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Historic Times 
DACOTAH PRAIRIE MUSEUM 

Summer History Club • Week of July 13, 2020 • Issue: 07 

Name: Susan the Sleuth 

Hobby: History Investigation 

Loves: Learning about what  
   life was like in Brown County,  
  many, many, many years ago 
Favorite Camping Activity: 
   Making (& Eating) S’mores! 
Favorite Campfire Song:  
  “On Top of Spaghetti” 
  (Tune of On Top of Old Smokey) 
Little Brother: Thomas 
    

FIRE HYDRANTS 

are very useful and it is 
important for firefighters to know 
where they are located in 
an emergency. We’ve 
hidden several  
hydrants throughout 
this newsletter.  
How many can you find? 
Look carefully!  
(Answer on page 9) 

TOPIC OF THE WEEK: 

Blacksmith & Fire Hall 
Hello History Club Members!  
     It’s Susan the Sleuth.  This week, the big week seven of our His-
toric Times, is a very popular one with my little brother!  Thomas is 
more excited than I’ve ever seen him! Both of the buildings we’re 
talking about this week are his absolute favorites…though I don’t 
know how you can have more than one “absolute” favorite. He is pret-
ty young, so I guess he can have as many as he wants.  Our topic this 
week is the Blacksmith’s Shop and the Fire Hall.   

But before we get to those fun buildings, you should know that anoth-
er fun building is open again!  The Dacotah Prairie Museum is  open 
limited hours in July on Wednesdays, Thursdays & Fridays, 1-4:30 pm.  
You can come in and look at the cool exhibits...cool because they have 
air conditioning!! (Ha-ha, that’s my Dad’s joke.)  The only exhibit that 
isn’t open is the Frontier Town, because of cleaning issues, but every-
thing else is, including the traveling exhibit on Tree Houses.  Just do 
your best to social distance and if you want to wear a mask that’s a 
great idea. If you don’t have one, the Museum has some at the front 
desk you can use.  I was excited to see all my favorite animals in the 
Wildlife Gallery.  I heard they all got cleaned up during the closed time, 
Thomas is worried that he’s going to have to take a bath as well! 

IMAGINE:  It’s 1881 and your business or house catches on fire! What do you do?  There are no telephones (not 

unƟl 1886 at least), but there is a volunteer fire department in town.  At the very beginning they didn’t even have a fire 
truck (just a wagon they pulled behind them with several hoses wrapped around the middle).  They would either hook a 
hose up to a hydrant that was sƟcking up out of the ground or pump water from a horse trough (something like a big tub 
that holds water for horses to drink). Someone had to run the pump to keep the water flowing through the hose.  They 
had nothing like we have today, but at least it would help the fire from spreading and taking out most of the town! 
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2020 Is A Year for Making History 
DEALING WITH CHANGE: Past Generations Saw Changes, We Do Too! 
SomeƟmes change can be scary, like 

what happed last spring when 

schools and a lot of businesses sud‐

denly shut down because of the virus 

Covid 19. We were told to stay 

home, wear masks, wash our hands, 

don’t get too close to people and do 

school at home!  There were lots of 

changes, not being 

able to see your 

friends whenever you 

wanted….Birthday par‐

Ɵes had to be celebrat‐

ed differently.  But 

now, slowly, things 

are changing again, 

starƟng to return…not to normal 

but at least starƟng to re‐open.  

Even though lots of fesƟvals have 

been called off during the summer 

including the DPM’s History Camp,  

you can sƟll learn about the build‐

ings at Centennial Village and when 

the Village does open back up, you 

can be the tour guide and teach 

your family about what each of the 

businesses did, and if we sƟll have a 

business like it in Aberdeen today. 

This virtual History Camp has three 

weeks to go, including this one.  So, 

three more lessons about the build‐

ings, the towns in and around the 

county and, of course, the scavenger 

hunts.  Everyone at the DPM hopes 

you’ve been enjoying these packets 

and will share them with your friends 

as you head back to school in the fall.  

You might even see Miss Mary and 

Miss Sherri as they come to visit your 

school and teach you even more 

things about our area history.   

Thank you for sending in all the cool 

photos of you finding the buildings, 

exploring history and creaƟng art.  

