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Spearfish Normal School in the 1920s: 
Part II, The Origins of the Yellow Jackets and Swarm Day  

For the Spearfish Normal School (SNS) in Spearfish, South Dakota, the 1920s were a transformative 

decade, as it matured from a small normal school to the beginnings of the university we know today. 

Part I of this series discussed the changing mission of the school as it transitioned to being a teachers' 

college and covered various aspects of student life. Part II documents the origins of two long-time 

school traditions: the Yellow Jacket mascot and Swarm Day, the school's homecoming celebration. 

 

From Normalites to Yellow Jackets 

In the 1920s, the student body of SNS was predominantly female, but it was men's sports that got the 

most attention. Men could earn letters in football, basketball, baseball, and track. They competed 

against teams throughout the state and region; these contests were front-page matter for the student 

newspaper. The teams lacked a formal mascot at first. In covering the games, the school's newspaper, 

the Anemone, would refer to them by names such as "Normalites" (most commonly), "School-Teachers," 

"Teachers," "Professors," and even the "Neversweats." After a coveted victory over the South Dakota 

School of Mines in November of 1921, the football team was christened the "Little Giants."¹ 

 

In the fall of 1922, the football team began their season with a road trip for two away games: one at 

Huron College and the other against Aberdeen's normal school. Upon their return, the October 13th 

issue of the Anemone proclaimed: "Yellow Jackets Win Two Grid Classics"—the first known instance of 

the Yellow Jacket name being used in print. Unfortunately the article failed to mention the origin of the 

Cover photo credit: Fassbender Photo, Swarm Day Parade, 1929, University Archives, Black Hills State University. 
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new name, but it was continuously used by the school newspaper 

from there on out to describe the football team. Histories of the 

school, written decades later, promoted two sources for the name, 

both related to the players' uniforms. In a history of the school 

published in 1958, President Woodburn recalled that the name was 

selected based on the players' horizontally striped socks.² A 

subsequent history of the school published in 1983 relied on the 

recollections of a retired professor, Mark Richmond. He claimed 

that the moniker was conceived of in 1927 after a student yelled, 

"Go, you yellow jackets, go!" at a game in reference to the color of 

the jackets the team wore.³ His account was off by five years, and in 

1922 Richmond was neither a faculty member nor a student at the 

school. The 1923 yearbook featured pictures of the 1922 Yellow 

Jackets football team, but the socks are not striped and the uniform 

shirts, sometimes referred to as "jackets," were a dark color, casting 

doubt on both of these accounts (in later years, striped sleeves and 

socks were featured on the uniforms, but that was after the name 

was selected).⁴ Whatever the source of the name, the student 

newspaper soon adopted metaphors related to the insect. In the 

October 20th edition they proclaimed: "The 'Yellow Jackets' have 

stung so effectively that words seem superfluous."⁵ The mystery of 
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The first Yellow Jacket logo, drawn by 

Rosalie Hewes of Sundance, Wyoming. 

Image from the Anemone, Nov. 2, 1928, 

page 4. University Archives, Black Hills 

State University. 

The first Yellow Jacket football team, fall 1922. Image from the Eociha, 1923, page 63. 

University Archives, Black Hills State University. 
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exactly why the Yellow Jacket was 

chosen as the mascot remains 

unsolved. 
 

At the start of the 1923 men's 

basketball season, the team was not 

referred to as the Yellow Jackets, but 

about a month into the season they 

too were called by the new mascot 

name.⁶ It was not until 1926 that the 

track team was referred to as the 

Yellow Jackets.⁷ 
 

The Letter Men's Club was organized 

in October of 1923.⁸ The group used 

"N" as their letter, the school commonly 

being referred to as "The Normal." 

When discussions about a new name 

for the school were underway, one of the student newspaper editorials observed, "Plans have even gone 

so far as to try to figure out whether we shall use one letter, B, or a monogram using all four letters, B. H. 

