THE MERCILESS DaYs OF SNOW, ICE, FLOODS - 188(0-81
by

Stanley E. Votruba

The winter cf 1880-8l in South Dakota began early when a
storm with the magnitude and fierceness of a blizzard struck
on Ocktober 15, 1880, The storm lasted only twenty-four houra
and was not accompanied by exceptionally low temperatures, but
it did freeze the Big Siocux and James Rivers. The effects of
the storm were widespread because the damps, heavy snow tied up
rail traffic, damaged telegraph lines, trapped thousands of
livestock out on the open prairies, and halted the threshirg
which was then underway all through the territory. Because
work on the unfinished railroads in Dakota was halted, the
Milwaukee Railroad was unable to recach Thamberlain with its
tracks that fall because of the stovrm,

The blizzard of October 15, 1880 came unusually early
according to Indians then living at the Yanktoa Agency who had
lived through 75-B0 previous winters. Theoy could recall no
previous such winkry visitation during Ocigber. Heavy storms
and destructive blizzards had been known late in the spring.
but the rule for October, and even Howember had always been
pleasant and typical autumn Weather. Z2ut thiz early srorm was
a harbinger for the coming winter. Threcughout the next five
menths stocrm after storm of a mast damaqging and disheartening
character assaulted the region.

The wearly stocr caught cvcryone unprepared. Zn Ockober
15, there werc a dozen steamboabs out on their last trip up
the Missowri River to the farts and Indian agencies. 7The cold
blast =truck them, in gnme instances, in mid river and thecy
souaht safaty at the bhank wherever they haopened to be. It
Wwas even repoctad that ane man was bedily blown off the deck
of a steamship. Thousands of new scttlers, with only cramped,
expoeed gquartars, were nob prepared for this early blast of
winter. To maks: mattars worse the rvaillroads had not yet
shipped thes winter's supply of ceal or other fuel. Train
loads ¢f fuel were gn the tracks and thers wasn't the human
power available to remove aor dig them out. puring the winter
the frequency of the storms was such that men shoveling in the
railway cuts to clear the tracks, no sooner clecared Lhem when
another astorm would bresak loosc. Later in the seasan when
trains began running acain, passengers found the snow banks
high enough to shut oul the light. At Yankton 20 encine was
equipped with fifty bushelz ol corn for fusl whizsh enabled it
ta run tc Elk Point where there was a limited supply of ccal.
Alseo durino the 18B90-81 winter tens oI thousands of ranae
cattled perished in Dakota, Minnecota, Iowa, and Nebraska.

ne of the most severe <f the 1800-91 winter sStorms came
on the seventh of February, 1881, The storm continued for
forty-eight hours in some sectienrs of Dakota., At Fort Sully,
and in a large a2rea of thz country, the snowfall reached a2
depth of four feet. Pierre and areas =ast had at least three
Eeet of snow, but there wahs anly eight2en 1nches of snow in
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the extreme southern region. The snow cover lasted until
March.

The floed season came early in the Upper Missouril country
in 1881. The melting of the two to four feet of packed snow
would £i111 the rivers and creeks. The marly flooding came
before the ice in the Missouri River gave way. The flooding
was caused by the partial melting of the surface snows in the
Missouri valley, including the Black Hills tributsries, thus
pouring imménse volumes cof water onto the sti1il) frozen surface
of the Missouri River. The extraordinary thickness and
strength of the ice enabled the river to resist the weight of
water passing over it for & week or more. By March &€, the
Missourl River at Fort Buford had risen twenty feet and was
still vising. When the ice finally broke up on the Missouri,
Big Siocux, Vermillion, and James Rivers, the great flood came.
The rising water and ice floes inundated the lowlands and
isolated settlements. By March 24 the flood waters peaked ancd
reached the Dakota Southern Railroad tracks at several goints
between the Blg Sioux and the James Rivers., Nearly every
railroad and wagan bridge south of the 45th parallel was
totally destroyed by the raging ice and water, ocr so badly
damaged, it couldn't be used.