Please keep them coming!!!  Send 

photos to:    

dacotahprairiemuseum@gmail.com.   

SHARE  
PHOTOS! 
SHOW US WHAT YOU ARE LEARNING! 
We’d love to hear from you! 
Are you enjoying history club? 
Send pictures of your history club 
adventures to our email address: 
dacotahprairiemuseum@gmail.com  
(NOTE: Photos may be posted on our 
web page or social media pages.) 

KIDS: Make sure to have your  
parents help & permission to  
send emails. 

This is an old 

“fire wagon” 

...the “old” 

version of a  

fire truck. 

Photo Above: Aberdeen Fire Department, ca. 1911, horse drawn fire wagon 
Recognize the building behind them? See the other buildings? What has changed? 

Left: Aberdeen’s Fire Crew 
Stands in Front of the  
Original Fire House on  
Lincoln St., ca. 1895 
The tall tower in back is for 
hanging hoses to dry 

WOW! 
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  CHECK YOUR ANSWERS on page 9 
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INVESTIGATE: Look at this really awesome old map of Brown County! I’ve marked the places 
we are learning about this week: Hecla, Claremont & Tacoma Park. I’ve also marked Aberdeen, 
where Centennial Village is located at the Brown County Fairgrounds.  —Susan the Sleuth 
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BENEFITS OF FIRE: If you lived before 1930, chances were preƩy good that you heated your 
home with fire.  That could be by burning wood, but most people used coal.  If you were 
lucky, you would have one big central furnace that would heat all of the rooms of your house 
at the same Ɵme.  But, that kind of furnace, along with all of the duct pipes carrying the heat, 
would cost a lot of money.  Most people chose to use smaller stoves to heat up individual 
rooms.  Remember, the kitchen had a dedicated stove that kept that room plenty warm in the 
winter and possibly the summer, unless you had a summer kitchen (a second kitchen in a de‐
tached building for cooking in warm weather).  

FIRE SAFETY IS NOT A NEW CONCEPT: Because fire is basically alive, it can get out of 
control very easily.  If a wind suddenly blew down the stove pipe, embers from the fire could 
blow out into the room and catch things on fire very easily.  SomeƟmes embers came out the 
chimney and caught the roof on fire. (Most people used wooden shingles on their roof).  If 
you lived out in the country, there probably wasn’t a fire department close by to come and 
save your burning home.  What was most important was that everyone got out safely.   

DO YOU HAVE A FIRE SAFETY PLAN? Does your family have a fire plan for your home?  If 

a fire starts, where do you go?  How do you get out, a window or door?  Where do you meet 
aŌer you get out?  How do you call for help? Do you have fire exƟnguishers? How about 
smoke and fire detectors? When were they checked last? If you 
don’t have a plan or if it’s been a liƩle while since you’ve gone over 
it, now is a great Ɵme to do so.   

BE LIKE THE PIONEERS: The pioneers had a fire plan, so make 

sure you know what to do in case there’s a fire in your home. 

 

FAMILY MEETING TOPIC: Make a Fire Plan 

Snack Idea: Blacksmith’s Forge S’mores 
Summer is a great Ɵme for camping and campfires. Here is a fun variaƟon on tradiƟonal S’mores… 

  YOU WILL NEED:   • Chocolate Graham Crackers 

         • Marshmallows 

         • York Peppermint Paƫes OR Reece's Peanut BuƩer Cups 

        • Long‐handled ToasƟng Fork 
Toast your marshmallow over the campfire & assemble your snack as you would tradiƟonal S’mores. 

Never try to start a campfire by yourself! With your adult’s help, make sure to follow safety rules 
around the campfire and be careful not to poke your neighbor with the toasƟng fork!   
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The Blacksmith Shop in any town was one of the 
more important businesses, especially before cars were 
invented.  So much of what the blacksmith did would 
help the farmer, the businessman and even the railroad 
to conƟnue with their work. 

