainly as a Congregational agency. Yet by 1812, in the
cooperative spirit of the Plan of Union adopted eleven years
before, Presbyterians became involved in leadership positions.
The board's major competitor, the largely Presbyterian "United
Foreign Missionary Society," merged with the board in i826.
Congregationalists and Presbyterians worked together on this
board to establish missions to the American Indians as well as in
foreign lands. It was this board that first commissioned Thomas
S. Williamson and Stephen R. Riggs, included the initially
independent Pond brothers, and supported the mission efforts
to the Dakota Indians that grew from these founders' influence.
As Riggs entered the Minnesota region in 1837, a major
division occurred in national Presbyterianism between the "Old
and New Schools." The Old School withdrew from the Plan of
Union and from the American Board and estabhshed its own
denominational mission agency, while the New School retained
its connections with the American Board. Although this
realignment was momentous on the national level, it appears
not to have affected the Dakota mission. The missionaries
remained with the American Board. Therefore, the Presbytery
of Dakota established in 1844 can be viewed as a New School
presbytery, although the division seems not to have mattered
much to the missionaries.
U. Minutes, 1887. pp. 109-10.
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National change came again in 1869 when the Old School
and the New School in the north reunited. A consequence of
this was that the New School Presbyterians removed themselves
from the American Board and associated with the Presbyterian
Assembly's Board of Foreign Missions, which had been established by the Old School. '^ This did affect the Dakota mission.
In the words of Stephen Riggs:
The plowshare must be run through the mission fields also. We in
the Dakota mission were invited to transfer our relations. The
Prudential Committee at Boston lof the American Board] left us
to act out our own sweet will. Dr. T. S. Williamson and Rev. John
P. Williamson elected to go over to the Presbyterian Board. For
myself I did tiot care to do so. Although conscientiously a
Presbyterian, 1 was not, and am not, so much of one as to draw
me away from the associations which had been growing for a
third of a century.. . . Besides, Alfred L. Riggs had now joined
the mission, and as a Congregational minister he could do no
otherwise than retain his connection with the A.B.C.F.M.''^

What is remarkable about the division is that it divided the
financial support of the mission without significantly affecting
the function. Different schools and churches were now associated with separate denominational agencies, but the work
continued to be viewed as one unit. A Dakota mission
publication that had been established earher was now jointly
financed. The missionaries and Christian Indians held an annual
meeting of what they called a Conference of Dakota Churches,
including both Congregationalists and Presbyterians. The Santee
Normal Training School in Nebraska, now under Congregational
control, continued to be a major training school for the Dakota
mission field. John P. Williamson, a Presbyterian, often taught
there.
In reading Riggs' book Mary and I, the explanation of the
division of the mission field seems not to have affected the
mission work. Winifred Williamson Barton confirmed this
impression. "These changes have made but little difference in
15. The actual transfer on the mission field did not take place until 1871. Note
that the boards mentioned to this point had to do with foreign missions. Apparently
because the American Indian was seen as an alien, these foreign boards were given the
responsibility for Indian mission work. Later, the Presbyterian Board of Home
Missions also became involved in Indian work and cooperated with the Foreign
Board. It was eventually determined that all Indian work should be transferred to the
Home Board; this was accomplished in 1893.
16. Riggs, iWcrv anrf/, pp. 241-42.
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the field. The ministers meet separately in Presbytery and
Association. Otherwise the work is practically one as it has
always been."'"' She went on to outhne the unifying influences
as she saw them: (1) the feeling of the Dakota people who knew
no distinction (2) the Annual Mission Meeting or Conference
(3) the influence of the Santee Normal Training School.'^
The ecumenical influence of the consciousness of a common
task of mission to the Dakota Indians could be added to the list.
This seems to be revealed not only in relationships between
Presbyterians and Congregationalists, who had a history of
cooperation, but also with Episcopalians, who were also a
significant factor on the Dakota mission field. The Congregational/Presbyterian mission paper lapi Oaye C'The Word
Carrier") carried a number of Episcopalian church items. Some
native Episcopahan clergy had been students under John P.
Williamson. Williamson and Bishop Hare (Fpiscopahan) were
said to have held each other in "high esteem and strong personal
regard."'^
One other institutional development is significant. Christian
Indians of the Dakota mission appeared strongly motivated to
convert their "heathen" brethren, undoubtedly encouraged by
the missionaries. As an indication of this sentiment, the Dakota
Presbytery, after becoming part of the Synod of South Dakota,
repeatedly outshone the white presbyteries in contributions to
Foreign Missions, which included work with American
Indians. ^'^
This strong mission sentiment led to the organization of the
Dakota Native Missionary Society in 1876. John Williatnson
wrote that "our Indians asked to have their own Missionary
Society, so that they could hunt their heathen brother directly.
It was too long a way to hunt him round by New York."2i
David Grey Cloud, mentioned earher, was its first missionary.
Within ten years the Indian supporters were contributing
17. Ballon. John p. Williamson, p. 187.
18. Ibid., p. 187-88.
19. Ibid., p. 186.
2Ü. In 1885, lor example, of $586.87 contributed by women of the South
Dakota Synod for Foreign Missions, S412.53 of it was contributed by Indian women
of the Dakota Presbytery (Minutes, I 885, p. 28).
21. Dakota Mission, p. 26.

Copyright © 1977 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Presbyterian Beginnings

127

$1,100 per year and supporting the work of three missionaries.
The society is an interesting example of local institutional
adjustment to accomplish tasks for which it was felt national
institutions were not fully appropriate.
Yet, to repeat, the Dakota mission remained a unity in spite
of alterations and splintering of national institutional support.
As a result, in 1886 John P. Williamson was still able to publish
a pamphlet about "The Dakota Mission." In that pamphlet he
recognized that the story was so interrelated that "our good
Christian friends . . . are occasionally perplexed to understand
the church connections of the Dakota Mission." He found it
necessary to take two pages to sort out the connections and
contributions of the Presbyterian and Congregational churches,
the American Board, the American Missionary Association
(Congregational successor of the American Board), the Presbyterian Board of Home Missions, the Presbyterian Board of
Foreign Missions, and the Native Missionary Society. ^^
Presbyterian missionaries ministered to the whites as well as
the Indians. In the story of westward expansion by whites,
South Dakota settlement comes rather late. Pioneers moved
into areas east of the Mississippi River and then seemed to skip
over the northern plains as they rushed to the West Coast.
Oregon settlement took place in the 1830s; the California gold
rush excited the nation in 1849; and Colorado received
attention in the late 1850s. Portions of Dakota Territory were
opened for white settlement in 1859, but there seemed to be
little in the Dakotas to attract settlers and transportation to the
area was difficult. It was not until the late 1870s that miners
were drawn to gold in the Black Hills and stories about good
farm land in eastern Dakota began to circulate. In 1879 the
railroad came and the rush was on. Minnesota had received
settlers earlier, as had Nebraska and Iowa, because the heavily
traveled trails to the West Coast ran through these states. On the
other hand, white settlement in Dakota before 1868 was limited
generally to a few trading posts and some spillovers of Iowa and
Nebraska settlement into the area of Yankton and Vermillion.
Presbyterianism made two eariy forays into the Dakotas,
but neither produced enduring institutions. Stephen Riggs made
22. Ibid., pp. 8-9.
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an excursion from his Minnesota Indian work to Fort Pierre on
the Missouri River in 1840. He remained there only four days,
one of which was Sunday. Riggs held a service and preached; his
companion, Alexander Huggins, sang hymns. Whites and Indians
attended. Riggs returned to Minnesota; no church organization
was attempted.
The second episode involved Charles D. Martin, a Presbyterian lay preacher who commuted regularly from Nebraska. He
preached in Yankton, Vermillion, and Elk Point from 1859 to
1862. He was instrumental in organizing a church and a Sabbath
School in Vermillion; a simple log church building was
constructed, which was also utilized as Vermillion's early
schoolhouse. Martin was appointed clerk of the Third Judicial
District of Nebraska Territory in the spring of 1862 and ceased
his ministerial activity. The church building was turned into a

