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Terry Shoptaugh - TS
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TS: My name is Terry Shoptaugh. Today is October 29, 1990. I'm
interviewing Miss Meta Engel and Miss Esther Engel regarding the
Crookston area at the time that they began growing sugarbeets in
the area. For the record, the Engel sisters are related to the
Ross family, as well as several others in the immediate Crookston
farming area.

So let's just start with a little background information.
Meta, why don't you tell me where and when you were born?

ME: I was born at Benedict, North Dakota,
too?

Do you mean the year,

That's up to you.

No, it's a long time ago.

Were you born on a farm?

TS;

ME:

TS:

ME:
that time?

SB: Homestead?

[Laughter]

Yes. My father was a farmer there. What did they call it at

A homestead.

Your father was homesteading that land.

Yes. And then it got so dry—everything dried up—they moved

ME;

TS:

ME:
back. They weren't there very many years.

TS: And when you say by "back," they moved back to
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ME: Back to the Fisher area. You have to comment, though, that
dad had never lived there. He was a pastor's son.

EE: Our father was a pastor's son. He was from more or less the
Fergus Falls area, and never farmed. Through coming to church
functions is how he met our mother. And when they were married,
well, I guess, I thought he had [to settle] there was no other type
of work that he wanted to do, so he got into farming, and then
started to farm at Fisher. First he rented, and then later had an
opportunity to buy a farm a few miles west. That's in the family
yet.

TS: Esther, you were the fourth child born to your parents who we
were just referring to, Carl Engel, whose father you said was a
pastor, and Anna Ross was your mother. Now, were you born on the
same place in Benedict, or were you born in the Fisher area?

EE: No. I was born at Fisher.

TS: So by then your father returned to Fisher.

EE: Right. My two sisters that followed Meta and I were all born
at Fisher, and that was two miles north of Fisher. Well, it would
have been right after I was born, we moved over to the big farm
that is still in the family now.

TS: And approximately when was that?

EE: That was the year, I'll have to tell you, 1916. But I can't
remember the very first years of beet growing. That was, I think,
around 1920, when Uncle Ferd [Ross] had his first beets, and I
can't quite remember time then. But I can remember it, though,
before 1925, very plainly.

TS: When they started really making the plans, when they built a
factory here in East Grand Forks and so forth.

EE: Right. I think it was in 1925 that they built the factory, I
believe.

SB: They started it in '25. It was operated first in 1926.

EE: Because I remember the dedication [of the factory] well.

TS: I want to clear up some of these family relationships. As I
said, your mother was Anna Ross.

EE: Right.

TS: And she was the daughter of John Ross.

EE: John and Amelia Ross, if you do want her name. You may not.
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TS: I have a daughter named Amelia, so I'm glad to know that! And
John Ross was the first member of the family to settle right in the
Fisher area. [A copy of the Ross family genealogy containing
information on the family's influence on sugarbeet agriculture is
in RRVSGA Papers, S4868]

EE: Right. Definitely. He came from Germany to southern
Minnesota, and came up to Fisher around 1885. And he had a large
family of ten children. The wife died young, but all of them, with
the exception of one, I think, became a farmer. All of them were
beet growers, if I remember right.

TS: Now, am I correct in my guess that at the time John Ross
arrived here in 1885, this was all virgin land?

EE: Very much so. Very much so.

TS: So he was homesteading here?

EE: He must have been homesteading, yes, because it was virgin
land, I know.

TS: Did your father or your mother ever talk about the kind of
farming he did at the very beginning? I imagine it was just pretty
much grain farming.

EE: Yes. When he came from Germany to southern Minnesota, and
then to Fisher, they settled along the woodland east of Fisher,
toward Crookston, on what is now known as probably the River Road,
not Highway 2. They farmed there, and, of course, they had to
clear land. They stayed there for a while. But the family was
getting larger, and clearing of land didn't always come that fast.
So they moved about three or four miles north to Nesbit township.
They farmed there many, many years, and that was small
grain—wheat, barley, and oats—and they did have quite a few
cattle.

TS: Now, your father was Carl Engel.

EE: Yes.

TS: And you said that his father was a pastor. What church?

EE: Lutheran. He was a Lutheran pastor, but dad's father died in
his early thirties. That's the sad part of all of this, and there
were the mother and three little children without a home. This is
what happens to pastors' widows, and surely did those years. And
so they were left with very, very little. But dad had a fair
education. He went to school eight years, which was quite a bit
for that time, in southern Minnesota. And then he returned to
Fisher, like Meta would say, because his father had been pastor of
Trinity Lutheran Church at Fisher. One of the first ones. And
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then he would come back for church occasions—the mother would, and
then bring the children with her.

And it was at one occasion that he met Mother. And, of
course, he loved the looks of the Red River Valley land in
comparison to what he had seen, some places that they had to live.
And that's really how his interest formed, and he had to start from
the bottom. But he did well.

TS: So he decided that when he was going to marry your mother that
he was going to try farming.

EE: Oh, I'm sure of that. He had already worked for his farmer
relatives, yes. His two uncles were farmers, and he had worked for
them. But that was in Goodhue County and in Norman County. Then
when he came here he saw the beauty of the land, he always said.

ME: One little interesting thing. In the land, then, that they
moved to three or four miles north of Fisher, it was very—like we
say—very new. There was a lot of hay land. It was so full of
skunks, and it was full of nice strawberries.

ME: Wild strawberries. They would go out there and pick all the
strawberries, but it was so full of skunks it was hard to do
because they had to be with the skunks. [Laughter]

TS: This was homestead farming then. Now, am I right in that the
Ross family, who, through their ancestor John, were one of the
first families in the Crookston area? They were related to many of
the other people who subsequently became growers, like the
Beiswengers, for example?

EE: Yes. But all of that came through marriage. They are not
blood related. Grandfather John came here without a relative.
Think of that. He didn't have a brother. He had two sisters. One
remained in southern Minnesota, and one did come to Crookston to
marry a merchant there. But he was unrelated to all of them [i.e.,
other settlers]. But with ten children, they married into the
Beiswengers Wentzels, Reitmeiers, Senskis, Wagners. And then, his
wife's sisters and brothers, there were many of them. They were
Wentzels. Many of them married Reitmeiers. That's how all of this
formed to be such a large . . .

TS: So there were a lot of connections among the farmers living
right in that area.

EE: Very much so.

TS: And then, of course, in the second generation, then you're
starting to bring in other names, like Brekkens, Kiels.

EE: Right. That came a little later, I think. Do you want to
note that these are the German Lutherans that came together, these
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names that are mentioned? You know, those years people were very
ethnic-minded, because they couldn't speak the English language.
East of Fisher and going toward Crookston were the German settlers.
West of Fisher were the Norwegian ones, and then straight north
were Scots, and then there was an Irish settlement southwest. But
in time Fisher grew. They all started coming to Fisher more, going
to school and to churches, and people began to know each other.
And then, of course, people married, too, outside of the immediate
community.

TS: Now, John Ross, was he part of the group that migrated as a
group from Germany in this area?

EE: No, he wasn't.

TS: He traveled alone.

EE: He traveled alone. Many of the first settlers, especially of
the Germans, came from Wisconsin. The old Wagners and Radi's and
Reitmeiers came from Racine, Wisconsin, and some of those points.
They came somewhat together. And as far as we know, Grandfather
Ross came somewhat alone.

ME: He had an uncle there where he went to.

EE: In southern Minnesota, but not here.

ME: Not here, but, I mean, that's where he first went.

TS: But that's how he decided how he was going to travel, is that
he had an uncle in southern Minnesota, and when he first arrived he
lived down there, and then came up to the Valley to get land of his
own?

ME: Right.

EE: Well, land was quite taken already, and southern Minnesota was
different. That was altogether different.

TS: Well, the land had all been claimed and settled by then.

EE: Right.

TS: Now, you said most of the growing at that time was small
grains around the time you were born.

EE: When I was born? Yes. A lot of grain, too—but what I'm
coming to when I first remember life, I remember all those huge
fields, grain fields. Because they would have so many men come in
and shock in the summer. Strange men. They would go to the
railroad stations in Fisher and Grand Forks and Crookston, and
these transients would be waiting there for some seasonal work.
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^
And they would bring them home, and the weeks and weeks of
shocking, and then the thrashing. Some would stay for plowing. It
was all horse plowing. Yes, there was a lot of grain.

