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Jacob K. Smith (b. Aug. 6, 1851 in Eldora Iowa, d. Sept. 8, 1934 in Mitchell, South Dakota) 

was the son of Samuel Smith Jr.  and Mary Ann (Bland) Smith of Eldora, Iowa.  He was the 

middle brother of among five siblings:  Hannah J. Smith (aka Aunt Jennie, aka Mrs. WW 

Brooks of Grundy County), William H. Smith, Charles W. Smith, and Ellis M. Smith.  He was 

the husband (married Oct. 9, 1876 Eldora, Iowa) of Emma Kate (Day) Smith (b. November 

24, 1852, Mesopotamia, Ohio, d. Nov. 26 1884, Mitchell, South Dakota) and later the 

husband of Sadie Speicher (married, at Liscomb, Iowa Dec. 17, 1890.)  Jacob Smith was the 

father of G. Day Smith (the author's grandfather) and one other son, Vernon, who died in 

infancy.  His grandchildren are Miriam ("Swish", Smith) Longstreet and Gianna (Smith) 

Hochstein. 

  

Above: Jacob K. Smith, fishing.  If he is 60 (just a guess, based on 

appearance and clothing style), then this would be from 1911.  

On the back of the photograph of Jacob Smith fishing (above and further below), his daughter 

-in-law, my grandmother Bertha Smith, wrote the following inscription. 

"(Real estate dealer and one of the early settlers of Mitchell). Your grandfather, J.K.Smith. He 

was very fond of fishing. Your dad went fishing with him occasionally when he visited him but 

didn't care particularly for fishing." 

My mother (Gianna) reported to me that her grandfather Jacob was a "real estate man", and 

that he was wiped out by the depression. Based on the sole surviving letter, it seems that the 

business wasn't doing very well in 1921 either (see letter below.) Her memories of him from 

the early 1930s are of a tired and broken old man whom she hardly knew at all.  Gianna 

http://documentedlife.com/ancestorsMHSamuelSmith.htm
http://documentedlife.com/ancestorsMHMaryAnnBlandSmith.htm
http://documentedlife.com/ancestorsMHEmmaDay.htm
http://documentedlife.com/ancestorsMHgeorgeday.htm
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recalled for me (December 2001) that Jacob Smith was a dowser. That is, he used a branch 

of some kind to detect the presence of underground water. Undoubtedly this would be a 

useful skill in the real estate business, if it worked.   

He loved to fish.  He was a dowser.  (Do two water themes amount to anything?)  A single 

letter to his son remains (below.)  At the end of his life he was worn down and didn't have 

much to say to his granddaughter Gianna.  That, plus a few photos, are about all we have in 

personal terms.  However we can reconstruct a surprising amount about his life from the 

public and semi-public records, and that is what I do here. 

 

1851 - Birth in Eldora, Iowa 

Jacob K. Smith was born August 6, 1851 in Eldora Iowa, just a year after his parents, with 

their two older children, first settled in the Eldora area, as one of the very first settler families 

to reach the area. Unlike his two older siblings who were born elsewhere in Iowa, he was the 

first surviving child of his family to be born in Hardin County. His father Samuel Smith was a 

pioneer farmer until 1860 and grocery store operator beginning when Jacob was about 9 and 

the Civil War broke out.  His mother Mary Ann (Bland) Smith was a farmer's wife and store 

owner's wife, cooking and cleaning and laboring  She was (if you do the math) more or less 

continuously pregnant or nursing one of the 12 babies to whom she gave birth (5 survived.)   

We may imagine that Jacob led the working life of an Iowa farm boy and small town boy on 

the quickly filling Iowa frontier of the 1850s and 1860s.   

 

1854 - Age 3 

Jacob's younger brother, Charles W. Smith (b. 1854 - d. aft. 1930) was born. 

 

1856 - Age 5 

In 1856 the Iowa census found Jacob as a 4 year old boy living with his parents and siblings, 

and 75 year old Charlotte (Shintaffer) Smith (his widowed grandmother), and two boarders in 

Eldora, Iowa.2  He could hardly have known Charlotte's husband, his Grandfather, Samuel 

Smith Sr. who had died on 22 November 1854, and had lived in Union, Iowa some 12 miles to 

the south. 

 

1857 - Age 6  

Jacob's youngest surviving brother, Ellis M. Smith (b. 1857 - d. 1938 ) was born.  Where did 

children go while their mother gave birth in an Iowa farm house in 1857?  Were they shooed 

out of the house?  Intimacy with birth and death was a given on a farm.  
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1858 - Age 7  

Charlotte (Shintaffer) Smith, his grandmother, presumably residing in his home in Eldora, as 

she had in 1856, dies. 

