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My name is Ray Nelson and I am with the Mississippi Headwaters Board. My address is 
HC61 Box 3198, Deerwood, Minnesota and I am from Crow Wing County. Today is 
November 5, 1999 and I am in the home of John Knutson and I am going to do an 
interview with Mr. Knutson today. 

Ray: John, can you tell us your full name? 

John: John Edward. They always called me Johnny. 

Ray: When were you born? 

John: 1905, July 17th. 

Ray: Where was that? 

John: Right down there in Ideal Township, right down there on the end of Clam Shell 
Lake. I was born and raised there. I still have a picture of the old homestead out 
there taken in about 1912. 

Ray: Okay, we'll look at that later. 

John: I came up here in 1970. I still own property down in Ideal. I gave part of it to the 
kids and what is left of it that don't sell, I'll give that to the kids too. Let them 
have it. I can tell you that my dad homesteaded here in 1898 and he drove a team 
of horses right up to the State Capital in St. Paul and from there he drove on up 
there to Whitefish Lake and homesteaded. 

Ray: Now this is your parents? 

John: That was my dad. 

Ray: Tell my what is your dad's name .... 

John: It was Nels John Knutson. They always called him John, but his real first name 
was Nels or sometimes they'd go Van J. Knutson. It took him all summer to get 
here with a team of horses. Crosslake was in operation at that time, logging. 

Ray: Was he a logger? 

John: Yes, my dad worked there off and on. They had a railroad that hauled the logs 
down from what was Longville now. At that time when my Dad came, it was 
called Girl Lake. It was named Longville in honor of Jimmy Long, the 
superintendent of the logging outfit. My dad always said that there was two 
things that Jimmy Long didn't allow in his logging camp, one was booze and the 
other was a thermometer. [He chuckles] 
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Ray: He evidently didn't want people to know how cold it was. 

John: When it was 10 below, you couldn't tell the difference if it was 10 or 20 or 30 
below, it all seemed the same. 

Ray: Sure. I can understand that. 

John: He done that so the lumberjacks would continue working. When I was a kid you 
could still see the stumps up the old grade. Some places where they were cut 
three or four feet high because the snow was deep and the lumberjacks wouldn't 
bend their backs. They made good deer stands. 

Ray: Oh, sure. 

John: All those are gone now. 

Ray: What kind of trees were they cutting? 

John: Mostly Norway and white pine. See the 1918 fire went through that area and 
burned a lot ofthose pitch stumps up. That fire went all the way down to Cloquet 
and quite a number of people were burned to death up in Swatara and that area. 
Some people did burn to death there. They tried to leave and the roads were 
pretty bad in one place. Someone got stuck and then they all jammed up and 
couldn't get out of there. The fire overtook them. That was in November in 
1918. It burned all that country from north of White Fish clear down to Duluth. 
It burned some of the people there. 

Ray: Was that same time as the Hinckley Fire? 

John: No, that was earlier. 

Ray: One thing I forgot was your father's birth date ... 

John: My dad's birthday was March the 13th. He was born in 1866. 

Ray: Was he born in ..... 

John: In Norway. 

Ray: So he came across ..... 

John: Yes. My mother and dad were born in Norway. 

Ray: What was your mother's maiden name? 
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John: My mother's name was Ingeborg. She was named after Queen Ingeborg, queen 
of Norway. 

Ray: How was that spelled? 

John: I don't know if I could spell it right. 

Ray: Okay. Were they married when they came up here? 

John: Yes. They got married in Iowa. My mother came over and when she came over, 
she worked three years in Bargen, Norway to make enough money to buy a ticket 
to Estherville, Iowa. At that time the ticket cost her $36 from Bargen, Norway to 
Estherville, Iowa and that included her food, lodging, transportation, everything. 

Ray: Okay. 

John: But then in 1898 my dad heard that they were giving away land up here. The 
logging was practically over with and the railroad company had these railroads 
out, so the railroad kinda pushed for open homesteading to bring people into the 
area so that they'd get business. There was a lot of them that came. By 1910 all 
the homesteads were picked up. Some stayed maybe part of the summer, some 
stayed all year, some stayed as much as two years and some just up and left. 
That's why a lot of that land that they homesteaded went back to the state. It 
become state land then. Like I say, homesteading wasn't easy. A lot of people 
thought it was because it was free, you know. You had to work, open up so much 
land, build a home there, and after seven years, you could prove up on it and it 
would be yours. My dad didn't prove up until 1911 because he didn't have to pay 
no taxes on it until then. But at that time taxes were not very high. There were 
eight of us kids raised up there. I am the only one left. 

Ray: How many brothers and sisters did you have? 

John: There were four boys and four sisters. I had one brother that was killed by 
lightning. 

Ray: That was up here? 

John: Yes. I had one brother in WWl and one brother in WWlI. My youngest brother 
went all the way from the time they went to Normandy clear across until they met 
the Russians. He was only wounded once but he was shot at a couple of times. 

Ray: I'm sure! So you are the last remaining ...... . 

John: He went through the Battle of the Bulge and through the Sixth Fleet line and all 

3 

Miss
iss

ipp
i H

ea
dw

ate
rs 

Boa
rd 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



C. 

Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File # 009 
Final Draft of Interview held November 5, 1999 

that stuff. 

Ray: So you are the last remaining child. Your brothers and sisters are all gone? Were 
you the youngest? 

John: No, I was about the middle. I had a sister and a brother younger than me and then 
I had two sisters and two brothers older than me. I was too young for WWI and 
too old for WWII. I was in Bremerton when they notified me that I was too old. 
Ha, I couldn't believe them. 

Ray: In between then. 

John: They took them until 36 and so then they reclassified me. 

Ray: So did your dad and mother end up being farmers up here? 

John: At that time you could rent a railroad car and put everything in there that you 
could pile up. It cost them $10. Sheep, cows, horses, pigs, chickens. 

Ray: This was all from Estherville? 

John: Yes, my dad had to go with the car. One person had to follow that car. My dad 
said he'd go down to Pequot most anytime around 1900 and there'd be 
homesteaders unloading stuff. 

Ray: That's interesting. Did you go to school in Ideal? 

John: I went to school at Kimball Lake School on Kimball Lake. A log schoolhouse. 
My dad helped hew the logs and built the schoolhouse. 

Ray: Where was that located? 

John: That was on Kimball Lake. 

Ray: Like in the narrows there? 

John: It was right up on the bluff, overlooking the lake. At that time the homesteaders 
could give them the right to build a school and as long as the school was in 
operation it belonged to the school district. When it ceased to be a school, it went 
automatically back to the owner of the land. Ole Johnson owned that property 
and it was turned back to him then. I can't remember the exact date; it must have 
been probably 1915 or 1916. It was before the war, anyway. 

Ray: It was a one-room school? 
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John: Yes, if you want to see it, it's over at Crosslake. You know, the old log school 
there. That's the one I went to school in. 

Ray: Okay, what grade did you go through? 

John: I got up to the eighth grade. That's as far as I got. My brother used to work for 
my dad. My dad and another homesteader was trying to form a partnership. Each 
one furnished a man, so there was four of us working then. Well, my brother 
went into the Army. Even before that I helped my dad. My brother went to North 
Dakota and worked in the harvest and I was about twelve. I went to work with 
my dad when I was about 10 years old and so I never got to have much schooling. 
We only had school about three months in the fall and three months in the spring. 
That's all the schooling we had at that time. We always got a new teacher every 
year. It was new teachers just out of college. I think about the last teacher I went 
to had had several years of experience, a real good teacher and serious about 
teaching. 