TS: Now, I imagine, at that time, virtually all the work was
handwork or animal power.

EE: Oh, definitely.

TS: Lots of teams of horses.

EE: Many horses, yes.

TS: So a lot of land had to still be devoted to the growing of hay
for the horses.

EE: Oh, very much so.

TS: And—although this is prior to your own memory—one of the
reasons that grain was so popular in this area was/ one, the land
was very good for grain, the soil was very good for growing small
grains, but during the First World War there was a big boom in the
price of grain, and a lot of farmers in America started growing
immense amounts of grain because they could get an excellent price
for it during the First World War.

But, of course, now, about 1920, 1921, that grain market
started to collapse. In Europe people were starting to grow good
crops of grain again after the First World War, so the world market
price changed, and these farmers weren't getting the same amount of
money that they had been getting for their grain. And so they
needed to start thinking about growing other things.

EE: Right.

TS: And it would have been your grandfather, John Ross, got
involved in growing sugarbeets?

EE: He was somewhat familiar with them from Germany. He knew it
in small acres, only, very small, but mother always said that he
talked "succer reben" all the time—sugarbeets! [Laughter] And he
couldn't believe it, that he got his hands on a few here again.

TS: Do you know how he made the arrangements so he could try
growing some sugarbeets in the Valley, to see if it was going to
work?

EE: Definitely through Uncle Ferd.

TS: Now, Ferd would have been his [John Ross1] son.

EE: His oldest son. Could I say a little bit about Ferd?
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TS: I'd like you to say a lot about Ferd. [Laughter]

SB: This is what we want!

EE: All right. Now, Ferd was the oldest of John Ross1 children.
Ferd was outgoing, I have to say a little bit outstanding, the way
I remember him. He wasn't afraid of criticism, he wasn't afraid of
a little failure, either. Many of them were, and you can't blame
them. But if anybody laughed at him or scoffed a little bit, it
didn't hurt Ferd. He just started in the next day again. He was
a great person. And it was in his interest in the sugarbeet
industry, and he filed for county commissioner; he did a lot for
rural Fisher. Yes.

And then, as I said, if one thing failed, he tried again. He
had the first combine. Everybody went to see the combine work.
But going back to beet work, oh, definitely, I don't think
Grandfather would have gotten started as easily. He had the other
boys, too, and they were all beet growers, but Ferd was close to
the Beet Growing Association, whatever there was. And, see, he
didn't work in the field at all. I didn't ever see Uncle Ferd with
a pair of overalls on. And I don't indicate that he didn't work.
Oh, no! He was an organizer, and he helped organize the industry.
And he had many men working under him.

TS: What you're telling me is he was a bit of a risk-taker.

EE: Yes, you would have to say that, although he wasn't just too
much like that, either.

SB: A very progressive man.

EE: Very aggressive and progressive, both. Yes, very much so.

TS: He wasn't afraid of change.

EE: No, not a bit afraid of change. And I can remember when the
first beet growers—some of the first, I have to add—were coming.
You see, there were these German-Russians. Have you heard about
them? They came in droves when Mexicans [migrant labor] weren't
coming, for whatever reason. Either they were starving in what
states they were in—they came from Nebraska and South Dakota and
Wyoming and places like that—and it seemed like many of those
didn't hesitate to get a little angry at Uncle Ferd. Because they
made money working beets. It was good money. They always had
large families, and they worked their children. And they made
money. But it was during the years the fathers wanted to buy a
car, and it would be their first car. And they would get harsh
words from the wives of these migrant men. By "migrant" I meant
the German-Russians. The German-Russians were regarded as
excellent workers

But I can remember Uncle Ferd coming over. He used to come a
lot of times right about noon hour, and Mother would always ask him
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to stay to eat so they could visit, and he would tell that so-and-
so parties were a little bit mad at him because their husband had
bought a car and their money had gone. But he didn't care. He
didn't care. He just thought, "That's part of it. You have to be
able to take this."

TS: Now, do you imagine it was through his position as county
commissioner and county agent that Ferd interested some of the beet
people into letting them try to grow beets in this area? I mean,
that would give him connections outside the valley.

EE: Yes. Although he was growing beets before he became county
commissioner, I think, unless it all happened at the same time. He
was county commissioner when I first remember time. Oh, it might
have been quite close to the same time.

Now, to answer that better, yes, he was very influential. I
think that did influence the people. And it was somewhat due to
what you said, too. The prices of grain weren't quite as good as
they had been. People were eager to try something else.

ME: I think he went from farm to farm and talked to the people.

EE: Oh, definitely. And he spoke. I can remember that he would
come to Fisher School, Uncle Ferd did. Just think of it. And that
was not a common thing, for a farmer to come and talk at Fisher
School. When we'd have, well, the last hour on Friday afternoons
when we'd have a little program time, or whatever. And he would
talk to all the children about finding work in the beets, in the
summer. He would always say, "You need spending money for the
Fourth of July and for going to picnics," and he would explain what
the beet work would be like. He didn't have too much trouble in
communicating with people. Am I getting that somewhat clear?

TS: Oh, that's clear, that he was a bit of a promoter.

EE: big promoter.

TS: And he was persuasive, it sounds like.

EE: Very persuasive, yes. Because I don't think too many people
were afraid of raising beets because of anything that he said. I
don't think so. And he didn't—naturally, he had some setbacks.
He did. Everybody does, or would have those years, if they tried
anything that new. But somehow he had the respect of a lot of
people.

TS: They built the plant in East Grand Forks in 1925 and opened it
in 1926. Can you remember how people in the Crookston area were
reacting when that plant opened, when they didn't have to ship
their beets quite as far anymore? Do you remember anything about
that?

11

Red
 R

ive
r V

all
ey

 S
ug

arb
ee

t In
du

str
y O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



EE: I can't comment too much.

ME: I know in this area the people are very happy.

EE: Yes.

ME: But I don't know how far towards Crookston.

EE: I'm sure that it was general, though, because it must have
made a lot of difference not to have the beets go wherever they had
been going. It was a great day when that factory was dedicated.

TS: And once the factory was dedicated, they had a much more
extensive system of agents from the American Crystal Company.

EE: I think so.

TS: Do you remember the Crystal agent—or maybe it was just called
American Beet Sugar at that time—the agent who would come by and
talk to the farmers? Do you remember anything about that?

EE: I remember some of them by name—oh, his coming to farms.

TS: And who's this now?

EE: This is Mr. Wiegand from the factory.

TS: Carl Wiegand.

EE: I'm sorry, I can't say his name.

ME: Wasn't Carl the father? Adolph, wasn't it?

EE: I don't know. If you have a remembrance of hearing Carl,
maybe it was. But he was one that would come. There was a Mr.
Holkesveig. Al Holkesveig, a little bit after Mr. Wiegand. I
remember Mr. Wiegand speaking German. He would go out in the field
and talk with the German-speaking farmers around here. Yes, I
remember that.

SB: Well, he and Ferd really teamed together an awful lot.

EE: Yes, I think they did. And he was the father of Mrs. Fred
Reitmeier, if I remember right, and there was a pretty close
association then for him with all the Reitmeiers. Fred became one
of the first growers, I know, Father would say—possibly a lot due
to that association.

TS: And you mentioned all of John Ross1 sons grew beets.

EE: Those that were farmers, yes, they all grew beets.
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TS: And I imagine that through the family connections a lot of the
Beiswengers started growing beets at that time.

EE: Very much so.

TS: And the Wentzels and the Wagners.

EE: Wentzels, Wagners, Reitmeiers, Radi's.

TS: And eventually the Kiels and the Brekkens got into that area.
You were little girls growing up on a farm. What kind of duties
did they ask girls to do on a farm?

EE: I'm coming into one that. You probably won't even wish you
would have heard. Well, I'll try to generalize that, though, by
saying I have very good memories of growing up on that farm. For
one thing, a large house. But now to come to your question, you
did have to work. And we had to work quite young.

TS: And there was no machinery?

EE: There was machinery but it still required much manual work.
And I always felt that the girls had to work a little bit too hard.
But this was an accepted thing then. The Ferd Ross family was
large. Ferd and Minnie had fourteen children. Many of them were
girls, and we were with those girls all of the time.

