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  To my mom, Margaret Hunhoff,
Who besides being the mother of eight,
Plus a poet, nurse, and farmer’s wife,
Made sure we could all read and write.
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introduction





 S outh Dakota’s old nickname, “The Land of Infinite Variety,” paid homage to our mountains, lakes, badlands, and prairies. After the big mountain carving was finished in the 1930s, officials decided to emphasize the four presidents, so they passed a law declaring this to be the “Mount Rushmore State.” Later, they adopted a catchy, matching motto, “Great Faces, Great Places.”


 

 


 

  At the risk of violating that law, I maintain that we still have more variety than most states—and not just in geography. We have colorful characters living interesting and even wacky lives in unusual and exotic places.




  Exotic and colorful? Could we be talking about the artist in the salvage yard who made a giant bull from Cadillac bumpers? The owner of the Yankton drive-in bar, who entertains customers by flattening cans? Watertown’s family of clowns? A museum made of straw? The English cottage with a thatched roof? The brewmeister who plays bagpipes?




  My favorite South Dakota philosopher, the late sheepherder/writer Archie Gilfillan, pondered why our rural state produces so many characters. “Thousands of us hurl ourselves into cities like nuts into a hopper, and there, by grinding and rubbing against one another, we lose our natural form and acquire a superficial polish and a more or less standardized appearance. In the country, the nuts are not subjected to this grinding process,” he surmised, so they retain their quirkiness.




  By now you realize that this is not the Official South Dakota Guide to the Usual Faces and Places. It’s Gilfillan’s kind of travelogue. Oh, sure, Mount Rushmore and Crazy Horse and the Corn Palace are included, but so are a great many lesser-known and quite-intriguing faces and places. Nuts or not, we love them all.




  But this book isn’t all fun and games. There’s some serious stuff. Skip past that and have a good time.




  We’ve divided our travel stories into five regions: East River, West River, the Missouri River Valley, the Black Hills, and Sioux Falls, our biggest city, which isn’t so big that it hasn’t retained a few nutty faces and places. Here are a few generic tips that might be of use when you travel all of the five regions:




 

	When you see a wild buffalo, stay in your car unless you can outrun a horse—because the buffalo can.




	Visit our little museums—even the smallest have something of interest. Our favorite is the exhibit of nails at the Wagner museum that supposedly came from the coffin lid of local outlaw Jack Sully.




	Get out of town after sundown. That’s not a threat—it’s an acknowledgment that the Dakota countryside has less “light pollution” and cleaner air than most places in America, so the stars shine amazingly bright. Do some stargazing.




	South Dakotans are proud of their state but they’ll seldom brag, so don’t expect them to voluntarily point you to the highest hill or the biggest plastic pheasant or the straightest road. Our stoic people are uncomfortable with superlatives—that’s why this book is so necessary.




	Enjoy taverns (seasoned ground beef on a bun) and chicken noodle soup at some of the soup kitchens held during the hunting and election seasons by local churches and American Legion clubs. Hunters wear orange and politicians wear smiles. You can go as you are.







  That about covers it.




  I’ve published a magazine about life in South Dakota since 1985. Most of our readers are South Dakotans or avid travelers of the West. We featured Mount Rushmore and the Corn Palace in our first few issues, and then our travels really grew interesting as we searched for new places and faces.




  We’ve come to expect the unexpected on every trip. And that’s precisely what makes a journey so interesting—not the destination but the pleasant surprises along the way. We hope this book will make your travels more enjoyable. But don’t just lazily rely on our discoveries—keep your own eyes and ears peeled for the curious and the unexpected.
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  CHAPTER 1




  East River




  East River, as any visitor to South Dakota soon learns, includes everything east of the Missouri River. Though the state’s two halves are separated only by a wide ribbon of water, many South Dakotans believe them to be dramatically different.




   We know South Dakotans who’ve traveled around the world, then came home and remarked, “You know what, people are the same everywhere.” But ask them a week later about East River and West River, and they’ll need an hour to point out the differences. Here’s how we see it: East River has more trees, more money, and more Democrats, and it has fewer cowboys, fewer Indians, and no real mountains (though we do have a few big hills that exuberant pioneers misnamed).




   East River has some very nice small towns and cities with a mix of industries, but it’s primarily a farming culture. Most of the towns’ bankers, preachers, and lawyers grew up on farms, and on sunny spring days they wish they could spend a day planting corn. The real surviving farmers are a modest and unassuming crowd who, though they may own land worth millions of dollars, work fourteen-hour days and drive rusty, mud-spattered pickups.




   Both the city and farm citizens of East River are practical people. Their plain pickups are parked on straight streets. They farm square fields, attend modest white churches, and—as if to prove that everything I’ve written here is wrong—they also boast of some very unusual places, some of which are featured in this chapter.




  
Honoring Jackasses or Journalists?




  Aberdeen




  A stone monument to the power of the press rests in Aldrich Park in Aberdeen. According to unnamed sources, the memorial is actually there to honor Maud and Kate, two city-owned mules that hauled loads of refuse to the dump grounds and did other heavy pulling.




