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MOVING ATOP THE BLUFF

After the flood of 1881, a prompt decision was made by the businessmen to rebuild on top of the bluff.  At a public meeting called on April 14, 1881, the people of Vermillion voted, by virtually unanimous approval, to relocate the town of Vermillion on the bluff.   Many businesses relocated in new buildings on Main or Market Street by the fall of 1881.

A brisk business in city lots ensued as soon as the businessmen decided to relocate on the hill; prices doubled almost overnight.  Lots generally sold from $100 to $200.  The original town plat had extended to the section line on what was first called Vine Street, but was soon renamed as Main Street.  

Market Street between Main and Union (renamed as Kidder) and two blocks of Main from Market to the corner of Church Street comprised the heart of the new business district.   A rivalry soon developed among the business elements as to whether Main or Market should become the major thoroughfare.  This rivalry was to continue for years and explains many a political battle wages between the two factions in subsequent city elections.  

CONTROVERSY

Complications arose over the discovery that the private residence of A.H. Lathrop in the unplatted part north of Main on what is now Prospect Street would be in the middle of Market Street, were that street to continue straight north.  The final decision was that Market Street should end at Main and Prospect Street should be deflected to the East of the Lathrop residence.  In consequence, there are jogs in all the streets from Prospect on the West to Dakota on the East.  Whatever the motives for the decision, the jog assured the predominance of Main Street.

FIRMING UP THE RELOCATION

The Austin-Whittemore House, at 15 Austin Street, was constructed by H.J. Austin in 1882, and later occupied by Pansy Austin-Whittemore.  The construction of this property just one year after the flood helped substantially in firming up the relocation of the community atop the Missouri River bluffs.  

Also  Lee and Prentis built a new brick structure on the corner of Main Market, using some  materials salvaged from below the hill.  In 1919, the business was taken over by the Meisenholder family, who continued the general merchandise store until 1958.  In 1959, Vermillion’s one hundred year centennial, the building was torn down.

1882 –* Bluff View Cemetery established.

           *The University of SD opened its classes in the Clay County Court House

             (site of the present day Post Office) in Vermillion

1883 –* Frank M. Smith established the largest creamery in Dakota territory at Vermillion.

          *USD held classes for the first time on the present campus.

           *FIRE 

The new Vermillion above the bluff received its baptismal fire during the early morning hours of December 20, 1883 when a blaze, thought to be arson, started in a furniture store on Market Street.  As a result, every building on the west side of the block between Main and Kidder – including the one housing the post office – was either gutted or completely destroyed with the exception of the brick structure at the north end.  This building was shared by the mercantile establishment of Lee and Prentis with two other stores.

1886 – The first Vermillion City Hall was completed on the corner of Main & Church.

1890 –* A major fire burned two blocks of businesses on the new Main Street above the bluff.

           Shortly before midnight on August 5, 1890 a suspicious fire again took out many downtown buildings with the exception of the brick Masonic building (now Murph’s Applicance) and the stone structured Clay County Bank (now Amy’s Whoopti Do).   These buildings, although sustaining some damage, actually stayed the fire’s course sufficiently to save the Center Street Buildings to the north.  

           *The City Council adopted a new fire ordinance which provided that wooden

             buildings in the business district would no longer be permitted.

           *The First Baptist Church in Vermillion was completed.
Dakota Republican December 24, 1891:

At one time in the history of our fair city, saloons were considered absolutely necessary in the make up of a town and the creating of business activities.  Towns without them were considered dead.  It has also been noted that those who brought life and business to the town through the saloons, generally left misery and poverty at home.

The sentiment against the saloon gradually grew until the University was established in Vermillion, and then the people were ready for action.  The consensus was against the State Legislature enacted “three mile law”, which allowed no saloons in the City of Vermillion.
However, to say that no liquor had been sold in Vermillion would be false.  There are those who, if it could be obtained in no other way, would themselves extract the food element from the grain and concentrate what would sustain life for several days into a volume small enough to be taken at one time, yet strong enough to clog the life preserving machinery.

Under the new law, druggists took out permits with the sanction of our best citizens.  For a time they were cautious of the privilege thus given them.  That an unusual amount of liquor had been sold in the last thirty days within the City cannot be denied; for the records will show it.  Will the people and officers of the City sanction open saloons simply because more liquor is sold at the drug stores than we would wish?
People will make affidavits that liquor is really needed for medicinal purposes although the druggist is morally certain that it is not, yet in the eyes of the law he is expected to comply with the request.  That druggists are making handsome profits is no excuse for open saloons.

If it is evident that druggists are over stepping the privileges granted them, let them be informed that sales must be decreased or their permits can and will be revoked.

