
Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File # 010 
Final Draft of Interview held March 17, 2000 

Today is Friday, March 17, 2000. Louis Marchand is interviewing Zola Belle Holmes 
Bleth and Jim Bleth who live in Walker at 109 Michigan Street, for the Mississippi 
Headwaters Oral History Project. 

Louis: Did the county come around and plow the roads. 

Zola: We were on a road that was not plowed when we first lived there. It was a private 
road. Of course, the fIrst few years, Jim had to plow it himself. 

Jim: I went a quarter mile with my little snow thrower, if you can believe that. I made 
four round trips with the little snow thrower and of course, later on we got the 
township to take it over. It became a township road and they plowed it. We had a 
lot of struggle to get it turned over to the township so they would plow it. 

Zola: Many, many meetings to the township board 

Louis: Did you have trouble with the road when it rained? 

Jim: Not really. 

Zola: There was mud season in March though. 

Jim: When the frost went out, why forget about driving on it. There was no gravel on 
it, just clay. Every spring we had to walk in sometimes a quarter of mile again. 

Louis: Did the school bus come down all the way to the end of#405? 

Jim: No, no. A quarter mile up the road is where the bus turned around. The kids had 
to walk a quarter ofa mile to get on the bus. 

Zola: The bus came down Sunnyside Road from #407 and then turned around on 
Kingfisher Lane, which is what it's called now? 

Louis: Did your kids all go to Lincoln School? 

Zola: Yes, the two of them. 

Jim: And you did, too. 

Zola: Yes, I did too of course. 

Louis: Not the same teachers? 

Zola: Not the same, same rooms. 
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Louis: It was about three miles into town. 

Zola: Yah! 

Louis: Did they like Lincoln School. 

Zola: I think they did! They didn't complain. 

Jim: Well they had good teachers there. You were active in PTA at the time. 

Louis: When you fIrst got there, fIrst moved, and then when you left, how did the River 
use change? 

Jim: Well, we bought the house in 1960. It was just a cabin but we worked on it and 
made into a permanent residence. As I remember back then, it was very peaceful 
out there. 

Zola: The water was clear. 

Jim: Of course, when they got the new sewage plant, the water got cleaner yet. At 
fIrst, I think the city dumped the sewage at the head of the River. 

Zola: It got dirtier and weedier until they changed it over and then it started to get better 
agam. 

Jim: But the longer we lived there, I think the more people built along the River so 
there was more boat traffic and a lot of times on Sunday afternoon, there'd be 
these big boats coming down pulling skiers and a few ski jets. I don't know, the 
longer we lived there the worse it got. It was peaceful for many years, we lived 
there about 29 years. We still miss living by the water but ..... 

Zola: It was so peaceful when we fIrst moved there. My house had a bank of windows 
all looking out on the River. I was looking out there and I saw this rock or this 
thing coming across the River towards my house. I watched and watched and 
pretty soon it got up on the bank and shook, it was a bear! Then it just wandered 
off into the woods and everything was fme. A deer came across also but it had 
antlers so I thought it was a branch floating up against the stream. That just 
jumped offand ran into the wood too. 

Jim: All our land there was in the game reserve so there was a lot of wildlife. Of 
course, no hunters were allowed in there. I didn't hunt, myself, anyway so it 
didn't matter. 

Louis: When you live like that on the River, the River is yours! 
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Zola: Yes! It's kind of one of your kids! 

Louis: Then when more and more people come, they spoil it. 

Zola: The bank to go down to our dock was just absolutely really steep but we had a 
little clearing place in the winter time that we could put our pontoon out of the 
River. Once in a while young people would come down and come up on that 
little bank and have their little party there which my dogs had a fit over. We 
didn't have too much trouble that way, but once in a while. The other thing, 
Thunderbird Boys and Girls Camp from Plantagenet would canoe down and they 
had this little chunk of land right directly across from our house and I know it was 
very wilderness out there. They didn't have any facilities. No running water or 
anything. So one day a man came over and asked if the boys could come over 
and get water. We had an outdoor faucet. We'd watch the guys canoe across and 
come up and get the water. One day we were having breakfast and right where 
the water came out, there was a little shed roof and up on this roof was this little 
overnight bag. Here this little fellow was running the water and brushing his teeth 
out there. Water was one thing, but brushing his teeth was not available for him. 
Wasn't in the bargain, really! We laughed and we thought it was kind of funny. 

Jim: These kids were from New York City, I think, and weren't used to wilderness 
living at all. 

Zola: One other time they were clearing brush over there. We could see them just 
chopping and were yelling and having a good time. The guy would say, "Watch 
out for the PI". I thought what do they mean by the PI. Poison Ivy. It was full of 
poison ivy. They took all this brush out so they could have their little campsite, 
but you know what they did, they piled the brush into their canoes and canoed 
across and dumped it on our land. What did we do about that? 

Jim: We had to put a stop to that! 

Zola: We didn't want all that brush on our land. They could keep it and burn it on 
theirs. 

Jim: Because we owned 660 feet of River frontage. It was quite a ways from our 
house so I suppose they figured nobody would see it back there. No problem! 

Louis: That's a lot of land that you owned. 

Zola: When Garlock had twice that much land along the River and we only bought half 
of it. Later on some realtors bought the rest and they wanted to sell it to us. We 
could have bought the other half for a $100 or something like that. 

Jim: I think it was $1,400 for 660 feet which was a bargain. Cause now ..... 
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Zola: After a while, it got plotted off, this guy came and wanted to give us just a 
hundred feet for just about the same amount that we could have got the whole 
thing for. 

Louis: Was the land pretty well logged off? 

Zola: No, it was all trees. 

Louis: He'd kept it all trees. 

Zola: The white pine that was right in front of our house, I couldn't reach around this 
way, it was so huge. 

Louis: How wonderful! 

Jim: There were two ofthem. One was bigger than the other. 

Louis: Your kids must have enjoyed that. 

Zola: Oh, yah. My youngest daughter liked the smaller trees. She would climb up and 
then the top would come down like this, and then she'd drop down. She thought 
she was a squirrel. 