Ray: Do you remember her name? 

John: Helen Knable. 

Ray: I have a hard time remembering my teachers. 

John: [Chuckles] 

Ray: Was that any relation to the Knables on the south side of Whitefish? 

John: Yes, Ben, her brother, used to haul mail. 

Ray: He's the one that hauled mail on the lake? 

John: They homesteaded there in 1910 or 12, something like that. 

Ray: How many acres did they give you on a homestead? 

John: One hundred sixty, a quarter section. I still got about a hundred acres of the old 
homestead yet. I split it once. I had the north eighty and my dad had the south 
eighty and then I took a notion just before the war, I used to guide for fishermen 
on the lake and hunters and it began to get to that I wasn't getting so much ofthat, 
I suppose because of the war. Anyway you couldn't get no work so I took a 
notion and decided to go up to Alaska and sold my eighty acres and moved to 
Alaska. I was disappointed because I didn't get the job I wanted up there. So I 
worked for the Corp of Engineers and I knew that they were paying $1.50 an hour 
in Seattle and I was only getting 86 cents up there. My wife got scared and 
thought that the war was going into Alaska and she talked me into going back to 

5 

Miss
iss

ipp
i H

ea
dw

ate
rs 

Boa
rd 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



Ray: 

Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File # 009 
Final Draft of Interview held November 5, 1999 

Seattle. So we went back and I worked in Seattle again. 

One thing I forgot to put into the tape at the beginning is that Art Gensmer is here 
helping out with this interview. 

John: Art knows this country pretty well! 

Ray: What were your hobbies when you were young? 

John: That was mostly trapping~ The reason I got interested in trapping was that fur 
was quite high back then. I got price lists from the fur companies. At first we 
didn't get them, every town had two or three fur buyers. I saw these high prices 
on these lists and I wasn't getting them. A. B. Shubert of Chicago mentioned in 
there that the trappers weren't getting the money that they were entitled to so they 
should ship them to Chicago to get their money. So I shipped a bundle, a couple 
coon, couple, three, four mink and muskrats and at that time we went to town 
with a team of horses and a sled in the wintertime. My dad stopped at an auction 
sale on the way and there was a fur buyer and right away he saw them all bundled 
up with my tag on there and he asked Dad what was in there. At first he said, "I'll 
give you $50 for it". ''No,. no, I'm not selling it". 

c.., Ray: How old were you? 

John: Oh, I suppose I was fourteen. He turned around for a while and he says, "You 
know, I'll give you a $100 for that bundle of furs. If you ship them down to 
Chicago, you'll get $50." I darned near sold them but I thought that I was going 
to find out myself, so I shipped them down there and I got back a check a couple 
weeks later for $265. I found out that we weren't getting what they were really 
worth. But then later, I began to sell to Duluth Hide and Fur for quite a while and 
I'd get a pretty good price. Eddie Beck was the buyer there. Going to Duluth 
Hide and Fur was going into a great big bank, they had tellers and everything in 
there just like a bank. I got to know Eddie pretty well. Eddie would buy my furs 
over the phone. In had furs to sell, usually after Christmas when they were at 
their peak. Eddie would tell me what they'd pay for them. A lot of other buyers 
would come to me but I wouldn't see to them. Now we don't have a fur buyer 
anymore. I think there is one buyer in Wadena and one or two in Detroit Lakes. 
That's the only ones I know of close buy. We ship our furs up to Wmnipeg and 
they are sold at an auction sale up there. That's where we get what they're worth. 

Ray: Were there timber wolves up here? 

John: Yes, but they were pretty well gone. The old cattle ranchers in the west had huge 
bounties to get rid of them, so the west got rid of them. There was one section 
here in the northern part of Minnesota that still had wolves, the Superior National 
Forest. None of them got trapped or hunted. I can remember, I suppose I was 
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twelve or fourteen years old then, and we caught one that weighed eighty pounds. 
He caught a lot oftrapped coyotes and that's the only one I know of that was 
caught around here when I was a kid. They were almost extinct at one time. Like 
I say, in the Dakotas people were raising cattle there and paid a lot of money for 
wolves. For one timber wolf they paid as much as $5,000 at a place called 
Buffalo Gap, S.D. to get rid of that timber wolf. They couldn't comer him, they 
just couldn't get him. He roamed that country for about eight years before a 
trapper did get him. He just got him by putting a jug out in the sagebrush. He 
knew that this wolf was curious for anything different. When the wind would 
blow across the top of this jug, it made a noise. He figured that's what brought 
him in there and that's where he caught it. They said it was an old female that 
was practically white. It had killed a lot of cattle in South Dakota. There were 
different ones, old Lobo, that they tell about up in Bemidji. Different trappers 
tried to get him. That guy at Waubon caught him near Itasca Park. There was a 
picture in a magazine not too long ago of that wolf. 

Art: That is mounted in Bemidji. 

John: That timber wolfrun a range between Itasca Park and Red Lake, that was his 
area. 

Ray: Did you ever trap up in that area? 

John: Well, I did but not for wolves, just for mink. I trapped all the northern rivers in 
Minnesota back in the 30s, Big Fork, Little Fork and on the Ratroot and different 
ones. Even on the Rainy River. I was looking for a certain type of mink at that 
time. There was a big Red River mink. I just didn't get any in there so I and Art 
Clarkquist went to the Red River Valley near Hallock and looked around in there. 
I didn't see any good sign so I came back but I had in mind that I'd go to Thief 
River so I went there and got some big ones there. 

Ray: When you said that you were looking for good sign, what kind of sign was that? 

John: Well, you see a lot of those .... it was quite often that you'd get thirty-six mink in 
that area. You'd get one once in a while here. I found over on the Crow Wing 
River that I got quite a lot of those big male mink. So I trapped that area up there 
and caught quite a number of mink. I had a circle going around and around to ..... 

Ray: How many miles was your circle? 

John: Oh, I suppose it would take about three days to make the circle to Thief River and 
clean down here to a little place called Pinewood. That's on the Clearwater River 
and in that area around MacIntosh. I never went back there again. I found out 
from an old "Sang" digger telling about when he was young there was ginseng on 
the islands on the Crow Wing River. Him and three other diggers went there and 
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they didn't know they were going to find any so they weren't too prepared for it 
but they had a camping outfit and they found a lot of ginseng. 

Ray: Do you know what year that was? 

John: That was back in the 1800s and he was telling about they finally got so much 
ginseng that they had to carry it on their back to get out of there. So they brought 
it back and sold the whole thing in St. Cloud and then they had to go back and 
pick up some of their equipment that they had left there. But they didn't get up 
there until late in the fall and it had snowed quite a bit and there was a trapper 
living there. He had just skinned out his day's catch of mink and said it would fill 
a bushel basket of carcasses. So then I decided to look into that. There was good 
mink country. You see the Leaf River, Red Eye and all those streams over there. 
That was good mink country. I used to drive over there for quite a while for mink 
especially on the Leaf River. Start up there a little ways from Wadena but I used 
a boat then so I could cover a lot of territory. 