Shut off from the outside werld by the incidents of the

flocd, a large portion of the pecple in the Misscuri valley
were on the verge of starvation, with little clothing, or none
whatsoever other than what they were wearing. Exposed for

weeks to a wintry atmosphere, their homes a wreck, often
without bed or bedding, flour or meat, the pecople somehow bore
up through this unforgettable experience.
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Those who lived at Fort Thompson and the Crow Creek
Agency escaped the brumt of the flsod: Chamberlain was
slightly affected by it, At White ESwan, opposite Fort
Randall, the pecple were not 20 lucky. The ice in the river
broke on March 25. The water and ice went cver the banks.
The settlers were just a2ble ta get out of the valley as water
guickly ecose to the height of their wagon boxes. Happily, 211
reached the hills alive, but thneir livestock, buildings, and
household fixtures were largely destroyed and swept avay.
Nearly all the cattle used in freighting from Pierre to
Deadwood perished. The Black Hills for a time were entirely
isolated. Some stages tried to travel the route, but either
became lost or gave up the efforts. After spending 22 hours
togo 19 miles, one atagecoach was then obliged to abandon its
trip. On the Pierre route a stage left the Cheyenne Crossing
and became lost feor sixty-five haurs,

811 the lowlands--those at Greenwoaod (Yankton Agency).
White Swan, the new town of Plerre, and the bottom lands near
Bismarck wvwere inundated and many of the improvements
destroyed. The flood caused such disaster an the bottom lands
bordering the Misscouri River between Yankton and the Big
Sioux River, a distance of sixty miles, that it was almost
beyond belief, On March 28th an ice gorge formed below
YVermillion causing water te rise rapidly shortly before
nightfall. The entire city was flogaded in less than an hcur
and the residents had to flee to higher ground.

At Yankton the river broke up about four ao'clock in the
afternoon of the 28th. There Wwere a number of steamboats at
the levee at Yankton, where they had passed the winter, and
the owners, who expected s busy time when the btreak-up came.
had made preparations and taken all) the usual precautians.
The heavy ice which covered the river was the chief cause of
any apprehension felt for the =zafety of the boats. There was,
therefore, considerable alarm felt when but a few minutes
after the ice began moving, a heavy cake struck the steamboat
Western near her stern and openad a heole in her hull about 20
feet long through vhich water poured ints her hold. A1) the
men whe could work at the pumps were sebt to work hoping to
keep the water level dewn until the fissure could be closed
and the boat moored nearer the shore., Unfortunately, this
could nat be done. The water poured in much faster than the
pumps could take care of it, and in the course ©f an hour the
boat settled down, her stern going te the bottom of the river,
her bow remainirg partially out of the water. &11 the movable
property on the boat was taken cut, but the machinery could
not be reached. The hull became a wreck.

Akt Yermillion the destruction was most complete. The
city cantained a peopulation of aix to seven hundred peaple and
there were about 150 dwellings, hotels, churches, banks, and
business houses. The town had been built on a rather narrow
strip of the Missouri bottom land, 3just under the higher landg
where the present city is established. The flood with its
moving ice attacked the city about midnight of March 27th. &
grove of trees west of the city obstructed the ice for a time.
The people were awakened by the alarm rung cut by the bell of
the Baptist Church. HNobt many minutes later the streeks wers
threnged with many women and children, who had been hurciedly
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clag, oli miking thelr way ke the vroad leading up the hill to
the high lanad. Zome were leading horsesa or doivaing vattcle,
some moving alcng with their arme full cf clothing pickad up
innagte ag best they eould when leaving their homes. Scme of
the last of the refugees vere compellad to wade through rthree
feet af icy wacter ir tha darkness of midnight to reacn that
stesp pluff rmall Tanditlcons remained practivally unchanged
for the npext thres or leour days., although the water rose
grajuaslly ird submcrged fhe railroad tracks and the depct.