Louis: Had the land been logged over otherwise, the land surrounding your property? 

Jim: To the east of us, it was all cleared. There were fields, grain fields and small 
farms, Leisbachens place. 

Louis: And toward the Power Dam Road? 

Jim: See, we were a mile north ofthe Power Dam Road and that's where there were 
fields. On our land, it was all trees. And of course, I had a little tractor and 
trailer, and whenever I had time I'd go through the woods, pick up all the dead 
stuff, pile it up, I had that place looking like a park. 

Zola: But without cutting any good trees down. 

Jim: It took me ten years. I never cut any good trees. I just cleaned up what blew over 
and then in the winter, I'd burn the brush piles. I had that place looking like a 
park. 

Louis: There couldn't have been very much underbrush with those big trees. 

Zola: No. 
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Louis: Did you have any blueberries? 

Jim: No, we didn't have any jackpine and that's where the blueberries are. See, it was 
all clay and blueberries are in sandy soil. 

Louis: Did you have a garden? 

Zola: Yup!, big one! 

Jim: I'm just guessing but 60 feet by 100 feet. 

Zola: There was our house, then trees, and then a lane down where there was a clearing 
and I had my garden in there but it was completely surrounded with trees. So of 
course, who came and took their share of my garden, the deer. They loved 
everything I planted except potatoes. They didn't like potato vines. 

Jim: You didn't plant com because of the coons. We knew they'd get it. We couldn't 
even see our garden from our house. 

Zola: The coons did come and eat squash, though. 

Louis: Was it clay soil? 

Jim: Yes, right. 

Zola: We watered it from the River. We had a pipe underground all the way from the 
River. 

Jim: This was about 500 feet back there from the River so it took a pretty good pump, 
but that was good water. 

Zola: Nitrogen and all that stuff. 

Louis: Did you really use the garden a lot until the kids got going? 

Jim: Yes. We gave a lot of stuff away. We had a plum tree and crabapple tree. 

Zola: I had a good raspberry patch on the end of my garden, there. Raspberries grew 
beautifully there. 

Louis: What variety of raspberries were they? 

Zola: They were there when I came, a few and as they grew I kept making my patch 
bigger. They had big berries and they were so tall that I couldn't reach them. 
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Louis: How was raising a family there? 

Zola: Well, we had to keep them from falling in the River, for one thing. 

Jim: Well, when they were little, we really had to watch them. We couldn't turn them 
loose. Our house was right on the bank. 

Louis: I think I know from canoeing down there. It's surprising how steep. There's a lot 
of flat land but man, it goes right down. 

Jim: It was a good place to raise kids. Any place in the country is a good place to raise 
kids. I wouldn't want to raise kids in town because they wanted to do this and 
that and you have no control. They belong to a lot more things, where in the 
country there's not as much. They belonged to the 4-H Club. Of course, we were 
foster parents for quite a few years out there too. The foster kids were used to 
being in town and used to a lot of freedom, so being out in the country was no 
picnic for them but that was the idea. 

Zola: Our kids fished. Our youngest one, she loved fishing. She always would catch 
more fish. We had a pontoon so they wouldn't fall out when they were little. Our 
oldest one would take her book along and read when she'd get bored with fishing. 
My younger one, she loved to fish. 

Louis: Who would run the pontoon boat? 

Jim: I would. 

Zola: We all went. 

Louis: Did the kids become pretty familiar with the River? Did they enjoy the River? 

Zola: Yes. My younger daughter and I had a canoe and when the younger girl got to 
become a teenager. She and I canoed down, didn't go to much up, not as far as 
the power dam and come back against the stream. It was a little more difficult. 
But I was always scared. I'm not a water person and she was. It didn't bother 
her. Everytime we saw a boat coming, I was in the back steering so we'd head for 
the shore. Then one time we got into such shallow water on the opposite shore, 
we had to jump up on the back and pull our canoe a ways up the River so we 
could get in and get back. 

Jim: Living on the River, for canoeing and fishing, there's never rough water like a 
lake. You could fish anytime. It never was windy. You could always find a 
place along the bank. 

Zola: I could always tell when Lake Bemidji was windy because all the boats would 
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come down the river. 

Louis: Did you start fishing as soon as you lived out there? 

Jim: We had an old wood boat to start with but I think we threw that away. It leaked. 
and then I bought a used pontoon in Fosston and they delivered it to the river. We 
had that twenty-five years. 

Zola: You fished every day, it seemed. 

Jim: Well, every time I had a chance. 

Louis: Did the fishing change? 

Jim: Yes, I think so. More people fished. There were new houses going up on either 
side of the River. Every year you'd see a new house. I suppose, more fishermen. 
The fish couldn't come up from the Power Dam, they had to come down from 
Lake Bemidji. The fish didn't have a clean shot to be in the river, they only could 
come from one way. I suppose looking at it from that way, there were a lot of 
fish but they weren't replenished like you think they would be because they 
couldn't come up stream. 

Zola: Well, the DNR kind of had things roped off during spawning season, you know. 

Louis: Did the River level change a lot? 

Zola: Not a lot. 

Jim: Not hardly at all. 

Louis: Not even when there was high water in the lakes? 

Jim: No, the River stayed the same. I could tell by our dock because I never took our 
dock out. It was a permanent dock and I don't think it varied over an inch or two, 
ever. 

Louis: Did it freeze up at all during the winter? 

Jim: Oh, yah! But it would go out way before the lakes in the spring because there was 
moving water. I never would trust the River in the winter when it froze up 
because you knew the water was moving underneath. 

Louis: How deep was the River? 

Jim: We were on the channel side and that was good because we didn't have weeds. It 
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must have been ten or twelve feet deep, I suppose, right in front of our house. 

Louis: Did the kids swim? 

Jim: Our dock wasn't out far enough so they would swim off the pontoon. 

Louis: Did you teach them to swim? 

Zola: I took them to Nymore Beach where they had lessons. 

Jim: They'd dive off the pontoon boat. We'd just park out in the middle. They'd 
swim and we'd watch because we weren't swimmers. 

