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South Dakota’s First Governor to be Portrayed at Cultural Heritage Center 
 
PIERRE –The last governor of Dakota Territory and first governor of South Dakota will 
be brought to life during a program in Pierre. 
 
Arthur Calvin Mellette will be portrayed by John Timm of Sioux Falls during a meeting of 
the History and Heritage Book Club. The free program begins at 7 p.m. CDT on 
Tuesday, May 13, at the Cultural Heritage Center. Everyone is welcome to attend. 
 
“This year the state is observing its 125th anniversary of statehood. We’ve invited Gov. 
Mellette to step out of the pages of history books and visit with people about how he 
experienced his time in Dakota Territory and early South Dakota,” said Michael Lewis, 
president of the South Dakota Historical Society Foundation.  
 
The foundation sponsors the book club and is the nonprofit fundraising partner of the 
South Dakota State Historical Society. The program is made possible through a grant 
from the South Dakota Humanities Council, an affiliate of the National Endowment for 
the Humanities. 
 
Mellette was born in Indiana in 1843. He was appointed territorial governor in the spring 
of 1889 and was elected governor of South Dakota that fall. He served as governor until 
1893. 
 
Timm has been performing living history portrayals of Mellette at schools and museums, 
to organizations, and at church and community celebrations statewide since 1999.  He 
became interested in Mellette when he was a costumed docent at the Pettigrew Home 
and Museum in Sioux Falls. 
 
“The more I was able to read about him, the more intrigued I became,” Timm said. “He 
had great success and disappointments. When he came to Dakota Territory in early 
1879, settling in Springfield, he had much to offer the territory. At 36 years of age, he 
had a superior education from the University of Indiana in Bloomington, Ind., had 
experience as a lawyer, county superintendent of schools, newspaper editor, publisher 
and member of the Indiana State Legislature. He was a recognized authority on school 
law and common school district organization. Furthermore, he was a Civil War veteran, 
an important frontier credential. Although he had done very well in Muncie, Ind., 
Margaret, his wife, was seriously ill and they were forced to leave Indiana’s damp 
climate.” 
 
Mellette guided the young state through difficult times. During a period of prolonged 
drought, Mellette raised a large supply of food, seed grain and fuel for those in need 
and administered these at his own expense. Mellette had used his home and real estate 
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holdings as collateral to secure a loan from a business associate, state treasurer 
William Taylor. When it was discovered that Taylor had misappropriated funds from the 
state treasury, Taylor fled to South America. Mellette arranged for all his property to go 
to the state to cover Taylor’s obligations. 
 
“Mellette earned a place in South Dakota history as a leader for the remarkable way he 
met crisis after crisis with honesty and integrity, and his steadfast determination to do 
the best that he could with the resources available,” Timm said. “South Dakota State 
Historian Doane Robinson said in 1910 while reviewing the Mellette administration: ‘The 
way was uncharted and he displayed a patience and wisdom which will always 
distinguish him and commend his memory.’ I think Mr. Robinson stated it quite well.” 
 
Timm is the author of “ … And the Last Shall be First,” about the Mellette family. The 
book is the book club selection for May and is available at the Heritage Store at the 
Cultural Heritage Center and the Capitol. History and Heritage Book Club members 
receive a 10 percent discount and South Dakota State Historical Society members 
receive an additional 5 percent discount when they purchase the book at either Heritage 
Store. 
 
For more information about the History and Heritage Book Club, please call (605) 773-
6006. 
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The South Dakota Historical Society Foundation is a private charitable nonprofit that 
seeks funding to assist the South Dakota State Historical Society in programming and 
projects to preserve South Dakota’s history and heritage for future generations.  
 
The South Dakota State Historical Society is a division of the Department of Tourism. 
The Department of Tourism is comprised of Tourism, the South Dakota Arts Council 
and the State Historical Society. The Department is led by Secretary James D. Hagen. 
The State Historical Society, an Affiliate of the Smithsonian Institution, is headquartered 
at the South Dakota Cultural Heritage Center in Pierre. The center houses the society’s 
world-class museum, the archives, and the historic preservation, publishing and 
administrative/development offices. Call (605) 773-3458 or visit www.history.sd.gov for 
more information. The society also has an archaeology office in Rapid City; call (605) 
394-1936 for more information. 
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