
A PHOTOGRAPHIC HISTORY  
OF THE SOUTH DAKOTA  

SUPREME COURT 



A bronze statue of Lady Justice on the Brown County Courthouse’s Dome.



 

 
 
 

 

The  

South Dakota Supreme Court  

A Photographic History 
 
The South Dakota Supreme Court is proud of its long history of service to the citizens of South 
Dakota.  From the first Territorial Supreme Court to the present, the Supreme Court has worked to 
safeguard the rights of every state citizen and assure due process of law. We hope you enjoy this brief 
history of the South Dakota Supreme Court, prepared as a permanent informational project for the 
citizens of the State of South Dakota. 
 

         For the Court,  
Chief Justice David Gilbertson 
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THE SUPREME COURT OF DAKOTA TERRITORY 
On March 2, 1861, President Buchanan approved the legislative Act of Congress that created the 
Dakota Territory. The government of the federal territory was divided into three branches of 
government: executive, legislative, and judicial. The judicial power of the territory was vested in a 
Supreme Court, district courts, probate courts, and justices of the peace.   
 
That same year, President Lincoln appointed Philemon Bliss, Joseph L. Williams, and George P. 
Williston as the first justices of the Supreme Court of Dakota Territory.   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1865 Certificate of Appointment for Jefferson P. Kidder to the Dakota Territorial Supreme Court, signed by 
President Lincoln. 

 

2

THe supreme CourT of DakoTa TerriTory



 

 

      
 
The President of the United States appointed all the members of the Territorial Supreme Court, 
because the Territorial Court was part of the federal judicial system.  Between 1861 and 1889, when 
South Dakota become a state, thirty presidential appointees served as justices on the Supreme Court 
of Dakota Territory. 
 
George P. Williston  1861 – 1864  
Philemon Bliss  1861 – 1865  
Joseph L. Williams  1861 – 1865 
Ara Bartlett   1864 – 1869  
William E. Gleason  1865 – 1867  
Jefferson P. Kidder  1865 – 1875 
John W. Boyle   1867 – 1869  
Wilmot W. Brookings  1869 – 1873  
George W. French  1869 – 1873  
Alanson H. Barnes  1873 – 1881  
Peter C. Shannon  1873 – 1882 
Granville G. Bennett  1875 – 1878  
Jefferson P. Kidder  1879 – 1883  
Gideon C. Moody   1878 – 1883  
Sanford A. Hudson  1881 – 1885  

A.J. Edgerton   1882 – 1886 
William E. Church  1883 – 1886  
Cornelius S. Palmer  1883 – 1888  
William H. Francis  1884 – 1888 
Seward Smith   1884 – 18851 
Louis K. Church  1885 – 1887  
William B. McConnell 1885 – 1889  
Bartlett Tripp   1886 – 1889 
Charles M. Thomas  1887 – 1889  
James Spencer   1887 – 1889  
John E. Carland  1888 – 1889  
Roderick Rose   1888 – 1889  
C.F. Templeton  1888 – 1889  
L.W. Crofoot   1888 – 1889  
Frank R. Aikens           – 1889  
 
1.  Suspended by President Grover Cleveland 
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members of THe TerriTorial supreme CourT



 

 

     
 
The early Territorial Supreme Court had little appellate business and, in fact, the first time it met to 
hear appeals was on December 3, 1867, in Yankton.  However, the members of the Court were not 
idle as they also served as the only trial judges for the Dakota Territory.  
 
 

 
 
The 1867 Supreme Court of Dakota Territory conducting business at its first meeting as an appeals court.  
Members of the Court at its first sitting were Jefferson P. Kidder, Ara Bartlett and John W. Boyle. 
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THe firsT TerriTorial supreme CourT



 

 

The Supreme Court of the Dakota Territory was comprised of three justices until 1879 when another 
associate justice was added. The total number of justices increased to six in 1884 and increased again 
to eight in 1888.  