Ray: Did you do any trapping on the Mississippi then? 

John: I tried it a few times. About where they got the by-pass now down there. I waded 
across that Mississippi back in the 30s with a pair of hip boots, the water was that 
low. The trouble was that on the Mississippi you'd set the trap one day when the 
water was high and the next day it had come way down and your trap was sitting 
high and dry. The water fluctuated so much that you couldn't follow it. On the 
smaller streams you didn't have that trouble. I did have a little trouble on the 
Pine River, sometimes they'd open up the dam up and then close it. I lost a few 
traps up there. 

Ray: That's another reason the Corps gets in trouble. 

Pause for telephone. 

John: I can still remember the old tote wagons that came out of Jenkins to haul supplies 
to Crosslake Logging. Fred Hardy drove the last wagons, I believe. I had a 
chance to ride on it once. 

Ray: So what did a tote wagon look like? 

John: Well, they were a triple wagon box high and then they had four horses on it. They 
picked up supplies for the log camp. I think they'd go about twice a week to 
Jenkins. Before that, it was hauled from Brainerd. After the railroad went 
through, then they hauled from Jenkins. Jenkins was quite a town then. My dad 
told about Jenkins, that it was kind of a boomtown for awhile. There were seven 
blind pigs in Jenkins. Do you know what that is? That was a bootlegger. There 
was also a red-light in Jenkins. But then that simmered down. My dad said that 
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he saw Moonlight Bay when practically the whole bay was completely filled with 
those logs clear down. At the end of the railroad, there is a filling station there 
now. 

Art: Ernie's. 

John: I remember they used to have the bank all leveled off along side of the track. 

End of side 1, tape 1 

Side 2, tape 1 

John: Every spring, they'd have log drives. Different crews that were log drivers. The 
only one I know that's still living is Bert Labord [Spike Labord is his son and still 
lives over there], that lives over east of Cross Lake, near the Green Roof in that 
area. My brother-in-law worked on it when he was a kid in the spring of the year. 
You probably noticed right down in those meadows that there would be a deep 
hole in the river and I asked my brother-in-law how those deep holes ever got 
there. He said, "I can tell you how they got there. That's where they had a log 
jam." The water would start going underneath the logs and the logs would build 
up high up above. He said that he had even seen boulders shooting out of there 
from the force of the water. They'd dig a big trench and then they'd blast them 
and break them up and get the logs to move again. 

Ray: So that was in the early 1900s. 

John: Oh, yah. 

Ray: One thing that you mentioned earlier was your wife but you didn't mention her 
name or when you got married. 

John: I was married once before, see, and my wife, I don't know if you remember Mary 
or not. We lived out at Ideal and she died of a heart attack at forty-two years old. 
Then in the late 60s, why then I married Marie. We lived down there in Ideal 
until 1970 and I moved back up here and built the house here. So I've been here 
ever smce. 

Ray: How many kids did you raise? 

John: Marie and I? None! 

Art: They were all with his first wife, Mary. 

John: I had a boy, John, and two girls, with my second wife. [Sandy is the second 
daughter. The first daughter Rosemary was killed in a car accident in Portland, 
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Oregon. She was married to Vick Haffy and had five children.] 

Ray: Is she still living? 

John: Sandy and Larry live north of Breezy Point. John and Jayne. His wife works at 
the hospital in Brainerd and they live on the south end of Mayo Lake, south of 
Pequot. 

Ray: So you began trapping when you were fourteen ..... . 

John: I guess I wasn't more than about seven or eight years old. I trapped muskrats to 
start with. 

Ray: You were talking about your circle trapline. Is that a typical trap line that you had 
then for years? 

John: I run quite a long trap line when I trapped. 

Ray: How many sets would you have? 

John: Oh, probably a hundred and fifty sets. 

Ray: Were you trapping for different species? 

John: I specialized just in mink there for quite a number of years, probably for ten years 
all I was after was mink because they paid the best. See the Crow Wing, there 
was very little rats over there and no coon. I had nothing but just mink. For rats I 
done pretty well over there. Two different times I got fourteen a day. Must have 
been in the 40s the last I trapped over there. When they had the Armistice Day 
blizzard I lost a lot of traps that day. You know, some ofthose streams over there 
was pretty much in the open. You couldn't even tell where they were, the snow 
had drifted right over the top of them. We don't get the snow like we did when I 
was a kid. I can remember back in the 20s, especially 22, when we had a bad 
snowstorm and we had over fifty-four inches of snow on the level. I went out and 
it was right up on our windows and I went out with a pair of skis and shoved 
them down and measured fifty-four inches. I don't know if the Forestry took 
measurements then or not. It was so bad that it took the train three days from 
International Falls to get to Brainerd. It took my dad two days to get to Pequot 
with a team of horses. So we had a lot of snow. It was about the heaviest snow 
that they have on record here but I think during the logging days they probably 
had some heavy snowstorms because I could tell by the size of the stumps that 
the lumberjacks left. My dad always said that them lumberjacks never bend their 
back. The pay was $30 a month, with room and board and they worked from 
daylight to dark, most of them. They fed them good in the logging camps. The 
lumberjacks were big eaters, they had good appetites and always liked good food. 
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If they didn't like it in one camp, they'd go to another. See some ofthem bottles 
up there. This came out of a camp. 

Art: Is that a tobacco jug? 

John: Snuff. That was buried in the ground from about 1900 until about three, four 
years ago. I have a friend from Maple Plain that hunts for all these things. We 
found dozens of them that were broken, only four good ones. He said he had 
plenty so I gave one to Sandy and one to June. 

Ray: It says Pittsburg, Copenhagen Snuff. 

John: You see they had a little metal lid on the top. We only found one that was good 
and Charlie wanted that. He never had any lids but he had lots of snuff jars. 
Before 1900, that's when the camp was there. These bottles had no labels on 
them, it was all corks. The contents had to be on the glass, on the paper. About 
1900 that law was changed then they could just put paper on. 

Ray: Cough remedy from LaCroix, Wi. 

John: Antique bars ask for certain bottles. Brian's got two bottles I think it says are 
worth $400, but he's still got them. We found one bottle from some company in 
Minneapolis. We found twenty-seven of those bottles one day at the camp there 
buried in the ground. You have got to get them below the frost level. 

Ray: How many years ago did you find all these? 

John: Oh, about three years ago. 

Ray: I have one question. Now you are the only one that ever caught some lynx around 
here. Do you remember what year and where? 

John: Yes, I caught two of them. I caught them down in Mission Township, just in the 
comer of Mission Township, the very east end ofOssawinnamakee. How I found 
out about it was that a guy said that they were killing deer down there, so I went 
down. There was quite a bit of snow on the ground and sure enough I found the 
dead deer. I followed the track and I saw where it had hold of another one and 
pulled a lot of the hair out ofhim and he got away from him. But this was 
probably a young doe arid then of course, he ate what he wanted. Just ate a hole 
right in the chest cavity and then he covered it with snow. I have a picture. 

Ray: What year was that, do you remember? 