T. C." for Black Hills Teachers College.⁹ Just a few months later, it was announced that the Letter Men's 

Club was adopting the "H" and not the "B" as the school's letter, although no explanation was given for 

the decision. The first letters to be worn on the lettermen's sweaters were described as follows: "a purple 

H with the word BLACK in gold lettering across the bar of the H."¹⁰ The club had rules governing the size 

of the letter by sport, with football letters being 

the largest. The letters themselves had to be 

placed in a specific spot on the lettermen's 

sweaters, with the type of sweater being specific 

to the sport, and they were only to be worn by 

the letter earners, with threats of confiscation if 

"unlawfully worn."¹¹ 
 

Sports offerings for women were through the 

Women's Athletic Association, which was a 

student organization established in the fall of 

1923.¹² Originally four sports were sponsored, 

but by the next year they had expanded to eight: 

soccer, volleyball, basketball, swimming, 

baseball, tennis, track, and hiking. Competitions 

seem to have been mainly between different 
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Letter Men’s Club, 1926-27. The men in the front row are wearing the sweater and 

letter style designated for football. Two men in the back row are wearing the style 

designated for baseball. Image from the University Archives, BHSU. 

Women’s Athletic Association volleyball team, 1928-29. Image from the 

University Archives, Black Hills State University. 
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All images from the University Archives, Black Hills State University. 

Swarm Day Parade 1928 

Top left:, President Woodburn 

addresses the crowd following the 

parade. 

 

Bottom left:  Parade participants in 

costume. 

Top right: A view 

of the parade, 

traveling in both 

directions, on 

Main Street of 

Spearfish. 

Center and 

bottom right:  

Entries in the 

parade. 
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SNS teams, similar to intramural sports today. Participants were awarded points towards various rewards, 

including blankets and sweaters.¹³ 

 

From Pioneer Day to Swarm Day 

Festivities on campus that evolved into the homecoming celebration known as Swarm Day (later Swarm 

Days or Swarm Week) had their roots just prior to the 1920s. The earliest events—Poor Man's Day on 

November 25, 1916, and Hobo Day on November 17, 1917—featured a procession of costumed students 

making their way from campus to downtown where they would perform songs and yells prior to an 

afternoon football game.¹⁴ The hope was to create an annual event, which included alumni. No similar 

event was held in 1918, possibly due to the influenza pandemic. 
 

October 9, 1920, saw the birth of Pioneer Day, originally referred to as a "play day." The day began with a 

parade in the morning, passing through town twice.  In the afternoon, the "stunts," which were considered 

the real events of the day, were held in the field between campus and Spearfish Creek. The student body 

was divided into four groups to compete against one another. Each group presented a stunt, which was a 

historical reenactment. They included a hold-up of a stagecoach, an Indian dance and the discovery of 

gold in the Black Hills, an old-time wedding, and a party of settlers and miners attacked by Indians, but 

saved by cowboys, with the stunt ending with the smoking of a peace pipe. Following the stunts, a football 

match was played with the School of Mines followed by a picnic supper.¹⁵ 
 

The second annual Pioneer Day followed a similar program with dramatizations of Black Hills history, a 

parade, and a football game followed by a picnic supper.¹⁶ By the third year, students began to question 

the name, with an Anemone editorial noting that two other South Dakota schools, Yankton College and 

Madison Normal, were using the name for their homecomings.¹⁷ Unlike the adoption of the Yellow Jacket 

mascot which appeared without explanation, the name for homecoming was repeatedly discussed in the 

student newspaper over a series of years. In March of 1923 a vote was held to pick a name for the school's 

play day from nine potential names. Of 222 votes cast, 179 were for "Black Hills Pioneer Day," with the 

other options receiving votes being "Black Hills Day," "Pahasapa Day," and "Powwow Day."¹⁸ In the fall of 

1923, a postponement was announced due to weather, although it does not appear the event happened at 

all.¹⁹ 1924 reverted to the Pioneer Day name, with the football game being played against the alumni team. 