Zola: It was always kinda slushy, muddy by our dock. We'd go out and wade and stuff 
and just kind of puddled out by the dock because it wasn't deep enough to swim. 
I'd take that rake and push that garbage out stream. The kids would say, "Mom, 
for heaven's sake, you clean the house, do you have to clean the river, too?" But 
it worked, then it would slush in again and then I'd go down with my rake again .. 

Louis: Did the kids get the same feel of owning the River that you did? 

Jim: Well, I don't know ifkids really appreciate the River. I guess when they were 
little we'd pack a lunch and go out on the pontoon and have a picnic out there. 
I'm sure they enjoyed that. 

Louis: What I'm curious about is whether people who live on rivers and lakes, young 
people, notice when others pollute or discard and whether or not it makes a 
difference. You would get angry when people would throw stuff on your land 
and I wonder if the kids would notice or be concerned when the River was dirty? 

Zola: As teenagers, I think they noticed. 

Louis: There's nothing like a kid telling you you should quit smoking, you know. 

Jim: Well, I'm sure they learned because we kept the yard spic and span and they 
helped me rake a few times. They liked things clean and neat and polluting was 
out, I'm sure. 

Louis: How did the neigbors do? Who were you neighbors? Who came in when as the 
River developed? 

Zola: We lived at the dead end of that one little road and most of our neighbors were 
summer people until you got to the resort and then they were winter people. They 
stayed all year. 
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Louis: What was the name of the resort? 

Zola: Riverside Retreat. When we fIrst moved there it was named Blaker's Acres and 
he sold it to Bill Holechek and he sold it to Bill and Wilma Palm and they named 
it Riverside Retreat. Most of the neighbors inbetween were from Illinois and 
when they renamed the road, they wanted to call it Illino is A venue and I said, 
"Forget it! this is not Illinois, this is the Mississippi River!." 

Jim: There were four or fIve summer people just on that quarter mile of road. 

Zola: Then across the road, there was a trailer house where several people lived? 

Louis: Across Sunnyside? #407 

Zola: Across ..... 

Louis: Kingfisher. 

Zola: That was right next to our land. 

Louis: Did they have River access? 

Zola: No! They were on the other side of the road. 

Jim: We saw a lot of people come and go. You know, the cabins, the summer people 
would sell to someone else and then they'd come up. Finally, some were 
permanent people. 

Zola: Well, your dad and mother lived there for awhile. 

Louis: Who were the permanent people and what years? 

Jim: Retired people, I don't think we ever had children on that quarter of a mile on 
Kingfisher. 

Zola: Just the resort people, they had two young kids, Bill and Wilma Palm. Other than 
that, we had mostly retired people. They came up from Illinois and spent the 
summer fIshing on the River. 

Jim: We got to know most of them and they were nice people. You wouldn't see them 
much when they were up because they would be out fIshing. Of course, I was 
working full-time so I didn't see too much of them, I guess. 

Louis: Gradually, the river ownership changed into permanent homes? 
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Zola: Well, not right there. 

Jim: One did, next to Red. That family that moved in. 

Zola: Oh, that's right. Just before we moved. Next to us were two trailer houses and 
then a cabin, and a cabin and that was it. 

Louis: So it wasn't until the '80s that permanent all-season homes began to be built? 

Zola: Yes. A lot of them were across the road on Elliot Avenue on the other side of the 
river. Elliot A venue came down and there were more homes on that side ofthe 
River. 

Louis: Why do you think this took place? 

Zola: Taxes on lake property were higher than on river property. They went up as we 
lived there longer. 

Jim: A lot of this land along the river wasn't plotted and once it was plotted, why 
people were just buying in up because it was available and pro baby cheaper than 
lake shore. 

Zola: And I think it had a good road all the way down on that side. 

Louis: Was #407 improved? 

Zola: No, on the other side of the River. 

Louis: I was thinking on your side but on the other side too. So you could see more and 
more on the other side. In the wintertime at night, you'd see a light that you did 
not see before. 

Jim: And cars going up and down. 

Louis: On your side there was the "U" there as Kingfisher, did you own all the land on 
the half-mile .... 

Jim: No, we were at the dead-end. From the dead-end in is what we owned, so we 
didn't have traffic going by our house. 

Louis: I'm curious why and how the riverside was eventually developed. How people 
did it and what they looked for? 

Zola: They didn't know how to keep this road. 
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Louis: Did you buy a four-wheel drive truck? 

Jim: No. 

Zola: We walked in from our mailbox. The maildriver didn't come all the way down to 
our house. On this little rise was our mailbox so we'd drive to our mailbox and 
leave our car there so it didn't rut up our road. We'd haul our groceries in a little 
red wagon. We put logs across our road so that everybody wouldn't drive in 
because it was a turn around. Everybody would do this. One day we had a 
propane gas truck go around the logs to fill our tank. When he came in I was 
home alone, Jim was working, I was home alone. When he came in he hit a 
stump where there had been a tree cut off. His one wheel hit that stump because 
he wasn't on the main road. He kind of got off it. As he hit the stump, going at 
the speed he was going, he tipped over. There it was. 

Jim: The truck was laying on its side, I guess. I wasn't home. 

Zola: So anyway, he came in and asked if he could use the phone to get help to get that 
out and I said, "Sure". He got a wrecker to get that thing out. By the time Jim got 
home, our road had a four foot trench from there up. Because by the time they 
got that thing out, they kept hooking to trees and pulling it out, pulling it out, the 
road just disappeared. It was a little bit after that, that we got the road to be a 
township road and it was plowed then. 

Jim: I don't why he came that day because I didn't order propane that day. 

Zola: He was wishing he hadn't come, too. 

Louis: You had electricity when you moved in? 

Zola: Yes. 

Jim: But no telephone. No bathroom either. 

Louis: So what was the water you had? 

Zola: We had a well. We had to change the sewage system because it wasn't deep 
enough. 

Louis: Was the house just a summer home when you bought it? 

Zola: Right! 

Jim: No basement. 
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Louis: Did you eventually put in a basement? 