John: In the early 70s I think. I saw a track of a lynx after that out here in the Foothills. 
There was just one there. Bob East told me that he saw that when he was deer 
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hunting a year or two ago out by Stewart Lake he saw a cougar. I asked him 
how far apart the tracks were. He said that they weren't very far apart. I asked 
him ifhe could see the claw marks or the toes. He said that he didn't see any of 
those. I told him that on a lynx you don't see any, he just looks like a big 
powderpuff shoved down in the snow and you don't see no toenail marks or 
nothing. But they caught him. That's a piece of State land there that's 
re-forested. It's on that road that you go around and over into Crosslake. You 
know where Ed Hauge is? It's part way there and there's a blacktop that goes east 
when you go down the hill and there's a comer right there and there's eighty acres 
in there that belongs to the State and they re-forested it. 

Ray: Was this just about where you get to where Frank Stimick used to live? 

John: Yes, before you get.. .... See the bay goes around like that and Stimick is over on 
this side and I caught him on this other side. 

Ray: Dh, past Fawn Lake. 

John: West of Fawn Lake. There're not many lynx. The reason of what's happened to 
the lynx is that the rabbits are gone. You see, the only two things that a lynx fed 
on was grouse and rabbits. So now we haven't had either one hardly. You know 
back in the 1918 fire, before that we had a lot of grouse and then they all 
disappeared. They claim that the smoke killed them. It was so smoky that you 
couldn't see the sun for a week or more. Then the season was closed until about 
1930-32 and then all of a sudden they were just everywhere. I can't help think 
that the season is a little too long right now. You see now when you get snow on 
the ground, and then they go up in a tree and you can spot them for a half a mile. 
That's the way a lot of them hunt them now when they can't get them on the 
ground. Then you can drive around and spot them in the trees. 

Ray: How many months out of a year were you trapping? 

John: Well, you only had about six weeks of good trapping. That's all the time you had 
and then it would freeze up. You would get something, a trapped weasel, coyote, 
mink, but not like you did at the first part of the season. It seems like all these 
animals, before it freezes up, you know, they are ambitious and they are working, 
moving all the time. A lot of them are just feeding up, putting on fat like the 
beaver and coon, storing away food, skunks are the same way. You know, I used 
to trap skunk one time. Did you ever do that? I got as much as $16 for skunks 
that time. 

Ray: That was the narrow-stripe I suppose? 

John: That was the black. 
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Art: Yes, the black are the better I know. 

John: I used to average around $8-$10 for them. You know, one time I got $8 apiece 
for muskrats. 

Tape 2, side 1 

John: I remember when we used to get minnows at Crosslake and all the resorts were 
on there. They had me get minnows for them. I used to have Shady Rest, 
Birchdale Village and Black Pine Beach and a number of different places. I'd 
bring them minnows and oh boy, they had to be good size, big minnows. I got ten 
cents a dozen for them. Every trip down to Crosslake, maybe $8 or $10 worth of 
mmnows. That was money in those days. It'd take you all day to get a load of 
minnows. 

Ray: Do you remember some ofthe good years in trapping? 

John: I think around 1970 was some pretty good years. The prices were good especially 
on coyotes. You know the last coyote that I got a pretty good price for was from a 
buyer from over in Zimmerman and he paid me $82 apiece. 

Ray: How much? 

John: $82 and then after that they ..... 

Art: They had to be light colored though, weren't they? 

John: Oh, yes. 

Art: Real light or gray on the under fur. 

John: They had to have white bellies. That's what they looked at. Because especially 
the old males and the bellies would be stained. The same way with the weasel. 
They would dock you if they were stained. When I was a kid there was lots of 
weasels. When I was a kid and we first started deer hunting, it was nothing to see 
the weasels pop up when you were on a deer stand. You don't see that anymore. 

Ray: Well, you still do. I had a deer stand and had a weasel buddy there about every 
morning. Have been in past years anyway. What were the 30s like for trapping? 

John: Well, the 30s were all right. I made a living then. In the last end of the 30s the 
war was going on over there in Europe and I knew the United States was going to 
get into it so the market was going down quite a bit. It wasn't bad though, it was 
still good. I think after the war was when it came back. I started raising mink in 
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47 and I raised mink for eighteen years. I had the mink farm and then I didn't do 
any trapping. 

Ray: That was at Ideal, the mink farm? 

John: That was all right when I first started. Pretty good then. Some of the mink I 
raised I got $75 for then it got overdone. You know I went to Minneapolis once 
to a fur sale there and you wouldn't believe it, 4,000 mink at the New York 
auction and the market couldn't absorb that many. You just can't force it on 
them and that's when the market started going the other way. It was just 
overdone, that's all. Everybody wanted to get into the act, I guess. Warroad 
claimed the capital and they had twenty-three mink farms around and George 
Heinman Clemency had the biggest farm. His mink sheds were over a thousand 
feet long. That's when all the colored phases were coming out. I experimented a 
little bit to on that, to produce the different colors. I don't remember how many 
different colors we had. In fact, we even had one that was green but that never 
went over. I think the last of the color phases that I raised was the pearl. It was a 
kind of a special shade of white in the fur. But I thought the sapphire mink was 
the nicest mink that they ever produced. He was the purest blue mink. Of course, 
at first it just went sky-high. You got as much as a $1,000 a pelt for them. The 
breeding stock was $10,000, something like that. That went on for a couple of 
years and then they started changing colors and you never knew what the market 
was going to do. One day you thought you had a good color. They had some of 
them even to a yellow. I tried to raise some of them but that didn't go good. I 
had a type of blue that I got by accident. I bought some mink from a guy and he 
evidently was experimenting and I bred with some of my mink and I got a 
different color. The strange part ofit was the foundation color of the mink was 
always a dark color or black and then they come up with a silver-blue and that 
was the sapphire and all the way down, the blue floss and all those different 
colors but you breed a pastel to a silver-blue or sapphire, those kits would all be 
black. They would go back to the black color. Then you had to take them back 
out and get some new colors. You'd louse up a lot of mink just to get a good 
color. They claimed it took sixteen different mink and inbreeding to bring them 
up. See color phases was caused from inbreeding and it weakened the strain of 
the mink so the mink were not really very healthy. The pastels seemed to be a 
pretty health mink and that's the only one I made any money on. 

Ray: I have a few more questions about the Mississippi River. When do you remember 
seeing the Mississippi River for the first time? 

John: The first time I saw the Mississippi River was when I went to Brainerd. See, my 
dad worked for the Highway Department and he used to go down there and get 
his checks sometimes. That must have been before 1920, maybe 1919. 

Ray: Brainerd must have been different then. 
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John: At one time back in '31, '32, '33 was when we had the dry years, that's when we 
had the dust storms in the West and all that. The water got so low in the 
Mississippi that like I say I waded across the River just about in that area where 
that new highway is going across, the shortcut. I waded across with a pair of hip 
boots so you know how deep the water was. 

Ray: What time of year was that? 

John: Probably in October. I think I was coon hunting that time and crossed down 
there. 

Art: There was a lot of coon down around the Mississippi. Coon was bringing almost 
the same as mink in so I had a coon hound. I used to hunt coon. I had to quit 
that. You go out hunting coon, you know, and you never knew how long you was 
going to be out. One-two o'clock in the morning, sometimes 3, and then try to 
run a trap line after that. That didn't work. So I had to quit. That old dog would 
pick up a track that had been gone during the night and he could pick that up at 
noon, this time of day, and he could trail them coon down and find them. And 
then I'd find more coon at one time, see otherwise they would be singles or 
maybe sometimes doubles but most generally singles. In the daytime I'd catch 
maybe five, maybe four, sometimes only three. They denned up either in a tree or 
underneath a brush pile. I found quite a lot of them that time during those dry 
years. They nest for the winter in old dried-up cranberry bogs in that moss. 
They'd dig a hole underneath there because it was dry there. I found a lot of them 
that way. I started raising mink and then I quit trapping for a while. Then I went 
back to it again after I retired from the Highway Department. I went back 
trapping a little bit again. 