  After they died in the 1930s, local newsman Earl Wingard decided to erect the memorial. He begged for donations with flowery prose in the local newspaper. At first the money came slowly, but Wingard kept writing stories and the public began to respond. Remember, this was the Dirty Thirties. Some people sent pool chalk, buttons, paper clips, and whatever else they had in abundance. Finally, Wingard had enough for a modest stone.




  In accepting the memorial for the city, park superintendent S. H. Anderson said it should stand “as an inspiration of hope to all others that if they work hard enough and long enough . . . ”




  We still don’t know if he was referring to the jackasses or the journalist who started it all. Does it matter? The memorial is still in the park.




  Dorothy Never Was in Kansas?




  Aberdeen




  Dorothy tells Toto in The Wizard of Oz, “I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore!” Aberdonians know that she probably never was in Kansas. They believe her character was inspired by author Frank Baum’s years as a businessman and writer in South Dakota.




  Baum came to Aberdeen at age thirty-two in 1888, enamored with the Wild West and eager to make a living as a storekeeper. Despite his energetic spirit, Baum’s Bazaar failed, so he got a job as a writer for the Dakota Pioneer. Though a bit of a know-it-all (he admonished farmers for failing to foresee hard times), the city-born Baum clearly loved the pioneer and rural experience. Literary scholars
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  say it inspired his creation of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, which was first written as a play and then became a series of fourteen books before becoming one of Hollywood’s all-time greatest movies.




  Today Baum’s work is still boosting Aberdeen, where a Storybook Land has been developed in Wylie Park for children, with a yellow brick road that leads to magical and mysterious places. Every June the city celebrates its literary heritage with an Oz Festival. And the Aberdeen public library has an interesting collection of Baum’s books and memorabilia. You can find more information at www.aberdeenchamber.com or call (605) 225-2860.




  Maybe this will be bad for our collective ego, but if Dorothy was patterned after South Dakotans, then who among us are the cowardly lions, the timid scarecrows, the heartless tin men? One thing is certain: We have no wicked witches. Not one.
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  Political Bigwigs




  South Dakota’s best-known politician of recent times is Tom Daschle, our former U.S. senator who served as leader of the Senate. He was born in Aberdeen in 1947 and lived with his folks in a two-car garage that had been remodeled as a tiny house until 1952, when his father, Sebastian, built a two-bedroom home. George McGovern, the Democratic Party’s 1972 presidential nominee, is a native of Avon and moved to Mitchell upon his retirement to hang out at the McGovern Library on the Dakota Wesleyan University campus.




  




  


  

  
Peace Be with You




  Alexandria




  Perhaps the most glorious and peaceful stop on I-90 is the Fatima Family Shrine, an elaborate exhibit of Catholic statuary started in 1987 by Father Robert J. Fox when he was pastor of St. Mary of Mercy Church in Alexandria.
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  Historic St. Mary of Mercy Church




  The shrine pays tribute to the 1917 appearance of the Virgin Mary to three shepherd children at Fatima, Portugal. Mary, mother of Jesus, promised peace for the world if people would return to the values of the gospel and devote themselves to the rosary.




  A firm believer, Father Fox created an outdoor shrine for just such devotion. It features an image of Mary modeled after the miraculous statue at Fatima. At the base is Portuguese rock and soil from the very ground by the oak tree on which Mary was seen.




  Among the many other statues are representations of the three children, St. Joseph with the baby Jesus, an angel without wings (as he appeared to the children), and the fifteen mysteries of the rosary. Some statues are made of Carrara marble from Europe. The shrine is lighted at night.




  The Fatima Family Shrine is adjacent to Alexandria’s historic Catholic church (220 West Fifth Street), which was built of granite block a century ago. Across the street is a cloistered convent called the Monastery of Our Mother of Mercy, where fourteen Carmelite nuns work and pray for world peace and have little contact with others. We wanted to interview them, but they weren’t talking. However, their brochure describes the monastery as “a hidden life of profound fruitfulness . . . ”




  Outside the monastery walls is a gift shop, open daily, with 10-cent holy cards, 30-cent novenas, religious tapes, and some of the fifty books Father Fox wrote to fund his shrine. For more information call Father Tom Clement at (605) 239-4833.




  The Barn Straightener




  Arlington




  Rural artists love sagging barns, but not Arlington’s Ray Christensen. He can’t bear to see gravity win, so he has become a master at straightening old buildings. It started when he was working at a lumberyard in Waubay and a lady asked if anyone could straighten her barn. Ray’s wife, Blanche, bragged that her husband could fix anything, so he had to try. Using cables, winches, jacks, and braces, Ray soon developed his own ways of coaxing wood beams back into place.




  Four thousand barns and buildings later, it appears that Blanche was right. But it hasn’t been without sacrifice. Ray has broken nearly every rib at least once, and he’s suffered several concussions.




  Business boomed for many years, but now most modern farmers just tear down a barn when it starts to tilt. That’s bad news for artists and barn straighteners, and for all who love old barns.