(Remember this was written in 1891)

***
1892 –* Telephone connections to the outside world became a reality for Vermillion when a toll line was built from Sioux City for long distance service.

          *City water system was developed in Vermillion.

1893 – The First National Bank of Vermillion was built at 1 East Main. Later it became the National Bank of South Dakota.

1895 – Electric lights came to Vermillion when Vermillion Milling Company was granted a franchise to operate an electric utility.

1902 –* City sewer system installed.

            *Waldorf Hotel constructed at the corner of Main & Prospect.  It later became

               the Burke Hotel.

           *Steam powered automobile first appeared on Vermillion streets.

           *The Grange Livery on Center Street was built.  It later became the Waldorf              

               Livery.

1904 – Public library constructed with help of $10,000 Andrew Carnegie grant.

1910 – Mrs. Inman bought an electric car, and presumably obeyed the 25mph limit

          * City Hall #2 completed at Main & Church

1912 –*City wide mail delivery began.

           *Construction began on a new Clay County Courthouse

1915- City purchases electric light utility from Brookman Brothers

1913 – The W.H. Over Dakota Museum was founded.

1917 – *The first street pavement was laid in Vermillion, one block of Market St.

            *A sign of the times, the last livery barn in Vermillion closed.

1920- City Hall #3 occupied in November at corner of Center & National
1931 – The spelling was officially changed by the Geographic Board and the Post

            Office from Vermilion with one L to Vermillion with two L’s.

The Dakota Republican – December 15, 1932

With the completion of the new city jail in the rear of the Municipal building at 25 Center Street, the city “flophouse” will be moved from the basement of the theatre building to the rear of the municipal building.  The “flophouse” consists of four army cots and a number of blankets, and is for the convenience of transients without funds who appeal to the local police for a place to sleep.

Professional bums and also those who are not in that class but who are traveling around seeking work, or merely moving here and there because they have no home, have a code of ethics which in most cases is observed.  One point in this code is leaving the sleeping quarters in as clean a shape after as it was before it was slept in.

The first guest of the city was an 81-year-old man on October 30, 1931.  A regular register is kept and in it the man’s name, his address, his age, and also remarks by the police.  The notation behind the first guest’s name was “turn the liar loose in the morning.”

Up to last Saturday evening 255 “bums”, wanderers, “weary willies”, unemployed, or whatever term might be applied to them, ranging in age from 14 to 81 years, have taken a “flop” as guests of the city.  The majority are in the 20’s and 30’s.  Twenty-three have listed ages over 50.

The 14-year-old boy was from someplace in Iowa.  About 9:30 pm one of the police thought it was time boys were in bed and mentioned the fact to the lad.  The boy answered saying he that he did not think so, that he was used to staying up late.  He went to bed, however.

Two girls, ages 16 & 17, were guests of the city in September.  They did not occupy cots in the “flop house”, but were given rooms in the Chandler House.

THE  DAKOTA  REPUBLICAN

Vermillion, South Dakota – January 26, 1933

FOUR WELL ARMED BANDITS TAKE $2,800 IN HOLD-UP OF CITIZENS BANK & TRUST

The bank robbery, in which four heavily armed and unmasked men held up three employees in the bank, M.J. Chaney, C.L. Lloyd and Miss Maude Sloan, and also cornered three customers in the bank, and walked out with close to $2,800 is seen as one of the boldest and most coolly and quietly executed holdups in this state.

Fortunately the safe was under time lock, a fact which none of the robbers would believe.  Abusive language and threats greeted Mr. Lloyd when he told them he was unable to open the safe.  The robbers did find a quantity of silver in the lower part of the safe and it was scooped into bags.  There was $800 in silver, $500 of which was silver dollars.

Convinced that the safe could not be opened, the robbers herded those in the bank out to the car.  When Miss Sloan asked to get her coat, and when Mr. Chaney mentioned that his health would not permit his leaving without his hat and coat, the robbers informed them they were “not going far.”  Mr. Chaney was placed inside the car and with Miss Sloan and Mr. Lloyd on the running boards the car was started and drove off.

Nearing the Episcopal Church, the bandits in the car told Mr. Lloyd to get off and he, mindful of the threat that one of the robbers was going to “plug” him for not opening the safe, got off the car in a hurry, fell into a puddle of water, got up and dashed behind a tree.

The car came to a complete stop and Miss Sloan and Mr. Chaney were told to get off.  As a finishing touch, the driver of the car, who was the robber who guarded Miss Sloan, gave her a courteous wave of the hand as the car drove off.

The robbers went north on County Highway L, straight North of the University.  Several reports have been received that a speeding black sedan was seen going north, but just how far north they went or whether they swung in another direction is not known.

