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Spearfish Normal School in the 1920s: 
Part III, The Changing Campus Landscape  

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

decade. During this time 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 documented the origins of two 

long-time school traditions: the Yellow Jacket mascot and Swarm Day, the school's homecoming 

celebration. The third and final installment looks at the buildings and other physical features of the 

campus landscape. 

 

The Changing Campus Landscape 

In 1920, the Spearfish Normal School campus boasted four major buildings: the "main" building 

(sometimes referred to as Normal Hall), Wenona Cook Hall, the Training School, and Fayette L. Cook 

Gymnasium. According to the Annual Catalog, there was also a heating plant, ice house, three employee 

houses, and barns.¹ One hundred years later, only one of those core buildings remains: Wenona Cook 

Hall, the dormitory named after the wife of the school's first president. Another campus landmark from 

the early 1920s also exists to this day: the concrete stairs connecting the upper and lower parts of 

campus. These replaced a set of rickety wooden steps at a cost of $930, almost $400 of which was 

donated by the Class of 1922 and another $55 of which came from summer school students. Completed 

by the fall of 1922, the original design included a fountain.²  

Cover photo credit: Class of 1926, the first class to graduate with bachelor's degrees, University Archives, BHSU. 
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Spearfish Normal School in the 1920s, cont. 

 

In what was arguably one of the most tragic incidents to occur on 

campus, the main building was completely destroyed in an early 

morning fire on Tuesday, January 13, 1925.³ A lack of water pressure 

from the nearest hydrant hampered fire-fighting efforts.⁴ Nearby, 

Wenona Cook Hall was evacuated of not only its residents, but 

"almost everything of value." Students, employees, and community 

members hurriedly helped remove personal items and furniture 

from the building. Men with pails of water were stationed on the 

roof to prevent the fire from spreading to the dorm.⁵ While the main 

building was a total loss, a few items were saved, including the 

student records which were secured in a fire-proof safe.⁶ No official 

cause for the fire was determined.⁷ The faculty lost no time in 

dealing with the aftermath as they met daily that week to make 

plans.⁸ Remarkably, school resumed on January 19th, with classes 

held in the Training School's building (the classes that had been held 

there were moved into the vacant public school building).  The 

student newspaper, the Anemone, continued to publish on schedule, 

with each department making a report of their status in the January 

16th edition. 

 

The school's library, which had been a great source of pride, was a 

total loss. It had held 22,000 volumes, the first 400 of which were 

donated by the school's first president, Dr. Cook, from his personal 

library.⁹ Donations came in to rebuild it almost immediately, with 

4,000 books given by June and 6,000 in hand by mid-September.¹⁰ 
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This original drinking fountain was destroyed 

in the fire of 1925. A similar fountain replaced 

it in 1927 and a rebuilt version of the newer 

drinking fountain currently stands in front of 

Woodburn Hall. University Archives, Black 

Hills State University. 

Fassbender Photo, Concrete stairs with original fountain, 1929. Image from 

the Eociha, 1929, page 16. University Archives, Black Hills State University. 
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 Spearfish Normal School in the 1920s, cont. 

Cash donations were made as well, totaling 

nearly $1300 in gifts and pledges by mid-

March.¹¹ The Alumni Association 

spearheaded an effort to collect donations of 

old school catalogs and other publications to 

replace those lost in the fire.¹² A decision was 

made to have students purchase their own 

textbooks going forward, rather than the 

school providing them.¹³  

 

Another casualty of the fire was a drinking 

fountain donated by the summer school 

students of 1924. It was described thusly: "The 

pedestal is made of many colored rocks and 

fossils collected from far and wide, set in cement. It represents the different geological rocks of that age."¹⁴ 

It had been installed in early January, just prior to the fire.¹⁵ In May, plans were in the works to replace 

it.¹⁶ The replacement was not installed until the summer of 1927.¹⁷  

 

The state legislature promptly appropriated $315,000 to build a new building, along with $35,000 for 

equipment. The governor signed the bill into law in the spring of 1925.¹⁸ In March the project of clearing 

away the debris began. Boys were paid $5 for every 1,000 bricks they removed and stacked.¹⁹ This would 

be worth about $82 in today's money. Architects began making plans for the new building, which was 

later described as a "model of beauty, utility and convenience."²⁰ The building design included 

classrooms, offices, a library, and an auditorium seating over 800 people.²¹ Among the notable amenities 

was a telephone booth.²² 

 

An Aberdeen, South Dakota, construction company was awarded the contract in early September 1925, 

and construction began on the new main building that fall.²³ The cornerstone was laid on April 30, 1926, 

in a ceremony by the Masonic Grand Lodge officers of South Dakota.²⁴ As the building neared 

completion, an Anemone article noted, "It is constructed of absolutely fireproof material."²⁵ Construction 
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Spearfish Normal School campus, view from the west, about 1920.  Image 

from the University Archives, Black Hills State University. 