  Still, East River farm country probably has more century-old barns than most places. Decide for yourself: Do you like them sagging or straight?
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Farm Fashion Shows




  Astoria




  Hardworking East River farmers almost always wore overalls. Trygve Trooien, who farms on the east shore of Oak Lake, thinks it’s a fashion craze worth preserving.




  “They are cooler in the summer because they fit looser and you can always unbutton one of the buttons if you want more air circulating,” he told us. Plus you’ve got a pliers pocket, pencil holder, and other fashion accessories too numerous to mention.
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  Elizabeth Johnson models a pair of overalls.




  Overalls made it simple for a man to decide what to wear. “You’ve got your church overalls, you’ve got your dress overalls, you’ve got your town overalls, and you’ve got your work overalls,” explains Trygve. A dress overall is for socializing in town, but it would be better than overalls you might wear to town in the afternoon to get parts or groceries. A town overall doesn’t have to be as good as a dress overall, but it’s better than a work overall.




  When Trygve noticed that overalls were fading from store shelves, he began to stock up. His wardrobe now includes thirty-eight different styles representing twenty-six brand names like OshKosh B’Gosh, Lee, and Big Yank.




  As happens with all collectors, Trygve has become an authority. When the town of Astoria celebrated its centennial in 2000, he produced an Overall Fashion Revue, a cross between a fashion show and a farm history lesson. It was so popular that he’s been asked to do other shows. Trygve is the producer, and his brother, Phil, serves as announcer. They recruit young ladies to do the modeling.




  If you get a chance to attend a show, don’t miss it. Wear your dress overalls, and Trygve might even invite you to swagger down the runway.




  The Secret Springs




  Astoria




  Watch for parked trucks, they say, and you’ll find the best food. The same might be said of East River water. It’s all good, but there must be something special about a spot along SD 28, just northwest of Astoria, where truckers and other travelers have been parking.




  You’ll see the tracks in the grassy ditch. They lead to Jorstad Spring, where travelers stop to fill bottles and jars with some of the freshest, cleanest water to be found in the world. Local people don’t go there because they have the same good water in their kitchen taps, but out-of-towners love the place.




  Long ago someone stuck a small pipe into the creek, and it has been gushing six gallons of good water every minute ever since. Even during the Great Drought of the 1930s, when area lakes dried up, the spring kept flowing. Some call it Astoria’s Old Faithful.




  A hydrogeologist confirmed that the water is unique. He credited its purity to the glacier that slid through the area 12,000 years ago, depositing so many rocks in the rough hills that it has been impossible to farm this corner of Brookings County. Since the land remains covered in native grass, few pesticides, insecticides, and fertilizers are applied. Also, the groundwater is quite young, geologically speaking, so it hasn’t soaked up many underground minerals.
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  If you stop to fill a jar, don’t stray into the nearby bog. Some local farmers say it’s like quicksand. Cows stuck in the muck have had to be pulled out with a rope around their necks. The water’s good, but it’s not worth a trip to your chiropractor.




  Our Worst Water Disaster




  Big Stone Lake




  Big Stone Lake is serene and scenic, and not nearly as busy as it was in the early years of the twentieth century when it was a major resort. Large vessels once ferried farm equipment, bags of grain, and supplies to twenty-seven ports up and down the long lake. Some excursion boats carried seventy-five passengers; a few freight boats looked like floating grocery stores.
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  South Dakota’s worst nautical disaster occurred there during a tornado in 1917 when the Muskegon sank with nine people aboard. When Captain Peter Luff’s body was recovered, they found his pockets still full of the coins he’d collected from the riders. David Ringdahl, a passenger, said the tornado sucked the water away from the boat and tipped it on its side. Unable to find a way out, Ringdahl was about to drown when another passenger grabbed and pulled him through a window. They were the only two to survive.




  Frank Douthitt, owner of the Big Stone Canning Company, later raised the Muskegon and used it as a lake cabin until 1985. Now it’s displayed at the Big Stone County Historical Museum in Ortonville, Minnesota, just across the lake.




  Tornado Alley




  Bowdle




  Watch for summer clouds in South Dakota, because this is tornado country. About twenty-five are spotted every year, and some have been doozies. In 1998 a twister demolished the little town of Spencer. Sixty-seven tornadoes were counted in an eight-hour period on June 24, 2003.


  

  

     

  Trivia




  In 1994 John Alvarez suffered brain damage in a car accident. Unable to work, he started fishing with his son. When he realized a rod and reel had magical therapeutic value, he coordinated efforts to build a wheelchair-accessible fishing hole a few miles west of town at 26331 432nd Avenue. Everybody is welcome to try his or her luck; call (605) 729-9400 for more information.
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  For fifty-one years a South Dakotan held the world record (says Guinness) for distance thrown by a tornado. Sharon Weron Fisher was a girl in Bowdle when a tornado carried her 1,300 feet. A Missouri boy beat her record by 300 feet in 2006, but there was one big difference: He was on foot. Sharon’s ride was on horseback. Both she and the horse survived, and she now keeps an eye out for storms from her home in Dakota Dunes.




  If Guinness had a category for “longest jump by horse and rider,” we’d have the all-time champ in South Dakota.