 

1863 - Age 12 

At the age of about 12 (3 October 1863) he would have watched his older brother Will (aka 

William Henry Smith, b. January 24, 1844) enlist in the Ninth Regiment of the Iowa Volunteer 

Cavalry at Eldora and soon ride off to war.3  In his adolescence news of the Civil War would 

have been everywhere.  Perhaps there were exciting letters from his brother Will4 telling tales 

of war.5  I speculate that Jacob would live his subsequent life with awareness of the war that 

he did not fight in (much as I remember growing up after the Vietnam war, and knowing I had 

missed something big.)  Jacob's story is a post-civil war story.  His older sister Hannah would 

marry a veteran, and his older brother Will would be a veteran, but Jacob and the two 

younger brothers knew the war only as children, and grew up in the world that followed the 

war - a different landscape.  Perhaps he wished he could have accompanied his brother to 

war or perhaps he was guiltily or happily grateful for having escaped the danger. 

 

1865 - Age 14 

In 1865 at age 14 he would have watched his sister Hannah J. Smith  (aka Aunt Jennie to G. 

Day Smith, and Jennie H. Brooks in the federal Census) marry a farmer and move off to 

neighboring Grundy County to the east, some 23 miles away on the square, as Mrs. William 

W. Brooks6 of Grundy County.7  Given the year of her marriage, it would seem likely that Mr. 

Brooks was a soldier returning from the war.  She would later have 2 children, at least one of 

whom was surviving when she was in her fifties. 

 

1866 - Age 15 

In 1866 at the age of 15, Jacob would likely have noticed a pretty girl who had moved in that 

year to Eldora and who was just about his age, Emma Day.8  She may have been sitting 

across from him in an Eldora schoolhouse.  She was living with her half-sister Miriam 

(Stevens) Porter, who was raising her like a daughter.  Ten years later in 1876 he would 

marry her. 
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1870 - Age 19 

But first there was some growing up to do.  Coming of age around 1867-1870 (about age 16-

19), he may have spent some years assisting his father's grocery business, given that in 1880 

his chosen occupation in Mitchell, Dakota was ñgrocerò like his father's had been.  The 1870 

census records him as a 19 year old in the following household: 

  Samuel Smith 53 Mary A Smith 51 Jacob Smith 19 Wesley Smith 17 Ellis M Smith 13.9    

 

Charles Wesley and Ellis M. were his younger brothers, and his two older siblings were 

married and gone. 

 

1871 - Age 20 - First Postmaster of Beaman, Iowa 

At the age of 20 in 1871, it would appear that he followed his sister Jennie H. Brooks (aka 

Mrs. W.W. Brooks) to tiny Beaman, in Clay Township, in neighboring Grundy County, Iowa, 

just down the road from the slightly larger (at least it is larger today) town of Conrad, where 

his older brother Will and spouse lived.  Jacob presumably lived with his sister and Mr. Brooks 

on their farm.  He might alternatively have lived with his brother Will, who resided somewhere 

in Clay Township, possibly in Conrad.10  In either case, a history of Grundy County postal 

offices (yes, I really found that!) names Jacob K. Smith as the first post master in Beaman, 

Grundy County. 

 

4. BEAMAN. Sec 34, Clay Twp. Recorded October 19, 1875 by S S Beaman and H H Beaman. 

Post office established December 1, 1871. First postmaster Jacob K. Smith. Town formerly 

called Wadeloup, and Indian name, supposed to mean "Fork of the Wolf River".11 

 

I doubt that the position of postmaster would enable a person to sustain himself, so we might 

speculate that he worked in, or perhaps even maintained a small store of some kind (like his 

father's grocery, in which he would have learned the business).  In that capacity as a small 

establishment he could also function as a postmaster.  There is no evidence that Jacob 

ventured any further from Eldora through his late twenties, but he may have done so. 

 

1873 - Age 22 - Youngest Brother Ellis Enters Drug Trade 

Jacob was big brother to two other young Iowa men, Charles Wesley and Ellis M. Smith.  

Ellis' biography may suggest that he did not actually complete high school, although his 

biography is artfully elliptical. 

http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1870usfedcen&indiv=try&h=28261009
http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1870usfedcen&indiv=try&h=35436170
http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1870usfedcen&indiv=try&h=28261008
http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1870usfedcen&indiv=try&h=21252750
http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1870usfedcen&indiv=try&h=35411371
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Ellis M. Smith, the youngest in a family of thirteen children, acquired his education in the 

public schools of Eldora, passing through consecutive grades to the high school. 