On the 3ls=srL of March the water reached nearly to the
ronfs »f many ¢f the smaller struclutes In Vermillicon, and in
the meening they began te float off their foundations. During
the day of the 31st and the Ecllowing night, forty structures
floated away and dashed against the ice packs lower down the
valley. & few pzople had tristed their safety to the s=cond
artory of two braek buildings, Lot the next day they were taken
2ut of the szcond stery wvindows by tescuers and carriad ashore
in skiffs. For a week the Vermillion people had been
untiringly at vwerk removing cverything removable, that is,
everything they could reach throuvwgh the flcod of wabters.
Ther< remained wuch property which could not be recovered
hecause their cnly mode of transfer was a limited number of
ski1ffg which made the work slow and difFicult, On the &th of
April the water again rose rapidly. Up until this time the
growing trees west of ftown had kzpt the ice, ir a large parct.
from entering the town. But this renewal of Elcoding was
anccnpanied by ice flocs which cntercd the desclate town which
yet conbtained a nundred or more of 1ts best bulldings, The
Faphbist church bell again rang out ite frightful clangor
anncuncing new danger. At aboutk midday the procession of the
buildings started. dome steadily and majestically faced theirc
tate, othere tottering, partly tipped over flcoated away. 1In
Che course of a couple of hours, 56 buildings Zloated cff or
wracked near thelr Foundations. Twenty buildings In stately
procession, like swans, were cobserved flosting off in anw
tleel, The scene wWas an imposing and exciting sne, bubt Lhose
Wwhose homes were being wasted and propecty des-royed did not
then appreciate the grandeur of the tragedy.

There w45 on=s 11ght during this long peril when a
vlizzard struck, making it impossiblie to row a boat 2r tg
ramain leng exposed tc the freezinyg blast. The weather was
unifsealy uncomforlabiy cold througheout the long weeks of the
flood. Extrems cold was not infreguent, and reicuing parties
complained that the most serious danger was freezing to death,
Captaln Lavender, of Yankton, menticons an instance where he
was obliged to Spend one night with his men an an ice block
owing te bigh winds, It was with the greatest difficulty that
he kopt some from going to sleep. He whipped and pounded ang
threatened though he wag half frozen himsslf, «hile he stamped
about on the icy block to keep his men moving and alive.

The cften miraculous delivery of tundreds of people from
the jaws of death was the topic of many steries of the - ime.
vYolunes of stories could he writtan frem experitnces setllers
reported akout the flcocod and tha2ir rescue from peril.
Imminenk danoer beset hundreds and posgsibly thounsands of
tarmers' famillies whg inhabited the river valley lands. One
guch gtory was toeld about 21e H.e Larson, his wif2 and two
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children, H.J. Hanson and wife and two children, and two
children of Judge Bottelfson, of Clay County. These pecple
were fleeing the flood in a skiff with scant clothing and no
food whatscever. After hours of rowing about in the ice
field, they sought refuge on the roof of a partially submerged
stable nor far frowm thelr starting poant. There they remained
for six long days and nights, exposed to the weather, their
only food an uncocoked chicken found in the stable, and raw

beef taken from a drowned animal. The nights were freezing
cold. 1t was remarkable any were found alive. & searching
party discovered them the sixth day and carried them to a
place of safety. They were all more or less deliricus. AL
first they thought they would be seen on the roof, but when no
sign of help came, they gave up in despailr. A hcouse, where

ten people had gone for refuge, lifted from the foundation and
floated away. After the house got started on its wvovage the
men folk, realizing their peril, made their way tec the roof
where they built a large box to serve as a lifeboat in case of

further emergency. The house moved along, but had setrtled
nearly to the eaves when the lifeboat was finished and the ten
passengers found places in it, Then with much paddling, the
passengers made their way to solid ground. They finally found

refuge in the house of Mr. Thompscon on higher ground.

Flood conditions rewained over a large area of the
ovecrflowed country until early summer. There were cases where
familiea, or a small group of settlers, had taken refuge in
the mcere substantial buildings of neighbors, but made no
preparation for a long stay, presuming the waters would
subside in 2 cr 3 days. Here, after the lapse of many days
and even weeks, provisions would give out and starvation faced
the 1impriscned pecple. Relief parties were out searching for
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these isplated people;, but it was slow and difficult to work
through the ice fields of the water waste especially with the
accumulation of ice around every building or obstructiocn.