TS: Your farm was located fairly close to Ferd's farm?

EE: No. We were two miles north of Fisher, Father's farm was, and
Ferd was three miles east, which isn't far, but, I mean, we weren't
neighbors.

TS: But you did indicate that you saw each other almost every
week.

EE: Oh, almost every Sunday. We children went to the same grade
school in Fisher, we belonged to the same church. The church was
just across the road from Ferd's farm.

TS: What was the name of the church?

EE: Trinity Lutheran. Now in Fisher.

TS: This was the church that your Grandfather Engel had been the
pastor of?

EE: Yes. He was their first pastor.

TS: And you say you went to the school in Fisher.

EE: Right.
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TS: Now, how would you go to school?

EE: With a school bus. Drawn in the winter; when the roads were
bad, we had to go by horses. But we always had a car bus, not a
school bus like we have now, the orange ones. It was the car. But
when the roads were bad, then we had to go by horses. We didn't
ever have to walk, though.

TS: That would've been a long walk in winter.

EE: Oh, some had to do it, though. Where the bus routes didn't
go, oh, I guess, it would've been long.

TS: And you say you and the Ross children saw each other virtually
every Sunday.

EE: We played together nearly every Sunday, along with the other
Ross families, too. August lived a mile east of Ferd, the youngest
one. They had quite a large family, too, many girls. We played
with them. We got to be friends of the Beiswengers and the Wagners
a lot. The Otto Ross family and we were very close also-and often
on Sundays all of Mother's brothers; Ferd, Otto, August, and Henry
Ross would be our guests—all in one day! They, in turn,
entertained our family with much hospitality!

TS: Now, your cousins would have included Walter Ross?

EE: Right.

TS: And who else am I thinking of?

SB: Walter is Ferd's son.

EE: And did you know Arthur, the oldest one?

SB: Oh, yes.

TS: Arthur Ross would have been another one. We've got a
statement in the archives that Arthur made late in his life. [See
RRVSGA Papers] It was just a little biographical statement he made
on tape to his family, talking about his family members, very
similar to what you're telling me. Did they talk a lot about beets
when they got together on Sundays?

EE: Talk a lot about it! That's the understatement of the year!
[Laughter] But I can remember their talking beets, which was good.
Well, they almost had to discuss things. Yes, they talked a lot of
beets. You asked about childhood duties. Could I mention one now?

TS: Oh, gladly. I'd like to hear about them.

EE: In keeping with beets. You will hardly believe this. This
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may have been the summer of 1929, I'm just not too sure about that
summer. But there was the plague of the cut worms that came in.
Has anything ever been recorded on that?

TS: We've heard about the cut worm problems.

EE: Oh, and they were terrible. They were then working on the
perfection of the beet sprayers, but they weren't perfected yet,
because I can remember Uncle Ferd and some neighbors over at our
house, and how they would keep trying, but there would be bugs in
the machine. And this would have to be done by hand then.

So this is what happened. It was probably due to Ferd. He
had quite a large beet acreage, and he had very many children. The
cutworms were just horrible all they had to do is take one bite and
that beet was gone. He got all his children out there, and, of
course, he'd come and talk to Dad, and there were quite a few of
us. We children had to go along the road and pick .those cutworms
by hand. Just think of it. But it saved the crop. And what they
had us do, they had the short-handled hoe, and, of course, Uncle
Ferd would keep telling us, "Just kill the cutworm. That's the
best way, the easiest way." Can you imagine how much fun that was
for girls?

TS: Pull the cutworm off the plant and kill it.

EE: Yes, and kill it. So then there was a little bit of fussing
sometimes, and so Dad gave us pails, and we had gloves on. And we
could pick the worm and just throw it in the pail and keep on
going, and then they killed them later. But that saved the crop.
And we were all going to vacation Bible school out at the old
Trinity Lutheran in the country, and we had to get up early enough
to do our portion of cutworm picking if they were bad and going to
kill the crop that day. We had to do that before we went to
school. And then it was light a long time in June, and we would
work again when we came home.

TS: I take it during the summers you must have done some hoeing of
weeds.

EE: Yes.

ME: Yes.

TS: You mentioned the short-handled hoe. Now, that is back-
breaking work, isn't it?

ME: Yes. Well, you crawled along.

EE: You had to crawl, yes.

TS: And at that time, I imagine, you mentioned already that
certain years they would not have available Mexican labor or labor
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from Texas or from the Southwest, and so they'd have Russian
immigrants come in.

EE: The German-Russians, yes.

TS: Did you actually work alongside some of the migrant laborers?

EE: Not alongside of, too much, but we do have to mention the
years that there was a shortage of labor for different reasons. It
was probably Depression time that they didn't have the gas to come
from Texas; I'm not sure. But they had what was called the "beet
gang," and they would be high school children. They would hire
either somebody that didn't have a steady job, or a farmer who
needed extra income, and then he would lead this beet gang. It
would be all of our school friends. And they would come out then.
But they worked separately, it seemed.

ME: They had somebody over them all the time.

EE: Well, this is what I said, the farmer or somebody from town.

TS: A supervisor of some kind.

EE: A supervisor, yes. He would come—there were already trucks
then, because I remember their coming in an old truck.

TS: But when you did hoeing, they just gave you a section of the
crop and told you to hoe it.

EE: Yes. This was usually separate, if I remember right. During
the dry years, I know we had to help hoe, and even if there were
laborers maybe.

TS: Do you remember when they stopped using the short-handled hoe
and went to a longer hoe? Do you remember that at all? Some of
them started to experiment with a longer handle. You just remember
the short-handled hoe?

EE: No, no. I remember them at the same time. Now, I don't know
what the reason was for sometimes giving us a short-handled hoe as
opposed to standing and hoeing the beets. I don't know for sure.
But I know when we thinned, Dad would always tell us girls we could
crawl on the ground if we wanted to.

ME: I think you could get closer to the beet, and you didn't spoil
it.

SB: But the short-handled hoe was used when the beet crop was real
young. The long-handled hoe was afterwards. It would be just for
the weeding.

EE: Oh, for the hoeing. I see.
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TS: After you'd gotten a bit of a stand, you'd go to the long-
handled hoe.

SB: They would take out the weeds.

TS: Otherwise, standing that far back, you might destroy the
plant?

EE: Well, I'm sure that happened.

SB: And you couldn't finger-thin it down to one.

EE: No. That's right. I'm sure that would have been the big
reason.

TS: I imagine you've done your share of finger-thinning.

EE: For several years there, yes. Although we always did have
some labor, I think.

ME: Once in a while we were given an acre, or part of an acre, to
take care of that for the summer. Not a big acreage or anything.

EE: And those big proceeds would be ours in the fall. [Laughter]
But it was an incentive to get your children to work, too, I think.

TS: Not just in relation to beets, but what other kind of tasks
did you have to do around the farm as a young girl?

ME: Vegetable garden.

EE: We had to help in it. We never were in charge of it, I don't
think.

ME: No.

EE: I had to herd cows, and that was common for the girls of the
family, I think after ten years old, probably. Not when we were
very small. But I know we had to herd cows during the very dry
years because the pastures would get so dry. And then Dad would
always say, "Take them any place where the grass is green," so
there'd be something for them to eat.

TS: You'd have to go find green grass, that's all.

EE: Yes, and it wasn't easy. Although we did have some woodland,
and we'd go to the marshlands and herd the cows. We were always
glad when the neighbor children had to, too. Then we thought we
didn't have to do anything so menial, and they didn't have to; we
were glad to see that they had to.

TS: What about other livestock? Did you have to care for any of
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the other? Were there chickens, for example, on the farm?

ME: Yes. We had to feed the chickens.

EE: We had to gather eggs, pick the eggs, and feed.

TS: What about haying, since they were growing hay for the horses?
Did you have to worry about anything with haying or anything like
that?

ME: I don't think we helped much.

EE: We had to carry lunch out. No, we didn't have to help so much
in the hay. The boys did, though, when they were very young.
Because I remember carrying out lunch to the haymakers. And we had
to carry big milk pails full of sandwiches and cookies, and they
didn't have any thermoses; the biggest one always had to carry that
coffee pot. And I remember the boys then were quite young yet.
They'd have to stay and work until the end of the day, and then I
could walk home with the dishes.