  
Woody Would’a Loved It




  Britton




   I’m a-chasin’ my shadow out across this road map
To my wheat fields waving, to my cornfield dancing
As I go walkin’ this wind keeps talkin’
This land is made for you and me.




  You expect to see Woody Guthrie strumming his guitar on the hotel steps, singing “This Land Is Your Land,” when you drive past miles and miles of corn and wheat, arrive in Britton, and find Don Schu-maker’s re-creation of a 1930s Main Street. It looks that real, even though Schumaker designed an entire old street on one big new house.
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  Britton’s all-in-one lodging establishment




  “I just always liked that period in history,” he says, trying to explain why he built facades for a saloon, hotel, bank, auto dealer, and gas station on a single house. Parked out front are some of his 1928–1931 vintage cars and pickups, including a Model A Roadster.




  Schumaker and his wife, Norma, opened their unusual house at 1003 First Street as the Apple Valley Bed and Breakfast for visitors to their Glacial Lakes community of 1,400 in extreme northeast South Dakota. Call the Schumakers at their furniture store (605-448-5312 or 448-2223) for information on the B&B or Britton.




 

     

  Trivia




  One of America’s five continental divides cuts across the northeast (which consists of a long range of scenic hills), water flows northerly to Canada’s Hudson Bay or southerly to the Missouri River and the Gulf of Mexico. The city of Britton sits on the divide, but there’s no specific geographic boundary so it’s hard to figure out exactly which side you’re on. It’s like modern politics—the higher you get, the more you have to straddle.
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180 Steps to a Prairie View




  Brookings
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  When you visit the South Dakota State University campus in Brookings, enjoy the ice cream made by dairy science students and then work off the calories by climbing the 165-foot Campanile that was built in 1929 thanks to the generosity of Charles Coughlin. He was a Carthage farm kid who graduated from the school and went on to success as a Wisconsin industrialist.




  The limestone and redbrick tower has become a Brookings landmark and a symbol for the state’s largest higher education institution. Due to flashing red aircraft-warning lights atop the tower, it is not only a skyline steeple by day, but also a beacon, like a lighthouse on the prairie, for students returning to campus on Sunday nights. Many collegiate couples shared a first kiss, or got engaged, on the steps. For years it was tradition for the homecoming committee to spend a night at the top.




  Anyone with the gumption to climb the Campanile may go to Tompkins Alumni Office across the street for a key. If you’re successful, you get a coupon for a free ice-cream cone and a certificate signed by SDSU president David Chicoine, who also holds the esteemed title of Chief Bell Ringer.




  Go, Flowers!




  Brookings




  If flowers were as popular as football in American culture, South Dakota State University would be the envy of the Fighting Irish, the Cornhuskers, the Bruins, and all the other collegiate bigwigs. And the Rose Bowl of that world would be McCrory Gardens, the prettiest seventy-acre patch of land you’ll ever see.




  Flower fans would fly to Brookings from both coasts when McCrory’s 1,000 varieties of roses bloomed or the maple leaves turned red. The aroma of grilled hot dogs at tailgate garden parties would blend beautifully with the fragrances of hollyhocks and tulips.




  Instead of wanting to see Disneyland, young Johnny would beg to explore the Children’s Maze. “Dad, it’s over 1,100 feet of hedges!” he’d whine. And his big sis would say, “Mom, when I get married, I want to have my wedding in McCrory Gardens. I don’t care if Dad does know somebody at Wrigley Field.”




  SDSU’s horticulture department started the ornamental gardens in 1965 as a research plot, and also to educate and entertain visitors. Yes, if it were a football team, it would be on the front pages every season because McCrory’s is routinely ranked all-American by national flower and nursery associations.




  Fortunately for us, flowers have not replaced football. McCrory Gardens is not trampled and crowded. Even in peak colors, it’s quieter than 4:00 a.m. on a Division I football field. Best of all, there’s no admission, no parking fees, no waiting in line, and no stale popcorn or spilled beer.




  Don’t spread the word.




  For information on the Brookings area, visit www.brookingschamber.org or call (605) 692-6125.
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  Trivia




  While at SDSU in Brookings, ask for directions to the Dairy Building, where students create the ice cream. They’ve perfected a hundred flavors. Enjoy a cone and take some with you—along with cheese, yogurt, butter, and cheese bread. For information call the alumni office at (888) SDJACKS.




   


   

  Hobo Day, an Anomaly at SDSU




  Brookings




  There’s only one word to describe it: anomaly (Webster: deviation from the common rule; irregularity). You pay dearly to send your pride and joy off to South Dakota State University—a seemingly respectable institution staffed by concerned and well-spoken faculty in a conservative, tree-shaded prairie city—and in a few weeks that son or daughter is cavorting on the street in tattered clothes like a common bum. And the administration approves!




  Yes, Hobo Day is one of life’s rare anomalies. Rarely do we have an opportunity to throw convention aside, with the university president leading the parade.




