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JAMES EARLE FRASER
Reminders of our past & a Mitchell Connection to International Fame

(Please note: This is a copy of the 
original letter sent to Professor 
Van Kirk by James Earle Fraser 
on onionskin paper dated 1943.)

James Earl Fraser

Figures of Lewis and Clark as envisioned
by James Earle Fraser.  
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At left: James Earle Fraser at work in his New 
York Studio circa 1920. Below: Fraser with his 
wife, Laura Gardin.

At right: End of the Trail by James Earle Fraser.
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Dr. James A. Van Kirk

He joined the DWU staff in 1920, became head 
of the History Department and taught there 
for 33 years.  He was instrumental in organiz-
ing Friends of the Middle Border in an attempt 
to preserve the culture of the Midwest; he 
contributed to off-campus life of the commu-
nity through service in numerous local enter-
prises and organizations.

The railroad came to Mitchell in 1880.  James 
would have been 5 years old.  His dad built the 
house on the SE4-29-103-60 west of the I-90 
330 exit.
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Chief Big Tree (Kiowa War 
Chief) - After he stopped raid-
ing and got out of prison, he 
turned to Hollywood and was 
known for his roles in She 
Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), 
The Avenging Arrow (1921), 
and Red Fork Range (1931).

Chief Iron Tail (Lakota war 
chief) was part of the Buffalo 
Bill Wild West Show.

At left: Two Moons, 
Northern Cheyenne 
War Chief, fought in 
many battles to save 
his way of life including 
The Battle of the Little 
Bighorn. He travelled 
to Washington D.C. to 
speak to the President 
about conditions that 
existed on the reser-
vations and how awful 
the Cheyenne way of 
life had become. 
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The Buffalo nickel or Indian Head nickel is a copper-nickel five-cent piece that was struck by the Unit-
ed States. It was designed by sculptor James Earle Fraser. Specifications for the nickel: Minted from 
1913 to 1938; Weight: 5 grams; Diameter: 21.2mm; Metal Content: 75% copper, 25% nickel; Mint mark 
Locations: Located on the reverse of the coin if minted in Denver or San Francisco.

James Earle Fraser wrote to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1931, “The Indian head on the Buf-
falo is not a direct portrait of any particular Indian, but was made from several portrait busts which I 
did of Indians.  As a matter of fact, I used three different heads; I remember two of the men, one was 
Irontail, the best Indian head I can remember; the other one was Two Moons, and the third I cannot 
recall.”  His wife later recalled that, “the third Indian had been Big Tree, a Kiowa, who was a favorite 
model of Fraser’s on several occasions.” Black Diamond at the New York Central Park Zoo was the 
model for the buffalo side. Fraser spent many hours studying the animal. Sadly, when the animal was 
22 years of age he was auctioned off and slaughtered for trophies of head and robe.

According to www.thesprucecrafts.com/buffalo-nickel-values updated in 2022, a Buffalo Nickel can 
be valued from 49 cents to as much as $99,000. 

Oregon Trail Half Dollar Coin 
by James Earle Fraser
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Another look at Abraham Lincoln 
by James Earle Fraser

Fraser at work.

Stop by the Carnegie and see our display of James 
Earle Fraser who spent his childhood in Mitchell and 
became one of the more famous American sculptors 
of cowboys, Indians, and horses. He also designed the 
Buffalo Nickel.  The display includes a Teddy Roos-
evelt Bas-Relief Profile Portrait Plaque done by Fra-
ser signed and dated 1920.  Thanks to former Mitch-
ellite, Jim Scheetz for sharing it with us.
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1956 Newspaper Article

Originally published in the Sioux City Journal dated 05-28-1956 
on page 9, these experts from an article about James Earle Fraser 
contained come interesting information.

Mitchell, S.D.- Special: Two of the works of one of the country’s most prolific sculptors, who spent 
his boyhood in a boxcar near Mitchell, will be unveiled on Alumni day at Dakota Wesleyan Uni-
versity.
	
	 At 2 p.m. June 4, the original copies of two Lewis and Clark statues, modeled by the 
designer of the Buffalo nickel, the late James Earle Fraser, will be unveiled at a special Fraser 
ceremony in the lobby of the new D.W.U. College Hall Library…….
	
	 The combined shipping weight of the two eight-foot statues was 1,900 pounds.  Now stored 
in the Friends of the Middle Border Museum.  Lewis is shown as a trapper with his gun.  Clark 
is pictured drawing a map.  Both men capably handled the many challenges confronting them as 
leaders of the Lewis and Clark Expedition……
	
	 [He] completed his best-known sculpture – The End of The Trail – before he was 17.  Fras-
er’s keen observation of the way of the Sioux Indian during his first 12 years in Mitchell inspired 
this classic, which netted him a $1,000 award from the American Art Association of Paris.
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FYI: Lyle Swenson is currently 
at the Brady Retirement Home 
in Mitchell, SD.  He is holding his 
own and still interested in the 
workings of the Mitchell Area 
Historical Society and its mem-
bers. He looks forward to each 
new Courier and Back in Time 
articles in the Mitchell Repub-
lic.  Again, he wants to thank all 
who are contributing to making 
the Carnegie Resource Center a 
success.

Christmas at the Carnegie success
Attendees of the Christmas at the Carnegie on December 8, a 
snowy winter evening, were inspired by the Christmas carols of 
the Mitchell Area Children’s Choir and the Mitchell Barbershop 
Harmony Chorus.  The event raised $567 and 154 pounds of food 
for the Mitchell Food Pantry.

Mitchell Area Children’s Choir performed 
during Christmas at the Carnegie.

Food Pantry tree.

Carnegie Resource Center all decorated for Christmas. 

Mitchell Barbershop Chorus performing during Christmas at the Carnegie.
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Carnegie Resource
Center
119 West Third Avenue
Mitchell, S.D. 57301

Upcoming Events
Mitchell Area Genealogical Society (MAGS) 
And Mitchell Area Historical Society (MAHS)

February 20, Monday, 5:00 p.m. MAHS Business Meeting
     7:00 MAHS Quilt Program & Stars & Stripes Quilt Raffle Drawing
February 27, Monday, 6:00-6:30 p.m. MAGS Business Meeting
     7:00 p.m. MAGS PROGRAM – How Do You Find Genealogical Records
March 20, Monday, 7:00 MAHS Business Meeting
March 27 Monday, 6:00-6:30 p.m. MAGS Business Meeting
     7:00 p.m. MAGS PROGRAM – Data Mining the Deceased
April 17, Monday, 7:00 MAHS Business Meeting
April 24, Monday 6:00-6:30 p.m. MAGS Business Meeting
      7:00 p.m. MAGS PROGRAM – Fundamentals of Research
May 15, Monday, 7:00 MAHS Business Meeting
May 22, Monday 6:00-6:30 p.m. MAGS Business Meeting
      7:00 p.m. MAGS PROGRAM – Virginia Hanson, State Archivist – 
      The Human Side of Genealogy
June 19, Monday, 7:00 MAHS Business Meeting
June 26, Monday – MAGS - Visit to Mount Vernon Historical Museum 
       -Meet at 6:15 at the Carnegie Resource Center 
       or at 6:30 in Mount Vernon
July 17, Monday, 7:00 MAHS Business Meeting
July 24, Monday 6:00-6:30 p.m. MAGS Business Meeting
        7:00 p.m. MAGS PROGRAM – Germans from Russia 
         presented by Yvonne Haefner Think Spring!