Instead, we may infer, at age 16 he became drug store clerk.  He reports that: 

In 1873 he [Ellis] became connected with the drug trade, learning the business and afterward 

conducting a store for three and one-half years in Iowa on his own account. 

We know (see Appendix) that he would leave for the Dakotas in 1883, so we may suppose 

that he worked as a clerk for five years until age 22 in 1878, then began his own business in 

Iowa during the 1879-1882 period ("three and one-half years"), then married Miss Greer and 

followed his brother Jacob's example by moving the Dakotas circa 1883. Finally, Ellis' 

biography suggests that he operated a drug store in Woonsocket, South Dakota, for 25 years, 

which would take us to about 1908, which to a reasonable approximation is about the time 

(1906) in which he would open  the Woonsocket State Bank. 

 

1876 - Age 25 - Marriage 

Jacob married Emma Day on October 9, 1876.  Emma Day probably came to Eldora Iowa 

with her half sister and adoptive mother in 1866 when Mirriam's husband John Porter had  

first moved there.  Upon reaching the age of 18 she ventured forth from Eldora to spend some 

time as a teacher in the frontier town of Shenandoah, Iowa.  We might imagine that her 

youthful adventure as a teacher in Shenandoah Iowa on the frontier and his youthful 

entrepreneurship in Beaman Iowa paralleled each other in some sense. 

The fact that Jacob and Emma married late, 25 years of age, could be interpreted many 

ways: independent people, difficult people, economically challenged people.  Marriage would 

mean children and that would have required a livelihood.  In 1871 he was a postmaster, 

surely not a position that enabled him to begin a family.  Perhaps he helped with his father's 

store, if that was a going concern still. How he would have occupied himself through the 

1870s in Eldora, Iowa we cannot say, but stories of war and adventure from the Dakota12 

territories would have been in the air.   

The Centennial year of 1876 was also the year in which awareness of the soon to be opening 

"last frontier" of the Dakotas was exploding on the national consciousness.  Just a few 

months before their October wedding, Custer had been defeated in Western Dakota territory 

at the Little Bighorn.   Dime novels about adventure in the West were marketed across the 

country.  James Butler (Wild Bill) Hickok had just been  killed (August 2, 1876.) There was an 

excitement in the air about the West, and Jacob and Emma in Iowa were tantalizingly close to 

the possibilities it offered. 
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Above: Emma Kate (Day) Smith, circa 1871-1876, ages 19-24.   An historical Rockford 

Illinois directory informs us that A.S. Atchley, photographer, came to Rockford Illinois in 

April 1871.13   Therefore, this picture cannot be taken before April 1871 when Emma 

(b. November 24, 1852) would have been about 19.  I think it unlikely that it was taken 

after her marriage in 1876, both because she looks young (although It appears to be a 

painted photo) and because I rather doubt that she would journey back to 

Mesopotamia via Rockford from Eldora once she was married and then pregnant and 

caring for her first child Vernon.  So I conclude by proposing that this is a picture of 



Jacob K. Smith: A Mitchell, South Dakota Life 

 

 

 
8 

Emma between ages 19 (April 1871) and 24, before she married and headed out to 

Mitchel with Jacob.  On the back of the image above, my grandmother Bertha wrote 

the following to my mother Gianna. "Emma Day Smith (your dad's mother). She taught 

school, I understand, at Shenandoah, Ia. At about the same time, my father taught 

school there." Rockford Illinois is exactly on the route from Eldora, Iowa to 

Mesopotamia, Ohio.   I speculate that this photo would have been taken on a rare 

railroad journey back to Mesopotamia, Ohio, possibly even the only time she would 

have returned to the town of her birth from Eldora before moving to Mitchell. The two 

logical times for such a picture to be taken would be just after high school, before 

heading out to teach in Shenandoah, Iowa (possibly circa 1871, age 19), or just before 

marriage (circa 1876, age 24.) 

 

1877 - 1879 - Ages 26-29 - and Newlyweds Prepare to Immigrate to Dakota 

Following their marriage in 1876, it is 1879 before we can place Jacob and Emma in Mitchell, 

Dakota Territory (see discussion below.)   He and Emma would first stay in Eldora while his 

wife would give birth to their first baby, Vernon, in 1878.  Perhaps in those years he made a 

reconnaissance trip to the Dakotas too.  Did he long to strike out on his own life's adventure 

and escape Eldora for a new frontier?   Did marriage sober a young man up and make him 

think long and hard about how he would feed his family?  There must have come a time when 

he said to himself, ñstrike out into the world or settle down here in Eldora for goodò and he 

decided he had to strike out for what opportunities the frontier might offer.  We might even 

wonder whether his wife Emma who, as a teacher, had ventured further out than he on the 

frontier as a teacher (Shenandoah, Iowa, early 1870s) might have been the instigator of their 

plan to seek frontier opportunities, rather than a reluctant follower of his plans. 