The first church in Dakota, built in August 1860
in Vermillion. The building was ZO-by-16 feet in size. The
Presbyterian Board of Home Missions contributed
fifty dollars and a Sunday School library. This pencil
sketch was drawn by Franklin Taylor,

"fort" after the Dakota War that fall. No church organization
continued. Therefore, the Indian churches of Dakota Presbytery
that came from Minnesota in 1863 were the first enduring
Presbyterian institutions of the South Dakota area.
White organizational activity did not resume until 1871-72.
Some settlement of farm regions took place from 1868 to 1873,
but the influx was cut short by crop failure due to drought and
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grasshoppers. During this brief increase in settlement, two Iowa
ministers crossed the border to organize churches in Canton and
Dell Rapids. They retained their homes and principal preaching
in Iowa, however, and when the depression came, the churches
were left to fend for themselves. The Canton church died, but
the Dell Rapids church was able to maintain at least a nominal
existence.
The negiect ceased in the late 1870s. Settlement of the
Dakotas increased. Partially Inspired by the "Iowa Forward
Movement" inaugurated by Sheldon Jackson in 1869 and
fearing that the Dakotas would be lost to Presbyterianism,
Reverend A. K. Baird, synodical missionary of Iowa North,
visited the Dell Rapids church and surveyed the area in 1877.
Shortly thereafter, Reverend George F. LeClere became the first
Presbyterian minister to permanently locate in southern
Dakota, followed by W. S. Peterson. In 1879 and 1880 more
ministers came, organized by the enthusiastic A. K. Baird and
financially supported by philanthropic Iowans and national
boards.^^ White Presbyterian churches began to mushroom.
The Presbyterian Chronicler of South Dakota provided the
following statistics:
1877 - 1 church and 1 minister
1878 — 4 churches and 2 ministers
1879 — 11 churches and 7 ministers
1880 — 16 churches and 10 ministers
1881 — 25 churches and 16 ministers^'*
This growth took place during a definite Dakota boom. A
report on Dakota in the Presbyterian Home Missions of January
1881 related. "During the past summer 300 teams per day on
the average have crossed the Big Sioux, bringing settlers into the
rich valley of the James. From 75,000 to 100,000 people have
come into the Territory within the past year. Nearly or quite
23. Sheldon Jackson appears to have done no organizing work in the Dakotas,
although he undoubtedly passed through the area on the way to found Montana
churches; This information can be found in many sources: examples are Donald Dean
Parker, Founding Presbyterianism in South Dakota (Broukings: Synod of South
Dakota. 1963), pp. 3O32, and W. S. Paterson in Presbvlerian Home Missionary 13,
no. 11 (Nov. 1884): 250-53.
24. Presbyterian Chronicler of South Dakota 1, no. 8 (July 1882): 44 (hereafter
cited as P. C ).
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20,000 farms have been entered. Villages have in some instances
grown up like magic."^^
The ministers who served in this burgeoning time were
generally young, recent seminary graduates. They were often
assisted in the summer by "Middlers," students who were sent
to the field after their second year in seminary by the Board of
Home Missions. The journal of one such student from Princeton
Seminary, Chalmers Martin, provides excellent insight into the
frontier conditions he encountered in the summer of 1881.
Much traveling was required, even though a minister might
be assigned to only two or three preaching points. When the
destination was not on a railroad, the minister had to ride a
horse, a bicycle, or walk many miles. Roads were almost
nonexistent, which made bicycle riding difficult and also
resulted in frequent incidents of getting lost. The minister often
hunted for his food. Homes (one or two rooms) were just being
built: many of the makeshift sod houses were simply mud huts.
Martin described a not uncommon evening in a rainstorm:
"Saturday, June 11th. . . It continued to rain in torrents for
about two hours. Had slept under an umbrella the night before,
but this time the Tindiey House' was flooded. There was about
an inch of mud and water on the fioor and all the bedding was
soaked."^^
Another description tells of a Sunday service at a rail stop:
Sunday, May 29th. Everybody about the place was hard at
work unloading goods, etc. Mr. Strong, at whose house service is
usually held, said he had 75 men boarding with him, so I could
not have service there. Mr. Madison was in same fix. Could find
no other place in town so determined to hold meeting on a pile of
lumber. But found some ladies named Ralston, members of Cong.
Church in Sparta, Iowa, who were afraid to sit on damp boards in
the wind. Somebody suggested an empty freight car. R.R. men
were very polite, found a clean car, rolled it to a convenient
place, made a gang plank into it, fixed up seats in it, and swept it
out. Went round to all the people I could find in the place, among
the cars, at hotels and saloon, etc. and invited them to meeting.
Had a car full with some outside. Very attentive ; sang well.^ '^
25. Presbyterian Home Missions 10, no. 1 (Jan. 1881): 201 {hereafter cited as
P.H.M.).
26. Chalmers Martin, "Journal of My Summer in Dakota, May-Sept., 1881,"
Journal of the Presbyterian Historical Society 23 (1945): 102.
27. Ibid., p. 99.
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The excitement and turmoil of a booming land not yet
settled was beyond the grasp of many "Easterners." Martin
referred, for instance, to a new minister, "a young Welshman
just out of Lane Seminary. He evidently was thunderstruck to
find that Forestburgh as yet exists only in name. I guess he
expected to find a town with gas, water, police, tire department, etc."^^ A. K. Baird, who oversaw much of this activity,
summarized the relationship of the Dakota boom and Presbyterian growth:
In the spring of '79 there were in Southern Dakota about
100 miles of railroad, and not exceeding 40,000 people and four
Presbyterian churches with a membership of forty, and two
missionaries. On March the 1st, '82 there are over 1,000 miles of
railroad, 160,000 people, twenty-nine Presbyterian churches with
a membership of 500, ten houses of worship, aggregate cost,
$15,000, one parsonage and seventeen missionaries. If we have
done what we could we have come far short of doing what was
needed.^^

