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Entered in P.O. in Pierre as 
Second class matter.

The spring freshets in the 
Missouri are beginning to do 
their work. 

Every inhabitable piece of  bot-
tom land from Pierre to Omaha 
has been deluged. 

The Dakota Southern rail-
road and the Sioux City & 
Pembina road will suffer great 
loss by the washing out of  their 
roadbeds. 

An ice gorge extends from 
Yankton to Vermillion, nearly 
filling the channel for over thir-
ty miles with solid ice, sometimes 
thirty feet high.

The ruin and desolation of  
homes and farms has not been 
confined by the late floods to 
Dakota Territory. 

It has been widespread, and 
the appalling calamity has 
involved others outside our lim-
its. The destruction has been 
so great, the ruin so complete, 
that nothing short of  a nation-
al movement can result in any 
material benefit.

The horses, cattle, agricul-
tural implements, everything by 
which the people, a majority of  
whom are farmers, can make a 
living, is irretrievably gone. 

Fire leaves the earth intact, 
but this flood has left acres upon 
acres of  ice upon the desolated 
fields. 

So wrote the Black Hills Daily 
Times as Dakota Territory was 
threatened by the rising water 
of  the Missouri River in March 
1881. As the river continued to 
rise due to melting ice, stories 
of  destruction filled the pages 
of  newspapers all throughout 
the Territory and across the 
rest of  the country. 

Until 1952, the flood of  1881 
would be the single great-
est flood to ravage what later 
became South Dakota. Leaving 
thousands homeless, the flood 
swept away businesses, homes 
and even entire villages. In 
the aftermath, much of  the 
focus was on the impacts the 
flood had on large towns such 
as Vermillion and Yankton. 
Although significantly small-
er in size, the communities of  
Pierre and Fort Pierre faced 
difficulties of  their own.

The Solid Misery 
Yet to Come.

Pierre had been settled just 
eight months prior to what later 
became known as the Great 
Flood. The new settlement was 
home to 500 to 600 strangers 
“living in board shacks, tents or 

covered wagons,” wrote John 
Hilger, an early resident of  the 
town, in a 1914 letter. 

Pierre was bustling with 
new businesses, with plenty of  
hotels and saloons. The town’s 
patrons could choose from 20 
establishments to buy alcohol, 
or grog as it was called then, 
which sold for 15 cents a glass. 
Church services were held 
inside a tent located on Dakota 
Avenue, even throughout the 
winter. Potatoes were valued 
at $1.20 per bushel. The Dakota 
Journal, one of  two weekly 
papers available, sold for $2 
a year. Rooms rented for $5 a 
week. According to the Signal – 
the second local paper – Snow’s 
was the place to get the best 
oyster stew.

To the west of  Pierre, across 
the Missouri River, was Fort 
Pierre, the oldest white settle-
ment in what is now South 
Dakota, which had been occu-
pying a precarious existence 
since 1817. J.D. King described 
the city in a June 1881 edition 
of  the Dakota Journal as “the 
poorest excuse for a town that 
it ever fell our lot to see.” King 
said the majority of  the houses 
were built with common rough 
lumber, while older ones had 
been built with willow poles 
and mud. 

Although much of  the freight 
hauling business had been shift-
ed to Pierre with the addition of  
the railroad in November 1880, 
Fort Pierre was still growing. 
Arriving in September 1880, 
Jacob Matthews said nearly 
all the buildings in Fort Pierre 
were saloons or gambling hous-
es, with shooting and battles 
occurring nearly every night. 

Like the younger city to its 
east, Fort Pierre had plenty 
of  available entertainment. 
There was a billiard hall, sev-
eral saloons, the Grand Central 
Hotel and Leitch Hall, a popular 
place for dancing. 

Travel between the two cities 
was made possible by using a 
sixty-foot-long and twelve-foot-
wide flatboat. The river cross-
ing was accomplished by hav-
ing a horse pull the flatboat 
several hundred yards along 
the river bank from a landing 
on the Pierre side. The horse 
would then be loaded onto the 

boat as four men used sixteen-
foot oars, along with the strong 
current, to guide the vessel 
across the river to a landing on 
the Fort Pierre side. 

In addition to the develop-
ments in what later became 
known as central South Dakota, 
other areas in Dakota Territory 
had already been established 
for several years. 

Green Island, a small settle-
ment on the southern shore of  
the Missouri River just east of  
the Meridian Bridge, located in 
Yankton, had been settled in 
1858. By 1881, Green Island had 
a post office, a blacksmith shop, 
a hotel, a general store, two 
churches and upwards of  150 to 
200 residents. 

The town of  Vermillion, 
later referred to as Vermillion-
Under-The-Hill or Vermillion 
on the Bottom, was located 
below the bluff  that it sits upon 
today. At one point in the early 
1870s, Vermillion had the sec-
ond-largest population in the 
Territory. In 1872, the town 
had three general stores, three 
hotels, one bank, three saw-
mills, three drugstores, three 
hardware stores, a clothing 
store, a barbershop, a pletho-
ra of  attorneys, a doctor, two 
saloons and four churches. 

A Heavy Snow 
Storm. 