I always felt so sorry for the boys because they already had
to drive horses. One sometimes would have to mow, and the other
one would rake. But they weren't quite old enough to work all
day—I think that must have been the reason—but they would stay
from afternoon lunch, which may have been 3:30 in the afternoon,
and they would have to stay until nightfall.

TS: Now, you mentioned bringing food out to the fields.

EE: That was lunches.

TS: You said sandwiches.

EE: Yes. That was lunches, like forenoon and afternoon lunches.
They came home for main meals most of the time.

TS: Even during harvest they would come home? They would never
take them dinner out in the fields during harvest?

EE: Not so terribly much.

ME: Just grain harvest.

EE: Once in a while in grain harvest they took dinners out, yes.

TS: And they would try to make a warm dinner then?

EE: Oh, always a hot meal. But in the horse-farming years—I
think about that a lot—they came home just about every dinner.

ME: They had to rest the horses.
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Eg: They had to rest the horses and water them. -And they would
start at about eleven o'clock, and so many teams and men would come
in, and the first men would eat. Oh, there'd be long tables.
Mother had a summer kitchen that she would sometimes open for a
harvest time. And they'd feed the first men, and then the horses
would get a little rest, and they had to eat, too. They'd keep
that up until, probably—the last shift was around one o'clock.
And they didn't ever stop the machine. No, that was something the
men were very afraid to do, it seemed, that they might waste a
little time.

But I do remember, though, in the latter years, like when
combining started and all that, we took hot dinners out to the
field. The horses weren't a problem anymore.

TS: How would you keep the food hot?

EE: Oh, I wonder. Oh, I think the heavy kettle type of thing.
And there weren't as many men then. It didn't take that long.
We'd have card tables, and put everything on them.

TS: Now, I talked to somebody who said that they'd pack it in
newspapers sometimes.

ME: Well, yes.

EE: I wouldn't doubt that. Toweling.

ME: Towels or big blankets and such.

EE: Yes, and large old tablecloths.

TS: And you'd take card tables or small tables out to the fields?

EE: Yes. She'd have small tables, I remember, so they wouldn't
always have to sit on the dust—the food didn't have to be in the
dust.

TS: But basically you remember taking sandwiches out to the field?

EE: Yes. The morning coffee would be around 9:30, and then the
afternoon coffee around 3:30. We'd always have to carry that. I
think that was so they'd have hot coffee.

TS: Now, this is a Norwegian custom, so I don't know if it was
common in your area, but it was quite common among Norwegians to
have two breakfasts. They'd have a very early breakfast around
4:00 in the morning, and then have a second breakfast, which was a
much heavier meal, later in the morning.

ME: Oh.

TS: So that obviously was not a custom.
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jjE: No. It was just an early breakfast, and then, like we say a
lunch.

EE: Morning coffee.

HE: And morning coffee.

EE: Sandwiches and donuts, or sandwiches and cookies, or cinnamon
rolls and sandwiches.

TS: So this was the origin of the "bars" that everyone talks
about.

EE: All the bars. [Laughter]

ME: Oh, yes.

TS: I imagine that during those harvest times, whether it was
harvesting grain or sugar beets, I imagine your mother was cooking
from morning to night.

EE: That's almost another story.

ME: She would, in summer, have a hired girl.

EE: Several.

ME: Or several sometimes.

EE: But that's really an interesting part of it, .if you want to
hear a little bit about that.

TS: Sure, I'd like to.

EE: I think about that when harvest time comes now. You know,
threshing was actually a big thing. It was looked forward to. The
children loved it. A lot of these interesting men around and you'd
hear their stories and everything. And even the ladies—I don't
know how they took all that work—but you didn't hear any
grumbling. They seemed to look forward to thrashing. And, I
think, men, generally speaking, liked it. It just seemed that way.

And the meals that they served I I can remember my mother
serving—they were company meals, what I would call company meals.
Just simply the best choice meat. Everybody had their own meat,
and they didn't have refrigeration, but they would always butcher
a beef, and through that cold-water tank they would keep it fresh.
There'd be large beef roasts for noon dinner, and a choice meat at
night all the time, and fresh potatoes, and tables just filled with
vegetables. And the pies and donuts and cookies, just tables
spread with it. And that would be breakfast, morning coffee,
dinner, afternoon coffee, and what they called supper. All were
good meals.
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TS: And they all had to be prepared in the kitchen.

EE: Yes. And the cook stoves. Then they would put up an extra
stove in the summer kitchen sometimes. I remember the big oil
stove there, because Dad was a little bit against putting a range
in the summer kitchen. Because he said, "Why feed the men in
there? Let them cool off." It would be so hot outside. And then
they got their first big oil range. Do you remember that one,
Meta?

ME: Oh, yes.

EE: That would be in the summer kitchen, because they needed extra
space for cooking.

ME: In between, then, they had to bake another batch of cookies,
or bake early in the morning, start the dough for the buns and the
bread.

TS: Now, you mentioned the dust. That brings up an interesting
point. During a lot of this time in the '30s it was very dry.

EE: Oh, terrible.

TS: Very dry. I mean, they were trying to bring crops of grain
and crops of sugar beets up with very little rain. Now, was there
any water nearby you could draw upon? You said there was some
marshlands, but that's not much.

EE: No, and they dried up in '31, '32, and '33. I remember the
marais drying up completely. It wasn't much for cattle. No, I do
remember that there was a very good well at home.

ME: Not everybody had these. We had a nice artesian well, they
called it. That was good, clear water. But all the farms didn't
have that. I don't know if they couldn't find a place for it.

TS: Well, I know in the mid-'30s—'35, '36—it was so dry that
they could hardly get a crop of sugarbeets in. Sugarbeets were
just tiny.

EE: Right. '30 and '31, '32, and '33 were dreadful dry years. I
remember all of them. And then it seemed like about '36 was that
hot dry summer. It was a dreadful summer. Although there was some
grain, I know, and there was a crop.

TS: I remember Lloyd Beiswenger's wife telling me that, I believe,
it was her dad or his dad—I don't remember which—but that he was
sick that summer, and she didn't even tell him how bad the crop
was.

EE: Right. That was Henry Beiswenger. He died the fall of '36.
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See, he was Ferdinand's son-in-law.

TS: And he was Lloyd's father?

EE: Lloyd's father. So young.

TS: And I remember her saying that they didn't even tell him how
bad the crop was. It was so dry that the crop was virtually
worthless. I mean, there wasn't much to it at all.

EE: It was 100 degrees above for about two to three weeks in '36,
and no rain. It was a bad year.

SB: Esther, one question. Back to the livestock.

EE: Yes.

SB: The horses, of course, were used generally for work purposes.
You mentioned the cows. Were those not much for sale, but more for
the milk and the beef, to eat?

EE: Yes. We have to comment on that.

SB: And the chickens for the eggs, not for sale, but to feed all
these people?

EE: Right. Now, we'll start with the cattle. I know we have to
comment more there. I think every farmer had milk cows. Every
farmer. Because you had to. You can hear what we're saying; there
were large families, there were men to feed, hired girls. It was
the years before rest homes. I remember many of those farmers. We
had both a grandmother and a grandfather living at our place during
the early '30s, because nobody went to rest homes. They just
stayed with a family. I'm just bringing that in to indicate how
many people there were that used to live in these farm houses.

Yes, the dairying. I remember Dad having twenty-one cows in
1930 and '31. We girls weren't very happy about it, but, it was an
income. There wasn't a big price for us from that.

ME: By that time we sold it [milk], when Minnesota Dairy came out.

EE: Well, there was a cooperative creamery in Fisher.

ME: Yes, then, but there were a number of years it was just milk
sold.

SB: Did you put up ice from the slews or anything for food
preservation?

EE: No, Dad didn't. I often wondered why Dad didn't, if he just
had that much work, but I do remember Ferd and August Ross cutting
ice. Their "ice houses" were packed with sawdust from wood
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cutters. This system was very satisfactory.

SB: You mentioned the cool water that you kept. Is that how you
kept the food?

EE: Right. And it was beautiful.

ME: We had a big tank right in the well house. First a tank in
the well house, and then a pipe going from there to the outside for
the cattle and the horses.