Why was settling in Mitchell, South Dakota a possibility at this time?  In the larger American 

political context, the years 1879-1881 coincide with the demise of the Northern Plains Indians 

alliance and the surrender of its Lakota leader Sitting Bull on July 19, 1881 at Fort Buford, 

much further to the West.  Yet Mitchell's early days extend back to at least to 1879, and the 

nearby village of Firesteel's to 1872, so the war had not been wholly resolved when Jacob 

and Emma may have first scouted out, or arrived in, Mitchell or Firesteel.  

The United States engaged in an extermination campaign against the North Plains Indians in 

the years 1865 to 1880.  In the early 1870s there was a post-Civil War land rush and later a 

gold rush in the Black Hills to the west of Mitchell. There was land to sell and money to be 

mined in those hills.  Railroad lines were being planned, surveyed and built through the 

Dakota territories, including around Mitchell and the James river, but the military activity, the 
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legendary violence of Deadwood, the gold rush and the ginned up dime novel excitement 

seems to have been rooted in events further to the west than Mitchell.   

In the documents reproduced below, it appears that the railroad company is selling the land in 

Mitchell, and in parallel entrepreneurs are using surveyed railway lines to plot future towns, 

like Mitchell.  One source notes that Mitchell was named after the President of a Railroad.   

"This was the place where the railroad executives intended to honor their president, 

Alexander Mitchell, with a town."14  The money around Mitchell was in land, more than gold.   

 

It seems that Jacob and Emma Smith arrived at the very moment when the Lakota and allies 

went down to defeat in the west and the Dakotas were fully open to settlement.  By 1885 

Sitting Bull was no longer a warrior but an act in a carnival show touring the east, and five 

year old Mitchell was experiencing rapid growth.  Mitchell was founded and Jacob and Emma 

arrived in 1879, just as the world changed.  They were in at the beginning.  They must have 

hoped it would be something big. 

In moving into territory taken from defeated tribes, Jacob and Emma were the third generation 

in my family to follow the same pattern.  Jacob's grandparents Joshua Bland and Polly Shires 

Bland and family, were able to move into Knox County Illinois (circa 1833) in the immediate 

aftermath of the Black Hawk war. Jacob's parents, Samuel Smith and Mary Ann Bland, 

moved (in 1840) into Iowa in the longer term aftermath of the Black Hawk war (1830-1833).  

And now new territories for settlement had opened for Jacob and Emma.  For three 

generations war and Native American genocide cleared lands for settlement, and for three 

generations these ancestors, Joshua and Polly Bland (in Illinois), Samuel and Marry Ann 

Bland Smith (in Iowa) and Jacob and Emma Smith (in South Dakota), followed in the wake of 

war and genocide to claim the land and make their lives on it.   Yet, I think it is fair to say that 

Jacob and Emma were never in direct contact or conflict with the locals - they seem to have 

been cleared out and exterminated by the time they arrived in 1879.   

 

1878 - Jacob and Emma's First Child, Vernon, is Born in Iowa 

Genealogist Adel Andrews claims that the couple's first son Vernon was born in 1879 and in 

Mitchell, not Eldora (probably based on G. Day Smith's misremembering of the facts about 

the brother he never met).  But the federal census finds Vernon to be 2 years old in 1880 and 

states that he was born in Iowa.  This should be considered correct, and it implies an 1878 

birth date.   
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1879 - By Train, and then Horse and Wagon, to Mitchell, an Infant in His Wife's Arms 

One thing is clear - Vernon was but an infant or a one year old when in 1879 Emma (together 

with Jacob, we presume), would have set out on a journey to the Dakota territory and to 

Mitchell, a town that barely existed, and that lay beyond the end of any railroad line.  It is likely 

that in 1879 the train went only as far as Marion Junction (modern day Marion), 50 miles short 

of their destination, as this document hints in discussing the sources of building materials for 

the new Mitchell and how they reached Mitchell - "hauled in wagons." 15 

The buildings erected previous to the advent of the railway were either removed from the old 

trading-post, Firesteel, or constructed from material hauled in wagons from Marion Junction, 

50 miles away.  