Jim: Yup! I dug out the basement and just threw the dirt on the bank of the River and 
put up cement blocks and a cement floor. I did it all myself They had steps 
going down, they had a little square basement with steps going down but no 
canopy over it. So I had to put a canopy over the cement steps, then just enlarge 
the basement. Then of course, we had our laundry down there, our freezer and 
the furnace. 

Louis: You put a lot of time into renovating that house. 

Jim: We had a double garage built. There was no buildings other than that cabin. 
There was a little tarpaper shack about six by eight to just put your lawnmover 
and outboard motor than't about all it held. So then we had the double garage 
built and then a storage building, sixteen by twenty feet. Then we enlarged that 
little one so all the buildings that are there now, they weren't there when we 
bought the place in 1960. 

Louis: Did you do all the construction yourself? 

Jim: No, we hired American Builders in Bemidji to build the garage. The little cabin, <., we called it a storage shed, all our relatives came and helped us put that up. 

Zola: It was from Merical Mills in Wadena, the lumber came all cut and you just had 
to put it together so my uncle came and helped Jim put that up. 

Louis: I'm being snoopy because I think it's a usable record, what did you pay for the 
property at the beginning and what did you sell it for with all your development 
when you left? 

Jim: It seemed like we bought the land and the cabin for $2,600 and we bought a 
contract for deed but then we paid it off after a year or two. When we sold it, we 
got $55,000 for it. So I never did figure out how much I had in it. That was 660 
feet of River frontage, too. 

Louis: So it was the value of the land, footage, and the buildings. 

Jim: But then taxes were going up if you lived by water. Of course, both our kids 
moved away and they didn't want the home place. That's mainly why we left. 
We had all new neighbors. All our good neighbors moved away. It wasn't 
because we didn't like it out there, but we thought living in a town like Walker in 
our retirement years would be a little more handy than eight miles out. Because 
that last mile was gravel. I don't know, you could wash your car and by the time 
you got out to the tar, it was dusty. 
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Zola: We thought we'd sell the place because it was a lot of work and we were getting 
older. We thought we'd sell it while we still had energy to get everything ready 
to sell and that's what we did. We had an auction. 

Louis: And the kids didn't want it? 

Jim: No! 

Zola: The younger one would have like to have part of it but we didn't save any. 

Jim: They would have never lived there though. 

Zola: Well, they might have. Put a cabin or something back there on the far side. 

Louis: By this time, had you sold all ofthe 660 feet. 

Zola: We sold it all, didn't keep anything. 

Jim: We knew where our borders were on the whole 660 feet. There was between five 
and six acres. 

Louis: How did the taxes change? Do you remember how? 

Jim: I can't remember what they started at. I'm sure they were about $60 or $100 and 
I think when we left they were something like $450, which to me sounds cheap 
now, but we are going back twelve years now. 

Louis: It has probably doubled or tripled in taxes. 

Jim: Probably doubled. Then, of course, when we moved here, taxes were just as high 
here on this little lot as they were there so we didn't gain a thing on taxes. I guess 
everybody moves. 

Louis: How did you decide to move here? 

Jim: We wanted to move into town and I wanted to get part-time work. Bemidji, 
between the College and the crime, didn't appeal to us although Zola was born 
and raised there ..... 

Zola: I would have lived there forever but ''North Dakota" didn't want that. 

Jim: We just thought this was a little town and Zola's mother was in a nursing home in 
Bemidji and they had a nursing here too, so we brought her mother along. I guess 
if Walker wouldn't have had a nursing home, we wouldn't have moved here 
either because we wanted to be close to her mother. 
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Zola: I didn't want to get too far from Bemidji because I wanted to go back and see 
friends and do things there. This was close enough and yet far enough to be a 
nice town. We thought it was a nice town. 

Jim: We didn't know anybody here and no relatives, so ..... 

Zola: Yes, I did. I knew the art people here. 

Louis: How did you get over here from North Dakota. What was home in North Dakota? 

Jim: My folks lived near Dickinson, North Dakota and they moved to Carr Lake in 
Bemidji in 1950. So I graduated from high school out there. All my younger 
brothers and sisters, five were younger than me, all went to Carr Lake School and 
then graduated from Bemidji High School. My folks out there rented the land and 
a farm. They farmed. They just were down to Bemidji a couple years on 
vacation and they just loved that area so they just had an auction sale, sold all the 
cattle and machinery, and moved to Carr Lake where they bought a farm. 

Louis: God, it must have been a shock to come from a North Dakota farm to a Minnesota 
farm! 

Jim: Yah, we had 900 acres there on the farm. It wasn't all farm land but a lot of 
pasture. Then my Dad bought eighty acres so that was quite a difference. 

Zola: They just raised sheep so you didn't have to have a lot of hay land because sheep 
just .... 

Louis: Sheep are hard to raise. They take more time than you think. 

Zola: Yah, but they didn't take a lot of hay land and grain like you do for cattle. 

Jim: They had them in the yard too. They were his lawnmower. 

Zola: Yes, they mowed his lawn. They built a barn on that little farm too, didn't he? 

Jim: Yah! 

Louis: You didn't go into farming? 

Jim: No! Not my thing, no! 

Zola: I wouldn't have married him if he had been a farmer. 

Louis: How did you meet? 
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Zola: Blind date. Really! 

Jim: Well, her neighbor gal went with a guy that was older than her, which was my 
neighbor. Her friend's grandpa said she could go out with that boyfriend if Zola 
went along. Three's a crowd! 

Zola: That didn't work too good so we got one for me, too. 

Jim: So we just double-dated, I guess. That's how we met. 

Louis: When were you married? 

Zola: 1954. We met in 1952. 

Louis: Did you consider going some place else? What made you decide to buy the place 
on the River? 

Jim: Well, we lived fIrst of all when I got out of the service in 1956, I went to 
photography school so we had a photography studio in Fosston for ten years 
before we moved to Bemidji. We both ran the photography studio. I took the 
pictures and back in those days, it was in black and white so she did all the oil 
coloring. 