Pioneer villages and towns had many sounds; one was 
the clink, clink of the blacksmith’s hammer pounding on 
the anvil.  Pioneers watched and warmed themselves by 
the fire as he forged or made hinges, hooks, nails and 
wheelrings.  Most people got around with wagons or 
buggies, and if you look closely at the wheel, the hub and 
spokes are made of wood, but everything is held together 
with a metal wheel ring.  And it wasn’t one size fits all like 
Ɵres on cars today!  It all depended on who made the 
wood part of the wheel and what they used to form the 
wood rim.  Everything was custom made back in the pio‐
neer days.  Yes, you read right, the Blacksmith even made 
the nails you would use to build buildings, they were 
known as square nails and he would need to make them 
by the hundreds…different sizes and lengths.  But his real 
specialty was horseshoes.  Horses hooves needed to be 
protected, just like today, so a part of the hoof is hol‐
lowed out and a metal horseshoe is nailed in place so the 

A Visit to  
Centennial  

Village: 

Photos: Blacksmith & Fire Hall buildings at Centennial Village 

Blacksmith  

& Fire Hall 

hoof doesn’t crack and hurt the animal.  Like any shoe, 
however, they can wear out and need to be replaced.   

Most people moving out to this part of the country were 
farmers and they needed a plow.  The Blacksmith was the 
shop to go to…both to buy the plow and to bring it in for 
repairs or for sharpening.  In fact, any metal tool would 
eventually need sharpening and that included knives you 
might need in the kitchen.  So, during a typical day, a 
Blacksmith might start out by making nails, then sharpen 
some farm equipment, put new horseshoes on a couple 
of horses, repair parts of a wagon, etc. His job had a lot of 
variety…unlike someone who worked at a store.   

A Blacksmith needed a forge, usually a round heavy metal 
piece on three or four legs that would hold burning coals. 
It had a billows that he could use to pump air to make the 
fire burn very hot.  He had to heat up the metal unƟl it 
started to become soŌ so he could use his heavy hammer 
to hit it and shape it.  Once the metal was hot, he took it 
over to his very heavy anvil and used the various surfaces 
of it to help shape the piece.  SomeƟmes he would use 
the flat top and other Ɵmes the curved cone sƟcking out 
of the front.    

It took strong arms, a good eye and lots of paƟence, not 
to menƟon being able to stand the heat, to be a Black‐
smith, and a town couldn’t get by without one. 
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Visit to Centennial Village Continued: Blacksmith & Fire Hall 

Above Left: Historic Fire Trucks at Centennial Village 
Above: Some fire stations have a fireman’s pole which helps 
firefighters get downstairs faster when responding to a fire call. 
Below: Aberdeen Fire Department “Engine #1” ca. 1889 

The Fire Hall Building is one of the few that 
were actually built new at Centennial Village.  While the 
outside can’t compare to the wood siding and glass win‐
dows of the others, it does hold some preƩy special 
treasures…and one that you’re probably not expecƟng. 

Back in the mid 1980’s, the Fire Department was looking 
for a place to put two very special but very old trucks…
they sƟll worked but were outdated and newer trucks 
were bigger and perhaps beƩer. These “treasures” were  
Aberdeen’s very first ladder truck and pumper truck.  
The Fire Department along with the Village Board held 
several fundraisers and finally raised enough money to 
build one of the largest buildings in the Village.  Around 
the same Ɵme, there was a wooden sculpture located 
along Sixth Avenue in town that had some problems and 
needed a home.  To accommodate the sculpture, the 
builders raised the building about four feet by placing 
several rows of cinderblocks under where the wall was 
going to start.  This way, all three treasurers would have 
a safe place to be indoors. 

You probably remember seeing or hearing about a big 
fire at the Malchow’s Furniture Store building on Aber‐
deen’s Main Street last year. It burned down on a Satur‐
day night and the flames could be seen for miles!  The 
Fire Department kept that fire from spreading to any of 
the other buildings on Main Street and made sure every‐
one got out safely.   

Every town is very dependent on their Fire Department. 
Smaller towns that can’t afford to pay the firemen and 
women to ’work’ at the staƟon will have volunteer de‐
partments.  Volunteer fire departments respond to fire 
calls in the same way, but it might take a liƩle longer for 
the volunteers to make it to the firehouse to get their 
truck and equipment because they are coming from their 
homes or places of work when the siren is sounded.  A 

few minutes can make all the difference in how bad the 
fire becomes.   