Ray: So how many years did you work for the Highway Department? 

John: Ten years. 

Art: That's for Crow Wing County, right? 

John: I could have went to the State too. Russ Gibbons was a state man and he lives on 
Paradise Point and he wanted me to go for the State. He even had my application 
all made out and had it all okayed and I hadn't even seen it. What changed my 
mind was, when I worked for the State and you had to go anywhere they'll send 
you and not only that, we were getting more money from the county than they 
were from the state. The State doesn't pay any overtime, they log your time. See 
what I mean, if you work two hours overtime one day and maybe you work with 
blacktop or something or like that, you keep that until you got maybe a couple 
days and then you could take them off. You still got paid for them. So at the 
county, they paid overtime. I was actually getting more money at the start but 
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then later on, things kind of changed there at the county. 

Ray: Did you do any canoeing on the River? 

John: Oh, yes I did some ofthat too. I even drove logs on the Columbia River. During 
the Depression years, if you went out to Portland, Oregon, you could get all kinds 
of work out there. There was lots of work out there. So I took off. I couldn't get 
ajob anymore, maybe right in the best parts, you'd get a couple three days in 
a row and that would be about it. So I said, "Damn, I'm going out there then." 
They had the same damned trouble that they had here. They were having strikes 
in Portland, Oregon. I happened to run into a guy that had a logging camp in 
Washington out of Stevens in Washington on the Little Twin River there and I got 
ajob there. He wanted a guy on the river to make these log rafts. So he wanted a 
guy that was used to being on the water. So I told him that I was practically 
raised on the water. All I had to do was bring these logs down. They had some 
pretty nice ones too. You didn't have to worry about getting on a log that didn't 
hold you up. You wore these caulked boots. Hell, I put these logs together. 
Sometimes, there'd be knots or something in between and you'd turn them over 
with a cant hook and take them out. We couldn't have a log raft any wider than 
65 feet because they went through the Cascade Locks and that's as wide as they'd 
take. They could go through the locks but they could have them as long as they 
wanted to do so we made them maybe 300-360 feet long. A lot of the logs we 
had had spanners by them and we had some that was a hundred feet long. Special 
orders, they had and that went on from June ....... Let's see, I left there in the last 
part of September because they shut down. Logging companies shut down then 
and there was no more work there, so then I come back here. I thought that I 
could still do some trapping. Even during the Depression Years I got a pretty fair 
price for furs. So then I could make a better living that way so I came back here 
again. 

Ray: Do you remember log drives on the Mississippi? 

John: I never did but I remember my brother-in-law, Winnie Goldsberry, worked on 
that log drive and there was quite a number of them, Lagere Allen, Burt Labord, 
they all worked on that. Harry Gould. See for years, Harry Gould had the 
sawmill there. There are none of the Goulds living anymore, I think they are all 
gone. Old M.l. Gould was an old-time lumberjack. They used to talk so much 
about him. 

Ray: Do you have any good stories to tell us about canoeing, trapping, fishing, 
hunting? 

John: I called you and asked if you knew this guy ..... 

Art: Where did he live? 
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John: South of town, that little lake down there. We called it the glass house. It had 
that nice big glass front .... 

Art: I know his name too, if I could think of it now. 

John: I used to trap beaver on that lake there, that little one on Number one. 

Art: I know where it's at there. 

John: The first time I went down there, there was a load of cars parked up there by his 
house. I was going to ask if it was all right if I trapped there. I thought I would go 
up there in the house but the guy told me before to just go ahead. There's a bunch 
of lots in there, different people own them. That guy that lived at that house, he 
had nothing to do with that down there. Anyway, I went over and set traps. The 
next day I come there to run them. I thought they were target practicing up there. 
Gee, they were shooting a high power rifle and I was down at that lake and I just 
pulled a beaver up out of the hole and laid it on the ice, and wham! I felt it go 
right over the top of me, I could hear it. It must have been a pretty low down one 
and you could hear it. I decided that I better go see that guy. So I went up 
around. I had snowshoes on and I had to go on the toboggan up there and as I 
come up over the hill there, I thought I'll get below the hill because there was just 
thick wood there and I'll be undercover then. Damned ifhe didn't shoot through 
there and it cut a little popple off about this high. Man, I was getting too damned 
close! Then when I got back, I had my car parked right there on the blacktop, 
well it was gravel then, near a clump of white pine trees there. Hey, the rifle 
bullet hit way up in those trees. I heard it hit up there. I thought what was that 
guy doing there. So the next day I called you [Art], remember and asked if you 
knew the guy. Hobbs was his name. Do you remember the name Hobbs? 

Art: I do now. 

John: I went there the next day and it had snowed a little bit that night. There was a dog 
there and I could see that his dog had been up on the step there and a guy had 
been on the step, but just one track going in and out of the place. I rapped on the 
door and didn't get an answer so there was nobody there. So I thought that ifhe 
didn't want me to trap there he can come down and tell me. So I went out and 
checked my traps. The next day I come there, by golly, I see there was a car 
parked in the driveway so I stopped and went over and said to the guy, "You 
wouldn't be Mr. Hobbs, would you?" He didn't say anything so I walked right up 
close. I could see he had a little badge on him. Him and another guy sitting in 
the car. He said, "You are looking for Mr. Hobbs, is there something you 
wanted?" I says, "I was wondering ifhe was target practicing or just shooting to 
scare me out oftrapping down there." He says, "We're looking for Mr. Hobbs, 
too. I was here yesterday and I was alone and I heard him chucking shells into his 
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rifle. I know it was his rifle because I know that sound. I decided I was going to 
get a backup. I got the backup and then he was gone." I heard afterwards from 
someone that lived down there that told me that they were after him for selling 
dope at the school there. His wife was a cook at the school there and she was 
selling dope to the kids there. The kids must have mentioned it and she must 
have got scared because she left and he was there alone for a while. That's when 
I stopped there to see him. He had a springer spaniel dog there and I see the dog 
was hungry. He was a friendly dog. They told me that he had gone to 
Minneapolis and they picked him up in Minneapolis and brought him up to 
Walker. He just about wrecked that house they lived in. They took him to the jail 
up there in Walker and they claim he had a heart attack. He done so doggone 
good that they believed him and so they took him to Park Rapids to the hospital 
and he skipped out there. I heard afterwards that he took off then from there to 
North Dakota. That's where he came from and they nailed him in North Dakota. 
He had burned up some buildings there in North Dakota and had collected the 
insurance on it. That's what they had him up for. That's the last I ever heard of 
him. Whether he was actually shooting at me, just scaring me or what, but I bet 
you he shot offmore than a box of rifle shells and they sound about like 30.30 
caliber. It was a pretty good-sized gun, I could hear that. 

Ray: Now you had a close shave a couple years ago by Crimmins, didn't you? Didn't 
you fall in? 