EE: Two tanks outside.

ME: Two tanks outside.

TS: Yes, you mentioned the cooling tanks.

ME: It was always real cool in there.

EE: The pump would go almost continually. The first that I can
remember was the gasoline engine, but it would run almost all the
time. And the large tank in the well house, that water was so
clear because it ran constantly. That's where the cream and the
milk and the butter and the fresh meat would be. It was always
clean, and, like she said, one big tank outside, and then the pipes
went to another big tank in the pasture, so that the cattle could
come constantly and get that water.

Mentioning livestock—and there were beef cattle, too, because
everybody butchered a lot, both hogs and beef, I remember, and also
butchered chickens—so it pretty much came to the fact that this
livestock was for consumption, as opposed to going to the market.
Because it had to be.

SB: Well, to feed that many people.

EE: That's right. That's right. And, of course, they didn't go
to town every day. That was a lot of the difference, too.

[Begin Tape 1, Side 2]

TS: You were mentioning about the care of the animals and the need
to have animals on site just to feed people. You kept cattle and
pigs as food, not to sell, but as food. Of course, you had to feed
them yourself. And you did grow hay for that. Weren't the
remnants from the beets, after the harvest, weren't the beet tops
also used as food?

EE: Yes. The beet tops were used, especially for the cattle. I
think, though, that the horses were sometimes turned out there,
too. We hadn't mentioned it. But it was mainly for the dairy
cattle. And, like she mentioned, the leaves would be scattered
from the hand topping. They would have frozen in the ground in two
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weeks' time. But then they would have either the older children in
the family, or the grade school children in Fisher would hire out
on Saturdays, and they'd go along and make what they called the
beet-top piles, as large as they could.

Then they would stay out there all winter. Then the men with
the sleighs and the horses could drive right up to these piles.
They usually weren't frozen that badly that they couldn't pick them
up. They would come up pretty well. That turned out real well.

Once in a while, rather than hire somebody to get the beet
tops piled, they would put a fence around a big beet field. Then
they would just turn the cattle—and probably the horses—in there,
and they would pick up their own. They would do that until heavy
snow came. That was effective, too.

TS: You said they'd fence the field?

EE: Yes, so that the cattle and horses wouldn't run. A temporary
fence.

TS: Now, what would they construct that out of, barbed wire?

EE: I think it was mainly barbed wire those years.

ME: I think so.

TS: Put up some posts and some barbed wire.

EE: Right. They usually had extra on farms to put around those
fields. But I remember once in a while that would happen. And
then they could just turn the cattle there. If you left cattle
out, they would roam.

SB: Esther, do you remember whether you hauled beet pulp back from
the East Grand Forks factory to feed the dairy cattle?

EE: I think some. I don't remember too much of that. But I do
remember their talking about pulp. And I would want to know what
pulp was all the time. So they did get some. But that was a
little bit harder, although I think it came by car to Fisher,
probably.

SB: Yes.

TS: I was going to say, when you said that they hauled, it must
have come back from the railroad.

EE: Yes.

TS: They'd go out to the siding and haul it in from there.

EE: Yes, with a team, or right from the railroad station from
Fisher, whatever. I'm not sure. But I do remember their talking
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about pulp, and that was for cattle.

TS: Now, to talk about the railroad siding is very interesting.
At that time, the farmers would not deliver directly to the plant.
Many of them did not have trucks, many of them were still using
horse-drawn wagons. You said they would haul their beets over to
the railroad sidings, wouldn't they?

EE: Yes. Right.

TS: And I think Ross Siding was one of the very first.

EE: Yes, I think it was. Ross had one, and that was just across
the track from Uncle Ferd's farm. Then there was one just east of
Ross, which may have been associated with the Kiel family, because
that was known as Hixon. Fisher had a large one. And then north
of Fisher—this is always interesting—because Dad had several
quarters that went north of our place, and just across the road was
Vannett Siding. I don't know where that name came from.

ME: That was from people from years earlier, I suppose.

EE: Right. And then across the highway on the other side was
Sprigg station. That was along what is now Highway 2. And then
when the beets would be on a quarter going toward the highway, then
they were just hauled to Sprague. So Dad always was happy, because
he didn't ever have a long haul. Although I remember the fall of
'33—unless it was '32—and I often wonder why '33 was so dry. But
we had some old pictures, and I looked for them here, but they were
rather dilapidated. They had two teams of horses, and they were
just turning the corner, I remember, to go to Sprigg. That was
that hired man, that Jake, that had to drive those big horses. Do
you remember that a little bit?

ME: Yes.

EE: And I couldn't see why they had to have four horses during
those dry years. Maybe they got late rains in the fall that year.
Because they only put four horses on if it got heavy pulling. And
those beet loads were heavy. But can you imagine the men having to
hand-toss them?

TS: Hand-toss them into the wagons, and then out of the wagons
into the cars.

EE: I don't know how they did it.

TS: Well, of course, now, they did start putting some beet-loading
equipment into the sidings fairly early, where they didn't have to
be hand-tossed.

EE: Yes, I think so.
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TS: They used some conveyor-type arrangements. But there must
have been long waits in line to deliver beets. Waiting for cars.

EE: Waiting for cars, yes. I remember more about the lines in the
first truck years. Those trucks weren't very big.

SB: Like four-and-a-half to five tons.

EE: I suppose. And they would have to wait. Then—they called it
the dump—all the time would break down. The loading equipment
would break down. And I remember some of the unemployed young men
would just run for those jobs at the weighing stations. It was
work, they had a couple of months of work. And they got some
money. I can remember. And they would hire ladies sometimes, up
in the scale house, they'd call it.

TS: Meta, you said you remembered some of your cousins, or, I
guess, some of your cousins' children, Art Ross' kids, started
their own little side business over at the weighing station.

ME: Oh, yes.

TS: What did they do?

ME: Sold whatever they could find in the house, like prunes,
dates, cookies, apples, or peaches, whatever. They didn't let
their mother know what they took. Their mother was so busy, she
didn't always know. She thought if they were happy, well, that was
all right. Then she didn't have to worry about them.

TS: But they'd haul that over to the siding?

ME: Haul it all over to the siding and sell it for whatever the
people would give them.

EE: See, they had an advantage because it was Ross station.

ME: Yes.

EE: And here was Ross station, the railroad track, and not more
than ten rods, probably, was Uncle Ferd's farm. And Art built up
a house between Uncle Ferd's house and the station, so it was just
a stone's throw. So when Mother wasn't looking, they could just
take their little wagons. This wasn't a common thing.

ME: Soda crackers, I know, was another thing.

TS: They'd just sell them to the people waiting in line?

EE: Oh, they loved it. They were always hungry, standing out
there in the cold. It made quite a story, but, of course, nobody
would ever write it down. [Laughter]
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TS: I take it that it would get very cold towards -the end of the
harvest season, because the harvest took a lot longer than it is
now.

EE: Oh, yes. Can I mention one thing about a late harvest?

TS: Sure.

EE: I thought of that in bed the other night. I think of it every
fall. It was the last of the harvest—I'm going to assume it was
November. I know it was.

ME: Oh, yes.

EE: Everybody was through, and Uncle Ferd did have the largest
acreage in all the time, and he had acres left at—are you familiar
with the name Freeman station?

SB: Yes, I am.

EE: All right. He had land there, and his beets there were now
getting with the wet fall. And, like I said, I'm sure it was
November. It was so cold, and an early blizzard came. It was a
blizzard! I can remember Uncle Ferd calling Dad and asking him if
he was through.

Dad said, "Yes, I just finished."
He says, "Can you come with a lifter?"
One-row lifter and horses. It was the '20s, because I was

quite small. Tractors weren't used at all for lifting. So, sure,
Dad came. And I can see him going. We were going to leave to run
up to the school bus. He had a sheepskin coat on, Dad did, a fur
cap, he had overshoes, he had big mittens. I can just see him with
his head down. He had to beat those horses almost. They had their
heads down, because the blizzard was that bad. And he was going to
go and lift beets.

But they got them all out, and Dad said to see Uncle Ferd out
there; he had a coonskin coat, and a big coonskin hat. To see
Uncle Ferd in that, he was almost a picture. He was so tall, a
good-looking man. But it was a blizzard. But they got them all
out. They dug them out of the snow and got them all hauled away.