Starting in 1879 the missionaries on the field gathered
approximately three times a year for "mutual council and
encouragement" and joint planning. They called the meetings
Presbyterian Conventions. W. S. Peterson noted that "these
conventions in all but name and ecclesiastical authority are
Presbyteries. We hope to be a Presbytery soon."'^"
A struggle concerning jurisdiction had to be resolved first,
however. The territory of Dakota was technically a part of the
Minnesota Synod, but it was the Synod of Iowa North, in
cooperation with the Board of Home Missions, that had
sponsored the Dakota work. Dakota Territory churches for
white settlers were enrolled in the Presbytery of Fort Dodge
(Synod of Iowa North). In 1879 Iowa petitioned the General
Assembly and the Synod of Minnesota to transfer the southeast
portion of Dakota in which the churches were located to the
jurisdiction of Iowa. Minnesota denied the request. At an
informal Presbyterian Convention of Dakota ministers in
October 1879, the synodical missionary from Minnesota appeared with the intention of organizing them into a presbytery.
The missionaries resisted strongly, their sympathies resting with
28. Ibid., p. 103.
29. A. K. BairdinP./Z.Ai. U , no. 4 {Apr. 1882): 82.
30. W. S. Peterson in P.H.M. 10. no. 8 (Aug. 1881): 345.
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the Iowa Synod from which many had come and which had
offered such generous support. As the editor of the Presbyterian
Chronicler phrased it, "Tradition says that in this discussion
some of the brethren waxed warm."^^
The dispute continued for more than a year, sometimes
distracting the missionaries from other planning. In May 1881
the General Assembly upheld the Synod of Minnesota. In
October 1881 the Presbytery of Southern Dakota was formed
as part of the Synod of Minnesota. Only two years later, growth
had been so significant that it was divided into three presbyteries: Southern Dakota, Central Dakota, and Aberdeen. In
1884 the General Assembly formed the Synod of Dakota,
consisting of four presbyteries: the three mentioned above, plus
the Dakota (Indian) Presbytery.
A year later the Synod of North Dakota was formed from
two more of Minnesota's presbyteries. This led to another,
though minor, institutional squabble. At the 1887 meeting of
the Synod of Dakota a telegram was received from the Synod of
North Dakota "announcing that that Synod had overtured the
General Assembly to change the name of our Synod to South
Dakota and asking our cooperation." The reply stated, "In as
much as we were the first Synod in Dakota and had choice of
names, we see no good reason for change, therefore cannot
co-operate."^2 Nevertheless, they were ordered by the General
Assembly in 1888 to change the name; they did so in 1889.
Growth of the church tapered off when the boom turned
into depression after 1886, influenced by crop failures and the
national economy. Indications of the alternating prosperity and
depression that followed were clearly reflected in the synod's
minutes, especially in relation to the financial giving for
congregational and national purposes. General success or failure
of crops from year to year had great impact on the welfare of
the church.
One last addition to the roll of presbyteries of the synod
was made in 1888; the Presbytery of the Black Hills was
formed.^^ Presbyterians entered that area rather late. The gold
M.P.C, I, nos. 3 and 4 (Feb. and Mar. 1882): 8.
22. Minutes, 1887, pp. 112, 114.
33. Ibid., 1888, p. 134. '
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rush of '76 had attracted the fabled Preacher Smith (Methodist)
in that year, and regular church services began to be held in
1877 by Congregationalists. The first Presbyterian missionary
was sent by the Presbytery of Central Dakota in late 1884.
W. S. Peterson, one of the earliest pioneer missionaries in
southeastern Dakota, came to Rapid City in 1886. With the
formation of the presbytery in 1888, it still had only five
ministers, four churches, and sixty-eight communicants.
One final comment should be made about Presbyterian
growth in the 1880s. The talk of the mushrooming growth of
the churches has not meant to imply that Presbyterianism
embraced a major segment of the population. The synod
minutes of 1887 indicate that less than 1 percent of the people
in the synod's territory were Presbyterian. In relation to other
denominations, the census of 1890 provided this information
on numbers of communicants;^"
Roman Catholic
25,720
Lutheran, all bodies
23,314
Methodist, all bodies
12,116
Congregational
5,164
Presbyterian, all bodies
4,778
Baptist, all bodies
4,052
Lutheranism later moved into a commanding lead in number of
communicants, and Presbyterians and Congregationalists have
traded fourth and fifth ranks periodically; otherwise, this
ordering of the size of South Dakota's major Christian
denominations remains accurate to this day.
The Lutheran denominational leadership would seem to
indicate that the religious heritage of the immigrants was a
major factor in determining the eventual size of South Dakota's
churches. Nevertheless, the Presbyterians' approach to the
frontier also influenced their missionary results. The traditional
Presbyterian consciousness of maintaining a high educational
standard for the ministry has been much discussed. The
Presbytery of Southern Dakota affirmed agreement with this
stand at its second meeting in 1882. The Presbyterian Chroni34. Ibid., 1887, p. 119; From 1890 "Report on Statistics of Churches in the
United States" compiled by Donald Dean Parker in Founding the Church in South
Dakota (Brookings, S.D., 1962), pp. 115-16.
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der reported "Presbytery quite positively expressed its disapproval of the employment of unlicensed persons to publicly
preach the Word and perform other functions distinctive of the
Gospel Ministry in our mission fields." ^^
Many have claimed that this attitude was a hindrance on the
frontier. William Warren Sweet, for instance, maintained that:
Some of the factors which made for the large cultural and
educational influence of frontier Presbyterianism were chiefly
responsible for their failure to gain large members. One such
factor was their insistence upon maintaining a relatively high
educational standard for their clergy, in spite of the fact that
numerous communities were calling for the services of ministers
on every frontier, and in many instances there were three times as
many churches as ministers available in a Presbytery. ^^
Robert Ellis Thompson also recognized the difficulty in the
church's "rigidity" concerning ministerial education. "She was
right in setting up a high ideal, and has benefited all the
churches of America by this. She was wrong in refusing to
recognize that there are times when a higher expediency
demands a temporary relaxation of the rule. . . . It thus left its
natural adherents to the more adaptable ministrations of the
Methodists and the Baptists."•'^ With such high educational
standards, it was claimed, Presbyterians simply could not
produce enough ministers to fill the need.
The synod minutes and articles in mission magazines seem
to confirm that the shortage of ministers held true in South
Dakota. Over and over again we read, "The cry of our field is
for men." Reports from the presbyteries repeatedly mentioned
vacant charges. This shortage was offered as a reason for not
being able to do more, for instance, in the Black Hills. "The rich
mining and agricultural region, known as the Black Hills, has
never received any attention from us, simply because we had
not the men to send."^^ This shortage also meant that other
denominations were able to reap the benefits of Presbyterian
groundwork.
35./'.C l,no. 11 (Oct. 1882): 70.
36. William Wairen Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier: The Presbyterians. 1 783-1840 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1936), p. 69.
37. Robert Ellis Thompson, A History of the Presbyterian Churches in the
United States (New York: Christian Literature Co., 1895), pp. 70-71.
3%.Minutes, 1884, p. 16; John Pomeroy in/».//.Ai. 12, no. 11 (Nov. 1883): 251.
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We have done considerable general missionary work, have
turned over Sunday Schools and Missionary Stations and in one
case a church building to another denomination. This need not
alarm any one, as it is what must be expected in a new land.
Especially must it be expected when the supply of our ministers
fall [sic] so far below the demand, as it has done in the past few
months, and is now and. it is to be feared, will be for
sometime. ^^

In examining the problem further, however, it becomes
evident that adequate funds were not available to support
enough men. Almost all churches in the synod were not self
supporting and were aided by the Board of Home Missions.
When the board suffered deficits in the 1880s and 1890s and
had to "retrench," South Dakota missions suffered. In 1889
H. P. Carson, synodical missionary, reported:
We now have many vacancies, and very needy ones. . . . I
have had many inquiries from ministers in other Synods as to
openings in this Synod for them, and have a goodly number now
in hand, but in most cases they are for work in a live town that
promises to develop into a large town, and for a salary of $900 or
$1,000 or more. If the vacant churches in this Synod were all
such openings, I could have easily secured a minister for every
one of them, and could keep them supplied.""*