John: Oh yes, I fell in and my glasses hit right on a stick of wood, hit me right there in 
the forehead. It must have kind of knocked me out so I was in the water there for 
awhile and I didn't know how long I was there. But anyway, I checked around 
and my glasses were gone so I felt around in the water there. So I pulled myself 
up underneath the bush that went out over the top of the ditch there. I sat there 
for awhile. The water wasn't too cold, it must, by golly, have been the last part of 
October. Anyway, I finally got out of there. My boots were full of water. I don't 
know how I got wet all over, my clothes were wet. I lived through it anyway, it 
didn't kill me. I did have a guy you probably knew, this Forrest Bundy, he was 
going to shoot me once. Boy, was he mad! 

Ray: Was that the Cedar Lake? 

John: You see, I went up that little crick there looking for mink. There was a mink on 
the crick, so I followed the track. That mink took me right up to that little lake. I 
didn't know there was anyone living there. I thought it was way back in the hills. 
So I set some traps there. It just so happened just shortly before deer season, 
there was snow on the ground I remember, and Jim went with me that morning. 

Ray: Who's Jim? 

John: Jim is Marie's boy. He was kind of interested in finding a good deer stand some 
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place. I told him there was lots of deer out of there. He could come out there 
with me, especially where there was a lot of deer. So I drove into one road and I 
saw when we were getting down there, that somebody was living in there. So we 
went back out ofthat road and we went then toward the headwaters of the Pine 
River there ..... 

Ray: Table Lake or something like that? 

John: Yes, we went back there and turned around and come back and we got just about, 
I suppose a quarter ofa mile and he was standing right in the middle of the road 
with a shotgun and stopped me. I just sat there and just looked at him for a little 
way and he didn't say anything. I see he was shaking and I thought what was the 
matter with the guy. He says, "You're trapping over there on Cedar Lake, you got 
traps over there?' I says, "Yah, I got traps over there." He says, "You'd better get 
them out of there, I own that property." I says, "Oh, I didn't see any signs or 
anything so I didn't.. ... I asked, "How much land do you own there?" He says, "I 
own 400 some acres." Boy, that's quite a chunk, you know. I says, "I didn't see 
any signs any where, no trespassing or nothing." He says, "That doesn't make 
any difference." Gee, he was nasty! He was so mad, "You get those traps out of 
there." The more I talked to him the worse he got. He was shaking. Jim, he was 
squatting down and he says, "It sounds like he's going to shoot us!" I tried to 
humor him a little bit. I told him I'll get the traps out of there. He says, "Don't 
worry about those traps, just leave them traps in there. I'll take care of them 
traps. If! catch a badger, I'll shoot you. I says, "You will?" "Damned right!. "If 
you own that property, you've got a right to keep people out of there but you 
should stick a few signs up". "That fence up there where you drove through to 
the house, is sign enough." I says, "That really isn't legal." Oh boy, he got 
madder yet then! 

Art: How about Bill? 

John: I said that I got to get going here, so he got out of the road and that's the last I 
seen ofhim. 

Art: How about Bill Caswell? Ever have any problems with him? 

John: No, no I never did. I heard he was kind of that way too. 

Art: He'd steal anything, you know, even the traps. 

John: That's what I heard. No, I never did happen to bump into him. That was actually 
the first time I went out in that country, but I saw a mink track in that little crick 
there, Cedar Crick, and I followed that crick and that took me right up to where 
he lived. Then when I got up there, it come to me that was where Gordon and 
Ferguson had their fur farm from St. Paul. They had a fur company there. The 
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Gordon Fur Company was in St. Paul and they went up there and started a 
muskrat and beaver farm. I guess they never did put the fence in. I bought the 
water fall that Tim from rural Carlton, you know that lived there. I don't think 
they ever did put that fence up, did they? 

Art: Not that I know of. 

John: There was no fence or nothing there. I don't know whatever struck him that day, 
but he was just madder than a hornet. He had an old 94 Winchester shotgun with 
a handle on. And he was mad. Boy, I'm going to stay away from that guy 
because he meant business. I've never been back to Cedar Lake since. He had 
that old shotgun aimed right towards us. Back in those days when furs was real 
important money, oh boy, I heard a lot of stories where they actually shot one 
another over the furs. 

Ray: So you are still trapping today, right? 

John: Oh, I do a little bit. I trap for the mayor in Pine River, what's his name? 

Art: Bob Flauding. 

John: Yes, I'm trapping for him. I got a couple of beaver and a couple of more traps up 
there. They are on an island out there. 

Art: Where is this at? 

John: On the east of Sand Lake. I trapped on the east side in a pothole there and got 
one beaver there. I thought there must be more beaver there. I went around 
where they were working on the other side. So I got one more doing that. I got 
some more traps in there. There's one old male left in there, maybe a couple 
females, I don't know, young ones. 

Side 2 of tape 2 

John: I was working over to Cedar Rest, that was back in the 20s, I remember that. We 
were seining minnows up on the Pine River there and we run across a still. So 
that Anderson kid says, "Hell he's not allowed to have a still, so we'd best take 
that still!" Well, I didn't know if we'd take it or not. Anyway we took the still in 
the boat and took it across to Cedar Rest. A couple days later, I came back over 
there. See I worked at Cedar Rest part of the time because I guided over there. 
That damned guy came and got his still and I don't know where he went with it. 
He was making moonshine then. I can remember how we happened to smell that 
moonshine. When that mash is working, you know, you can smell it on a warm 
night. We drove that road and we could smell it. The kid, he knew what it was. 
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He was older than I was. I don't know what his idea was, but I think he was 
going to start using that still. I don't know what happened but anyway, next day 
or so, Bill McKeown got down and got his still and I don't know where he went 
to with it. He had a still one time clean over there by that little beaver lake over 
there towards Star Lake, under Star Lake, it was called Beaver Lake. He had stills 
a number of different places. 

Art: That would be your dike. 

John: The first rifle that I ever had I bought from Dale McClain. It was a little 
Remington and had an eighteen-inch barrel on it. I see the reason why he sold 
that to me because it would bounce so much it was shooting a pistol. He quite the 
deer hunter, old Bill. He used to shoot deer and then sell them. The same way 
with Hardy up there. There was a bunch of those Hardys. He's been gone along 
time. You remember AIph Hardy who lived up there. Well, it was his dad. He 
had a resort there on Mitchell Lake. Because when I first trapped up there in the 
20s, a guy stayed there with him. I caught a coyote in a trap there and that time 
and we got $25 bounty on it. He had taken my coyote. Boy, I went down and 
talked to him and boy, I sure got in hot water there. He didn't want me to trap 
around there. I told him then that I knew a guy that lived up here in the summer 
that was hunting deer with a dog. The dog chased the deer and I saw where they 
shot the dogs. I seen the legs of the deer, they cut the legs off and hauled it away 
in an old car they had. That didn't go good. I had to get the hell out of there. 

Art: Is it true that AI Capone or some of those guys were up there east of Pistol Lake? 