Perhaps the rail line had even crept past Marion, to Bridgewater (30 miles from Mitchell) or 

Alexandria (just 14 miles from Mitchell.)  But it is most likely that the couple would have 

travelled by rail to Marion Junction, but would then go the final 50 miles north and west by 

horse and wagon, as passengers with relatively few belongings.   Mitchell, South Dakota was 

still being plotted on the ñsurveyedò (not yet existing) railroad route. 16    

The commencement of Mitchell dates from May 5, 1879, when a half-section of Government 

land was located by Gen. John D. Lawler, with soldiers' additional scrip on the surveyed line of 

the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railway, in Davison Co.  

They may have travelled along the visible route of the future railroad, and been reassured of 

the viability of their new home by the sight of a roadbed being graded and ties and rails being 

laid out toward Mitchell.   

It would be another year before the Register mentions the arrival of the first train in the spring 

of 1880.17   

...in October 1880 the Milwaukie completed its line to Mitchell.  

Another Register article also captions a photo of a steam engine as follows: 18 

It was either this or a similar wood-burning engine which drew the first passenger train in to 

Mitchell in October, 1880. 

A territorial map (detail below) of the Dakotas dated 1879 shows a railroad extended from 

Marion Junction all the way to Firesteel.19  This cannot be taken to describe the full existing 

railroad in all of 1879, but might be describing the existing plans for the railroad in that year.   

As other sources note, the trains themselves did not pull into Mitchell until October 1880, and 
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that was presumably after the final step of constructing a bridge across the James River and 

Firesteel Creek.   

 

 

A history of Mitchell points rather conclusively to Jacob K. Smith's arrival in Mitchell (or even 

possibly in the nearby town of Firesteel) by 1879, by virtue of his inclusion in a group called 

"The Seventy-Niners."   Firesteel was Mitchell's predecessor town (also referred to as a mere 

"trading post"), just 2 miles to the east, possibly in the location of the current Wild Oak 

Country Club on Firesteel creek (search, for example, Google Earth.)  The article states:20 



Jacob K. Smith: A Mitchell, South Dakota Life 

 

 

 
12 

Thus it was that what is now the city of Mitchell had its inception on the watered banks of a 

little stream later christened Firesteel, from which the new town took its name, located about 

two and one-half miles east of the present city, in the immediate vicinity of the current 

Country Club.  Among the residents were most of those listed above as voters of 1875 but 

later others came to unite their efforts in the building of a community.  Among this group, who 

later banded themselves together as "The Seventy-Niners," were F. M.. Hammer, George A. 

Johnson, J.J. Dervy, J.K. Smith, Tom J. Ball, A.A. Hammer, H.G. Smith, Dr. W.E.Crane, 

A.J.Waterhouse, J.F. Kimball, J.O. Walrath, T.J. Morro, J.W. Beattie, J.I. Merriam, J.L. LaDue and 

Ed Devy.    

Depending how you read and re-read the above text, you might find an implication that some 

of the Seventy-Niners (including Jacob K. Smith?) were present in Firesteel even before 

1879. Arriving before May 1879 would mean that J.K. Smith and Emma might conceivably 

have taken lodgings briefly in Firesteel, but could not have been there very long.   Since travel 

by horse and wagon would require the roads to dry out, they probably waited until spring to 

even begin their journey from Eldora, and thus would, I surmise, arrive after May 5, 1879, and 

after the official move from Firesteel to Mitchell.   An arrival in early summer seems more 

likely than an arrival in early spring.   They would, on the other hand, not want to arrive too 

late in 1879 to complete the construction or acquisition of living quarters and preparations for 

winter.  

In about the same time period Emma's sister Helen Kibbee and Helen's husband Charles 

Kibbee may have migrated to Mitchell too, but Kibbee is not among the original "Seventy-

Niners" list.  They may have come a year or more later. 

 

Firesteel was deemed (by the railroad surveyor) to be on a flood plain, so the entire town, 

including 32 buildings, was moved in 1879 to the location of present-day Mitchell.   Mitchell's 

small population in 1879 had a 7 year history at Firesteel, but J.K.Smith could still count 

himself among its first settlers at the new location - he was one of the Seventy-Niners. 

The following online history fills out the story. 21   

 Early Beginning - H.C. Greene and John Head settled at the confluence of the James 

River and Firesteel Creek, lived in dugouts during the winter of 1872-73 and built homes 

during the summer of 1873. They chose this particular site because they were convinced the 

Milwaukee Railroad would choose this site to cross the James River. Their conviction proved 

rewarding. The railroad was coming. The town called Firesteel had its beginning. 

 Settlement Period - {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƘŀǊŘȅ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ DǊŜŜƴŜΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ 

Israel, arrived in Firesteel having traveled from the Rochester, Minnesota area to Yankton, 

Dakota Territory and up the James River to their new home. In 1874, Davison County, named 
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for Henry C. Davison, was formed. Firesteel was the county seat. By 1879 the town boasted 32 

buildings. 