Almost ten years later he still complained of a similar
problem:
Our work is still suffering, since we are unable to care for all
that we have already undertaken, and cannot undertake new
work because we cannot command the necessary funds to
support it. We have let go work formerly begun, wherever it has
seemed other evangelical denominations were supplying the need,
yet we are unable to respond to urgent calls to undertake new
work, really needed and not practicable for others to do. . . .
Ministers are not lacking.'*^

It could be claimed that Presbyterians would not have had
so much trouble with the supply of men and funds if they had
made more use of itinerancy as well as installed preaching. This
had been a matter of dispute among Presbyterians for some
time and even became involved in Old School/New School
disagreements. The New School, by supporting voluntary
missionary societies, was supporting settled pastorates, claiming
39. Af//n/ies, 1888, p. J42.
40. Ibid., 1889, p. 180.
41. Ibid., 1897. p. 168,
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that only continuous, established work in an area allowed the
educated to cope with "uneducated and vociferous exhorters."''^ xhe Old School tended to support the denominational mission board, which advocated an itinerant system in
order to cover a large field with few men. In time the forces
behind settled missionary work gained consensus support.
In South Dakota, while the very earliest work required
considerable traveling, the Presbyterians quickly moved to a
system of "installed pastors." Gear sentiment was indicated in a
call issued at synod in 1888. "Let us usher in a new era for the
Synod of Dakota in which we shall have the Presbyterian
system among us-not the Methodist. We must have settled
pastorates and the continuous labor of men in a field through a
series of years, instead of the itinerancy of the past."**^
Whatever the evaluation of the difficulties that resulted,
South Dakota Presbyterians supported an educated ministry
and settled pastorates because they believed in a disciplined
church. Correct doctrine and church practice should be upheld;
educated ministers and settled leadership were ways to maintain
control.'*'* Presbyterians wanted to reach out in mission, but
not at the expense of the church's character. H. P. Carson,
editor of the Presbyterian Chronicler, wrote about this matter
in an 1883 edition:
Many of our sister denomations are trifling with the dangers
of liberalism in religious matters. They have somehow formed the
idea that Too Strict is more dangerous than Too Loose. . . . A
loose Sabbath, a loose church discipline, a free and easy church
service, a thlnk-as-you-please faith and a do-as-you-like life, these
must all be firmly and kindly resisted. Then as a Presbytery we
need to draw tighter reins. We cannot in safety depart from our
records too far in order to 'meet the conditions'. Rather let
conditions be bent to our usages. Let each church be organized
with an elder, for instance, or else hold the field as a mission
station. "^^
42. Drury, Presbyterian Panorama, pp. 31, 65.
AZ. Minutes, 1887, p. 125; 1888, p. 139.
44. Presbyterian doctrine itself has also been claimed to be a hindrance on the
frontier. Sweet found it too rigid, Thompson commented on its "scholastic shape"
(Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier, p. 82; Thompson, History of Che
Presbyterian Churches, p. 70.)
45. P.C. 2, no. 5 (Apr. 1883): 118. Some readers might question whether H. P.
Carson was a representative figure of early South Dakota Presbyterianism. This writer
would claim that he was. He came to Dakota Territory in 1880 and served the
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One other aspect of the Presbyterian approach to the
frontier is especially worthy of mention. Sweet has described
the Presbyterian mission process as follows:
the first task of Ihe frontier Presbyterian minister was to find
those localities where Presbyterians had settled, and with them as
a nucleus to begin regular preaching, and when enough members
had been gathered, to form a church. There were few instances
where frontier Presbyterian churches were formed entirely of the
raw material on the frontier. In other words the Presbyterian
missionary went out looking for Presbyterians, and Presbyterianism prospered best where there was to be found the largest
numbers of Presbyterian settlers, as was Ehe case in western
Pennsylvania. On the other hand, to the Methodist circuit rider all
communities were alike. He did not expect to find Methodists in
the early settlements, but he was sent out to make Methodists of
the raw materials which the frontier presented. This difference in
approach is doubtless partially responsible for the relatively slow
progress of frontier Presbyterianism, in comparison to the more
rapid growth of the Methodists and Baptists. The average size of
early frontier Presbyterian churches was small, a church often
being formed with less than twenty members.**^
The approach that concentrated first on gathering Presbyterians could work well in an area where nationalities traditionally associated with Presbyterianism were strong. In South
Dakota, however, only 1.2 percent of the population was of
Scotch descent and 4.5 percent Irish (traditional Presbyterian
nationalities). The largest nationahty group was German (22.4

Scotland church for eight years. Then he served as synodicai missionary for
twenty-two years. During much of this period he was also treasurer and stated clerk
of the synod. He almost single-handedly published the Presbyterian Chronicler of
South Dakota from 1881 to 1886. After its demise, he became a South Dakota
contributor for other Presbyterian periodicals. He was a major force behind the
establishment of Pierre University and Scotland Academy. At his death it was
declared that "no one has been longer and more closely connected with the
Presbyterian Church and its Synod in South Dakota than has Dr. Carson" (Huron
College Bulletin 32, no. 5 (25 Oct. 1932).
46. Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier, p. 60. Sweet, it should be noted,
was himself a Methodist; This study has not furnished a basis to comment on the
Methodist side of that description, but the Presbyterian description does seem quite
accurate in South Dakota's case. Compare H. P. Carson's general description of
western missions with Sweet's: "A new county is opened, a town springs up; there
are several Presbyterian people there and they call for preaching; a missionary is sent
to them; he preaches and visits and soon organizes; a building is erected and the
gospel ship is well launched in that community" (B.C. 2, no. 5 (Apr. 1883); 116).
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percent), historically associated with Lutheranism.'^'^ Reaching
out early to people not ordinarily associated with Presbyterianism might have resulted in a larger Dakota Synod, but that was
not the approach.
One possible exception to this method of "Presbyterisns
first" was Sabbath School work. From the Union Schools that
were necessary in the earhest period. South Dakota Presbyterians quickly and intentionally developed a system of denominational Sabbath Schools. The Dakota pattern before 1900 was
to have from two to four full-time Sabbath School missionaries,
assisted in the summer by about a dozen students. Most of the
Presbyterian schools were associated with established churches
and received lay leadership from them, but about a fourth were
"mission schools.'"*^ Sabbath School membership always exceeded church membership (among Presbyterians) prior to
1900. This work was definitely seen as a way to "reach out." As
one synod read, "The S.S. missionary force has proven a most
gratifying means of brining the Presbyterian church to the
favorable notice of the otherwise unreached multitudes among
whom we labor.'"'^ In 1896, for example, there is mention of
two or three churches added as a result of Sabbath School
work.
This growth from Sabbath School work was subverted by
the limitations of stationed preaching and its demands on men
and money. Therefore, in 1889, the synod reported that
Sabbath School work, "has grown to such proportions that we
do not seem to be able with the men and means at our
command to properly follow it up with stated preaching and
church organization, and so it either goes back to be brought up
again next year or is taken up by some other denomination of
Christian workers."^" This may be one reason why, although
Presbyterians had more Sabbath School missionaries in South
Dakota than the Methodists and Congregationalists, the pro47. George Martin Smith, ed-, South Dakota: Its History and Its People
(Chicago: S. J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1915), p. 973.
48. The synod's Sabbath Schools missionary report in 1896 represents the
national position as denying that nondenominational Sabbath Schools were better
adapted to reach the masses (Minutes. 1896, p. 151): Minutes, 1893, p. 326.
49. Minutes. 1897, p. 210.
50. Ibid., 1889, p. 179.
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grams of the latter two had greater attendance and had more
participants who eventually joined the church. Even Presbyterian Sabbath School work failed to reach out as successfully
as that of other denominations.
An examination of aspects of the early hfe of the
established synod (1884 to 1900) may also shed light on its
relationship with the national church and with other denominations. South Dakota Presbyterianism was dependent on the
national boards for its very existence, even after the synod was
established. As early as the 1860 foray to Yankton and
Vermillion by Charles D. Martin, national assistance had been
received for church erection and Sabbath School materials.
Much money had been received from Iowa benefactors in the
late 1870s and early 1880s. The Home Missions Board had also
been involved since the late 1870s, providing missionary salary
support and helping recruit students like Chalmers Martin for
summer work.
The church repeatedly recorded its gratitude for this
assistance. In 1883 H. P. Carson wrote about:
the good mother of us all, the Home Mission Board. She has
commissioned us all and nourished us all and with gratitude of
heart we acknowledge the kindness of the secretaries of the board
for their prompt attention to our wants; we acknowledge the
broad and sincere liberality of the church for the aid rendered; we
acknowledge.^ the mercy of God who holds the hearts of his
people for this bounteous work of the Board in our behalf.^^