 
THE TERRITORIAL SUPREME COURT IN 1885 

 

 
 
The Territorial Supreme Court in 1885. Pictured from left to right: Hon. Seward Smith, Hon. William 
E. Church, Hon. Alonzo J. Edgerton, Hon. Sanford Hudson, Hon. Cornelius S. Palmer, and Hon. 
William H. Francis. 

 
The decisions of the Supreme Court of Dakota Territory, cited as "Dakota Reports," cover six 
volumes.  The Territorial Supreme Court was dissolved in 1889, when President Benjamin Harrison 
proclaimed statehood for South Dakota. 
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THe TerriTorial supreme CourT in 1885



 

 

    

Chief Justice David Gilbertson views a display case outside of the Supreme Court courtroom 
which recognizes the contributions of the justices of the Dakota Territory.  The display contains 
photos of the justices as well as historical documents.   
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supreme CourT Display Case
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THe firsT souTH DakoTa supreme CourT
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oaTH Ceremony
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firsT supreme CourT opening Ceremony
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Home of THe supreme CourT

supreme CourT moves inTo new
wooDen CapiTol in 1891
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no CourTroom in new CapiTol
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new sTone CapiTol beComes 
permanenT loCaTion of THe supreme CourT



 

 

      

 
 

The new stone capitol under construction to the east of the old wooden capitol.  The Supreme Court 
maintained offices in the east wing of the wooden capitol, pictured on the left side of the photograph, 
until the new capitol was completed in 1910. 
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olD anD new CapiTol –1910
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CapiTol in 1910 anD 100 years laTer
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THe supreme CourT CourTroom
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“THe merCy of THe law” mural – supreme CourT CourTroom
sTaTe CapiTol
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Judge Samuel C. Polley in the office currently occupied by Justice Lori S. Wilbur. This photograph 
is believed to have been taken around 1930.  Note that Judge Polley brought “man’s best friend” 
along with him to his chambers while carrying out his judicial duties. 
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JuDge samuel C. polley anD frienD in CHambers



Judges are listed from left to right: Vernon R. Sickle, Everett D. Roberts, 
Herbert B. Rudolph, St. Clair Smith and Boyd Leedom. The Clerk in the front row is F.M. Pinckney.

18

THe moDern look
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resToraTion



 

 

         
 

In 1972, the South Dakota Constitution was amended to unify the judicial branch.  South Dakota’s 
courts are organized into a unified judicial system with two levels of courts, the Supreme Court and 
the circuit courts. The Chief Justice, on behalf of the Supreme Court, has the responsibility of 
administering the statewide unified court system. 
 
The Supreme Court has original jurisdiction over certain types of proceedings, which means the 
matter is filed directly with the Supreme Court. However, the Court most often serves as an appellate 
court, hearing appeals of circuit court decisions. 
 
In South Dakota, the Supreme Court has final supervision of judges.   The non-partisan Judicial 
Qualifications Commission hears and investigates complaints against judges believed to be acting 
improperly, recommending to the Supreme Court whether disciplinary actions should be taken.  If the 
Court finds a complaint is justified, it may discipline the judge by censure, removal from office or 
retirement.   
 

The Supreme Court also has 
superintending powers over lawyers in 
South Dakota, since the work of the 
courts depends to a great extent upon the 
cooperation and assistance of lawyers.  
The Supreme Court appoints a five-
member Board of Bar Examiners that 
administers the requirements for 
admission to practice law in South 
Dakota.  The Supreme Court has adopted 
a body of rules called the South Dakota 
Rules of Professional Conduct because it 
is necessary to have rules governing the 
way lawyers deal with their clients, the 
courts and the public.  These rules 
establish standards for lawyers’ conduct 
and provide for disciplinary proceedings 
if a lawyer violates the code. The podium used by attorneys when making oral 

arguments to the Supreme Court. 
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THe souTH DakoTa supreme CourT – unifieD JuDiCial sysTem



persons  nominated

from the nominees.