Louis: Ob, that's interesting. 

Jim: All eight by tens were colored by hand back in those days. So we had the studio 
for ten years and then we adopted our fIrst daughter, Leslie, in Fosston. I don't 
know, Zola kind of missed Bemidji and I guess I did too, so we just went real 
estate shopping and found this place along the River which was close to where 
Zola grew up. 

Louis: Was it a plan to live on the river? 

Zola: No, just a plan to move back to Bemidji. 

Jim: The realtor just took us out and showed it to us and we just fell in love with it. 

Louis: And you were willing to take a chance on living out in the country. 

Jim: Right! 

Zola: I wanted to live in the country. In Fosston we had our business and we had an 
apartment in the basement. I wanted out ofthere like you wouldn't ever believe! 
I wanted to live on top ofthe ground again! When Oscar Eggen, our realtor, 
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showed us lots of places but when I saw this one out there on the River, I just fell 
in love with it. It was just beautiful because we had such a high bank: and when 
you walked in the house you could see this beautiful, beautiful view and I said, 
"This is it!" 

Louis: Did you rebuild your photography business? 

Jim: Well, I did some out ofthe house but I went to work for Pepsi Cola when I moved 
to Bemidji from Fosston. I worked out instead of being self-employed, which 
was kind of a relief in a way because it's no fun being self-employed. There are a 
lot of headaches doing that too. 

Zola: We did photography in our house on the River and it seemed like we would get 
people in and when they came to talk: about it, I would have lunch for them. 
Coffee and lunch. Then they would come because many times these were friends 
or friends of our friends and I would have lunch when they came to get the 
pictures. It ended up that I would have more lunches for these people. We were 
going broke! 

Jim: They came at least three times, to take the picture, to pick up the proofs and to 
place the order and pick up the final pictures. 

Louis: So it was sort of a social arrangement along with the business. 

Jim: I think we lost money on that! 

Zola: It was a lot of fun but it wasn't very profitable. 

Louis: What did the kids do for play? 

Jim: When they were little we bought a wooden topper off a pickup that was a little 
playhouse for them. They played in that for quite a few years. 

Zola: You know when the pine trees would get those rice krispies, little flowers, they'd 
pick the rice krispies off there and pick up pine cones which would be something 
else. 

Jim: They'd pretend they were eating. 

Zola: They'd get the dead logs and scrape those. It would make wonderful flour 
because it was dusty. They did a little mud and I found some good clay for them 
and they made mud pies and things like that. They played. 

Louis: Did they miss town? 
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Zola: Not when they were little. By the time they were nine years old, I had a 4H Club. 
We had 4H activities for them then all the time from nine years old to eighteen. 

Louis: The Palms, you said, had a couple of little kids. 

Zola: Well, there were other people on the Power Dam Road. 

Louis: Would you let the kids ride bikes over there to play? 

Zola: They rode bikes a little but noL ... 

Jim: There was a lot of traffic and no shoulders on that road, so it would have been 
dangerous. 

Zola: We didn't let them ride the Power Dam Road unless I was with them. I wheeled 
it too and we would go down to the power dam and fool around and watch. There 
was always activity at the power dam, the fishery and when the suckers would 
come up. So we fooled around there with them but I always go with them. One 
year when they were redoing the bridge and they closed off the Power Dam Road, 
it was marvelous. We just rode and rode and rode on that Power Dam Road 
because it was easy, no traffic so that was wonderful. Most of the time, it was 
pretty bad so I usually went with them. 

Louis: Was there a neighborhood? 

Zola: Not right in our little area. 

Jim: I guess, from between our place and the tar, that was a mile. We had a 
community. 

Zola: Oh yah, but not for the kids, though. At the other end where you turned off into 
Kingfisher there was a farm. Then there was a house up there. Along Sunnyside 
Road, there were houses. One year we had a progressive rummage sale which 
was lots of fun. Then at Christmastime, I started a neighborhood Christmas party. 
I did it once and then each one would do it. I know there were little boys in a 
house there and they loved that so much. The neighbors at the hill were a young 
couple and had built a beautiful log house so they went up there and said, "You 
know, it's just about Christmas and it's your turn to have the Christmas party". 
So they kept it going! We write to those log house people and they have since 
moved to [Alaska]. 

Jim: But all our neighbors moved away except Palms. They are the only ones left out 
of that whole mile. There's probably ten houses there and only one left that was 
there when we were. 
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Louis: Do you think they are keeping the community going? 

Zola: No! Not like we did. You have to have an instigater, which I was. 

Jim: No. Maybe they are, we have no way of knowing but I just feel they are. 

Zola: Our next door neighbor died. So there's new people there. The next ones were 
the people that rutted up the road. I don't think there's anybody in Grandpa's. 

Jim: They weren't friendly either. There's no 4H Club there anymore. 

Zola: My kids when we first did 4H I had them in myoid East Bemidji 4H Club and the 
one that I belonged to when I was a kid. Then that got so big, we couldn't meet 
in the houses without being crammed in there so then I said I would have a new 
4H club. We broke apart from that one and then I had my 4H club was just kind 
of the Power Dam Road and the kids that moved in that neighborhood. We 
named it the Power Dam Pioneers. We were pioneers! 

Louis: Who helped you? Other group leaders? 

Zola: Well, the st. Onges were. They didn't help much, mostly I did it. 

Louis: Who were the kids? 

Zola: There was Inez and Kenny Johnson's little boy, Freddy, the St. Onges, Brunes. 

Louis: What were the Brune's names? 

Zola: Gordy, Randy and Sheldon. In fact, their mom was a friend of mine when I was a 
kid. She was a Burr, Lila. Do you know Lila Brune from the library? Her kids 
were in my 4H Club and then her sister's kids from town were also. Tom and 
Arlene Smith. They wanted to be with their cousins. Lila's, Wendy but not 
Brian, because he wasn't old enough. Let's see who else. Lisa Campbell, 
Reeve's kid, she was in my 4H Club. Lundeen was in also. 