In 1885 the new synod acknowledged, "Up through these our
beginnings, the old church of the east has stood nobly by us. We
have been and still are depending largely upon her help, but as
we are now fairly started and growing it becomes us to do more
toward taking care of ourselves."" ¡n 1894 John P. WilUamson
referred to the synod's dependence as he urged churches to
relieve the Home Board's debt by increasing their independence:
The Synod of South Dakota is the child of Home Missions. It
was the Board of Home Missions who sent her explorers to these
wild prairies to gather up the scattered material, which was just
dropped by immigration, and worked it over and over till at last it
was brouglit forth a baby church. It was the board of Home
S\.P.C. 2, no. 6 (May 1883): 131.
52. Minutes, 1885, p. 32.
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Missions who nursed this weakling until it became an active
member of God's household. So, one after another the churches
of South Dakota have been born, until now we have 126 of them
gathered into the Synod of South Dakota. Had it not been for
Home Missions where to-day would be the Synod of South
Dakota? And the good mother still watches over these churches,
helps them sustain their ministers and looks forward with
anticipated pride to the day when many of these churches will
become independent of the maternal breast.^^

The synod recognized the need to strive toward selfsupport, but progress was slow. In 1888, four years after the
foundation of the synod, only two ministers had their salaries
paid without the board's help; sixty-seven synod ministers were
being "employed" by the Board of Home Missions.^* By 1891
two pastors and one student were fully paid by their churches;
seventy-four were helped by the board. In 1892 the number of
self-supporting churches raised to four: in 1895, six; in 1896,
eight; in 1900, nine. Therefore, even by the turn of the century
synod dependence remained significant. Aid received from the
boards for church erection, Sabbath School work, and aid for
colleges was in addition to the ministerial support cited here.
The gratitude indicated above was, therefore, most appropriate.
One of the ways to express this gratitude was to contribute
as much as possible to the national boards. Thus, from the very
first synod meeting, representatives were appealing for contributions to the various national funds for home and foreign
missions, ministerial education, church erection, freedmen, and
so on. The attempt to contribute to certain boards, especially
home missions and church erection, was a strange practice
because these very boards turned around and gave many times
the amount back to the synod. The synod could have simply
used the money "at home" and requested less from the boards.
However, hints are present that the practice of giving to
national boards was intended to develop a proper habit, which
could expand later, and to be an expression of gratitude.
Nevertheless, appeals to contribute to the national boards
were not always heeded. Synod spokesmen found this somewhat understandable, recognizing difficulties with crop failures
and the pressure to firmly establish one's home and local
53, Ibid., 1894, pp. 19-20.
54. Ibid., 1888, p. 141.
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church. ^^ Yet churches were constantly urged to "do better."
Synod minutes hold repeated complaints that nearly half of the
churches failed to give to Foreign Mission (1888), or only one
fourth contributed to Ministerial Relief (1891), or less than one
half gave to the Board of Aid for Colleges (1892), or that men
did not do enough for Foreign Missions, leaving it mainly to
women (1885).
Such complaints can be misleading, however. Other Presbyterian churches in the nation may have done little better.
According to the synod report in 1889, the Synod of South
Dakota was one of seven synods and the Southern Dakota
Presbytery one of twelve presbyteries honored by the national
Assembly Committee for Systematic Beneficence. The 1892
complaint that less than one half of the synod churches
contributed to the Board of Aid is offset by the fact that only
one third of the churches in the nation did so.^*
Therefore, the Synod of South Dakota was probably aware
of and responsive to national Presbyterian appeals and trends,
perhaps in part because of its dependence on the national
church. At the beginning, as soon as the Presbytery of Southern
Dakota was established in 1881, proper committees had been
formed and contributions, though small, had been sent to the
various national agencies. From then on the national relationship continued.
This is further emphasized by certain activities of the first
synod meeting in Dakota in 1884. At that time, when the
frontier synod was attempting to organize, the synod took time
to hear a speech on Foreign Missions by a returned missionary
from Persia. The Committee on Freedmen also wasted no time
in urging aid for blacks although their number in the Dakotas
was virtually nonexistent, declaring that "it is high time that
both churches and ministers awake to a sense of their duty
toward these poor, ignorant, and perishing people within the
borders of our own land."^''
The rapid development of women's missionary support can
also be seen as a response to national activity. In the early
55. Ibid.. p. 144; 1894. p. 27.
56. Ibid.. 1889. p. 188; 1892, p. 278.
57. Ibid-, 1884, p. 9.
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1800s women's mission work in the Presbyterian church
throughout the nation was relatively undeveloped and unstructured. Early organizations appeared after the 1869 reunion
of the Old and New Schools and became quite fully institutionaUzed by 1875-1878. Sheldon Jackson's home mission thrusts
helped give final impetus to the organization, overcoming
hesitations about formal structuring of the women for financial
assistance. Jackson took it upon himself to call a meeting of
interested women at the 1878 General Assembly to consider
organizing. This culminated on 12 December 1878 in the
organization of the Woman's Executive Committee of Home
Missions of the Presbyterian Church. In 1897 the name was
changed to the Woman's Board of Home Missions, but the
function remained almost the same. Women's work for foreign
missions followed a similar pattern, beginning in the 1860s and
strengthening in the following two decades. ^^
This means that when the Synod of (South) Dakota came
into existence, women's organized mission support was a
relatively recent thing in the national church. Nevertheless, the
synod wasted no time in playing its part in the national
movement. At the very first annual synod meeting, W. S.
Peterson offered this resolution: "Resolved, that this Synod
appoint a Synodicai Woman's Executive Committee from
among the ladies connected with the Synod, to act in
connection with the Woman's Executive Committee of the
Board of Home Missions of the Presbyterian Church, at New
York." Peterson's wife was apparently appointed; her report the
next year for the Woman's Synodicai Home and Foreign
Missionary Society indicated that, when organized, eleven
societies had immediately enrolled, growing to a total of
thirty-three registered within a year. In 1885 it was already
being said that "the work done I for Foreign Missions] has been
confined mainly to that accomplished through the Ladies'
Societies." ^^
Another area in which the young Presbyteriati Church of
South Dakota seemed to reflect forces stirring in the national
58. Drury, Presbyterian Panorama, pp. 198-200; Thompson, History of the
Presbyterian Churches, pp. 190-91.
59. Minutes, 1884, p. 10; 1885, p. 26.
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church was in the founding of educational institutions. Presbyterians throughout the nation cherished their reputation for
educational excellence, but in the 1880s certain spokesmen
proclaimed that actions had not kept up with the image. In
1882 D. S. Gregory, president of Lake Forest University in
Illinois, declared, "In the past Presbyterians have been looked
upon as the special champions not only of ministerial education
but of all higher education. . . . But judged by the facts our
Church in this country is, at the present time, in its educational
work, far behind all the other great denominations with which
it is accustomed to co-operate in its gospel efforts — far behind
the Congregationalists, Methodists and Baptists."^" The realization led to a revival of interest in founding and supporting
colleges during the 1880s, aided in part by the efforts of Dr.
Gregory himself, who presented pleas before the Synods of
Wisconsin and Illinois and other Presbyterian groups.
After a stupor - a paralysis on this subject - of over a
quarter of a century, the Presbyterian Church is being roused to
consider the subject, and, 1 trust, to act once more in accordance
with her true character and her honorable traditions and history.
I verily believe that more has been said, and vi/ritten, and done in
this direction in the last five years - perhaps 1 should say in the
last year or two — by Presbyterians than in all the previous
quarter century.^'