The men who robbed the Citizens Bank had an easy time of it compared to the difficulty that the local newshounds have had in obtaining an accurate story.  To date it has been decided by witnesses that the men escaped in a car which was a Buick, Studebaker, Auburn, Hupmobile and Oldsmobile.  About the only thing they agree on is that it was not a Ford.
According to Vermillion Police Department files, the four holdup men were reported to be John Dillinger and three of his gang members.  Dillinger was known to have a hide out in Minnesota.  As far as I could find, this fact was never substantiated, nor was the crime ever solved.

The History of Vermillion, South Dakota City Halls

******

City Hall Number One

Vermillion City Hall number one was constructed beginning in the fall of 1884 on the corner of Main and Church Streets.  The issue of building the City Hall was voted on in May 1884 and carried by a margin of 141 to 70.  Bonds in the amount of $7,500 with interest at 7 per cent were approved to finance the building.  

The basement was completed early in 1885, but an injunction against the project, which had been filed on November 13, 1884 by A.E. Lee and A.H. Lathrop tried to legally stop the bonds for the new building.  This action stopped construction after the basement was done and a new election was held March 26, 1885.

Judge Palmer finally ruled in favor of the City by sustaining the bonds on July 2, 1885 so the construction could continue.  City Hall number was was completed in June 1886 and dedicated on July 4, 1886.

The building was a rectangular brick structure with a clock tower, but no clock, that served to house numerous pigeons and sparrows.  It at first contained the city clerk’s office, the council room and two store rooms on the first floor.  There was a jail in the basement that was used for some years.

On the second floor was the stage and auditorium, with a gallery in the back.  The auditorium floor was level with wooden chairs in gangs of seats and was often used for dances.  The university cadets used the floor for competitive drills in the late 1890’s.  The large room on the first floor served at different times as a grade school room, a printing office, and a club room for firemen.

A note in the Dakota Republican states that on October 27, 1887, a curtain for the stage was purchased in the amount of one hundred fifty dollars.

City Hall number one served its purpose for 22 years (1886-1908), and during that time graduation exercises, musical comedies, minstrel shows, dramas, and other attractions were presented within its walls.  At least three light operas were given by the University College of Music.
Excerpts from the Plain Talk 1908

In May, the city hall which has for some years been regarded with more or less suspicion, has now been virtually condemned.  Last week one of the heavy timbers forming a portion of a truss under the roof snapped and pulled apart.  The east wall of the building is very much out of plumb, and although an effort has been made to repair the fracture of the truss on the inside; nobody has sufficient confidence in the building to go inside of it.  It is quite apparent that the foundation is exceedingly faulty and that sooner or later the structure will collapse if it cannot be successfully repaired.  

The structure was torn down in the summer of 1908, after a special election was held in June to vote on $20,000 in bonds for a new City Hall.  The bonds carried by a vote of 289 to 89.  The demolition contract was awarded to A.A. Geppert in the amount of $480.25, with Geppert also having salvage rights.

City Hall Number Two

The new building was completed in January 1910 by Eric Nylen, a long time contractor, at the same location on the corner of Main & Church Streets.  It was first called City Hall and later changed to City Theatre, with a seating capacity of 650, and built to handle large stage productions.  Live theatrical performances, operas and vaudeville type shows were routinely booked and managed by the City.

A Grand Opening was scheduled for February 4, 1910.  with  “Little Johnny Jones”, a tuneful musical comedy, which was touring at the time.
The opening was a gala event and made a profit, with the proceeds to be used to purchase equipment.  Tickets sold as high as $10 and the house was packed.  Over $1,200 was realized with a net of $600 after expenses.

“La Mascotte” was presented the following week, before another packed house.  W. R. Colton, for many years Dean of the School of Music, directed the orchestra.

The first year that City Hall Number Two was open, 1910,  saw many stage productions in the new theatre.  In May the University College of Music held the first of several May Festivals.  The Minneapolis symphony gave two concerts and the Greek play “Antigone” was staged by University talent.

A.H. “Bucky” Whittemore was elected to the City Council in April 1910 and was appointed by the Mayor to look after the management of City Hall.  There were numerous worthwhile productions on the road in those days, and many of them booked for Vermillion.  

In 1915, the City decided to get out of the theatrical business and leased the theatre portion of the City Hall to Beckett and Richardson.  They called it the Orpheum, and moving pictures began to be shown along with stage shows.  Movies quickly won out and stage shows were discontinued.

The City Theatre, located in City Hall Number Two, was leased to J.F. March on February 4, 1928 for a period of five years to be used as a movie house.  March leased the entire building except for the basement, used by the Police Department and the East room of the first floor, used by Western Union.

City Hall remained here until November 1920 when it moved to City Hall number three on the corner of Center and National.
On September 5, 1946, City Hall Number Two was disposed of at public auction.  George March, son of J.F. March, bought it at the appraised price of $22,150 and was the only bidder.