Winter began early when 
a mid-October blizzard swept 
through Dakota Territory. 
Never before had anyone seen 
such severe snowfall, recalled 
Doane Robinson in 1904. The 
snow was so bad, it prevented 
regular train access. 

In a futile battle against 
nature, hundreds of  snow-shov-
elers were employed by the rail-
ways leading to the Territory. 
The shovelers would throw 
the snow into massive banks 
on either side of  the railroad 
tracks during the day. The next 
day, they would return to find 
their previous day’s work was 
covered once again by the eve-
ning winds. 

When a train headed east 
from Pierre on Dec. 20, little 
did the citizens know it would 
be the last train for nearly five 
months. L.B. Albright, a Pierre 
businessman, called it a “long 
and tiresome winter.” The win-
ter of  1880-1881 would later 
be the main subject of  Laura 
Ingalls Wilder’s novel “The 
Long Winter.” 

By mid-January, tempera-
tures reached 40 below zero in 
some parts of  the Territory. 

On Feb. 2, a snowstorm 
zeroed in on the weary and 
weathered citizens, lasting for 
nine days. The storm brought 
so much snow that in several 
towns citizens were forced to 
tunnel their way out of  build-
ings and houses. 

Due to the impassible rail-
road line, supplies had begun to 
diminish in February. Coal oil 
was being sold in Pierre for $1 
a gallon, an unheard-of  price at 
the time. Although butter had 
run out, a local hotel owner 
took to making his own. While 
food was still available, resi-
dents had grown concerned. 

Ironically, because of  the 
terrible conditions, the people 
of  Fort Pierre may have been 
saved. Fort Pierre resident 
Jacob Matthews recalled, “We 
would have starved if  it hadn’t 

been for two warehouses full of  
groceries in Fort Pierre which 
should have been shipped to the 
Black Hills.”

When a stage coach arrived 
in mid-February, the passen-
gers said it was a hard trip. It 
took the travelers 12 days to 
move from Yankton to Pierre. 

By late March, the situation 
had become dire: school was 
suspended for 30 days; wood 
was scarce; to make matters 
worse, the river rose by five 
feet. On March 24, the Daily 
Press and Dakotaian reported, 
“There are grave fears of  a 
flood at east and west Pierre.”

Flood expected 
to-day 

or to-morrow.
Prior to the flood, precau-

tions were taken through-
out the Territory. A surveyor 
named C.W. Irish had predicted 
a flood. Posting a notice in a 
Fort Pierre post office, Irish 
convinced a handful of  mer-
chants to place their stock on 
erected platforms. 

In his recollection of  life in 
Pierre, L.B. Albright said he 
moved thousands of  feet of  
lumber to the hills from his 
lumber yard located in the low-
lands. 

M.P. Kincaid, a local banker 
with a small establishment on 
Dakota Avenue, moved $11,000 
in cash from his water-threat-
ened bank to a shack away 
from the rising river. Fearful of  
hoodlums, commonly referred 
to as rounders, who had been 
threatening the citizens of  the 
young town, Kincaid recruit-
ed 11 men to help guard his 
shacked-up cash. 

A lumber dealer in Vermillion 
boarded up his sheds as water 
started to enter the town. A 
brickyard owner in Sioux Falls 
placed 10,000 bricks onto the 
first floor of  his house to pre-
vent it from floating away. 

The Raging 
Waters in the 

Gulches.
On March 26, the snow began 

to melt, forming ice gorges 
along the Missouri River. A 
massive ice jam occurred at 
Farm Island, causing the river 
to rise, flooding the lower por-
tions of  Pierre and Fort Pierre. 
Residents of  both towns moved 
to higher ground where they 
were forced to camp on the 
frozen ground, according to a 
story later printed in the Black 
Hills Daily Times. 

Hilger later described the 
flood, saying, “When the snow 
started to disappear, it left in 
a hurry. The river rose very 
rapidly, the ice gorged a short 
distance below town, turning 
the water into the bottoms and 
flooded the town with from 
four to six feet of  water. Those 
who were not so fortunate as to 
possess two story houses were 
obliged to retreat to higher 
ground. My dugout was filled 
with women and children and 
I was obliged to seek quarters 
elsewhere because of  the lack 
of  room.” 

As the chunks of  ice con-
tinued to melt, the flood tore 
through the towns. Laura Kirley 
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This photograph shows Pierre in the aftermath of the Great Flood of 1881. (Photo courtesy of the South Dakota State Historical Society)
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THE GREAT FLOOD

See FLOOD, C6Chunks of ice covered railroad throughout Dakota Territory, preventing regular 
train access. (Photo courtesy of the South Dakota State Historical Society)

Mails Leave—Tri-weekly, 
for Yankton, every Sunday, 
Wednesday and Friday, by 
stage.

Tri-weekly, for Sully, every 
Sunday, Wednesday and 
Friday, by stage. 

Daily, for Rapid, Deadwood and 
other points in the Black Hills, 
every morning, by stage.

Daily, for Chicago and the east, 
rail.

Mails Arrive—From Yankton, 
Tri-weekly, Sunday, Wednesday 
and Friday, by stage. 

From Sully, Tri-weekly, Sunday, 
Tuesday and Thursday, by 
stage. 

From the Black Hills every eve-
ning. 

From Chicago and the east, 
every morning at 6 o’clock.
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