C. Harve Geiger, who has done a historical analysis of the
growth of Presbyterian higher education, outlined five motivations for this college movement: (1) for cultural continuity,
(2) for education of the ministry, (3) to establish Christianized
education versus rising secular education, (4) to use as a tool for
triumph over the barbaric threat of the West, and (5) to match
the rising educational strength of other denominations.^^ While
the first two played a role even in the eighteenth century, all
60. D. S. Gregory, The Presbyterian Church in ils Relation to Hi^ier Education
and the Ministry (Lake Forest, III.: University Printing Co., 1882), pp. 1-2.
61. D. S. Gregory, Christian Education and the Presbyterian Church (Chicago:
Chas. F. Holman, Printer, 1882), p. 1.
62. "A secularized education is one oí the great dangers of our day. We may not
immediately feel its cold grasp upon us, chilling the life blood in our children, but it
has taken fast hold on a neighboring state and more will be heard from its advocates"
(Minutes, 1890, p. 202); C. Harve Geiger, The Program of Hi^ier Education of the
Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (Cedar Rapids, Iowa: Laurance
Press, 1940), pp. 48-59.
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five motivations contributed to the revived concern of the
1880s.
This revival led to the organization of the Board of Aid for
Colleges and Academies in 1883, which gave further structured
impetus to the movement. On the thirtieth anniversary of the
board in 1913, it was proudly noted that about forty
institutions of higher learning had been added during the
board's existence, as compared to twenty institutions built up
between 1746 and 1 8 8 3 . " The board did not claim all the
credit for this work, but did feel justified in maintaining that
the board's "very existence stimulated local activity and
induced the establishment of some of our best schools in places
where the local friends of the enterprises were loath to begin
without some indication that assistance would come from the
church at large."^"^
It is precisely in the educational revival period of the early
1880s that the Presbyterian educational institutions in South
Dakota were founded. As early as June 1881 (even before the
founding of the Presbytery of Southern Dakota in October),
Presbyterian missionaries in the area had set up a committee to
consider founding an educational institution in "South Eastern
Dakota."^^ In April 1882 the presbytery declared its intention
to found a college. Pierre was chosen as the site, the school was
incorporated in July 1883, and in September of that year the
Presbyterian University of Southern Dakota opened its doors.
In 1884, when the synod was founded, the school was delivered
into synod hands and rechristened Pierre University. One year
later two more institutions were born. The Groton Collegiate
Institute was incorporated by the Presbytery of Aberdeen in
May 1885 and admitted students in October. In September
1885 the Presbytery of Southern Dakota took steps to establish
Scotland Academy, which opened a year later.
While local factors including pride and boom optimism
certainly played a role, this flurry of educational activity was
63. Presbyterian Colleges (New York: College Board of the Presbyterian Church
in the U.S.A.. 1913). p. 5. The board admits that the low figure of twenty does not
include institutions of the Southern Presbyterian Church nor institutions founded
cooperatively with Congregationalists.
64. Presbvterian Colleges, p. 6.

65./".C i,no. 8 (July 1882): 47.
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also directly influenced by the national Presbyterian emphasis.
Harlan Page Carson, a moving force behind both Pierre
University and Scotland Academy, repeatedly advocated the
educational enterprise through writings in The Presbyterian
Chronicler, which included references to national periodicals. In
1882 he mentioned an article in the February Presbyterian
Monthly Record:
The burden of that article is, that while other denominations
of the church are alive to their educational interests, and are
founding and well sustaining their colleges in almost every
western state and territory, the Presbyterian church seems hardly
yet to have awakened on this important step. Where she has
colleges, they are said to be living at a 'poor, dying rate', and do
not begin to keep pace with the colleges of other denominations,
nor to be commensurate with our membership.'^^
In April 1883 Carson again drew from the national scene.
We can do something toward waking them up IPresbyterians, to
the importance of colleges], encouraged to do so by the telling
articles already sent out in the Observer. Evangelist, Interior, and
other journals. Besides many pamphlets have been issued upon
Higher Christian education and sent out broad cast among our
people. This waking up will be further indicated and promoted,
doubtless, by the report of our General Assembly's Special
Committee upon the subject at Saratoga next month, the
discussion and action touching the same. We, of the Presbyterian
church, of South Dakota, should at once put ourselves in a
condition to get all possible advantage from this.^'^

The report of the Committee on the Board of Aid for Colleges
and Academies at the 1884 synod meeting gave similar
indication of being part of a national movement. "We recognize
with gladness the revival, and the deepening of the interest of
our denomination in the work of Higher Christian Education.
We trust that our churches in this Territory will share to the full
in the new and enthusiastic devotion to this work."^^ In
addition to such clear statements, sources for financial support
indicate national connections. All three institutions requested
and received money from the national Board of Aid. The first
building at Pierre University was McCormick Hall, built with
$7,500 from Mrs. C. H. McCormick and her son, who were
known for their Chicago educational philanthropy.
66. Ibid., I, nos. 3 and 4 (Feb. and Mar. 1882); 13.
67, Ibid., 2, no. 5 (Apr. 1883): 117.
(>%. Minutes, 1884, p. 11.