Ggunderson's Mill, seven miles Wwest of Yermillion, wasa one
isolated settlement. AS late as the 25th of April pacrties had
been unable to make their way to it owing to the heavy ice
that cobstructed every avenue--cakes of ice that stood up in
great sheets 10 to 15 feet in height. This mill waa built on
ane of the highest points on the Missouri bottom, and was
regarded as "floodproof." HNearby in the area were two facm
houses, those of Thomas Thompson and Mr. Johnaon. AL the mill
during the flood there were 42 people, 36 in Thompson's house
and 47 at Johnson's~--1253 in all. This was the number when
Captain Grant Marsh made his way into the settlement. They
had been living for some time on mostly flour, with a very
light diet of everything eatable that could be scraped up in
the building, The flood did not reach them: but for miles all
around them, they could witness the destruction of the
farmers' homes and improvements, and Lhe struggling herds of
cattle, gathered upon every point that was out of the water,
only to be engulfed and awWwept away by a succeeding rise that
covered their place of refuge.

Tens of thousands of domestic animals were swallowed up
in the icy waters. Thousands of tons of hay were swept away,
and it was a common remark later that there was not a spear of
hay left “from the Jim to the Blg Sioux." The mess of the
floed left the bottom lands strewn with blocks of ice, in all
dimensions, fregquently 4 feet thick.

The big bend in the Missourl River a few miles above
¥Yermillion was cut off by the floed cf 1881, and Lhe Missouri
shartened about 17 miles. The peninsula formed by this bend
was the largest on the river excepting the Great Bend,
mentioned by Lewilis and Clark, near Crow Creek, The new
channel saved the steamboats 18 miles, less a half. The cut-
off leftr Vermillion about 3 miles north of the navigable
channel of the river, The farm of Mons Nelson was situated
near the line, gor on the line of the cut-off, and where the
channel cut acress it, took his barns, sheds and all his out-
buildings, and a dwelling house nearly new. An observing
party had gathered on the Nebraska bluff opposite and was
watching the ravenous work af the waters as rthey devoured the
narrow atrip in the neck of the bend. The small circle
occupied by the cattle Was right in its path, surrounded by a
sea of water. But a little more than a few feebt of land was
left for a footing for the cattle when suddenly this
disappeared as if wundermined, and with a mighty crash sank
into the water, hurling the cattle with ik. They soon
disappeared.

Meckling was a railroad sration on the Dakcta Southern
FRallroad, about 7 miles west of Yermillion, four miles from
the bluffs, where a large community of farming people resided
and not more than 14 miles from Yanktan, where there were a
number of steamboats and scores of men skilled in handling
rowboats and pike-poles. As someone remarked, "Though the
condition of Meckling was known to the ends of the earth, vyet
all civilization could only stretch its hands in pitying
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sympathy without being able to reach them.” Many attempts
were made from Yankton with the best of boats, manned by the
bravest of hearts, but they were turned back unable to

penetrate the barriers of ice. Within 1 1/2 miles of Meckling
1,600 head of cattle were lost. There were six lives lost due
to the flood, The people at Meckling were finally rescued
hpril 28th through trhe daring and determined efforts of
Captain Grant Marsh, who had been deing herolc relief work all
along the line, in the ice and water, and who finally resclved
that Meckling must be reached and its imprisoned inhabitants
relieved. The Meckling peopls had spent 13 days in the second
story of the elevator and in one or two other buildings
adjointing. There were 125 of them. They were all
comparatively well,

The ice broke up in the Sioux FRiver at Sicux Falls on the
20th of March, and the water began rising. in 24 hours it
gained a heighr of about 16 feet above the low water marck, the
highest ever krown. A torrent over 500 yards wide ran through
the town. The flood extended to the bluffs on the east side
of ths river and washed away over 30 buildings. The Milwaukee
Railroad bridge was washed away and the track badly damaqged,
as was the track and yards of the Worthington line. The Cueen
Bee Mill suffered 515,000 in damages. The lumber companies
all lost heavily. Other rompanies and one other mill suffered
a combined loss of $15C,000. The rise of the river above Lthe
falls swept away about 1060 buildings. At Dell Rapids the
bridge was washed away, and the mill serigusly Jdamaged.

