
Martin County’s 1st Murder – Dead Man’s Slough 

The popular TV programs, Investigation Discovery-I, Forensic Files, and CSI didn’t exist 
in the 1800’s, but if they had, Martin County’s first recorded murder might have made an 
interesting story line.  A body was found near Elm Creek.  Was it was murder?  The 
following is an account of the incident based upon the August 21, 1909, edition of the 
Martin County Independent.  

It was the summer of 1864 and Charles White, a trader from Yankton, South Dakota, 
was on a business trip traveling the Jackson Road which was a well traveled supply 
route through Martin County.  White was on horseback and commanding a team of 
oxen on route from Yankton to Mankato.  When he neared Twin Lakes, he left the train 
to explore potentially shorter routes than the Jackson Road afforded.  In the meantime, 
his oxen team and teamsters went on to Mankato.  They planned to wait for him to 
catch up with them there.  However, after waiting for several days, they decided to 
continue their journey and returned to Yankton without him.  They didn’t know then, but 
they would never see White again. 

White was described as being well educated and a man of means.  He had substantial 
supplies for his rather large train of twenty-four oxen and he was a seasoned 
businessman in the transportation business.  He was last seen alive in the vicinity of 
what was referred to as “Dead Man’s Slough,” located south of Monterey, now Trimont. 

After disappearing in August of 1864, his body was found several months later by a 
trapper.  It was partly covered with water in a nearly dry slough.  Had it not been for a 
prairie fire burning the tall grass surrounding his body and the summer heat evaporating 
some of the water in the slough, his body might never have been discovered.   

Due to the suspicious circumstances surrounding his death, the county board appointed 
A. L. Ward coroner, and instructed him to impanel a jury and to conduct an inquest.  
Members of that jury included J. B. Swearingen, W. W. Carrington, Giles Bartholomew, 
E. B. Hall, Henry Johnson, and Peter Dugaw.  Many of those individuals are significant 
to the history of Martin County.   

The conclusion of their investigation coincided with the initial findings of the trapper.  
White’s death was apparently caused by either a bullet or a blow to the side of his head.  
The body was decomposed to the point that a positive determination of exact cause of 
death was impossible. He was carrying approximately $1,200.00 in cash when last 
seen; however, no money was found at the scene.  In addition, the revolver and knives 
he was carrying were nowhere to be found. Although much of his clothing had been 
burned by the fire, a memorandum book was found in one of his pockets left intact and 
other records found nearby helped to identify his remains.  



Further findings at the inquest, according to witness accounts, were that he left the ox 
train in the morning of the August day he went missing.  He was at that time on 
horseback and was noticeably under the influence of alcohol.  He was next seen in the 
late afternoon of that same day in Fraser Township walking around a creek bottom.  
When approached by an individual at the scene, he waved the person off, took out his 
pocket book and appeared to be counting his money.  He then continued walking 
westward.  When last seen in the vicinity of “Dead Man’s Slough,” he had no horse, and 
no trace was ever found of the animal. 

When his wife was contacted in Yankton informing her of his demise, ironically, she 
showed no interest in having his body returned.  Consequently, the body was buried 
near where it was found in an unmarked grave. 

Thus, the first murder ever recorded in Martin County took place in August of 1864.   It 
was discovered in November of that same year and to this day remains unsolved.  This 
crime will most likely never be considered in any “cold case” investigations, involve CSI, 
or be subject to forensic evidence in an attempt to solve it.  However, it provides a 
dramatic example of an unsolved crime committed in the early history of Martin County.  
Fortunately, the vast majority of those pioneering individuals settling Martin County in 
the 1800s made positive contributions to our local society.  However, as is the case 
today, there remains that certain criminal element throughout society that must be 
constantly monitored and kept in check by the authorities, even in Martin County. 

For more information on this topic, or to become a member, visit the Pioneer Museum in 
Fairmont. 
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