Spearfish Normal School campus, view from the east, about 1920. Image from the University Archives, Black Hills State University. 
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All images from the University Archives,  

Black Hills State University. 

Top left:, Spearfish Normal School's Main Building as it 

looked in 1924, before the fire. 

Top right: A view of the building after the fire of January 13, 

1925. Photo by McGrath. 

Center left: Removing the steel safe holding student records. 

FIRE of  

JANUARY 13, 1925 

Bottom right: Ceremony laying the cornerstone for the new building  on 

April 30, 1926. 

Bottom left: The newly constructed College Hall, later renamed 

Woodburn Hall. Photo by Fassbender Photo. 
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Spearfish Normal School in the 1920s, cont. 

was finished by the fall of 1926, with the 

new building originally called "College 

Hall."²⁶ It was dedicated on December 4th as 

the main event for homecoming festivities—

no football game was played that year.²⁷  As 

early as 1929, there were suggestions to 

name the building after Dr. Woodburn.²⁸ It 

was not until 1944, by a vote of the Regents 

of Education, that the building was renamed 

Woodburn Hall to honor his service as 

president of the school.²⁹  

 

In April of 1925, as plans for a new building 

were underway, thoughts had turned to 

memorializing something of the old 

building. "Save Those Greek Columns" 

implored the Anemone. An editorial argued, "One possibility of keeping this architectural beauty intact has 

come to the minds of many of those deeply interested. Why not move it to the lower campus and there set 

it up as the nucleus of the background of the outdoor theater, long discussed?"³⁰ The arch and columns 

from the 1907 addition to the building were assembled in the orchard near the foot of the concrete 

stairway, with the design based on a rough sketch by President Woodburn. Local mason, Mr. Sasse, 

constructed the theater, taking part of his payment in bricks.³¹ Names were solicited for the new outdoor 

theater, but no formal name was selected by the time of its dedication. At the event, which was held on 

June 3rd, 1926, Dr. Woodburn gave a speech and a Greek dance performance followed.³² 

 

In addition to the construction of College Hall, other improvements took place on campus over the decade, 

including adding a railing at the edge of the hill, creating new sidewalks, planting of trees and lawns, and 

adding a much-anticipated tennis court.³³ A new storehouse was also constructed in 1928.³⁴ 

   

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. 

 

Endnotes 
¹ Spearfish Normal School, Thirty-Fifth Annual Catalog of the Spearfish Normal School, Spearfish, S.D. (Spearfish, SD: Spearfish 

Normal School, 1920), 13-14. 

² "Concrete Steps are Built," Anemone, Sept. 22, 1922. 

³ "Building and Equipment Destroyed by Fire, Tuesday, January 13," Anemone, Jan. 16, 1925. 

⁴ "A Midnight Blaze," Queen City Mail, Jan. 14, 1925. 

⁵ "Dormitory Girls are Thankful for Protecting Care," Anemone, Jan. 16, 1925. 

⁶"Engineer Here, Building Plans, Records Safe," Anemone, Jan. 23, 1925. 

⁷ "Secretary's Office," Queen City Mail, Jan. 21, 1925. 

Outdoor theater, 1929. Image from the University Archives, Black Hills State 

University. 
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⁸ Faculty Meeting Minutes, Box 3, Folder 4, Ethelbert Cooke Woodburn Papers, University Archives, Black Hills State University. 

⁹ F. L. Cook, "Reminiscences of Thirty-Four Years at the Spearfish Normal School," Anemone, Mar. 14, 1919; Spearfish Normal 

School, Thirty-Ninth Annual Catalog of the Spearfish Normal School, Spearfish, S.D. (Spearfish, SD: Spearfish Normal School, 1924), 

22. 

¹⁰ Faculty Meeting Minutes, Box 3, Folder 4, Ethelbert Cooke Woodburn Papers, University Archives, Black Hills State 

University; "Mrs. Maud Carter, the Librarian," Anemone, Sept. 25, 1925. 

¹¹ "Gifts to S.N.S.," Anemone, Mar. 20, 1925. 

¹² "Alumni," Anemone, Mar. 13, 1925. 

¹³ Faculty Meeting Minutes, Box 3, Folder 4, Ethelbert Cooke Woodburn Papers, University Archives, Black Hills State 

University. 

¹⁴ "Campus Attraction," Anemone, Nov. 21, 1924. 

¹⁵ "New Ornamental Drinking Fount," Anemone, Jan. 9, 1925. 

¹⁶ "New Fountain," Anemone, May 15, 1925. 

¹⁷ "Ornamental Fountain Installed on Front Campus Wednesday," Anemone, June 3, 1927. 

¹⁸ "Senate Bill No. 144," Anemone, Feb. 20, 1925; "Brief Local Mention," Queen City Mail, Feb. 25, 1925. 

¹⁹ "Brick Bonanza," Anemone, Mar. 27, 1925. 