The s
witnessed by Justice Wilbur’s mother, Marcene Scully.
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seleCTion of JusTiCes
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women Join THe CourT
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supreme CourT appoinTmenT DisTriCTs
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aCCess To THe CourT proCess
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Cameras in THe CourTroom
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goose quills To CompuTers



 

 

       
 
*Dighton Corson, District 1 
*Alphonso G. Kellam, District 2 
*John E. Bennett, District 3 
*Howard G. Fuller, District 3 
*Dick Haney, District 2 
*Charles S. Whiting, District 3 
*+James H. McCoy, District 5 
*+Ellison G. Smith, District 4 
*Samuel C. Polley, District 1 
*John Howard Gates, District 2 
*Frank Anderson, District 5 
*Carl G. Sherwood, District 3 
Charles H. Dillon, District 4 
*Dwight Campbell, District 5 
*Newton D. Burch, District 4 
James Brown, District 2 
*Frederick A. Warren, District 2 
*Everett D. Roberts, District 3 
*Herbert B. Rudolph, District 4 
*St. Clair Smith, District 5 
*Vernon R. Sickel, District 2 
*Charles R. Hayes, District 1 
*Boyd Leedom, District 1 
*Alex Rentto, District 1  
 

1889 – 1913  
1889 – 1896  
1889 – 1893 
1894 – 1908   
1896 – 1913   
1908 – 1922   
1909 – 1921  
1909 – 1923  
1913 – 1947   
1913 – 1927  
1921 – 1925  
1922 – 1931  
1923 – 1926   
1925 – 1937   
1926 – 1931  
1927 – 1931  
1931 – 1944   
1931 – 1970  
1931 – 1957   
1937 – 1962   
1944 – 1956   
1947 – 1951   
1951 – 1955   
1955-1971

*Charles S. Hanson, District 2 
Harold Bogue, District 4 
**Frank Biegelmeier, District 4 
*Frederick J. Homeyer, District 5 
Fred R. Winans, District 3 
James M. Doyle, District 1 
Oren P. (Phil) Coler, District 4 
Lawrence J. Zastrow, District 1 
Donald J. Porter, District 3 
**Francis G. Dunn, District 2 
**Roger L. Wollman, District 5 
Robert E. Morgan, District 4 
Frank E. Henderson, District 1 
**Jon Fosheim, District 3 
**George W. Wuest, District 5 
Richard W. Sabers, District 2 
**Robert A. Miller, District 3 
Robert A. Amundson, District 4 
Judith K. Meierhenry, District 4 
John K. Konenkamp, District 1 
**David Gilbertson, District 5 
Steven L. Zinter, District 3 
Glen A. Severson, District 2 
Lori S. Wilbur, District 4                  
  

1956 – 1973  
1957 – 1959   
1959 – 1974   
1962 – 1971   
1971 – 1976   
1971 – 1976  
1974 – 1977   
1976 – 1979  
1977 – 1979  
1973 – 1985   
1971 – 1985   
1977 – 1991   
1979 – 1994   
1979 – 1986   
1986 – 1994  
1986 – 2009        
1986 – 2001  
1991 – 2002        
2002 – 2011 
1994 –          
1995 –          
2002 –          
2009 – 
2011 – 
 

+ The number of members of the Supreme Court was increased from three judges to five judges in 1909.   
* Served as Presiding Judge of the South Dakota Supreme Court. 
** Served as Chief Justice of the South Dakota Supreme Court. 
 

CHIEF JUSTICES OF THE SOUTH DAKOTA SUPREME COURT 
 
Frank Biegelmeier, District 4 1972 – 1974 
Francis G. Dunn, District 2 1974 – 1978  
Roger L. Wollman, District 5 1978 – 1982  
Jon Fosheim, District 3 1982 – 1986  

George W. Wuest, District 5 1986 – 1990  
Robert A. Miller, District 3 1990 – 2001  
David Gilbertson, District 5 2001 – 
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members of THe souTH DakoTa supreme CourT

CHief JusTiCes of THe souTH DakoTa supreme CourT
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souTH DakoTa CounTy CourTHouses 
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David Lias, Vermillion Plain Talk

August

The decorative carving on the Spink Count Courthouse.

David Lias, Vermillion Plain Talk