A tradition of "begging" for food began, where students would obtain food from community members' 

homes to take to a big feed for the whole town.²⁰ In 1925, the Anemone began referring to the event as 

homecoming rather than a play day, and again the name was up for debate, with a push to rename it 

Pahasapa Day, Pahá Sápa being the Lakota name for the Black Hills. The newspaper referred to it both as 

Pahasapa Day and as Pioneer Day in different articles about the event that year.²¹  In 1926 and 1927, it was 

simply called "Homecoming" although no football game was played in 1926, the main event being the 

dedication of College Hall (now known as Woodburn Hall).²²  
 

Once again broaching the topic of the name, a November 11, 1927, editorial finally landed on an idea that 

would stick: "It has been suggested that our homecoming day be called 'Swarm' or 'Swarming Day.' This 

name would be in keeping with the name of our athletic teams in various sports, 'Yellow Jackets.'"²³ On 
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October 2, 1928, the student body agreed to the Swarm Day name during a general assembly.²⁴ The first 

Swarm Day, held November 3, 1928, was a community-wide event, combined with the town's  

Development Day.²⁵ 

"Swarm Day—Spearfish Normal School Homecoming—combined with a Community 

Celebration, will be marking the opening of the new pavement, the completion of the 

concrete bridge over the Spearfish, the i[ns]tallation of natural gas, and the completion of the 

biggest year of building and improvement in [the] recent history of Spearfish."²⁶ 

Events included a performance of the "Barber of Seville" by the Festival Opera Company, a bonfire, a 

pepfest, a parade, a football game versus the Springfield Pointers, a banquet, a band concert, and a Mardi 

Gras dance on the new pavement downtown.²⁷ Also of note was a new grandstand that had just been built 

at the football field with a capacity of 300 persons.²⁸  

 

The second annual Swarm Day in 1929 kept with the traditions established in 1928, but added a snake 

dance (students held hands to form a human chain which "snaked" its way through town), a wedding, and 

fireworks to the event.²⁹ The wedding was intended to be a real one with a $25 incentive offered to the 

couple who volunteered, but with no takers, a staged wedding between Miss Challis, serving as the groom, 

and Miss Dorothy Woodburn, serving as the bride, took place instead.³⁰ At the football game, a yellow 

Curtiss Robin airplane piloted by Claude Wilber flew over the football field and dropped a "purple and 

gold bannered football" onto the field, purple and gold being the school colors at the time.³¹  

 

A future issue of the Black Hills Historian will complete this series on the 1920s, covering changes to campus 

buildings and landscapes. 

 

Lori J. Terrill is the Special Collections 

Librarian/Archivist for Case Library at 

Black Hills State University. She earned a 

bachelor’s degree in Anthropology and a 

master’s degree in American Studies, both 

from the University of Wyoming, and a 

master’s degree in Library & Information 

Science from Emporia State University. 
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Women’s Athletics Association baseball squad, 1927-28. Image from the 

University Archives, Black Hills State University. 
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Professor Jessie Carter dressed in 

costume for Pioneer Day, 1922. 

Image from the University 

Archives, Black Hills State 

University. 

Become a Member of the Friends of Case Library 
Your financial contribution as a member of the Friends of Case Library helps support scholarships, purchase books, 

sponsor public talks, and fund the publication of this newsletter. We also hope the Friends will help get the word 

out when their friends and family are looking for a place to preserve their individual or organizational papers and 

photographs, or wish to donate books related to the Black Hills region or western South Dakota. 

Friends memberships are just $10, and you may donate more if you wish. If you are unable to print the form from 

the link below, you may send a check, payable to “BHSU Foundation,” to the address on the back cover of this 

newsletter.  

To become a Friend, visit: https://library.bhsu.edu/case/documents/CaseLibraryMembership.pdf 

https://library.bhsu.edu/case/documents/CaseLibraryMembership.pdf
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We Have Moved! 

Services, staff, and collections from 

E.Y. Berry Library-Learning Center, 

including Case Library, have been 

relocated due to a major renovation 

of the library building. 
 

Come see us in our temporary 

location at the BHSU Student Union 

in the Jacket Legacy Room.  
 

Appointments are recommended. 
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Announcement for the first Swarm Day in 1928. Image from the Anemone, Oct. 26, 

1928. University Archives, Black Hills State University. Follow us on Facebook! 
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