John: That's right! You know where Big Pond Dam is? Well, it so happened that 
Wayne Haft used have a sawmill up at Big Pond Dam and he told me when we 
got to talking, he lived near Pine River, that they used to store mink food in the 
locker there. We got to talking about different things and I mentioned that I had 
to get up some work. If you want to work, go up to Big Pond Dam and there's a 
great big pile of hardwood slabs there, ash, poplars. If you want it go ahead and 
have it because it was just rotting away. Well, I didn't think anything about but 
one time I thought, it was getting round about in October, and I'd nose about and 
see what was up in the Big Pond country. So I went up there and I went to go 
down there and he had a birch across that had broke there and I went down and 
looked and thought it looked like a beaver chewed that and tore a couple planks 
off the bridge. It looked like it cut them sills off with a hatchet. It was just 
hacked off. All four ofthem across there so you couldn't get in there with a 
truck. I might just as well go up to Big Pond Dam. Harry Gould had a mill up 
there. I got up there and there was no slabs there. They had hauled them out of 
the way, people that lived around there. I just turned around and was starting to 
go out, and here came a Model A car down the hill and they stopped on the end of 
the bridge, just like that. Boy, was he dressed up! I says, "Now just a minute, I'll 
be out of here in a little bit". The road was narrow and he couldn't get by me. I 
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seen the look on his face and something struck me right there - that guy was doing 
something illegal. I thought maybe he was hunting deer or hunting ducks or 
something and had to bring his truck. I talked to him a little bit and told him I 
would be out in a little bit but he didn't even want to talk. The oddest thing he 
said was did my truck get hot? I said that I had to put some water in it and then I 
went down to the crick and got a bucket of water. When I was down in the crick, 
he stepped in and tore out of there. I thought then that afterward that he was 
Sedland. See, the year before Glen had a cookshack that he left there and I used 
that sometimes when I'd go up there to trap and stay overnight there at the 
cookshack. I heard that right after I left, Sedland stayed there at that cookshack. 
That's where he got the idea of kidnapping somebody for ransom. While he was 
there one of the Derringer gang came up there and he stayed in that shack with 
him. Here he come, all dressed up with a big old coat on. Tommy Carrell was 
his name. He was the guy that used the tommy-gun in holdups. See they held up 
Pequot and Brainerd, too. Anyway, he stayed there. I had already left. I left the 
first part of February. There was a stove and everything in there from when 
Sedland was there. He was telling how it happened. This guy came up there all . 
dressed up like that and they told him that they had just held up somewhere and 
they had quite a shoot-out there and he got away. He went up there. He didn't 
know where he was going, he just took off and that's where he wound up. How 
he ever got up in there ... but he did. He walked up there. He had just dress soles 
on. Sedland told him, "You're just a sitting duck up here! You don't go 
anywhere dressed like you are, they'll know darned well you don't belong up 
there. You are going to change clothes!" So he gave Sedland money and he 
went down to the Fifty Lakes Store and bought him Sioux pacs and regular 
clothes like they use up in this county. They were there for a couple of days, they 
lived there. This guy he'd always bring whiskey with him and Sedland and him 
got to drinking. So Sedland wanted to join Dillinger's gang. Tommy Carrell 
said, ''No, you can't!" Sedland got the idea to kidnap some wealthy guy and 
collect the ransom. Now that's when we went down to Chicago and [he kidnapped 
a newspaperman from Chicago and collected $50,000 from his wife. Sedland 
shot the newspaperman and his partner, who was about twenty years old from 
Montana. When they stayed in the cabin (cookshack) it was the same one John 
used for trapping.] And the newspaperman that works there nailed him. 
Brought him up there and had him in a cave that he built there. Wayne Halfhad 
some logging equipment there, a bunk from a logging sled. It was a cross change. 
So he got an idea. He took that bunk and he built in right into that cave into one 
end and he went and had some shackles made and locked them to that bunk. He 
had built up on the sides and then he had it kind of over the top and the front was 
still open. I remember seeing it after they took him out. Then he put brush all 
over on the backside. If! had drove right down that same day that that guy was 
down there that I didn't know who it was, I knew he was up to something. I told 
Mary, "By golly, I think they're from a CCC camp up there. I see those young 
guys, looked to me like they were CCC's. It's a good think that I didn't go over 
there. 

22 

Miss
iss

ipp
i H

ea
dw

ate
rs 

Boa
rd 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File # 009 
Final Draft of Interview held November 5, 1999 

Ray: I would say! That's a good story. 

John: Baby Face Nelson held up the bank in Pequot. You know that? 

Ray: No, I didn't know. 

John: I used to have the newspaper clipping in a glass. Last time I was in the bank in 
Pequot, they got one just as you come in on the east wall. It happened just after 
fair time. See Tommy Carrell always had the machine gun. He carried it in a 
violin case. He done the same thing when he was in Brainerd. Tommy Carrel 
stayed over to one side and these other two on the end of the bank. You probably 
know the Hartwigs. Mrs. Hartwig and Gracie, her daughter, happened to come in 
the bank while this was going on. The first one, Augie Larson was a teller and 
Julius Nelson owned the bank. He ordered Augie to lay down on the floor and 
Augie laid down on his back. Old Baby Face Nelson kicked him in the ribs and 
said to get face down. Then they got Julius Nelson down there. Then Gracie 
Hartwig and Mrs. Hartwig came and they were ordered down, too. A strange 
thing happened there, one of the girls that worked there, Gladys ass was in 
the back room looking for something. They had a little addition on the backside 
there. Evidently, they didn't know she was there because she was in the back 
where they couldn't see her rummaging for something that they wanted at the 
back. She just came out when she heard that loud talking, so she just peeked in 
and saw what was going on there. So she took off and ran over to the Ford 
Garage on the comer then, kitty-cornered from the church. When she got there, 
she couldn't talk she was so scared. She couldn't get them to understand. See my 
brother-in-law worked at the Garage that time. Finally, they knew there was 
something going on at the bank. About that time, they all pulled out. They all 
had their deer rifles hanging up there, see, because they did a lot of deer hunting. 
They grabbed the rifles and got in the car and away they went. They thought 
there were some local people that robbed it. So they took out after them. Baby 
Face Nelson had a Hupmobile. Of course, that was a new car then. They took 
out after them and they only had a Ford. They chased them clean over to #64. 
Four guys, Ben Anderson, Joe Kirchmeyer, Quintie Goldsborough. Then they 
went north. They still thought they were some local people and chased them right 
up there until they got to #87 and they, of course, went to the right. Of course, 
they had gained quite a bit on them. They got so far ahead. They lost them there 
by Oshawa Store and had to give up on them, didn't know if they went right or 
left. So it was a good thing they didn't catch up, not with a bunch of deer rifles. 

Ray: Well, John, we are getting to the end here, it looks like. So we'll have to wrap it 
up now. 

John: I still remember some of the old postmasters. The first postmaster at Cross Lake 
was Charlie Heath. 
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Ray: What I think we can do is come back again and do another tape. What I want to 
do now is sit down with Art and pick Art's brains more for some questions for 
you. This is good stuff. 

John: We are just doing a lot oftalking. 

Art: Do you remember an Indian village at what you call Arrowhead Point? 

John: Yes, there was one there at one time. They had just moved those Indians a year or 
so before my dad came here. They went to Mille Lacs Lake. 

Art: Those were Chippewa, then? 

John: The Pillager Indians were moved to White Earth. 

Art: Do you remember the Northwest Trading Post up there toward Arrowhead Lake? 
Was it a Northwest .. ? 

John: Hudson Bay. Northwest had theirs right on the island. 