Three of the bridges across the PBig Sioux ar Sioux Falls
went gut within 1% minutes. The upper wadan bridge, a new
iron structure, was the first and went whirling down the flood
and struck the lower wagon bridge, throwing it in the air, and
then the cembined wrecks dashed into the Pembina Railroad
bridge, tumblinc it from its foundation., and the three bridges
floated away in rcompany. The big bottom prairie just west af
the town waz at one time under 10 feet o0f water, and the
Farmers and all persons living on these bottom lands had been
compelled to seek safety Efrom the flood, so suddenly did the
overfloy come upon them. The farmers lost everything but
their land and their liwves. Many of them who possessed a
small feortune in grain and livestock, buildings and
impravements found themselves reduced almost to a beggarly

caondition. From the highland, bupildings could be Seen
flcating in the water, and octhers were submerged to the top of
thelr raofs., No human 1ives were lost but Lthe people,

refugees from Farms, had sought shelter 1n a3 town which was
already overcrowded and rhe people growing desperate aver the

growing scarcity of fgod supplies, Socon the supply of staple
articles was wholly exhausted. The merchants were oubt of
sugar, coffee, syrup, oils, and candles. There were no

vegetables of any kind, and there was a low stock of Flour for
50 many people. Stores had next to nothing that the people
wanted to buy, and little attention was paid to storekeeping.
A quantity of flour was stored in the Cascade Mill but could
not be appreoached while the torrent of water and ice raged.

There was no relief in sight, for there was no way of
getting gut of 3icux Falls ncor any method by which relief
could bhe sent in. The railroads were helpleaes, they were
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powerless even to help themselwves. Their cocal was exhausted,
and their tracks and bridges destroyed., It would take two
months or more of work before they cauld be ready to resume
the running of any kind of train. The Sinux City and Pembina
from the former place to Canton was said to be in such a
wasted condition that it would have to be rebuilt. The
destruction of property in the Sioux Valley below Sioux Falls,
extending through Lincoln County was immense. The roads were
closed by the destructien of the bridges. The only
practicable methed of traveling to any place for several weeks
was either afoot or on harschack,

Lowecr Cantan was [laoded and a number of buildings washed
away or wrecked., The river at Canton was 2 1/2 miles in width
far a time; the railroad grade was entirely destroyed and the
ties wikth the rails sSpiked to them, Eloated off to the pluffs.
About the 20th of April the Sioux Hiver broke up at Brookings
and in a brief time i1nundated the wvalley. The railroad
extension from near Brookings up the Sicux Valley to Watertown
had been partially gcoded the previous fall. The culwverts
und=r the railroad embankm=nt proved tsc small to accommodate
the increasing flood of water from above, and channsls were
cut through the dirt to increase the culvert capacity. This
was accomplished but the continued rise of the water forced
irs way through these channels washing away 2o much of rthe
bank ag to destroy 1t, and the resolr was that several miles
of the track was left without support. The water covered the
valley as far as tho eye could ses and formed a lake of
remarkably Jarge dimensions. There were miles and miles of
the railread embankment that was washed awvay and ths cails and
ties left suspended,

A Wworking perty composed of one hundred men left for
Pierre about March lst for the purpoze 2f shoveling out the
snew and ice filled cuts of the roads which had defied the
efforts =f snow plows, and had blockaded the raads for veeks=.
The psrty was thorouahly enuipped with the necessary tools,
including 2xplosives, to succeed Wwith the task ba2fore it. The
men duc their way through ebout one-half the distance Lo
Pierre, and were then overtaken by storms and severe cold
wosakher, There wvare no towns or rel:i:ef =tations on the line,
and no settleres. The party ran out of provisions and the
entire road gang was reduced to one biscuit a day to each man.
A rescue parly was sent out from Huron and found th: men in a
perilous situation, but they succeeded in getting tham back to
Huron alive. Many of them had thcir feet and hands frozen to
such an extent that amputation became necessary.