 From Firesteel to Mitchell - A visit by the Milwaukee Road Surveyor determined the 

town of Firesteel sat on a dangerous flood plain. The railroad felt the crossing site was still the 

ōŜǎǘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻǳǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘΩǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

located a mile to the west of the river brakes. Both H.C. and Israel Greene, being civil 

engineers and surveyors, saw the potential flood danger, as did the other residents. By buggy, 

by wagon and by foot, everything, including all the buildings, was transported to the new 

townsite. ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǘƻǿƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ мнΩ Ȅ мсΩ ŦǊŀƳŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

would later house the post office and the Weekly Capital, a local newspaper. 

 Mitchell Platted and Surveyed - The platting of the original townsite of Mitchell was 

done by A.M. Rowley in 1879. The town was named in honor of Alexander Mitchell, then 

President of the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul Railroad. The townsite covered 75 acres. 

 The Coming of the Railroad - In the spring of 1880, the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul 

Railroad was completed through the town and Mitchell became bound to the rest of the world 

by ribbons of steel. The population at the end of the first year was 320 hardy souls. 

 A City is Born -  Mitchell was incorporated in 1881 and the population climbed to 1,000 

by 1883. The first city election was held and Chauncy S. Burr was named the first mayor. The 

directory of 1884 lists a population of 4,000 and notes 200 places of business. ¢ƻŘŀȅ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭΩǎ 

population is 14,558. 

The following are a few interesting items relating to the early days of Mitchell, which have 

been gathered from various sources.  We see that the move from Firesteel did not really get 

underway until September and October, perilously close to winter.  This again may suggest 

that Jacob and Emma resided briefly in Firesteel, moving with the town to the location of 

Mitchell. 22 

On the 16th of September, 1879, John Walsh moved a 12 by 16 frame building from Firesteel 

to Mitchell, and placed it on the lot south of where the First National Bank building now 

stands.  It was occupied during the winter of 1879-80 as a post-office, and also accommodated 

the "Capital," the first paper published in the place. On the 21st of the same month, M. F. 

Dunham moved the second building from Firesteel, and set it on the southeast corner of 

Second and Lawler streets, where it was occupied as a dwelling. In the same month Messrs. 

Wells and Oswald and Mr. S. F. Goodykoontz commenced bringing lumber by team from 

Marion Junction, and in October began building, the former on lot 9, in block 13, of the 

original town, and the latter on lots 10 and 11, in the same block.  About the same date O. R. 

Betts erected a small frame building on lot 12, block 8, in which he opened a hardware store, 

and probably sold the first goods in Mitchell. M. F. Dunham also hauled a building over for W. 
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Abbey, and located it on lot 7 block 18, where it was occupied as a boarding house by A. P. 

Pilger.  About the same time J. Davy put up a building on lot 19, block 19, which was used for a 

saloon, and known as the "Chalkstone Saloon." 

In October, John Lowell moved his building over from Firesteel, and placed it where the 

Gleason House afterward stood, and of which it became a part. In the same month W.Wells 

erected a hotel where the Sanborn House now stands, and named it the Wells House.  

 

Another historical source discusses both the 1879-1880 period and, later, the 1881-1884 

growth. 23 

City of Mitchell  

Andreas' "Historical Atlas of Dakota", 1884 

The commencement of Mitchell dates from May 5, 1879, when a half-section of Government 

land was located by Gen. John D. Lawler, with soldiers' additional scrip on the surveyed line of 

the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railway, in Davison Co. The original town was laid out in 

September following, and in October lots were offered for sale upon contract, the purchasing 

parties agreeing to pay one-fourth the purchase money down, and guaranteeing the 

improvement of the lot and taking a bond for a deed; the remainder to be paid upon the 

completion of the railway to town. 

These last payments became due on the 1st of May 1880. The buildings erected previous to 

the advent of the railway were either removed from the old trading-post, Firesteel, or 

constructed from material hauled in wagons from Marion Junction, 50 miles away.  

During the winter of 1879, which was mild and comparatively free from storms and deep 

snows, building continued active, considering the difficulties to be overcome. From the day 

when it became apparent that Mitchell would become a prominent place on a great line of 

railway, it became at once the objective point for land seekers, and this fact was duly 

recognized by the General Government when, in October 1880 a United States land office was 

established here. The district includes the counties of Davison, Moody, Miner, Lake, Aurora, 

Buffalo, Brule, Hanson, McCook & Minnehaha.  

