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A rose by another other name 
would still smell as sweet, and 
South Dakota would still retain its 
frontier character even if  the plains 
weren’t stacked with towns named 
Eureka, Volga and Iroquois or 
counties called Bon Homme, Brule 
and Butte.

But the nomenclature used for 
the state’s rivers, towns and coun-
ties are a window into the thinking 
of  the early pioneers. They reveal 
rapidly expanding railroads, legis-
lators both patriotic and political 
and hopeful settlers who first came 
together on the lonesome prairie. 

Rivers
Janet Gritzner, a cultural geog-

rapher who works with geograph-
ic information systems at South 
Dakota State University, 
said there is a good rea-
son naming places is so 
important. Identifying 
features and locations is 
a way for people to orient 
themselves, even if  they 
don’t have a map. 

“If  you are crossing 
a river, you would want 
to know its name so you 
know where it is, even 
without a map,” she said. 

Of  course, even arriv-
ing at one name for a river 
is not especially easy. 

Lewis and Clark men-
tion what is known today 
as the Vermillion River 
several times in their 
journals, but refer to it 
as the “Whitestone” in 
1804 and the “Redstone” 
in 1806. Sources conflict 
if  the original Native 
American name of  “Wa 
se spa” means White Paint or Red 
Paint. The current Sioux names of  
“knic-knic” or “killa Kalick” mean 
red timber or red wood for the wil-
lows along its banks. The name 
Vermillion probably comes from 
French trappers who came through 
the area, perhaps as a translation 
of  the Native American name. 

The James River is the English 

translation of  “Riviere aux 
Jacque,” the name French fur trad-
er Jean Trudeau gave it in 1794. 
It’s mentioned by Lewis and Clark 
in their journals and called both 
the “Jacque” and “Sacque” in early 
accounts. The early territorial leg-
islature tried to dub it the “Dakota 
River,” but the name never took. 

Towns
In her 1973 book “South Dakota 

Geographic Names” author 
Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve 
breaks down the naming patterns 
for the more than 500 incorporated 
towns and unorganized communi-
ties that existed in the state.

The majority, 158, were named for 
prominent pioneer families such 
as Lemmon, Langford and Bovee. 

The next highest cate-
gory was towns named 
for geographic features 
such as Sioux Falls, Dell 
Rapids and White Lake, 
of  which there were 98.

There were 68 towns 
named for railroad offi-
cials or their friends and 
family, such as Armour. 
Another 48 carry foreign 
names such as Bristol or 
Tolstoy. Communities 
such as Akaska, Oacoma 
and Oglala are among 
the 44 communities that 
bear Native American 
names.

Towns in the eastern 
U.S. such as Amherst, 
Watertown or Bath have 
36 namesakes on the 
South Dakota plains. An 
equal number of  towns 
were named after impor-
tant political or mili-

tary figures, such as Norbeck and 
Custer.

Only two communities, Jefferson 
and Monroe, have the distinction of  
being named for presidents.

There were also dozens of  com-
munities named after animals, such 
as Beaver; mining, such as Tinton; 
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10 largest cities in South Dakota by population
Sioux Falls – Named for the waterfalls on the Big 
Sioux River. Settled in 1857.
Rapid City – Originally dubbed “The Hay Camp” by 
mining centers in the Black Hills, but soon named 
for Rapid Creek. Settled in 1876.
Aberdeen – Named for the Scottish city where 
Alexander Mitchell, president of the Chicago, 
Milwaukee and St. Paul Railroad Company, was 
born. Settled in 1880.
Watertown – Named for Watertown, New York, 
home of early settler John E. Kemp. Founded in 
1875, platted in 1878.
Brookings – Originally called Ada, but name 
changed to honor Judge Wilmot W. Brookings 
when platted in 1879. The new name was sug-
gested by earlier settler W. H. Skinner.
Mitchell – Named after Alexander Mitchell, 

president of the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul 
Railroad Company. Post o�  ce established 1879, 
incorporated 1883.
Pierre – Named for Fort Pierre. Said to have been 
named by early settler John Hilger who consigned 
a load of goods to “Pierre – on the opposite side 
of the river to Fort Pierre.” Post o�  ce established 
1880, incorporated 1888.
Yankton – Named for the Yankton tribe of the 
Sioux Indians. Post o�  ce established 1860, 
incorporated 1869.
Huron – Named by Marvin Hughitt, president 
of the North Western Railroad, for the Huron 
Indians. Platted 1880. 
Vermillion – Named for either the nearby Vermil-
lion River or the old Fort Vermillion. Settled in 
1859, platted in 1869. 
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Top: A map of the Vermillion area in Clay County. (Photo Courtesy of Clay County Place Names)
Right: Lithographs from the 1880s of Huron, above, and Watertown, below, show the early layout 
of each town. Huron was named for the Huron Indians and Watertown for the city in New York. 
(Courtesy of South Dakota State Historical Society)

Then there were 
cities named 
almost by accident 
such as the future 
state capital of 
Pierre. Sneve 
claims it originally 
was called “Mato.” 
But when early 
settler John Hilger 
and his brother, 
Anson, consigned 
a load of goods to 
be sent there they 
put the destination 
as “Pierre – on the 
opposite side of 
the river from Fort 
Pierre.” The name 
apparently stuck. 