Every town on the prairie, almost as soon as it was start‐
ed formed some kind of fire department…usually a small‐
er volunteer group with perhaps not much more than a 
pumper with a hose aƩached.  A town couldn’t be with‐
out one, otherwise once a fire got started, it would just 
keep on going and going, like some of the wild fires you 
might have heard about that took out whole towns in 
California and other western states just a few years ago. 
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A LITTLE MORE ABOUT THE THREE “TREASURES”:  
Treasure #1 Pumper Truck: These trucks tell quite a story about Aber‐
deen’s fire history.  The smaller truck was brought in during the early 
1900’s and you could hook up four different hoses to it and the water 
came out the water cannon on top of the truck with huge force!  That 
could easily reach the top of a two story building and put a lot of water 
on the fire very quickly.  Please note that there are no doors and no wind‐
shield or roof for this truck.  Also, no seatbelts but according to the peo‐
ple at the Fire Department, it didn’t go over 12 miles per hour! 

Treasure #2 Aberdeen’s 1st Ladder Truck: The second 
truck is Aberdeen’s very first ladder truck, and unƟl the town purchased 
it, no building in town could be built over two stories tall.  It’s from a 
company in Germany and there are very few examples leŌ!  If you look 
closely at the very long wooden ladders on the top of the truck, you can sƟll see 
the char marks where they were placed against or very close to a burning build‐
ing.  AŌer this truck came to town, The CiƟzens Bank Building was built, six sto‐
ries tall….and the Sherman House was expanded to five stories. 

Treasure #3 NaƟve American Statue: The third treasure in the 
building is a very special statue that used to be on display along Sixth Avenue 
and Dakota Street, just in front of where Burger King is today.  This one of a kind 
statue was hand carved in 1981 by traveling arƟst, Peter Toth, who had a dream of 
creaƟng one NaƟve American statue in each of the 50 states.  He choose Aberdeen 
to represent South Dakota and aŌer he picked out the tree he wanted here in the 
city, he had it transported to NicoleƩe Park on Sixth Avenue and started the pro‐
cess of carving the NaƟve American Face. 

When he was done, the city built a round pedestal  and set the statue in place.  It 
was up for almost 10 years, in the snow, rain, sun, wind and temperature changes, 
and all of those things created a beauƟful color or paƟna on the outside.  However, 
people started to noƟce cracks forming and when the statue was examined more 
closely. When it was actually liŌed up, it was discovered that the enƟre middle 
was gone!  Termites had been feasƟng on the wood for many years.  It was too 
unstable to be leŌ outside in the wind.  Some wanted to cut it apart and put it in 
the landfill…but a group of residents came together to save it and working with 
the Centennial Village Board, found a safe home for it in the Fire Hall, aŌer all the 
bugs had been killed, of course!  It’s sƟll there today, secured to the east side of 
the building and safely out of the weather.  In order to fit it in, one of the top 
feathers was carefully taken off and is stored right behind the statue.   

All three items are truly one of a kind treasures! 

Truck Photos: Pumper Truck Photo on LeŌ, 
     Ladder Truck Pictured on the Right 
Wooden Statue: “Trail of the Whispering  
    Giants” Statue by Peter Toth, Photo at  
    boƩom right shows the feather that was  
    removed to fit the statue in the building 

Visit to Centennial Village Continued: Blacksmith & Fire Hall 
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Brown County Ghost Town of the Week 
“Tacoma Park” 
TACOMA  PARK was  built  as  a  resort  and 
served  as  one  from  1890  to  the  1930s.    In 
1895,  the  Farmer’s  Alliance  established  the 
Tacoma  Park  AssociaƟon  which  helped  the 
site become a popular entertainment spot for 
the region.  

 Lots  were  leased  for  99  years,  and  many 
homes  were  built  in  the  shade  of  the  tree 
groves.   By 1914,  the  resort had become  so 
busy  that a  store and post office were built.  
The Great Northern  trains  ran hourly  to and 
from Aberdeen during  the height of Tacoma 
Park’s Chautauqua and carnival seasons. 

The  Populist  Party  sponsored many meeƟngs 
in the hall on the park grounds.  Large open‐air 
meeƟngs drew  thousands of people, and visi‐
tors  came  from  a  large  area  by  team,  train, 
and early automobile.  Summer fare was abun‐
dant with carnivals, Chautauqua, nightly danc‐
es  and  summer  theater,  complete with  food 
stands and a merry‐go‐round. 