  Hobo Day is our biggest university’s biggest event. And it has a rich history. State lost its first two games of the 1912 football season by big margins, so morale was already low on campus when students were told that they had to scrap their traditional homecoming celebration—the Nightshirt Parade, in which the student body donned pajamas and nighties and performed a snake dance.




  The administration thought the Nightshirt Parade was undignified for female students, so when a Hobo Day was proposed, officials jumped at the notion. Hobos have been a colorful and unconventional anomaly at SDSU ever since. The famous Bummobile was donated in 1939. Weary Willy was introduced in 1950, and Dirty Lil showed up in 1976.




  State beat Yankton College 6–3 on the first Hobo Day; since then, the school has amassed a 56-35-5 homecoming record. Not bad for a bunch of bums.
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Hungry? Catch the Goosemobile




  Canistota




  A brown cardboard box appears nearly the same color as a fine pumpkin pie, but it doesn’t taste the same. So it is with meat and poultry, according to Tom Neuberger, creator of the Goosemobile. He believes a bird that roams free, dirt-scratching and insect-pecking on the open range, is going to taste better than one raised in a 12-inch-square wire pen with antibiotics and hormones and other chemicals.
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  Tom Neuberger, on the road with the Goosemobile




  That theory got a severe test in 1984 when Tom and his wife, Ruth, fattened 3,500 geese the natural way and found themselves without a market. They decided to process the geese and hit the road in a refrigerated bus, selling town to town. The Goosemobile was such a success that they’ve been traveling South Dakota ever since. Now they offer the Christmas goose along with natural organic beef, pork, goat, ostrich, goose eggs, down comforters, and feather pillows. Try finding all that at your local Cheapo-Mart.




  Obviously, if the Goosemobile meats didn’t taste better than store-bought, the Neubergers would be home by the fireplace on December nights. Instead, they’re crisscrossing South Dakota (they visited 185 communities one year), greeting loyal customers by their first names and proving that there is more than one way to survive on a farm.




  For a Goosemobile schedule or to shop at their farm by Canistota (southwest of Sioux Falls), call the Neubergers at (605) 296-3314.




  A History of Pain Relief




  Canistota




  Dakota farmer Amon Ortman found that his hands had a healing touch on friends and family members, and soon the news spread. Each day as he returned from his fields in the 1920s, someone was always waiting to have him massage and manipulate a sore neck or back. He had them take a seat—on a wagon tongue, buggy seat, or bucket. Eventually he surmised that the Sitting-up Technique aided the healing.




  Amon’s brother, Noah, began to help him provide treatments. In 1929 they opened a chiropractic office in Canistota. Since then four generations of Ortman doctors have treated more than three million patients. Several hundred a day come to the clinic in the little town, seeking relief for muscular aches and pains.




  The Ortman Clinic’s constant flow of patients has kept Canistota (population 610) alive. It has more restaurants, motels, and gift shops than most cities five times its size. The clientele is an interesting mix of folks from across the region and includes many Amish people, who arrive wearing their trademark black and mix with other visitors at the local shops and cafes.




  Amon’s and Noah’s children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren have continued the Sitting-up Technique developed on buggy seats, but the nine current doctors all studied and earned degrees in modern chiropractic medicine as well.




  What town of 600 has profited so much from pain, and yet done so much to kill it?




  The clinic number is (605) 296-3431; the Web address is www.ortmanclinic.com.




  Museum Made of Straw




  Carthage




  Huff and puff all you like—you won’t blow this straw house down. The citizens of Carthage wanted a unique replacement for the historic Wiley House Museum when it was condemned as unsafe. After much research the Carthage Historical Society settled on the notion of building America’s only straw-bale museum in 1999.
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  CAMPBELL ORIGINAL STRAW BALE MUSEUM




  Local farmers donated 1,300 straw bales for the 6,000-square-foot wood-frame structure, and volunteers did the rest. Though straw construction is common in some parts of the world, it was new to Carthage, so they bought a book and “read up.”




  The bales are framed by wood, giving the interior a rustic look that befits a museum of pioneer life, and stucco was applied to a chicken-wire covering. The stairway of the Wiley House was reconstructed inside.




  The Campbell Original Straw Bale Museum (206 East Main Street) is open year-round. A Straw Bale Days celebration is held every July, featuring games, food, parades, a straw-bale toss, and a cow plop (don’t ask). For more information call (605) 772-4716.




  An Unforgotten Grave




  Castlewood




  Frontier winters were especially hard on women and children. East of Castlewood, homesteader Per Gustav Erikson lost his wife, Ida May, and their baby girl to diphtheria in 1886. Because the snow was so deep and the ground frozen solid, the grieving young settler kept the rough-hewn coffins in a shed until spring, when he dug two graves and buried his family above the Hidewood Valley. He probably had no money for a permanent marker, but he planted blue flag flowers (cousin to the iris) in the loose soil. Then he sold his claim and left.




  Forty-five years later, Floyd Haug discovered the graves. “I was fixing fence on May 10 and I saw two perfect rectangles of blue flowers,” he said. With a little research he discovered Erikson’s sad story. More than a century later, the flowers still bloom every May, making perfect blue rectangles over two lonesome graves.