In March 1957 George March sold the building to a petroleum company and it was demolished to construct a Diamond D-X gas station.

In 1978 the property was purchased by National Bank of South Dakota and a new banking facility was constructed, which opened in 1981.  The bank has undergone several name and ownership changes such as Community First Bank and now Bank of the West.

City Hall Number Three

On June 1, 1915, the City assumed control of Electric Light Plant on Center and National Streets.  A special election was favorable in allowing this purchase from the Brookman Brothers.  
Workmen immediately began razing the old mill, which was located on the same property and was part of the purchase.  Prior to that there was much discussion about the City purchasing the plant, which some thought was “a pile of junk” and others called a good investment.  The Brookmans offered to sell the plant, poles, wires, meters, etc. to the City for $15,000.
An open meeting was held at the courthouse prior to a special election scheduled for January 22, 1915, at which both sides presented their arguments.  Former Mayor George Kempker presided at the meeting.  Attorney C.J. Gunderson argued in favor of the purchase and ex-Governor Andrew E. Lee headed the opposition.  The debate was hot and heavy, but there was no violence.

The voters approved the purchase and the City entered into the electric utility business for the long term, which still continues today.
Sometime prior to 1920, the decision was made to add on to the electric power plant building and move the City Hall operations to that location.  The addition was designed to fit exclusively with the power plant and included a fire station and City Hall operations.  
The move to the new location for City Hall number 3 was completed on Thanksgiving weekend of 1920.  The power plant remained there until 1931, when it was relocated to Chestnut Street below the bluff.  The City eventually discontinued producing its own power, and now purchases wholesale electricity from other sources.
***

Beginning in the early 1990’s it was becoming more and more apparent that the frame structure that had been there since before 1915, and added onto in 1920 was no longer meeting code and accessibility requirements for employees and members of the public.  Several architectural studies were done which confirmed these facts, and the City Council began exploring options.

A referendum election was held on November 18, 2003 regarding the City Council decision to purchase the Community First Bank building located at the previous location of City Halls #1 and #2 for $1.1 million with another $1.1 million earmarked for renovations at a total of $2.2 million. 

The voters rejected the City Council decision and defeated the proposal. 

City Hall Number Four
  A citizens committee was appointed by the City Council in the Spring of 2004 to study the City Hall building issue.  The architectural firm Cannon, Moss, Brygger & Associates from Sioux City, Iowa was selected by the committee after interviewing a number of area firms. They assisted in the site selection evaluation process and later were employed to design the new building.
After three years of study by two different citizens committees, including numerous opportunities for public input, the City Council, on April 3, 2006,  accepted a recommendation to construct a new City Hall on the current location at Center and National Streets and to acquire the three residential properties to the East of the current building on Elm Street as part of the project.  

Negotiations for the three residential properties, 20, 22 and 26 Elm Street began in April 2006.  After acceptable purchase agreements were achieved, the City Council approved the following purchases on May 1, 2006:  20 Elm-$42,250; 22 Elm-$120,000; 26 Elm-$83,250.

The City Hall site selection committee, along with City staff worked with the architect to develop a functional and acceptable design for the new building. 
On March 19, 2007, the City Council unanimously approved the  resolution   approving the construction of a new City Hall facility.
Bids for a new City Hall #4 were opened from nine general contractors on August 23, 2007 and awarded to the low bidder, Peska Construction of Sioux Falls, SD at the regular City Council meeting on September 4, 2007 in the amount of $4,493,830.  Council action included authorizing the issuance of bonds for the project in the amount of $4,475,000.  Together with $1,500,000 in reserves on hand from second penny sales tax revenues, this will allow funding for the total project, which is estimated to be $5,699,000.  

City Hall temporarily relocated to 120 & 124 E. Main St. on September 7, 2007.  A ground breaking ceremony for the new building was held on September 17, 2007.  

Demolition  was begun September 24, 2007 and was substantially completed by October 12, 2007, the day before USD’s Dakota Day.  Actual construction is scheduled to begin in October 2007.

City Hall #4 located at the corner of Center and National Streets is planned to be dedicated in the spring of 2009 as the major legacy project for the Vermillion Sesquicentennial (150th birthday) to be celebrated throughout the entire year of 2009.

********

Vermillion, South Dakota City Halls 

RECAP

#1 – Completed 1886,  Bond issue  $7,500, Demolished 1908, 22years

#2-  Completed 1910, Bond issue $20,000, City moved out 1920, Demo 1957, 10 years

#3 – Completed 1920, Bond issue $60,000, Demolished 2007, 87 years

#4 -  Scheduled completion 2009, Bond issue $4,475,000, total est. cost $5,699,000
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