TS: Well, the harvest workers, whether they were Germans from
Russia, from the midwestern states, or Hispanics from Texas, or
whatever, they always came in on the railroad, didn't they, for the
most part?

EE: The early years, yes.

ME: At first, yes.

EE: They didn't have cars. I can remember many of our first ones

27

Red
 R

ive
r V

all
ey

 S
ug

arb
ee

t In
du

str
y O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



that didn't have a car at all. They would come up to the farmhouse
with their grocery list, which wasn't big. They ordered only the
staple groceries, and then Dad would take their slip with a touring
car, I remember, and go to Fisher, and buy their groceries. A lot
of the ladies didn't ever leave the place from when they came in
spring until they left. The men could walk to town.

They were mainly good people. I would somewhere down the line
mention this, lest anybody ever thinks or calls these people,
"trash" or anything like that. These people were good people.
And, like you say, it didn't make any difference what they were,
these German-Russians, and there were the Texans. Wherever they
came from, they were good people, hard workers, and they would work
for their farmer. As small as I was, I knew that about them. They
were good. And they would help you if you needed extra help.
There was a little lull at threshing time, and the men all took a
job hauling bundles or whatever. They could make a little money,
and they would help. Once in a while the farmer's wife got help
from some of the ladies in the house.

TS: I take it that a lot of these workers lived on the farm.

EE: Oh, yes.

ME: They had homes for them.

EE: Most of them.

TS: Then your father must have built some kind of places for them?

ME: At ours, it happened to be, there was an old home, unused, a
mile west of the town, right along the marais. We always called it
the marais; it's the same marais that's at this nice [highway] rest
area. That's the same marais. And that house was a two-story one,
and it was always used for that.

EE: Well, you see, what used to happen, they were actual homes, a
lot of these. But when farming got a little larger, there probably
had been a house put on a forty acres. But when farming got
larger, somebody bought that forty acres, and there'd be an old
house. That's what our beet house was, and Uncle Ferd had several
of them. So a lot of them, they weren't all just little shacks.

TS: And they weren't all in one area,
and another house somewhere else?

There would be a house here

ME: Every farm had an old house.

EE: The first years, none of them lived in town. Oh, no.

TS: So I see what you mean when you say that some of the wives and
mothers were there the whole season out at that house by
themselves. That's fairly remote.
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EE: I can remember Fourth of July, before we would go to Fisher
for the big celebration, Dad would buy boxes of cracker jacks and
things and take it over for the children, because they didn't go to
big events like that. I don't think they had enough nice clothes,
if I remember right.

TS: Did you ever get a chance to play with their kids?

EE: Oh, yes.

ME: A lot.

EE: We played with the Mexican children some, too, and didn't
think anything of it. But especially when we had the white people,
there'd usually be a girl your age or something like that, and they
would come over. Evenings, we'd play ball. The Mexican children
learned some of the English language from us and we enjoyed their
language also.

TS: I've heard it said that the younger members of the family were
the ones, particularly among the Hispanics who came from Texas and
the Southwest, or the Mexican nationals who came from Mexico, it
was often the children who could speak English, or communicate in
English, and would act as middle man, really, between the grower
and his or her parents.

EE: The wife often didn't speak at all, if they were Mexicans.
The wife many times, like I said, they didn't go anywhere. Just
had Mexican company. But they didn't go to town, so they didn't
ever learn to talk. So the children would come when they bought
eggs and milk and chickens from us. Then the children would always
come along and say, "How much?" Oh, they were cute, some of them.

ME: They liked to come and help us mow the lawn, too, when they
could, some of them.

EE: Oh, they always got treats.

TS: Of course, as they began to add more and more equipment,
eventually there became less of a need for hand laborers as a
result of the equipment. But some of that early equipment was
still very, very primitive in its own way. You mentioned a lifter,
a one-row lifter, that was horse drawn.

ME: The very first was one-row.

TS: And, then, of course, the beet drill was fairly
straightforward. And what was it, a three-row, six-row drill?

EE: I suppose.

ME: I don't even remember. I can't say.
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TS: Quite often the farmers would share one amongst them.

EE: Yes, I remember that. They would say, "No, you can't go to
town to shop today. We have the beet drill. We have to plant our
beets." They'd be concerned because the next farmer was waiting.
They must have been quite expensive, probably, because I remember
when Dad and Tinkham and Dallum had one together. That was even
three farmers, in the early '30s.

TS: That's the Tinkham family?

EE: Yes. They lived just a half mile north of us.

TS: Do you remember when they first started getting any power
equipment, like tractors? Was that mostly in the late '30s, during
the war years, possibly?

EE: Oh, it was before that. It was from 1930 to '35. There were
quite a few tractors. Uncle Ferd had a tractor already by 1930,
though it wasn't common. But I would say by 1935 they were—oh,
yes, even in '34. Although horses kept on being used after the
first tractors for quite some time. When they were last used, what
shall we say about that? Close to 1940, maybe?

SB: Late '30s.

EE: Late '30s, yes, I think so.

TS: You mentioned in a long harvest, when it got cold, horses
could go out and do what tractors could not.

EE: That's right.

TS: In the end, you could pull a sleigh with horses and get as
much done or more than you could with tractors.

EE: I remember one year Jack Sullivan lived on the Tinkham
place—this must have been, oh, even before 1925, probably—that
some of his beets froze in the ground. I think once in a while
that happened, but not really too often. I remember Dad was real
concerned, and Jack said, "It isn't so bad. It's just twenty-six
short rows." I can remember that, after all these years, that it
could have been worse. You see, farmers always went to help
farmers. But I don't know how that happened. It maybe just froze
so fast, and froze every night, and they just couldn't get them
out. I can't remember. But there were a few lost once in a while.

TS: Now, in the mechanical aspect of it, with tractors, these, of
course, were not enclosed tractors.

EE: No.
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TS: Which means in those fall harvests those farmers were sitting
on those tractors. These weren't enclosed and heated tractors.

EE: Oh, I guess they weren't.

TS: And they'd have to sit on that tractor and run those harvests
out in that cold weather.

SB: Of course, a lot of the harvest was done not in cold weather.
It was just the other way, too.

EE: Yes.

SB: It would be dry and windy.

EE: The wet years is really the only time, and the very first
years it seemed. But it seemed like things just would get a little
bit more perfected.

ME: Yes, dry and cold.

TS: Of course, you have the planting in the hot times, might even
be worse in its own way, if it's hot and dry and windy.

EE: Yes, in the summer. That wasn't easy either.

TS: Do you remember a fellow named R.T. Adams?

EE: Yes.

TS: Because he was very involved in all this, wasn't he?

EE: Yes.

TS: Now, he wasn't a full-time farmer.

EE: No. He was a businessman in Fisher, with a garage. I think
he had a car dealership, too. I think so.

TS: But he did own quite a bit of land, and he did grow beets.

EE: Yes.

TS: And, if my memory's correct, he and Ferd Ross worked together
a lot, and they were very important with getting the growers
association under way, although we're not exactly sure how.

EE: No. That's what I associate, when you asked before. I just
can't say much about how the association was formed, but the name
that comes to me is R.T.'s. Even more than Uncle Ferd's. Uncle
Ferd had died already in '32, but he [R.T.] probably continued
strong after that.
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TS: Now, you gave me a very nice statement about your Uncle Ferd.
What about R.T. Adams? Can you describe him for me, tell me what
he was like?

EE: Well, if I'm going to add anything, I'll probably have to say
this comes from other people, not from what I experienced. They
used the word "shrewd." Very, very shrewd, but he was very
intelligent, as opposed to what some people were in the business
world, if I can add that. Because he got around. In his younger
days, he worked. In fact, he joined the circus, which sounds like
a strange thing, but he got out in the world. He knew how people
made money, he knew how they didn't make money. And he took over,
I think, some of the land of his wife's people, which was north of
us there. During bad years some people were hardly hanging on to
their land. I know that he stepped in. He had some capital.

ME: He didn't have anybody else with him, either. I don't think
he ever had to work with any of the relatives. It was always he
alone, wasn't it?

EE: I suppose. And he lived in Fisher. I don't remember his
living out in the country at all.

