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Notes from the Dakota Republican in the early 1880’s indicate the conditions in Clay County.  An item on October 7, 1880 states:  Every train brings in new people who are examining the country and are looking about for farms or business locations”.  Another quotation of the same date:  “The crops are exceedingly good.  The boom period has struck us fairly. Never before in the history of the country has there been such prosperity”.


The Clay County Fair of 1880 had a fine exhibit and entertaining woman’s riding contest.  These early county fairs were comparatively free from cheap shows and amusements were clean and wholesome.  There are records to show that gambling game promoters and fakirs were invited to leave the grounds.


The winter of 1880-1881 is known as the “hard winter”.  On October 13 a typical Dakota blizzard brought deep snow that remained on the ground until April.  Frequent heavy snows throughout the winter brought the average to from 10 to 12 feet, it is said.  Low temperatures througho9ut the winter added to the severity.  Ice in the Missouri River froze three feet thick.  Trains, mails, and all communication were completely stopped, roads were impassable.  Farmers ran out of wood and burned corn, small grain, even their barns and sheds for fuel.  Sunday, March 27, 1881 was the first warm day since the previous autumn.  A warm Chinook wind turned most of the snow into water in a single day.  The broad prairies became great seas.  The valleys were roaring torrents.  About 11:30 PM the ice in the Missouri river began to break up and move down stream.  In a few minutes an ice gorge formed below the island and the floodwaters began to run through the streets of Vermillion.  Church bells were rung in alarm and men, women and children fled to the bluffs, leading horses and cattle, carrying a few personal belongings.  The waters rose and fell until Thursday morning, when the flood rose rapidly, buildings commenced moving down the stream in quick succession until forty buildings had floated down to crash against the ice.  The water tank at the railroad crossing joined in the procession.  The water rose again, hotels, churches, stores, and the railroad depot, 56 buildings in all, were swept down and smashed to pieces against the gorged ice.


By the middle of April the Vermillion River had broken through the icy barrier, allowing the water, which had covered the city to the depth of 3 to 10 feet, to drain off leaving ice from one to six feet in the streets.  It was a sorry sight.  Three-fourths of Vermillion was destroyed, 132 buildings had been completely demolished, and many others wrenched.  Property loss in Vermillion was estimated at nearly $150,000.  The loss of the county had been estimated as $450,000.