At DeSmet the people Were 1ivina on flour and potatses,
Wwith nothing but hay for fuel. AL Yolgs hots2ls and boarding
houscs were closed. AL Huron there was a Ltwenty foot rise in
the Jumes River when the break up of ths ice came, and the
bottom lands were flocded, The Northwestern Railroad was
finally opened to Huron May 7, but there were a number of bad
places east of town where an engine was not permitted to
crass.  The cars were pushed over sofhk spots, and Laken along
by a relay locomotive, In the James River valley the flood
was disastrous. The ire was not a esricue enemy., but the high
water and 1ts5 rapid current did the damage.
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There had been much suffering and hardship endured during
the winter by families livying on their claims whe had come the
previous fall, and where provision had been made for nothing
more than an ordimary winter season, The acute stage of
deprivation for many came later with warmer weather in the
spring and the breaking up of the heavy ice in the streams.
Petor Shearer, an early pioneer. had built a substantial sed
and clay housge, a story and a half, on Twelve Mile Creek, a
tributary o©f the James River in the northern part of
Butchinson County. He had accumulated much livestock: had a
fine farwm and was living comfortably. An ice gorge formed
above his house near Twelve Mile Creek, and turned the channel
of the stream, now a raging torrent of ice and water, &o that
it flogded his land. He managed to gswim his livestock across
ta a high point and his family were taken cub in beoats to

Milltown. The water continued to rise until 1t reached the
tap story of the Shearer house. The s=structure began to
crumble because the walls were sofrtened and weak=ned by the
battering of the i1ce pack against them. In a bricf time the
structure disappeared and became mineled with the flood,
Little was left to mark the spot whore it steod. All hi=s ount

buildings shared the same fate. There were hundreds of thasa
sod and clay structures along the valley, and all shared a
similar fate.

The mail service had beem immobilized for many months
through the stormy winter, but when the ice and floods came 1n
the spring, it practically isolated the Dakota settlements and

tewng froem the gubtside world. For thirty days no mail,
whataver, reachesd the scttlemsnts in the southern half of the
tercitory. Z1oux City was in a similar condirion. Mmail

finally reachsd Sioux City frem Yankteon by skiff on April 30,
This mail had s=2en much going here and there previcusly. It
had been sent up tg the Milwaukee Road whers 1t was
erroneously reported that it was opened, and then went kack to
Yanktzn and to Sioux City by skiff. The steamboat Niebrara,
which left Sicux City April 23th, took over twe tons of mail

for ¥ermillion and Yankton. Amcona this mail were 118 sacks
which had been brought ko Sioux City from Sheldon, [awa a few
days befsre. A part of this mail was discovered to be a lot

that was made up in the Sioux City office several months
befcre and had been knocksd abcout dnring the ice blockade in
unsuccessful efforts to get to Yankton.

It is not surprisina that the great heart of the country
vas moved to benevolence as scon as the story of the calamity
became known. The Unitred States Government began issuing
raticns of flour and bacan ta the destitute threugh military
channels about the first of April. The central pazint of
distributicn was at Yankton, where Capktain D. Wheeler,
commissary and gquartermaster:; sSupervised the issue. Twenty-—
five thousand Government rations were distributed by april
27th, and supplies were exhausted. The Chicago Board of Trade
gave Gsneral Terry, 51,500 to continuve this relief work.
Clothing cgntinued to be issued by the Sovernment, cach needy
person receiving two shirts, two pairs of drawers, a pair of
pancs, shoes, blouse, and blanket. Twoe tons of btents,
blankets, and clothing were sent from Fort Leavenworth., The
Produce Exchange of far away MNew York City even bemame actiwve
in securina funds for Dakota sufferers.
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The calamity passed, leaving many scars in the form of
ruined homes, wrecked Iortunes, destroyed transportation
linksa, and lost lives. There wers instances where the
privation and hardship and near starvation left an indelible
mark on the survivors., Still many wauld rsrall experiences
and the hardships with pride in the valor and heroiam of so
many of Dakota's sons, who at the first call, bravely dared
the discomforts and hazards of the blizzards, floods, and ice
to help one another. In conclusian it 1s difficult to believe
that after the danger was passed. immigration set in again and
swelled, Railroads were almost "swampsd" by this traffic.
Life renewed.