TS: He sounds like somebody who understood something about human
nature, in the way you're describing him. You said he got out in
the world and he saw people and he knew how money was made. So he
understood a lot about human nature.

EE: Yes, he did. And he was a prominent Lodge man, which took him
out into the world, too. He went to conventions and meetings in
Grand Forks and Crookston, which probably not everybody did. R.T.
didn't ever have children. He was married twice, the [first] wife
died and he married again. But he didn't ever have children, and
I often felt that's why R.T. got out like he did, because he liked
people. He didn't have any children to give his attention to, so
he was good to other people.

TS: The beet-growing agriculture as you've described it is not a
high cash system. I mean, you only saw cash at the harvest end,
for the most part. You needed to have a little cash at the
beginning for the growing and things like that. And that was
pretty common for the entire farming operation at that time, wasn't
it?

EE: Oh, definitely.

TS: Farming wasn't an industry, let's put it that way, where you
saw a lot of cash flow.

EE: No. Grain harvest, it was.

SB: Beets were the only one that gave cash flow at the right time.
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TS: Right, at the fall.

SB: Because they paid about 60 percent of what they were going to
get in the fall, then they made a spring payment as they were
planting the crop, and then they gave a final payment just prior to
the next year's harvest. So it did give a cash flow, which was
different than grain.

TS: That must be one of the attractive things about beets.
Because you saw cash coming in right before those rather bleak
winter months.

EE: And probably more cash, I would think, [in] the dry years.
And not everybody had that much land, and you had to have quite a
few acres of barley, and even wheat, to make a lot of money, while
you made a lot of money on twenty-five acres of beets, didn't you?
That was different. And I think that was the good.

SB: Plus you knew when you planted them you had a solid market,
and pretty close to what you were going to get for them.

EE: I wonder, too, if the first years of beet farming, if they
weren't even paid in full in the fall? Always some in the spring?

SB: I have the first contracts, so I know them well.

EE: Oh, that's interesting. I didn't know.

ME: One other thing that the beets did for the farmer. They
cleaned the fields of weeds and so on. And that really helped a
lot. The grain would be much nicer.

TS: I've had several of the growers mention that it was nice to
have the beets in the rotation, because they'd make a nice break
with grain and with the fallow land that you'd have the year
before. If you grew beets on that land, it gave you a very nice
rotation. It cleaned the land and made the land very weed-free
after several seasons of growing beets.

SB: All prior to the time herbicides were brought in.

TS: There wasn't much in the way of chemicals at that time.

EE: Oh, no.

TS: Their only fertilizer was manure, wasn't it?

EE: That's right. I remember some families—not many, but there
were some—that didn't ever have a hired beet worker. They had the
contract. They cleaned up their land that way. They had eight or
nine children, and they would have to stay out of school in the
fall and work the beets. But they made money. And the way he
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cleaned his farm! I know Dad always thought that -was all right,
except it was hard on the children. It was hard on the children.
They had to miss too much school. But there were only a few
families that did that.

TS: What about the sugar itself? Was there American Crystal sugar
in your house?

EE: Oh, I guess so. You didn't dare come home with anything else.
You would have gone out the door quicker than you came in, I'm
afraid.

TS: During those early years there was a lot of publicity made by
the makers of cane sugar, that beet sugar was inferior. Now, did
it look any different?

ME: No, it didn't.

EE: I can't remember cane sugar very much.

ME: I know that's what they always proclaimed.

TS: I'm just saying compared to the sugar you see coming out of
the bag today, pure white sugar. Now, the beet sugar looked pretty
much the same, didn't it?

ME: I thought so.

SB: It's exactly the same.

TS: Did the growers ever talk about that, that they were tired of
hearing about how beet sugar just wasn't supposed to be as good?
Do you remember that?

ME: Oh, yes. They didn't like to hear that.

EE: I don't remember too much talk about that.

ME: No, but there was. There was.

EE: Not so terribly much, but I suppose there was some.

TS: Pretty much when the growers got together they talked about
how to grow a good crop, what, worked and what didn't, and whether
or not they could get more acres the next year, or what might be in
their contract the next year—that kind of thing, I imagine.

EE: Yes. They could visit by the hour and the hour and the hour
about beets. I can remember that from way back. It was always fun
to listen to them.

TS: Well, it sounds like at that time beet growing was less of
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a—well, I'm sure it was a business. I mean, you said there was
cash flow. But it wasn't so much a business as it is now. It was
also a community thing, because everybody was involved in it right
in that area.

EE: Yes, pretty much where we lived, yes.

TS: So everyone understood what it was all about, and it was a
very community-oriented crop. But then farming at that time, you
mentioned how farmers helped each other, and your father would go
out during the blizzard to help your uncle, and other farmers would
do that, many of whom were related. That's not so common now?

EE: No.

SB: I don't agree with that.

TS: You think it is common?

SB: Yes. Different way.

EE: In a different way. I was going to say, we have to elaborate
there. Yes.

ME: I know, like, in combining, we really help each other.

SB: Well, there've been two instances this year, Terry, where a
family that was growing beets was ready for harvest, and got into
health problems, and the neighbors all came in one day with thirty
harvesters, and then by eleven o'clock they were all done.

ME: There was one here in North Dakota someplace, wasn't there?

SB: Right.

EE: Fisher has had several in the last ten years. Everybody goes
over, cleans up the crop. But it's just different this year.
Longer ago, well, it just didn't show that much. Now everybody
pulls with tractors, you could take pictures, and before that it
just didn't show. A neighbor would go with his horses across the
road and help him, but it would just be rather taken for granted.

SB: There's very few instances today where the equipment on the
farm isn't adequate to take care of the job anyway, so you just
don't get into trouble.

EE: That's right. It's just so different.

TS: Well, the other thing now is that you'll know down in Moorhead
if there's a grower up in Fisher who's got a problem, or you'll
know up in Fisher if there's a grower down in Moorhead who's got a
problem because the phone lines are here and the cars are here and
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the highways are here.

ME: TV, too, carries it in the news.

TS: Newspapers, all of that. But back then you pretty much just
knew about your neighbors. Your range of experience was much
smaller. That had some limitations, but also allowed you to make
your own entertainment. You mentioned, for example, your cousin,
was it, or your uncle, that got involved in creating a band?

EE: It was Uncle Ferd's brother.

TS: And he made some kind of a concert group, didn't he?

EE: Yes, from the church there. And all of those were beet
growers. I also think that's so interesting, that they had the
time and everything. But it was a good outlet for them, too.

TS: You said from the church there. Was that the Trinity Lutheran
Church?

EE: Trinity Lutheran, yes.

TS: What was the name of the band?

EE: Lowell Concert. Lowell is the township, east of Fisher
township, and the church was then located in Lowell township.
That's why that name had to be there. It's a little deceiving,
because people would say, "Well, where's the Fisher part?" Well,
there had been a Fisher Municipal Band, too, and so they took this
little concert.

TS: And they formed their own little concert band.

EE: Yes. It was a great band. Uncle Ferd didn't ever play, but
he provided some of the money. [Laughter]

ME: His sons did [play].

EE: His sons did, yes. And he often opened his home for the
picnics and concerts and things.

TS: What other kind of entertainments did you provide for yourself
growing up on a farm like that?

EE: Foremost, I will have to say one thing: visiting, of relatives
and friends. There was just a great spirit of visiting. Number
one, it gave the husband and the mother, the wife and the children,
all an opportunity to do something, to get together. Now, we lived
north of Fisher where there were English, Scots, a few Norwegians,
but we were friends of everybody, regardless of what church or what
school you went to or anything. And we went east of Fisher where
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all our relatives [were]. And we were with them, like I said,
mainly on Sundays. And then there were people in other areas.

But you knew people, and they would visit. Like Friday
nights, you didn't have to go to school. I think we had company
almost every Friday night, and if it was nice weather you'd play
outside. Winter, the men played cards, and the women usually
visited. In summer they talked beets, they talked farming. And I
remember that they would go out and look at the fields.

ME: Oh, yes.

EE: We'd get company, and then they'd talk beets, and they'd all
get in the cars. Oh, and they'd stand and they'd talk about the
crop. It was a good topic for conversation. And I can remember
the pastor from Trinity Lutheran. He loved beets. He was from
Germany, too, wasn't he?