  The graves are on a high ridge about a half mile west of the Castlewood rest area along I-29 in the historic Hidewood Valley, so named because Indians involved in bloody conflicts with white settlers in Minnesota hid in its thick oak trees in 1862.




  
Mashed Potato Wrestling




  Clark




  Potato farming was once important to Clark County. What a proud heritage: The farmers fed thousands of people and were good stewards of the land. Now the people of Clark show due respect and appreciation for that history every August by wrestling one another in a huge pit of mashed potatoes.




  They call it good, clean fun. When it does get messy, the volunteer firemen “hose off” the wrestlers.




  Naturally, there’s lots of potato humor. What do you call a baby potato? A small fry. And how do you appease a mad potato? Why, butter him up, of course.
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  Even ESPN has covered Clark’s potato wrestling.




  CLARK’S FLOWER AND GIFT




  The spectacle is good publicity for the little town. ESPN, ABC, and other major sports media have squeezed it into their schedules on occasion because Potato Day always falls in dull August, in between the end of the NBA playoffs and the start of the NFL season.




  Maybe you’re too cultured for potato wrestling. You lean more toward the artistic? Well, Clark also hosts a potato sculpting and design contest. A dentist once carved a giant tooth, and the hardware store owner made a wrench, pliers, and hammer. The culinary arts are also practiced; cooks compete for the best dish and recipe. Of course, potato must be the main ingredient.




  For information on the next Potato Day, call (605) 532-5685.




  LTDs on Parade




  Clark




  Kenny Bell insists he’s not an artist, just a fellow who makes “conversation starters.” But isn’t that what good art does?




  Bell doesn’t do pretty sunsets and waterfalls. He plants a bunch of rusty, bent culverts in the ground and calls it a tribute to the Gulf War. He leans wood telephone poles at an angle and calls them The Nine Spirits. He collects seven identical 1976 Ford LTDs, parks them in a row, and calls them The Parade.




  And like many good artists, Bell lets the work speak for itself. His big, abstract outdoor art gets people talking, but he keeps mum. His wife, Sandy, says the collections are just his way of expressing himself.




  Bell planned to explode some giant fuel tanks a few years ago. That really got people talking—including state safety authorities, who came by for some conversation. They said they wished he wouldn’t.




  Look for Bell’s outdoor art in the fields just west of Clark along US 212.
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  Kenny Bell’s LTDs on parade






     

  Trivia




  While in Clark, stop by Desnoyers Hardware (123 North Commercial Street), a family business since 1892. The proprietor, H. T. Desnoyers, is the town’s top ambassador—he knows all the natives and their dogs, he’s the first to greet strangers, and he hands out gold-plated coins to kids.


  

 


 

  
Little Fellow’s Grave




  Clark




  If you’re lucky enough to reach Heaven, greet your family and friends first. But with eternity on your hands, you’ll then want to expand your acquaintances. We suggest you watch for Big Bill Chambers and a lad known in South Dakota as Little Fellow. They’ll likely be hanging out near a railroad track. (Would it be Heaven without trains?)




  Big Bill was a brakeman on the Chicago & Northwestern when the railroad was extended into Clark County. Little Fellow’s parents ran a kitchen for the railroaders. He was a sickly lad who loved trains, so he and Big Bill became good friends. The railroader told the boy about America’s big cities and his adventures, and the two exchanged waves every time the train whistled past the boy’s tar-paper shack.




  Sadly, Little Fellow died in 1890, and his parents put a very modest marker on his grave. They were devastated when they had to move away to the next railroad job, but they felt better when Big Bill said he’d watch over Little Fellow’s grave. Big Bill was promoted to conductor, but he was never too busy for Little Fellow. He directed work crews to keep the grass clipped around his friend’s stone marker, and he never passed by without wanting to wave. He and his crew always stopped the train on Memorial Day for a visit and a prayer. Big Bill, the gruff and busy railroader, visited the grave for forty-one years, until he died in 1931.




  Then Vince Ford, Bill’s son-in-law, took responsibility and held an annual service. When Vince died, other family members kept up the tradition. Eventually the Clark Rotary Club “adopted” Little Fellow, and the Rotarians have held Memorial Day services at the grave site since the 1950s.




  When train service to Clark was discontinued, the railroad left the section of track by the grave as a tribute to Little Fellow. The grave site (6 miles east of Clark along SD 212) is maintained and open to the public. Visitors are especially welcome at the annual Memorial Day service. Visit www.clarksd.com for details.




  
Corden, South Dakota?




  Clark




  You won’t find Corden on a map, but avid readers of the Carl Wilcox mystery series know the place better than Rapid City or Sioux Falls.




  Harold Adams, a successful Minnesota author, spent his boyhood summers in Clark. He bases some of his stories on local people, events, and places, but he never uses real names and refers to Clark as Corden. Carl Wilcox, his main character, is a jailbird and small-time troublemaker who luckily lands a job as a private investigator during the Great Depression.




  You’d think the people of Clark would be eager to guess the identity of characters and places, but few admit to reading the series, which includes such titles as The Ditched Blonde, A Way with Widows, and The Man Who Was Taller Than God.