 

Jacob K. Smith, grocer, husband, father, new settler, was also busy running around trying to 

claim some land for himself.  As the following article from the Mitchell Pioneer, (a 1938 

compilation, provided via Ancestory.com) describes, his first effort was not successful.  
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It was a lesson learned in the power of the Registrar and the people who determined who 

really controlled the land.  We can imagine that Jacob took it to heart and that it may have 

influenced his decision to become the Register of Deeds.   

Springfield is about 65 miles due south of Mitchell on the Missouri river and on the path of the 

original Lewis and Clarke exploration.   Niobrara appears to have been even further south, 

across the Missouri, in Nebraska.24 

 

1880 - Age 29 - A Grocery Business, Hidden Family Origins, and the Death of Vernon 

The Grocery Business  

Jacob K. Smith appears in the Dakota records in the 1880 federal Census.  We learn that 

Jacob "R" (should be K) Smith age 29 had already moved to the town of Mitchell, in Davison 
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county, Dakota Territory.  There, in 1880, he was occupied as a Grocer, like his father in 

Eldora, Iowa in the post Civil War era.  He started in town by doing what he knew.   With a 

little seed money, he could order food and supplies, have them delivered on the new railroad 

(after it first arrived October 1880), and make a living selling groceries to a growing town. 

In 1880 he was recorded as married to Emma D. Smith, 28 years old, born in Ohio, who was 

Keeping House, with one son, Vernon, age 2.  Also residing in their household in 1880 was a 

42 year old male named Moses Farrow, who was also a Grocer. We may guess that he was 

an employee in Jacob K. Smith's operation, or perhaps a partner. 

But this was the year the County seat came to Mitchell, and soon enough Jacob would leave 

the Grocery business behind. 

The county seat was changed to Mitchell in 1880.25 

 

Obscured Family Origins 

Jacob misstated where his parents had been born, and in that misstatement, there is a tale to 

tell.  He described his father as being from Indiana. In reality, his father Samuel Smith Jr. (b. 

Oct 1816) was born in Ohio (see for example 1865 Iowa census and other sources), and 

migrated at age 8 to Indiana and later to Illinois and Iowa.  Since his father had "grown up" in 

Indiana, having come there at the age of 8, it was not completely incorrect to say his father 

was from Indiana, although if the question to be answered was place of birth, then the correct 

answer was "Ohio."26 

However Jacob K. Smith (and his brother Ellis too, see appendix) also erroneously described 

his Monroe County, Virginia-born mother Mary Ann (Bland) Smith (b. 1818) as being from 

Pennsylvania.27    In a journey from Virginia, to Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, it is hard to see why 

they would have moved eastward long enough to give birth to Mary Ann in Pennsylvania.   

That sounds more like an intentional misstatement than accidental confusion.  I suspect that 

just 15 years after the Civil War there would be many good reasons for an Iowa-born man to 

obscure a Virginia heritage, and so he simply lied.    

The truth, attested to by his parents themselves in the 1880 federal census, was that his 

mother and all four of his grandparents were Virginians.28   His father's father, Samuel Smith 

Sr. had been born (1780) to James Smith and Phebe in Greenbrier County, Virginia.  His 

father's mother, Charlotte (Shintaffer) Smith had been born (October 1783) to George 

Shintaffer and Deborah (?) in Virginia.  They had migrated to Ohio by October 1816 where 

Samuel Smith Jr., Jacob's father, was born to a 33 year old mother and a 36 year old father.  

Many children (possibly even 15, based on household census enumerations) had preceded 

Samuel Smith Jr., some of whom may have been born in Virginia also, prior to arrival in Ohio.  

http://documentedlife.com/ancestorsMHSamuelSmith.htm
http://documentedlife.com/ancestorsMHMaryAnnBlandSmith.htm
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The linguistic cadences of the family, if not the birth location of every child, would have been 

distinctly southern and Virginian.  

Even more significantly, Jacob's mother herself was born in Virginia, to a Virginian   father 

(Joshua Bland, b. abt 1783, Peters Mountain Valle, Monroe, Virginia) and mother (Polly 

(Shires) Bland, b. abt. 1784, Monroe, Virginia.)   Their Virginia roots went back many 

generations.  For example, the Bland line can be traced back to one James Bland (b. 1661 St. 

Andrews Parish, Penrish, Cumberland, England, migrating to Stafford County, Virginia, where 

he married Margaret Harrison (b. 1670, of Stafford County Virginia.)  That particular lineage 

has also been traced backwards for many generations in Cumberland.    