ME: Yes.

TS: What was his name?

ME: Shlonfelder

EE: Shlonfelder. What a name! I've looked in telephone
directories wherever I go in this nation, and I have never
encountered that name. I don't think it's in America. He didn't
have a brother he said, his father long gone. That was an odd
name. Well, his daughter married Arthur Ross, whose little boys
went up and sold the prunes. Because he was at that parsonage
right by Ross station.

TS: And being German, he knew something about beets, too?

EE: Yes, he did. He had a big interest, too. He was very
interested in Trinity Lutheran, he knew it had to grow, and one
thing and another, and beets is what helped that congregation.

SB: Esther, were there Saturday night dances?

EE: Not so very, very . . .

ME: Well, in summer there was.

EE: Yes, I think so.

ME: Once in a while there'd be what they called house dances.

EE: But, I mean, the Saturday night dance was not a thing that I'd
read about and hear about. I think it was probably due to the
religion. I think so.

TS: What about motion pictures? Was there a motion picture
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theater anywhere around?

EE: We went to Crookston.

EE: And some of the older people even frowned on that. My grandpa
did a little bit. You had to be kind of careful to talk about
going to the movies. My dad, too, because Dad was a pastor's son,
and his mother did not believe in the movies. That was common in
Methodist and Presbyterian Churches, too, I remember.

SB: But many times cards and dancing didn't go together, either,
but apparently the men still played cards in the wintertime.

EE: Yes. Oh, this community was great for card playing. I often
thought about that.

ME: They'd have card parties, too.

EE: Yes, regular whist parties, progressive whist. And then we
kids would play the children's games all the time. Big tables full
of Rook and whatever those games were. And the women were behind
in card playing, I always say, because there were usually quite a
few children, and, of course, they always took care of the coffee
and everything like that.

ME: We'd have ice ponds in the winter to ice skate at neighbors'
places. And in summer we played ball.

TS: What about the radio? Did you have a radio in your home?

EE: Yes.

ME: Uncle Ferd was the first one to have a radio.

EE: He always had everything first, but that was okay.

TS: Were all your homes electrified as long back as you can
remember?

ME: No, not quite.

EE: We had a Delco plant, oh, probably in the latter '30s. We can
both remember lamps. Oh, yes. But we had great big gas lamps that
threw a white light, and the Aladdin lamps.

TS: So when you had the radio, it ran on a battery then at that
time?

EE: Oh, yes. When it was getting weak, we had to turn it off till
Dad would get to town.

TS: And the rural economy was an interesting one. I know some of
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the rural newspapers talk about people having a chicken they wanted
to trade, a particular breed of chicken. They might have a Rhode
Island Red, or something else. They'd be willing to trade that for
something else. There was a lot of that going on then, too, wasn't
there? There was a lot of bartering rather than cash payment.
People would swap land or they might do something along those
lines.

EE: I didn't ever see bartering when it came to chickens, though,
and cows, and things like that. I doubt it. Do you think so?

ME: I don't remember it.

EE: Really, I doubt if it was anything at all. The townspeople
would come and want to buy a chicken for Sunday dinner, but they
just paid and took their chicken. And they bought your eggs or
cream or something. They paid and went. I think bartering took
place in some areas.

TS: But not too much in that area?

EE: No.

TS: Was Polk a dry county then?

EE: Yes. When we were growing up, I know, it was dry.

SB: Of course, there was a lot of underground stuff in this area.

ME: Oh, and drugstores and so on would have it behind the counter.
That would be "medicine".

TS: Well, I imagine, from what all you've told me, that beets were
really a big part of the life there, obviously, and, as you said,
there was never a shortage of conversation about beets.

EE: Well, that's my memory of them.

TS: I'm just going to ask you for a guess here, now. What if
they'd never started growing beets in that area? What would the
•30s have been like then, maybe financially for the farmers?

ME: Pretty bleak, I would say.

EE: Yes. I think it would have been harder than what it was.
Because I remember areas where there weren't beets, and they always
envied us because they said we were better off in those years than
what they were.

SB: And they still do today.

EE: Oh, tell us about it! [Laughter] Yes. Because I can
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remember when the grain crop during those bad years, they would be
mighty short and it was a hot summer, that even the wives, my
mother's sisters-in-laws, the Ross wives, and those who'd be
visiting or something, "But then we have the beets yet, we have the
beets. We'll look forward to better beets," they would say. They
always knew there'd be more money coming in the fall. And it did.

TS: We've covered a lot of ground here. Can you think of anything
else you'd like to add?

EE: That's about the notes I've taken. It's better if you ask,
you people, because—

TS: We've pretty well touched on it all.

SB: I think we've done pretty well.

EE: Some things you take for granted, because you know it, you
grew up with it, but you don't know how much it means to anybody
else. So if you think of anything, or anything we didn't make
clear, maybe I talked a few times at the same time.

SB: One thing we didn't touch on was schools. When you first
went, when you were real young, where did you go to school?

EE: Fisher all the way through. Fisher Consolidated.

SB: It was a consolidated school at that time?

EE: It was a consolidated school already at that time. The school
busses came out, and then we continued right through the grade
school on to Fisher High School. Like in our case, all six of us
went twelve years.

ME: At our place, like we mentioned Sprague station, there was a
schoolhouse there, too, a country school. But by the time we were
ready to go to school, they closed it. So we never went to a
country school. We went right to Fisher.

TS: Now, when you graduated from high school, when did you move to
Grand Forks?

EE: Not till the '50s. See, our mother passed away first, then we
had to take care of the household, and taking care of the cooking
and the managing of everything that a lady had to do. Then we
commuted into Grand Forks to work.

SB: And that's when you went to work then?

EE: Yes. That's right.

TS: At the clinic there.
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EE: And then we commuted for a while.

ME: The Grand Forks Clinic.

EE: But commuting isn't the best thing here in winter, so then we
moved into town. There were country schools there, though. There
was a country school. Ferd Ross's children, I know, they were of
that line. They still went to Fisher. And then August Ross lived
a mile east. They already went to a country school. It was known
as the Beiswenger School. But the children, then, when they got
high school age, those that could would go to high school. But not
all the boys could go. Some of them had to work.

TS: Now, your father's beet contract. Did that continue on in
your family?

EE: Yes. Yes. I'll show you. Give him the plaque.

ME: Yes. We had the two brothers, Carlos and Eldore, that got it
from there, but they both died of heart failure. Now their boys
have it, Roderick and Raleigh. But, oh, it's so dry there. It's
pitiful! I feel so sorry for them. Our brothers experienced many
years of successful sugarbeet farming before they were stricken by
illness.

TS: They've had, what? Two or three years now?

EE: Three. And just no rain, no rain in there.

SB: These were the fifty-year plaques that they made up.

TS: Yes. And I just wanted to see if it had continued in the
family. So they've had three really dry seasons?

EE: Oh, it's just unbelievable. It just doesn't rain.

TS: But, of course, it was that way in the early '30s, too.

EE: Yes, it was. Of course, the overhead wasn't there then. And
you had your horse-drawn machinery and all of that, and our
acreages weren't that large yet. But now it's so sad.

SB: But you'd shock some of the old-timers if you told them
they're going to get forty dollars per ton on these beets this
year.

EE: That's for sure, and that's great.

TS: You'd shock some of them if you told them that there were
people who were growing anywhere from 1,200 to 1,800 acres of
beets, too, now with the machinery that's available. So, you're
right, the scale is so much larger now.
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EE: Oh, it's just not to be compared, that's for sure.

TS: Now, in the long run, this weather pattern will work its way
through and you'll get back to wetter years, but some people in
that short run, because of the overhead, as you mentioned, are
going to have a tough time if this continues on.

EE: It's sad.

TS: I think we've got an excellent interview. I'd really like to
thank both of you for sitting down and taking the time to talk to
us.

EE: No problem, if we just helped you.

TS: Oh, we got good information.

EE: Can you think of anything else that you want more concrete?

TS: Not right offhand. If something comes up, we'll give you a
call.

EE: You can surely do that. And I'll see that you get a book,
Stewart, of those. Can we mail it to somebody?

SB: You can mail it to me.

EE: Okay. Just give me your address.

[End of Interview]
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