  “Too racy!” one lady told us.




  How does she know?




  Where the Pavement Ends




  Clear Lake




  Maybe every successful rodeo got its start from a cowboy’s dream. Certainly, that’s how America’s most unique rodeo arena was built. E. W. Weisel was on horseback in 1936, gazing at a circular valley on his ranch north of Clear Lake, when he had a vision. “I dreamed it,” he said years later. “I dreamed it was all there, with horses and cattle and the people all laughing and having a good time.”




  At the bottom of the valley was a duck pond. Weisel drained the water, made a wobbly corral from corn cribbing, found a few wild broncs, and recruited some cowboys to put on a show. Hundreds of people came to watch, so he got a bank loan and built a real arena with lights. The Crystal Springs Rodeo soon grew to become one of the most popular events on the pro rodeo circuit.




  Weisel spent lots of money, but very little of it on road improvements. Instead he advertised the cow trail to the rodeo grounds as “Where the pavement ends and the West begins!” And he never built bleachers. In his vision, he saw people sitting on the hillside, and that’s the way it is today. Cowboys consider it America’s most natural rodeo bowl, so take along a lawn chair or pillow if you don’t like green grass stains on your white pants.




  The Crystal Springs Rodeo is held in late June every year. The cow trail has been graveled, but not paved. Call (605) 874-2996 for more information. The nearby city of Clear Lake celebrates rodeo weekend with a buffalo-burger feed, snowmobile races on grass, a citywide rummage sale, a car show, and other festivities.
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  The old duck pond




  CRYSTAL SPRINGS RODEO




  
Big Trees on the Prairie




  De Smet




  Although Walnut Grove, Iowa, got far more publicity from the popular Little House on the Prairie television series, many of the Ingalls family’s homesteading experiences happened in De Smet.
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  Old cottonwoods are a living legacy of the Ingalls family.




  SOUTH DAKOTA TOURISM




  Despite the Hollywood snub, fans of the long-running series still find their way to the real little town on the prairie. And they’re never disappointed. The community has carefully preserved two houses occupied by Charles and Caroline and their kids, along with fourteen other historic buildings mentioned in Laura Ingalls Wilder’s many books.




  There’s even a living reminder of the Ingalls family: A small grove of cottonwood trees planted by Pa still thrives by the big slough. The Ingallses’ 160-acre homestead, which cost Pa just $16 in filing fees, has been restored to its nineteenth-century look. In the summer horse-and-wagon tours are available at a nearby visitor center.




  The little town stages a Laura Ingalls Wilder outdoor pageant on weekends in July. For pageant information call (800) 880-3383.




  Where Ducks Swim above Barns




  De Smet




  Nobody in Kingsbury County figured they needed flood insurance when Lake Thompson was just a big slough, full of cattails, water-fowl, and frogs. But in the 1980s the water started to rise and spread, and by 1990 it was classified as the largest natural lake in the state. (Only the man-made lakes on the Missouri are bigger.)




  As the lake grew to 20,000 acres, it flooded many families’ homes and farms. Some farmers moved to town or left the area altogether. Others made proverbial lemonade from the rising water and opened fishing resorts above their flooded fields and barns.




  Meadows and valleys where cows and sheep happily grazed have proved equally friendly to walleye and pike, which love the shallow inlets and bays. Beef is still king in Kingsbury County, but farmers are adjusting—and they appreciate the fact that a walleye will never jump a pasture fence, unless the fence is 10 feet underwater.




  Lake Thompson is near De Smet at the southern end of a chain of glacial lakes that stretch across northeast South Dakota. Call the Glacial Lakes Association at (800) 224-8860 for fishing and lodging information.




  
Squeaky Cheese Curds




  Dimock




  Dimock Dairy’s headquarters is a clean little white building on the east edge of town. At 5:00 a.m. daily, nine workers arrive to make cheese as it was done when local dairy farmers started the plant in 1931.




  Somehow the little cooperative has escaped corporate agriculture’s takeovers and megamergers that have swallowed or closed almost every other small cheese plant in the region. Dimock’s cheese is delivered to grocery stores, sold in school vending machines, and shipped to loyal customers across the nation.




  Local farmers still own the plant, even though most of them no longer milk cows. The entire town is the dairy’s marketing team: Everyone boasts of the cheese, spreading the word far and wide.




  Judy Moege, a veteran cheese maker, recommends the Colby, but customers have many favorites, among them cheddar, Monterey Jack, Ko-Jack, and salsa. Moege says visitors often stop for fresh cheese curds, which she calls “precheese,” or cheese that hasn’t yet been blocked and aged. It squeaks like bubble gum when fresh—but the squeak is gone by the time it gets to a store shelf or travels through the mail.




  Call (605) 928-3833 to order by phone, or stop by the old dairy’s front office on 400 Main Street for the squeak. There’s no extra charge.