Louis: We are talking about the 4H Club. What did you have the 4H Club people do? 
Did the projects change as the neighborhood became less and less rural? Did it 
make a difference? 

Zola: No especially because most of my kids were not farmer people. They were just 
like us, you know, had a little bit ofland. Most of them did not live on the river. 
Kenny Johnson's kid did, Freddy. 

Jim: They raised sheep. I think that was the only farm animals they had. 
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Zola: Yes, they raised sheep and marvelous Border Collies. They had them too and 
kitty cats. We got a lot of kitty cats from that farm. My kids said how 4H was 
project work, project work, and records and stuff. "You know, Zola, this is too 
much like school!" So I said, "Okay, we will do one project. The whole club did 
one project together plus whatever else each one wanted. We did food 
preparation one year and we made bread and stew and all this wonderful stuff. 
Kids loved it. They eat gallons ofkoolaid! So we did that for one year. We 
would have their records there and so after we did that, everyone filled out their 
records and by the time it was fairtime, it was all done. We did conservation one 
year. That was a solution to projects. My kids favorite thing was "Share the 
Fun", tons of fun and share the fun. We almost went to the State Fair one year. 

Louis: I remember judging some of those. 

Zola: Did you really? Practices and practices we did. Sometimes we'd go over to 
Frohn Hall because houses weren't big enough to dance all the way across the 
stage. I remember how the middle Brune boy we had something where the kids 
were standing here and they had to move about two steps forward towards the 
edge of the stage and sing or something, and I was backstage. This middle Brune 
boy, Randy, was kind of a shy boy and he was frozen back there. "Randy, Randy, 
move!" Finally, he moved. I thought this was good for this kid! One of the other 
boys was dressed up like a rooster and he crowed at the end of this thing. That 
was good for him too! Share the Fun was just really fun. We had a lot of cookies 
and koolaid doing that practice but we really had a lot of fun. 

Jim: Just to come with the idea was the hard part! 

Zola: Yes, to come with ideas. 

Louis: Did you have a booth at the county fair? 

Zola: Oh yes, we did. All the kids loved the county fair because they made money. 
Kids in those days didn't have jobs. At the fair, they would get prizes for their 
stuff. 

Louis: When you were a 4H person, did you go to the county fair? 

Zola: You bet! 

Louis: Did they still have a dormitory then? 

Zola: Not for me. 

Louis: I am curious about 4H. 
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Zola: County fair wasn't way out in the boonies at that time. It was across from the 
high school at first. I never stayed in a dormitory. We drove back and forth. I 
don't think my kids did either. I don't know about a dormitory. 

Louis: When you were in high schoo~ did you ride the bus? 

Zola: Yes. I rode the chicken coop to Lincoln School. You've heard about the chicken 
coop? 

Louis: The Rasmussen one? 

Zola: Yes. 

Louis: When did you go to Lincoln? 

Zola: From 1938 for six years. 

Louis: 1944. 

Zola: Yes. Your math is better than mine. And then when we went to high school I 
think we were still on the chicken coop. They dropped us off at Lincoln and we'd 
transfer to a bus there and then go up to the high school. 

Louis: Was it fun going to high school? 

Zola: You bet! I loved it. We kind of got lost from the sixth grade to seventh grade 
when we'd go to junior high. That was a tremendous ...... J got mixed up from all 
my Lincoln people. They divided the classes into different groups. I was with 
Central kids. I was very shy then, I didn't talk alot then. I had to get re
acquainted with everyone. When that bell would ring, that whole class would get 
up and dash to the next room. Of course, we met other classes that were dashing 
this way. It was terrible. When you had to go to the cafeteria you had to go 
around this corner. Ifthere was somebody coming this way and you were on this 
side of the wall, Foom! it was death right then. 

Louis: In some schools the teacher, principal, monitors always said you walk this way on 
the right hand side, you walk this way on the left hand side. Especially going up 
and down stairs. 

Zola: I don't think we did that. Yah, stairways was a little different. Well, then during 
the war when elastic was premium, my underwear didn't have elastic, it had a tie. 
And I would tie it in a knot, so it wouldn't come off. I remember sitting there one 
day in class and it was an English class and the teacher always made us stand up 
when we answered a question. Believe me, I did not ever raise my hand in there 
because I never wanted to stand up. But one day, my knot was really tight and I 
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sneezed or did something, boom it went. So I leaned against my desk so that 
nothing happened. So then when we had to leave, I put my books there and ran. 
It was the most embarrassing time in my whole life, just because of no elastic. It 
was terrible! 

Louis: There's nothing like a junior high school! You are embarrassed and self-concious 
about your clothes, your hair, you're too short, you're too tall, you're too fat, 
you're too thin ... 

Zola: I think junior high was the most embarrassing time in my whole life. But after I 
got into high school, it was different. I like it then. I calmed down. Then the St. 
Phillips kids came then in ninth grade and then they were into this. We sat back 
and laughed. Then there was the lab school kids and I can't remember what year 
[10th grade] they came but it was in a different year. Then there was the Carr 
Lake and the Solway kids who came in during high school. Then they were the 
dummies that were running and getting lost and having trouble. We were the 
guys that knew all that. 

Louis: Carr Lake and Solway were the last ofthe independent school districts to merge. 

Zola: Probably. They came later. And we had Guthrie and they came in late. They had 
a long way to come. I don't think we had Nary kids but we had a lot of Guthrie's. 

Louis: Would you come home on the bus, too? 

Zola: Oh yah! 

Louis: Did you ever have an after-school job? 

Zola: My Daddy didn't let me work anywhere. I stayed after school because I played in 
the orchestra. I played the cello. Lots of times we'd have to stay over to practice 
when we'd go to district competitions and then I would take the city bus. I'd 
catch the city bus at the high school and when we'd get to Nymore, I'd get out at 
the box factory. Then I would walk to Schmunk's and call my dad and then I'd 
start walking home and then he would catch me coming home. One day I'll never 
forget, I had my cello on the bus and walking home from there to Schmunk's, oh, 
it got heavy, heavy. 

Jim: It was probably as heavy as you were. 