Copyright © 1977 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

146

South Dakota History

McCormiek Hall

William Maxwell Blackburn, the second president of Pierre
University, (the first president served little more than a year)
might well serve as a symbol of the national relationship to the
South Dakota Presbyterian educational enterprise. Blackburn
was born and raised in Indiana, received his seminary education
at Princeton, served several churches in the East, established a
national reputation as a writer, and became professor of
ecclesiastical and church history at Chicago's Presbyterian
Theological Seminary (now McCormiek). He left the seminary
in distaste over the heresy trial of a colleague and, partly for
health reasons, eventually found himself in the Dakotas. In
1885 he accepted the presidency of what was soon called Pierre
University and served in that capacity for fourteen years.
Technically, of course, Blackburn was not involved in founding
the school, but his biography of national significance and the
major role he played in the early years of the university make
him an appropriate symbol of national influence and encouragement, both programmatic and financial, in the educational
efforts of South Dakota Presbyterians.^^
69, A short biographical tribute to Blackburn was given by Thomas Lawrence
Riggs in "William Maxwell Blackburn, D.D., LL.D.," South Dakota Historical
Collections (]9Q2): 25-36.
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This South Dakota reaction to national enthusiasm is not an
entirely glorious story. Geiger, for instance, later claimed that
"the urgency with which the General Assembly placed the cause
of the colleges before these inferior bodies, together with their
own sincere zeal in the work of education, and a natural desire
for convenient educational facilities, resulted in the establishing
of too many colleges. A number of these had, from their
beginnings, no reasonable chance to survive.'"'^ The problem,
in part, may have stemmed from the fact that "this entire
project has been promoted without the exercise of any effective
direction or control by a unified, centralized authority.""" The
authority of the Board of Aid was only " 'to co-operate with
local agencies in determining sites for new institutions', an
authority which did not enable the Board, even if it had desired,
to place any effective prohibition on the rather promiscuous
founding of colleges."''^ Geiger may have overstated the
problem somewhat, for it does seem that the Board of Aid
became increasingly conscious of their need to prevent an
excess of institutions in any one area."^^ It is true, however, that
the board could only discourage and had no final power. Also,
the necessity for limitation seems to have been fully realized
only after the three South Dakota institutions were founded.
South Dakota is a sample case of the problems of
overbuilding. The building took place in a boom period and the
optimistic inhabitants could see no limit to Dakota growth.
When Pierre University was founded, it was only the third
college in the state. Yet, by 1886 thirteen colleges, universities,
and academies had been established in South Dakota: five state,
one Baptist, two Congregational, one Episcopal, one Methodist,
and three Presbyterian.
Whether or not the need was adequate to justify this large
number of institutions is a complex question. It might be more
to the point to ask if the establishing of three Presbyterian
institutions was fiscally responsible. These schools were
founded by South Dakota Presbyterians at a time when
virtually every minister in the synod was partially supported by
the Board qf Home Missions. No church was self-supporting. In
70. Geiger, The Pro-am of Higher Education, p. 66.
71. Ibid., p. 59.
72. Ibid., p. 65.
73. See Minutes, 1888, p. 154; 1895, p. 82.
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light of such a condition, it might be reasonable to argue that
one Presbyterian school in the synod was more than enough.
Some sensitivity by the synod to overextension was revealed
in a struggle with supporters of the Groton school. The
Presbytery of Aberdeen, while founding an academy, clearly
indicated with the name ''Groton College" that they hoped the
school would soon grow to college status. The synod opposed
such intentions at its 1885 meeting, adopting this statment,
"Our Presbyteries that have established . . . academies or
schools... are recommended to see to it that nothing is held
forth in the curriculum of study prescribed, or in the
inducements that are set before intending students, to convey
the idea that such academies or schools are in any proper sense
of the term to be considered as colleges, and so rivals of Pierre
University."'^'' This recommendation was given force by the
synod's refusal to endorse any school's application for assistance to the Board of Aid until the above condition was met.
Groton supporters resisted synod direction in this matter until
1887 when the school reincorporated with the name of
"Groton Collegiate Institute.'"^^ The synod did not attempt to
hinder the founding of either the Groton Institute or the
Scotland Academy, but it did prevent them from claiming
college status.
Even with this restriction, the schools soon fell into hard
times. The Dakota boom ceased around 1886, influenced by
the national economic situation and general crop failures. In
1889 the synod Committee on Aid for Colleges and Academies
reported simply, "Your Committee has no report concerning
Groton Collegiate Institute.""^^ It had closed. The reasons for
closing were not given in the records, but it is evident that the
presbytery simply had inadequate financial strength to guide
the institute through hard times.
The picture looked brighter for the other two schools. In
1889 Scotland Academy freed itself from debt; in the same
period Pierre University was balancing its budget, reducing its
indebtedness, and planning additions to buildings. Such success,
74. Ibid., 1885, p. 43.
75. Ibid., 1887, pp. 102-5.
76. Ibid., 1889, p. 175.
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however, was dependent on assistance from the national Board
of Aid. When the board, influenced by general national
depression, was forced to reduce aid to Pierre in the 1890s, the
university delayed plans for expansion and repeatedly exercised
severe economies. Questions began to be raised about the
location of the university; Pierre, although in the center of
southern Dakota, was quite removed from other population
centers.'^'' In 1895 the synod passed the following resolution, a
hint that all was not well:
Resolved, That Synod now appoint a committee consisting
of one minister and one elder from each of the five Presbyteries
within its bounds, tliis committee to consider the whole matter of
education under the auspices of the Presbyterian church in South
Dakota, and report at the next meeting of the Synod such
suggestions or plan for action as will, in their judgment, best
promote the interests of the cause of education in the Synod.''^