   Cheese curds, booyah and beer,
That’s what I like to hear.
I may be kinda pokey,
But I say “okey-dokey!”
To cheese curds, booyah and beer.
—from Belgians in Heaven




  
That’s a Lot of Bull(head)





  Eden




  Guinness doesn’t track bullhead lore, but regular customers of Club Eden (322 Broadway) are confident that a record was set there years ago by a nameless patron who sat down and ate seventeen.




  Obviously the hungry stranger had a strong stomach—but part of the credit must go to the Eden chefs, who know just how to prepare the much-maligned fish. Many anglers scorn bullheads because they are dark and whiskery, with sharp spines that sting with a beelike poison. Still, in the Glacial Lakes country of northeast South Dakota, the “bottom feeder” is so popular that Club Eden has a bullhead fish fry on Friday nights. It’s “all you can eat,” but nobody has come close to the record in years.
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  Club Eden is famous for fish fries and polka dancing.




  DAVID JENSEN




  Bullheads are plentiful in the Eden area; the state’s largest bull-head (three pounds, eleven ounces) was caught in 1993 at Big Stone Lake, 35 miles away. If you’re not a bullhead aficionado, the Glacial Lakes also have walleye, bass, and crappie.




  Friday nights aren’t the only hot time at Club Eden; it’s open seven days a week. On Sunday afternoons customers move the pool table aside for a polka dance. Weekday mornings are devoted to whist and pinochle games. And free food is served Thursday nights, courtesy of local businesses. Call (605) 486-4144 to check on activities at Club Eden.




  Helen’s Spoons




  Ethan




  The furthest thing you’ll ever find from a chain restaurant is Cook’s Inn, a pleasant respite on Ethan’s main street. Ethan (population 310) doesn’t have a grocery store, so proprietor Marilyn Thill stocks a corner of the cafe with necessities for the elderly who can’t drive to Mitchell or Parkston. When she’s not busy in the kitchen, she makes Mouse Dolls out of fabric and pop bottles. Her front counter has bowls of complimentary peanuts, cookies, and candies—just help yourself.




  Hanging on the back wall is farmwife Helen Garvis’s spoon collection. Mrs. Garvis collected about a hundred spoons from all over the world. There’s a lobster spoon, an Elvis guitar spoon, a Bethlehem spoon, and, of course, a Corn Palace spoon. After she died at age ninety-four in 2006, her household items were auctioned. Marilyn thought it would be a shame to see the collection split up by antiques dealers, so she bought them all.




  When the late farmwife’s friends and relatives stop at Cook’s Inn for a burger, they see the collection and say excitedly, “Well, you’ve got Helen’s spoons!”




  “Yes, I do,” Marilyn proudly replies.




  For more information call (605) 227-4420.




  

     

  



     
[image: image]





  Gut Deutsche Dining!




  It should be no überraschung that South Dakota has kuchen factories, dachshund races, schmeckfests, and other Germanic foods and fun. Forty percent of South Dakotans claim German ethnicity. Next largest are the Norwegians (15 percent), the Irish (10 percent), and Native Americans (once 100 percent in these parts and now 8 percent). Germanfests often focus on beer, brats, and other culinary delights. Here are three favorites:




  Sioux Falls: Our state’s largest city holds a Germanfest every September in Falls Park West featuring dachshund races, accordion music, beer, and brats. Call (605) 274-2423.




  Eureka: This little town near the North Dakota border is considered the Kuchen Capital. Its September Schmeckfest has music, a fair, pioneer demonstrations, a tractor pull, beer, and brats. Call (605) 577-6654.




  Deadwood: The Black Hills gambling mecca opens its Main Street for an Oktoberfest that includes wiener dog races, beer barrel games, and free brats. Call (800) 999-1876.




  Freeman: The community of Germans-from-Russia serves Mennonite meats, salads, soups, and desserts to 1,000 people per night over two weekends in March or early April at a gala celebration known as Schmeckfest. Call (605) 925-4689 for dates and details.
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  Beer and brats are staples at Sioux Falls’ Germanfest.




  RICH MURPHY




  




  


  

  
Enjoy Kuchen: It’s the Law




  Eureka




  South Dakotans have cracked down on certain addictive substances, like tobacco and alcohol, but kuchen use quadrupled in 2000 when the South Dakota legislature voted it our state dessert.




  For non-German readers, we should explain that kuchen is an Old German sweet cake made with dough and any filling you can find in the fridge, garden, or kitchen cabinet—rhubarb, peaches, pumpkin, apples, or even chocolate and peanut butter. Very gut stuff when safely consumed in moderation.




  Eureka women sweetened up the legislators until they agreed to pass the “kuchen bill.” The Czechs tried to amend the measure to include kolaches, and the Norwegians filibustered for krumkake. Yes, it was a big political brouhaha, but never bitter or hard to swallow; most of the senators gained ten pounds or more in that forty-day legislative session.




  Afterwards the Eureka women went home and joyfully started several kuchen-making businesses. There they bake the state dessert (up to 200 kuchens a day) and other sweets with less political weight—like caramel rolls and Pfepperneuse cookies, which might have been the state cookie, but the speaker of the house couldn’t pronounce Pfepperneuse, so that idea soon crumbled.
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