²⁰ Spearfish Normal School, Forty-Second Annual Catalog of the Spearfish Normal School, Black Hills Teachers College, Spearfish, S.Dak. 

(Spearfish, SD: Spearfish Normal School, 1927), 14. 

²¹ Spearfish Normal School, Forty-First Annual Catalog of the Spearfish Normal School, a State Teachers College, Spearfish, S. Dak. 

(Spearfish, SD: Spearfish Normal School, 1926), 14. 

²² "Second Floor Tour of New College Hall," Anemone, Dec. 3, 1926. 

²³ "Contract is Let," Queen City Mail, Sept. 9, 1925. 

²⁴ "College Hall Corner Stone Laid," Anemone, May 14, 1926; "Corner Stone Laid," Queen City Mail, May 5, 1926. 

²⁵ "New Building Progress," Anemone, July 9, 1926. 

²⁶ "Tentative Plans for Dedication of College Hall," Anemone, Oct. 1, 1926. 

²⁷ "Dedication Ceremonies," Anemone, Nov. 19, 1926; "Calendar," Anemone, Dec. 3, 1926. 

²⁸ "Woodburn Hall is a Good Name," Anemone, May 24, 1929. 

²⁹ "Dr. Woodburn Honored at Dedication Oct. 21," Anemone, Oct. 20, 1944. 

³⁰ "Save Those Greek Columns," Anemone, April 3, 1925. 

³¹ "New Outdoor Theater," Anemone, Sept. 25, 1925. 

³² "Remaining Parts of Old Main Building Preserved Here," Anemone, June 18, 1926. 

³³ "Tennis Court Needed," Anemone, Mar. 19, 1926; "Tennis Court Needed," Anemone, Apr. 9, 1926; "Campus Improves in Ten 

Years," Anemone, Nov. 2, 1928. 

³⁴ "New Campus Storehouse," Anemone, July 13, 1928. 

Spearfish Normal School in the 1920s, cont. 

Stay in Touch! 

We are updating our records. If you would like to continue receiving the 

Black Hills Historian, in paper or via e-mail, please submit your name and 

contact information by one of these methods: 
 

 Online form:  https://tinyurl.com/CaseLibraryList 

 E-mail:  Lori.Terrill@BHSU.edu 

 Phone:  605-642-6361 

https://tinyurl.com/CaseLibraryList


How Can You Support Our Work?  
Become a Member of the Friends of Case Library! 
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We would like to encourage you to become an active supporter of the Leland D. Case Library through a 

financial contribution. The Friends of Case Library assist in the following ways: 

 Support scholarships for BHSU students. 

 Sponsor public programs related to the history of the region. 

 Provide funds to acquire materials for the library. 

 Encourage donations of books, paper records, photographs, and other items related to the 

Black Hills region or western South Dakota. 

 

As a Friends member you will receive a copy of our newsletter, The Black Hills Historian.  If you submit 

your e-mail address, you will be notified of upcoming events and other information related to Case 

Library. 
 

Friends memberships are just $20, and you may donate more if you wish.  
 

Friends Membership Form: https://library.bhsu.edu/case/documents/CaseFriendsMembershipForm.pdf 
 

If you are unable to print the form from the link, you may send your contact information and a check, 

payable to “BHSU Foundation,” to the address on the back cover of this newsletter.  

We Help Support Black Hills State University Students: 
 

Case Freshman History Scholarship Fund 

Two Case Scholarships are given to incoming freshmen majoring in history of a related field. Preference 

is given to students from Western South Dakota; Crook or Weston County, Wyoming; or Carter 

County, Montana. 
 

Jerome Greene Scholarship Fund 

The Greene Scholarship is awarded to a student with junior or senior standing, a 3.0 GPA or higher, 

and who plans to go on to graduate school. Preference is given to History and History-Education 

majors, but American Indian Studies and Political Science majors may be considered if an eligible 

History student cannot be identified.  
 

To Donate to a Scholarship Fund 

 Go to: https://www.bhsufoundation.org/donate 

 Choose "Academic Scholarships" as the Area of Designation and enter "Case Freshman History 

Scholarship" or "Jerome Greene Scholarship" under Additional Information. 

https://library.bhsu.edu/case/documents/CaseFriendsMembershipForm.pdf
https://www.bhsufoundation.org/donate


Leland D. Case Library 

Black Hills State University 

1200 University Street, Unit 9676 

Spearfish, SD  57799-9676 
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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 through 

the summer of 2022. 
 

Appointments are recommended. 

  

https://library.bhsu.edu/case/ 

Fassbender Studio, Wenona Cook Hall, 1929. Completed in 1900, this is the oldest 

building on campus still standing today. Image from the University Archives, Black 

Hills State University.   

Follow us on Facebook! 

https://library.bhsu.edu/case/
https://www.facebook.com/CaseLibrary/