There were many  buildings  at  the  park  over 
the  years  including  a  dance  pavilion,  a  baseball 
park grandstand and even a racetrack.   

The hard  Ɵmes of  the Depression years,  recurring 
flooding  of  the  river,  and  improvements  in  auto‐
mobile travel contributed to the demise of Tacoma 
Park. There are sƟll a few cabins and houses along 
the north side of the park but due to high water 
surrounding  it, we don’t recommend visiƟng this 
site right now.   

What is a Ghost Town? 
No, it’s not a town with ghosts!  

A ghost town is a town that has had all  
(or almost all) of the people leave and move away.  

It may or may not have buildings leŌ. 

Top: Tacoma Park Club at the Tacoma Park Grandstand, ca. 1920 
Above: Carousel with Tent Cover at Tacoma Park  
Below: Dance Pavilion Building, Tacoma Park 
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Family Road Trip Idea:  
  Hecla & Claremont, SD 

HECLA: The Chicago and Northwestern 
Railroad Company named Hecla in 1886. The 
name “Hecla” is attached to a volcano in Iceland, but 
is not thought to have been the source of the town’s 
name. This little frontier town was already well set-
tled on the prairie by the time the railroad came and 
it grew rapidly. The first school was later transformed 
into a theater and the depot was built beside a res-
taurant, the Diamond E. 

By the turn of the century, Hecla supported a large 
business district, an opera house, a weekly newspa-
per, two churches, and an industry – a cement block 
factory. The town was served by two artesian wells 
in the early days and had a city light plant by 1910.  

Beginning in 1887, a physician al-
ways lived in Hecla.  During the 
typhoid epidemic of 1887, with the 
help of able-bodied men who kept 
four livery teams at his disposal 
night and day, the doctor lost only 
two patients. This was noteworthy, 
considering that more than three 
hundred area people contracted 
the disease. 

 In 1903, law offices opened and 
by the following year, cement sidewalks were 8 feet 
wide along Main Street. Two chemical wagons were 
purchased for the fire department. The town was far 

Above Left: Herman Hubert’s first car on Hecla’s Main Street 
Above Right: Farmer’s Festival, Hecla Main St., Oct. 15, 1910 
Below: North Side of Hecla Main St., Postmarked Oct. 25, 1931 
Bottom: Homes on 3rd St., Hecla, Looking North 

enough away from any larger center so that it 
continued to grow during the next years, adding 
business and supporting two banks. 
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Left: Birdseye View Claremont, ca. 1905 
Above: Claremont, ca. 1927 

Below Left: “Four Elevators” in Claremont, ca. 1912 
Below: Great Northern Railroad Snow Plow, Claremont 
Water Tower & Elevators, 1909 
Bottom: New Claremont Schoolhouse, built in 1913  
    for $22,000, first graduation held in 1916 

CLAREMONT was settled mainly by newcom-
ers from Minnesota and Michigan and was plat-
ted for a town in 1886.  The completion of the St. 
Paul, Minneapolis and Manitoba Railroad (later 
the Great Northern) from North Dakota to Aber-
deen provided the site. The initial buildings of 
the new community were moved there from De-
troit, seven miles to the northwest, which had 
failed to receive a railroad connection. Rail-
road officials named the frontier town for a 
picturesque village in New Hampshire.  

Claremont exploded with new settlers in its first 
year, establishing over 24 businesses. New 
businesses included a real estate office, an in-
surance office, a lawyer, and a physician. Dr. 
Willard E. Dinsmore arrived in 1886 and became 
an institution in the area. He was responsible 
not only for medical services, but also for the 
first artesian well and a water tower and city 
park. His office, built in 1889, still stands at the 
center of town across from the First State Bank 
building, also built that year. 

Family Road Trip Continued: Hecla & Claremont 

A quote from the American News (1916) reads: 
“In the past twenty years the population of 
Claremont has remained at 400. While not a 
large town, it is a thriving and active community 
center that has withstood the ravages of the re-
cent depression (1890s) to a remarkable degree 
and shows every sign of being one of the first 
smaller towns to stage a genuine comeback.” 
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