Zola: Yes, probably. It was not an easy task! I was wishing that I hadn't have brought 
that thing home but it was a weekend and I practiced all weekend. In fact, it 
payed off because I got an "A" rating at Walker when we went to the music 
competion here. I couldn't play it now, I don't even know how to tune it. But at 
the time, I was quite happy with the "A" rating and I was also in the quartet, two 

Page 21 of 39 

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 # 010 
Final Draft of Interview held March 17, 2000 

violins and a cello and viola. 

Louis: Jim, did you have an after-school job? 

Jim: No, we farmed when I was a kid. We milked twenty cows before we went to 
country school and milked that same twenty cows when we came home from 
school. That was in North Dakota. 

Louis: That leads me to the question, did your kids have any after-school jobs? 

Zola: Not jobs. 

Jim: Just activities. 

Zola: Leslie did synchronized swimming for a while. I don't know if Linda did 
anything. 

Jim: She worked on the annual staff. 

Louis: Tell us, who were the kids? How many children did you have? 

Zola: Two. Leslie was born in 1961, Linda was 1963. 

Louis: And you had foster kids. 

Zola: Those were my adopted children and then we had over they years, twenty-one 
foster kids. Not all at once, one at a time. 

Jim: Some didn't last long. 

Zola: And some didn't ever want to leave. 

Louis: Did they screen you? 

Jim: Oh, yah. We went to meetings. 

Louis: Did they fmd your situation congenial? 

Zola: Oh yes, we were country. I had three sets of encyclopedias and a piano. Those 
were some of the things that were written down that we were good with. 

Jim: Toward the end, we were the only ones that would take teenagers. Our kids were 
teenagers at that time, so it worked well for us. The fourteen year olds, no one 
else would take them. We were the only foster home willing to take them. 
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Zola: That was one of the other things, they wanted our own children in the home if 
you had foster children which was good. I could understand that later because we 
couldn't leave these foster kids home alone. Our kids were sort of baby sitters. 
And the telephone would be always going. You didn't know who or where they 
were going to call. 

Louis: Did you take these foster children through high school, graduation? 

Jim: We never had anyone that long. They were all fourteen year olds. 

Zola: I didn't want fourteens anymore. That was the worst age. Thirteen was probably 
the youngest and fifteen and sixteen. 

Louis: Why is fourteen so bad? 

Zola: I don't know but it seems everytime we had a fourteen year old, they were 
fourteen going on thirty-nine. They are not old enough to be adults and yet they 
wanted to be. 

Louis: It's not just the hormones. 

Zola: No, it isn't. 

Jim: It's smoking and drinking, it's about the age they started, I think. 

Zola: Yes, right. 

Louis: Where would the children go after living with you. 

Zola: Some of them went home, some went to another foster home. 

Jim: Some of them went to a different school district to get away from their friends. 

Zola: Some of them would have to be away from Bemidji so they would send them to 
Kelliher and Blackduck. 

Louis: Did you ever have children from Kelliher and Blackduck come here to go to 
school? 

Zola: Yes, Brenda was. A couple of them. They were easy. 

Louis: I know you didn't do this just for money. Why did you do this? 

Jim: Well, Zola was home. She never worked out. If she had worked out, it wouldn't 
have worked probably. She was home when the kids came home from school. 
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Zola: You [Jim] were working at the police station and you would see those kids, 
runaways, and bring them into the police station and put them in a jail cell, not 
locked, but that was what they had to do. So he would tell me about this, you 
know, these poor kids just need to have a place. So I was at the point, my kids 
were big enough to watch out for themselves, I didn't need to be home all the 
time with them and I was thinking of going back to college. I went to college for 
two years on that provisional thing so I couldn't teach or even sub without going 
back. I was on the verge of going back to college and get my degree renewed or 
do this foster thing. So then we talked it over and we decided that it would just 
be easier for me to stay home and do the foster thing. So that's what we did. 
And I never did get back to college. I never did teach again, for money. I did a 
lot of volunteer stuff! 

Louis: After the first one, you realized that you could do the same thing. 

Jim: I think it was good for our children to have foster kids in the home, because they 
realized they had a pretty good home ..... 

Zola: It was a real eye-opener! 

Louis: Mom and Dad, thank heaven you don't do like his parents. 

Jim: Some were abused by a drunken father. I think that was the main reason, number 
one. 

Zola: Stepfathers were the number one problem, I think. Drinking and abuse. 

Louis: Did these kids like the river? 

Zola: Yes, some of them did, they liked fishing. 

Jim: They didn't like me as a man very well because their fathers were the problem. 
It was hard for me to get close to them. But I tried! 

Zola: But most of them we did well with, I think. Some of them, you know, would 
never do anything. I talked to my social worker and I said that there was no point 
in my doing this with this kid because they were not learning a thing. He said, 
"Don't worry, by the time they're thirty, the things that they are rebelling 
[against], all this stuff that you are doing in your home, it's all going to make 
sense to them. I tried to believe that but I'm not sure. 

Louis: Do you hear from these kids at all? 

Zola: Some of them. My two latest ones. I hear from Monica. 
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Jim: Three, maybe. 

Louis: Are they married and have children themselves? 

Zola: One gal lives in Bemidji and we stop and see her. I knew her mother real well 
too. You are not supposed to have favorites, but you can. She behaved better 
than a lot of them. I had one boy who came with his sister. It was his sister that 
was running away. So he had to get out of the home, too. So he came along. 
Then the sister left our home, but the boy stayed. I still hear from him and then 
one other little gal. She was the most abused child that they ever had at the 
Bemidji Mental Health Center. I loved her. She couldn't cry tears. We were 
doing a lot of good things for her but she wasn't improving in school. She was 
out at Northern in a special class. They wanted to move her to an institution in 
Minneapolis. I had to get her ready. She was going to go to a new school but 
actually it was kind ofa hospital, too, because she was so abused. We could not 
touch her. When she was bad, I'd just get her and hug her. She was just like a 
ball ofwire! She would make these terrible faces. I just adored her! She was a 
little mullato girl, part black. I got her ready to go and the social worker and I 
were going to take her to Minneapolis. I had a little chair right beside my door 
and she was sitting there and I was tying her shoes. She had her stuff there and 
she looked at me and said, "Zola, I'm never going to see you again, am I? I said, 
"Oh yes, you'll see me again". Tears came down that child's face, that was the 
ftrst time she cried. She couldn't cry tears and that's when you realized what this 
child had really, really been through. I'll never forget those little tears that came 
down. We went down to the Cities to see her twice, didn't we? 