On 2 and 3 June 1898 the synod met in special session to
consider consolidating Pierre University and Scotland Academy.
The reasons behind the proposed action are not totally clear
from the synod minutes. Scotland citizens opposed the action,
claiming that their academy had weathered the financial
depression and was beginning "a period of increased vigor and
widening usefulness." Pierre University did not make such a
claim. It was in debt and had not fully paid its president's
salary. The institution attributed its financial problems to
"drouth and no crops." The location, in isolated Pierre without
a strong local church, must have been a factor as well. Coe
Crawford, for instance, noted that the university's troubles were
in a time when "Pierre stopped growing and went backward."'^'^
Consideration was given to consohdating Presbyterian and
Congregational institutions at an Aberdeen location, but details
could not be worked out. The synod accepted an offer from the
town of Huron, which provided a hotel building, debt free and
taxes paid, as the new site of a Presbyterian college. Significantly, the Huron church was one of the first in the synod to
become self-supporting. Scotland Academy and Pierre Uni77. Ibid., 1893, p. 342.
78. Ibid., 1895, p. 78.
79. Ibid., 1898, p. 7; Ruane Pringle, ed., Hughes County History (Pierre: State
Publisliing Co., 1964), p. 41; Quoted by Dayton W. Canaday in "Territorial
Educator," The Wi-iyohi 22, no. 6 (Sept. 1968): 6.
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versity became Huron College, which opened on 20 September
1898. The school is still in operation today.
The brief consideration of the possibiUty of consolidating
Presbyterian and Congregational educational institutions illustrates that, in general terms, fraternal feeling seemed to exist
between Presbyterians and other denominations, including
Congregationalists, Methodists, and Baptists. This feeling found
expression in synod minutes in several ways. When Presbyterians gathered in a town for their synod session, they made
themselves available to conduct services in other denominational churches in town on the Sunday morning included in
the annual meeting. Presbyterian ministers preached in Congregational, Methodist, and Baptist churches, and at least once in
the Reformed church. Synod minutes indicate at least three
occasions before 1900 when the synod and the South Dakota
Baptist State Convention exchanged "fraternal greetings"
(1888, 1890, 1895). Members of other denominations were
often seated as "corresponding members" at synod sessions;
they were usually Congregational and Methodist. Episcopalians
seem to have come into the cooperative picture only in relation
to Indian work. Roman Catholics were mentioned only as
"Romanist" opponents.
A more specific view of interdenominational relationships is
shown in the founding of churches. In the earliest cases, when
only a small number of settlers were present and wanted to
form a church, it was necessary for the people of varying
backgrounds to settle on a common denomination. Thus, for
example, the white Presbyterian church of Flandreau was
organized by a layman in 1878 with eight members from five
denominations: Presbyterian, Baptist, Free-Will Baptist,
Methodist, and Congregational, and "one from the world on
confession of faith."^'^ John B. Pomeroy reported in 1883 that
"a petition of twenty-five Calvinistic Methodists, Baptists, and
Presbyterians has been received, asking that they be organized
into a Presbyterian church.^' It is understandable that necessity
played a role in bringing people together in early church
development. If a small community wanted a church, people of
different but compatible denominations had to "get together."
80. P.C. I, no, 2 (Jan. 1882): 3.
U.P.H.M. 12.no. 1 (Jan. 1883): 179.
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Four churches with two members each simply were not
feasible! As more people poured into Dakota Territory in the
boom of the 1880s, competition between churches became
possible. Yet, with limited resources, such competition was
unwise. Presbyterians, still influenced by a history of cooperation with the Congregationalists, seemed to recognize, sometimes grudgingly, that some sort of informal comity was
necessary.
The Plan of Union of 1801 had provided for an accommodation plan between the two denominations in western missionary work. John Blair Smith had asked at that time. "Is it wise, is
it Christian, to divide the sparce population holding the same
faith, already scattered, over the vast new territory, into two
distinct ecclesiastical organizations, and thus prevent each from
enjoying those means of grace which both might sooner enjoy
but for such division?"^^ This plan had been abrogated before
the settlement of Dakota Territory, but the necessities arising
from vast need and limited resources lived on in each newly
settled area. The Synod of South Dakota still found it necessary
in 1889 to advocate conservation of energy in the vast frontier.
"We can afford to lose no strength in misdirected effort, nor
must power be wasted by friction. The frontier is to be won for
Christ and not for any denomination."^^
The journal of the student, Chalmers Martin, gives a good
picture of an early informal and hesitant comity agreement. The
first area to which Martin was assigned in 1881 was the
Chamberlain vicinity. There, on 7 June, "Mr. Cook, the editor,
made inquiries as to whether I intended organizing a church.
Thought his friends who were coming wotild unite in any one
church, except Baptist." The situation became complicated
several days later when Mr. Sheldon and Mr. Thrall of the Yale
Dakota Band (Congregational) arrived. On 20 June Martin
reported, "In the afternoon saw Messrs. Sheldon and Thrall and
told them plainly what 1 thought about the feasibility of having
two churches here. They claimed that some of the town-site
people had invited them here and were quite enthusiastic in
favor of a Cong, church, that they did not know until got to
Mitchell that there was anyone at work here."^"*
82. Quoted in Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier, p. 41.
H3. Minutes, 1889, p. 182.
84. Martin, "Journal of my Summer in Dakota," pp. 102,106.
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Martin was later instructed by his full-time colleagues to
leave Chamberlain to supply a different area. Cook urged him
not to leave, indicating that they thought Thrall would not
"succeed" in Chamberlain and that they liked Martin better.
"Said that while most of the Company people preferred a Cong,
church, yet they were not all strenuous on that point; that they
had not bound themselves at all in the matter." On 5 July one
of the full-time ministers, M. E. Chapin, reported to Martin that
"he had a plain talk with Thrall, whom he liked quite well. Mr.
T. thought the circumstances warranted them in asking us to
give up Chamberlain to them. We will not do so at present,
certainly." On I 1 July Martin had another talk with Chapin.
"We concluded that we would have to give up Chamberlain. . . . He will try and hold Red Lake, 48, and Rome."*^
Thus, a comity of sorts reached hesitating fulfillment.
There seemed to be a general understanding that such
comity agreements should be made, even though this feehng
was sometimes disregarded. The Presbyterian Chronicler of
1883 mentioned a comity arrangement in Minnesota and added,
"There are at least three or four towns in southern Dakota in
which a similar arrangement should be made." J. Logan Sample,
the first Presbyterian minister sent to the Black Hills, in late
1884, reported finding several Presbyterians near Sturgis. He
added, "We hesitate only because our Congregational brethren
insist on organizing too." Nevertheless, a Presbyterian church
was established in 1886. In that same year P. S. Davies
complained in the Presbyterian Chronicler about another
situation. "Our Congregational friends have gone into Bowdle
and organized, where we had a church. . . . Under what construction of our interdenominational comity this action was
taken I have not yet heard."^^
Sometimes cooperation did win out. The October 1884
Presbyterian Chronicler reported, "The Columbia church is no
more, having united with the Congregational church there in the
interests of peace and Christian unity."^"^ These incidents seem
to indicate a general feeling that Presbyterian/Congregational
comity was some sort of vague obligation. Yet, at times,
85. Ibid., pp. 108. 112-13, 114.
86. P.C. 2, nos. I 0 and II (Sept. and Oct. 1883): 163; 4, no. 2 (Jan. 1885): 2;
5,00. II (Oct. 1886): 3.
87. Ibid., 3, no. 4 (Oct. 1884): 2.
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competition resulted anyway. The reason may be that the
comity attempts were local, informal, and unofficial. It is not
until 1888 that the synod minutes record official general
proposals being made. At that time the synod received an
overture "from the Congregational Churches of South Dakota
making certain suggestions to the Synod touching the course of
either denomination where there is not room for both."^^ The
synod agreed with the intent, but left action to the various
presbyteries. The general obligatory feeling about comity
eventually became official policy.
The story of Presbyterian beginnings in South Dakota
warrants a general comment about the institution on the
Dakota frontier. Unlike the independent condition about which
some frontier theorists like to speak, the South Dakota
Presbyterians retained a strong national connection from the
beginning in both Indian and white situations. This was
undoubtedly influenced by the firm support given by national
institutions; resulting dependence made close relationships to
the supporters necessary. South Dakota Presbyterians were not
only dependent upon financial assistance from the national
church, but also were responsive to the national church's
emphases on such programs as college development and
women's organizations.
In spite of this dependence, however, in a number of
instances the local churches did not follow the national church's
lead. The Presbyterians may have separated from the American
Board on the national level, but the Dakota (Indian) mission
essentially remained a unity. The Dakota Native Missionary
Society was founded to more effectively reach Indians without
going through a national agency. The founding of early white
churches can be credited as much to Iowa neighbors as to any
national board. The squabble concerning synodical jurisdiction
between Minnesota and Iowa revealed a brief problem in fitting
the Dakota area into the national structure. Frontier white
settlement necessitated some interdenominational cooperation
that did not rest on official national policy. Therefore, emphasis
on national connectionahsni must be quahfied by the knowledge that frontier conditions exerted some influence in
requiring local Dakota adjustments to the national mechanisms.
88. Aíinuíes, 1888, pp. 130-31.
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