Art: On Big Island? 

John: You know that flat down on the north end, kinda of a hay meadow down below 
there ..... . 

Art: It's a swamp now? 

John: Yes, that's where it was. See, the water was low then. We used to call that 
Nigger Island. There was a colored guy lived there in the building that the 
Northwest Fur Company had. Someone brought him up from Pequot. He heard 
that I had an inboard motorboat. He hired me to take him over by the Island. I 
remember he was gray-haired then. He lived on the Island. So we went around 
and he pointed out right where he lived. Somebody came and got him, I don't 
know who, and then I never seen him no more. My dad used to talk about him. 
He was only there for a few years. Somebody said he was a run-away-slave. 
Then Fred Segal moved in, he lives in the house there. Fred trapped there. He 
was quite a trapper. The boys trapped. He trapped coyotes there because I 
remember him telling about getting coyotes. There was ginseng on the Island and 
Fred dug all of it out and sold some of it and he planted it down at the east end. 
There might still be some down there because I remember McKeown who dug 
some. 

Art: East end of the Island? 
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John: No clear down to where the river runs into Rush Lake. They lived back there on 
Rush Lake. They had a resort there for a little while. 

Art: That's all developed now so there wouldn't be any now? 

John: I knew the whole Segal family. 

Art: When you come into lower Whitefish and to Rush, there's a bunch of timbers 
there under the water. You can see timbers there. Was that to hold logs back? 
Do you remember? 

John: Whereabouts was that? 

Art: You know where lower Whitefish starts into Rush Lake? Right there. 

John: Probably is. Fred lived on down past that. There's a lot of hardwoods trees 
growing right along the north side of the river there. That's where Fred Segal 
lived. 

Art: Can you remember the trains coming from Longville, bringing the logs? 

John: Yes, they pulled the tracks out in 1908. I remember on the Minnesota & 
International when there was trains there. They used to have two passenger trains 
and several freight in one day. When they were building the dam down there, 
Fred Hardy told me this: They had a barge that they were hauling these sacks of 
cement down to the dam. They had made several trips. They had a steamboat on 
Whitefish one time. It sunk in Whitefish. My brother was always going to show 
me where that was and he never did. It was on the lower Whitefish where it sank, 
I think. They had this ship loaded and it was a nice still day. They started out up 
there by the island, Kater Island, where they had built a kind of a track to get in 
there, a rail track. Then they loaded it on this barge and hauled this cement down 
there to Cross Lake. When they started out, it was nice and when they got just 
about right there by the island, they didn't move very fast, and a storm came up 
from the southwest. Waves kept piling up onto this barge and sacks of cement 
and finally it got so heavy, that the doggone thing sunk. You know where the 
bank starts on the northwest side of the big island and then it goes down toward 
the little island? Well, out from that just up along that bank, that's where it sank 
because we used to fish walleyes there and we'd get hooked in that danged thing. 
I'll bet it was just loaded with hooks. Now you can't find it anymore. At that 
time cement came in sacks and I suppose that's all rotten away by now. In the 
early 1900s, that's when that happened, and they were rebuilding the dam at that 
time. They raised the dam in 1913 or '14 to the peak. 

Ray: The concrete portion of it. 
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John: Yes. I remember when you go up to Ruttger's, that road, you could go right 
through there with a boat. That whole thing was underwater, there. In fact, even 
by our place we had one place where my dad owned there, the water run over and 
made a big ditch where it run into that little pothole. But you see, when the dam 
was put in there, why they surveyed all that, all the flowage land. I forget how 
many acres there were on this 160 that my dad had but the government paid $1.50 
to $2.00 per acre if you wanted to accept it. I think they only offered my dad 
about a dollar an acre. It wasn't very much. They owned that whole bay there. 
My dad didn't accept it but some of them did. You remember when they had the 
sales around there. They had all the police and everything up there at Cross Lake 
at auction sales? 

Ray: That was before Art came up here? 

Art: Silver Peaks Resort [Had to buy part of their land back from the government.] I 
had all them cabins there but that wasn't on their land. Clam Shell Beach, 
that wasn't either, yet they had to re-buy that whole thing. Some of them paid 
quite a lot of money. The government owned that strip where the railroad went 
there by Moonlight Bay down there where they dumped the logs. Some say that 
the guy that bought that paid $8,000 for that little strip. He had damned near a 
mile of it there. There was a lot ofthose around from when they built the dikes. I 
can barely remember when they finished up the dikes. See, dike 17 was the last 
one they built and that was on our place. That's all covered with rock, that one 
side. 

Art: Is that the one that runs into Grass Lake? 

John: That used to be seepage. There's always a little water coming through there. 
You don't have to practically stop now. 

Ray: You are talking 17. We had 16 dikes. What is 177 

John: Is it 16? 

Ray: Are ya' talking over by Clam Shell? 

John: Yes, that's the last one and it was finished in 1910. See all the homesteaders 
built all those dikes of course, with scrapers. 

Ray: I never see any seepage there on 16? 

John: Not any more. Used to be a good stream of water running there. It was spring 
there all the time. Some ofthem over south of Cross Lake, the water never did 
get to them. 
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John: Not even when they raised the dam to the top level in 1914. Somebody made a 
mistake somewhere. That #14, that went out a year or so before my dad came in. 
It flooded all that Star Lake area. They couldn't control it or something. After 
that, they re-built so they could control the water. But it took that dike out. 

Ray: When they built those, they weren't sure what the final lake elevation was going 
to be. 

John: That's right. They didn't get the exact elevation on some ofthose. 

Ray: They did have it five feet higher back in the logging days. 

John: Some of those in there south of dike #14, there are several dikes down through 
here. One or two of them have no road to them. Those are the ones that never 
did get any water to them, even when they raised it high. 

Ray: A lot ofthose have lake home built in front of those dikes on private property. 

John: We used to call that Dry Lake down over in to Cross. 

Art: Was there a sawmill on Whitefish or were the logs sent down the Pine River into 
the Mississippi? 

John: No, no, I don't think so. The nearest one was at Brainerd. 

Art: So then they must have had some kind of a chute out of Whitefish on the Pine 
River and they sent them all the way down there? 

John: You can still see the old sluiceway on there on the dam. They used to send the 
logs through there. Down below that, there is fifteen feet of water. There's a gal 
that pretty near drowned one time. They pulled her out ofthere. She was plumb 
out and they got her in. 

Ray: I've got all the plans and drawings for that back at the office. 

Art: It's right next to the fishway. 

Ray: Yes. I think we'll wrap up for today. I'd like to review the tapes and come up 
with more questions. You have a broader range of information that I wasn't 
expecting. That's good! 

John: Well, if you ask the questions maybe I can answer them. I've done all the talking 
here. 
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Art: If you know some more old timers that Ray can talk to about some of that early 
history on the Mississippi.. ..... 

Ray: Art needs to do some interviewing because he does a good job. I want to thank 
you, John. 

[This is something John forgot to discuss in the interview and he would like this added to 
his narration: A steamboat used to come from Little Falls and when the water was high, 
it would go all the way to Aitkin. It used to bring mail up here to a mission where the 
Pine River Runs into the Mississippi. In 1862 the Indians burnt the mission in a Sioux 
Uprising. So the mail was brought to Mission Lake after that.] 
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