We do not know what part of his mother's (Mary Ann Bland's)  life was spent in Virginia, and 

when her family began its migration to Knox Illinois, where she would marry his father Samuel 

Smith Jr.  But his parents, both children of southerners, must have carried southern cadences 

and culture from the hills of Virginia with them.  Both had been part of families migrating north 

and then west out of Virginia hill country, toward the frontier.  Both had travelled similar 

journeys, Virginia, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois.     

Samuel Smith Jr. and Mary Ann Bland had finally met (we assume) and married (we know) on 

the frontier in Knox County, Illinois, on April 17, 1840 and immediately set out for Iowa where, 

in 1851 Jacob had eventually been born in Hardin County.   The southern heritage may have 

been carried a little more strongly on his mother's side, given her birth in Virginia (see for 

example some of her "southernisms" in her letter to her grandson G. Day Smith.)   

But for Jacob all of that story would have been in the distant, and perhaps slightly 

embarrassing, past.  The questions of the census worker about the origins of his parents were 

at best amusing trifles and of little interest to a man starting a new life in the Dakota territories. 

He had left his own Iowa origins behind, and could hardly be interested in his parents' origins.. 

But at worst, they were an embarrassment.  His brother Will Smith had joined and fought with 

the Ninth Iowa Cavalry volunteers for the Grand Army of the Republic, and Jacob had no 

doubt rooted for the Union's success throughout his Iowa adolescence.  Although a Democrat 

by affiliation, he was Union man in feeling and family connection.  There would be no profit or 

pride in branding himself a southerner, even by descent.  We can learn from the things a man 

chooses to hide. 

 

The Death of Vernon Smith, Age 2 

The  Davison County, Dakota Territory 1880 Census (distinct from the Federal census) found 

Jacob in house unit 46 with Moses Farrow. 29  His wife is not listed.  Might she have not yet 

arrived in early 1880 for the Territory Census, but arrived in time for the Federal census that 

year?  Or had they travelled together in 1879? 
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1880 Census  

Smith Jacob K                  6     Mitchell         46 

Farrow Moses                 6     Mitchell         46 

The 1880 federal census describes "Jacob R. Smith 29 Emma D. Smith 28 Vernon Smith 2 

Moses Farrow 42ò as household members, with Jacob and Moses Farrow both having the 

occupation of Grocer.30    

Her absence from the territorial census might point to a later arrival for Emma and Vernon 

than for Jacob.  However, even with a later arrival we know that she did not arrive in Mitchell 

by rail because Vernon died in July of 1880, while the rail line did not arrive until October of 

1880.  So regardless of whether she and Jacob came together or separately, Jacob, Emma, 

and Vernon all travelled the last miles to Mitchell not in a train but on foot or by horse and 

wagon. 

Jacob and Emma's only child, Vernon, died (circa 1880, according to genealogist  Adele 

Andrews, who is surely reporting an interview with Jacob's son G. Day Smith) sometime after 

being visited by the Federal census taker in 1880. 

A history of Mitchell reports an even more specific date for Vernon's death and the fact that 

this was the first death in the history of the town (at its new location.) 

Today the "firsts" are interesting. [...]  The first deaths among the original settlers were those 

of a son of the J.K. Smiths in July, 1880 and fourteen year old Theodore Greene, H.C. Greene's 

son, who was killed by the accidental discharge of a gun while he was hunting in 1872 or 3.31 

For my part, I imagine migrating full of hope to the frontier and watching a child die there.  

When I think of what motivated people to create a life for themselves in such a place, I 

suppose that however hard it was it may have seemed better than going back to where they 

came from. Why that might have been so is interesting to contemplate. 

Vernon's death in July was followed by one of the worst blizzards in South Dakota history in 

the winter of 1880-1881, lasting from October until March.  I had once thought that his death 

might be associated with that epic storm (or series of storms), but the above document fixes 

his death in the summer of 1880.  Noted one historian about the winter of 1880-1881, 

"[h]ardships were due not so much to low temperatures as to the privations caused by the 

snow blockade."32  This very same epic winter of 1880-1881 was immortalized, by the way, in 

Laura Ingalls Wilder's The Long Winter, which is said to be historically accurate in its 

http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?pcc=2&db=1880usfedcen&indiv=try&h=26228976
http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?pcc=2&db=1880usfedcen&indiv=try&h=26228897
http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?pcc=2&db=1880usfedcen&indiv=try&h=48895045
http://search.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/sse.dll?pcc=2&db=1880usfedcen&indiv=try&h=48895019
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descriptions.33   Finally, a note from the Mitchell Pioneer (1938, via Ancestory.com) gives 

some flavor of that early winter of 1880-1881. 

 

 

 