Jim: Yes, we just saw her in Brainerd, twice. 

Zola: Yes. Now she's in Brainerd, still not married. She's still out there, trying to ... 

Louis: Have any of your kids done this with foster children? 

Zola: No. My oldest daughter doesn't want children. She's a professional, she and her 
husband are and they don't have time for that. They'll realize some day that it 
isn't that bad. My youngest one has two kids and she's in 4H. In fact, her son, 
my grandson, won a championship ribbon at the State Fair the fIrst year he 
entered. 

Louis: Were you doing 4H at the same time as you had these foster children? 

Zola: Yah, some of them but not all. Some of them were in 4H too. 

Louis: They came along and participated too. 
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Zola: Yes. I can't remember any of them doing Share the Fun, though. 

Jim: They probably weren't there long enough. 

Zola: No. I think not. 

Louis: What else did the neighborhood do, the community besides Christmas 
celebrations. Birthday roundoffs? Birthday celebrations? 

Zola: No, not birthdays. 

Louis: Did the neighborhood adults do anything? 

Zola: They fished! 

Jim: They had the rummage sale. 

Zola: Yes. 

Jim: Everybody on that whole mile had a garage sale. 

Louis: Any card playing or game playing? 

Zola: No. 

Louis: Exchange dinners, socializing that way? 

Zola: No. We went to New Year's Eve at Palm's one year. It was so cold I froze my 
nose. Our car wouldn't start so I froze my nose on the way home. 

Jim: We took a couple dancing with us a couple Saturday nights, but other than that... 

Louis: Do you think the television has changed this sort of thing? 

Zola: Yes. Compared to what we lived as children in our own home, there's no 
comparison. When I was little, I don't know about you, but when we were little, 
we would go visiting once a week or we'd have company. We didn't call always 
but just drove around and whoever had a light on, that's where we'd stop. The 
whole families would get together. My family, my mom and dad were very 
musical and my sister played the violin. When people would come to our house, 
we'd entertain them with music. I know the Knouse's came because they had one 
guy who played the guitar. He liked to come because my mom played the piano. 
So that's what we did. 

Louis: Isn't iffunny in connection to today .... 
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Zola: Well, Don Knouse was the one that came and played guitar and since then he had 
Alzheimer's and he passed away now. Because Shirley is in my class and I've 
been corresponding with her with this reunion thing. 

Louis: Were the community all young people with children? 

Zola: Our community of the River? 

Louis: Yah! 

Zola: On the Power Dam Road, there were more. 

Jim: Well, your 4H Club members were all kids. 

Zola: My 4H kids were all community kids. 

Louis: What did their parents do? 

Zola: They all worked out. 

Louis: Both the mother and father? 

Zola: Yah! Most of them did. 

Jim: I think most of them did. 

Zola: Mrs. Lundeen didn't work out. 

Jim: Mr. Johnson was a teacher. 

Louis: Many ofthem had two working? 

Zola: Most of them were. That was why I fortunate one. I was the only one that stayed 
home. I had the time to do things. 

Louis: So did all the neighbor say, "Go over to Zola's after school if you have to 
because" ..... were you the neighborhood catch-all? 

Zola: Probably! Pretty much! 

Jim: She doesn't know the word "no". Still don't! 

Zola: He says, "Read my lips - No!" 
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Jim: She's got something going some weeks, five days in a row. Volunteer work for 
her in Walker. 

Zola: Well, I belong to the [Cass County] Historical Society. I did nursing home stuff 
when my mom was up there but I don't do that anymore. Of course, the church is 
right here so I taught release-time classes. I don't anymore. 

Louis: Is that why you bought this house because it was in a strategic relationship? .. 
Somebody said that to me and said, "What are you going to do when you have to 
use a walker to get some place?" I said, "I'll move closer." 

Zola: Right! Close to the church. 

Jim: Like I tell her, there's a church here and a clinic here so we can get saved either 
way we go. 

Louis: How much do you miss the River? 

Zola: I miss it a lot. 

Jim: I miss the scenery, I guess. 

Zola: I miss the freedom of being in the country and doing what I want to do in my 
housecoat. 

Jim: The part I don't miss, is everytime you wanted a loaf of bread, it was sixteen 
miles round trip. Here it's six blocks. 

Zola: That's when I baked my own bread. 

Jim: Well, you wouldn't now probably. 

Zola: No. I don't have a breadmaker. 

Jim: I'm the breadmaker. 

Zola: Yah, right. 

Louis: So those are the things you miss. 

Jim: I guess I miss the wildlife. In town, you don't see any wildlife. 

Louis: I know what you are missing. Do your children talk about living on the River? 

Zola: Linda does. My younger one would like to be back there. She is living in the 
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country north of Thief River Falls on a little hobby farm. She's got a horse. She 
always wanted a horse on our place and I would never let her have one because 
you don't have the hay and barn and all that. After she got married, she called on 
her birthday and said, "Guess what Ernie (her husband) bought her for her 
birthday?" I didn't know. She lived in town then. I said, "Linda, where are you 
keeping it?" She said, "Well, we've got it out on a farm that a friend of hers 
had." So she finally got her horse and she's happy with that. I think she really 
misses fishing. When we go camping, she and her family camp with us every 
year, not the husband just her and the two kids, she says that she has to have her 
dad teach her kids how to fish. That's what he does. Because that meant a lot to 
her when she was a kid, she loved to fish. 

Louis: Where do you go? 

Zola: Around here on Leech. 

Jim: Resorts. There are all kinds of resorts around here. 

Zola: Campgrounds. 

Jim: That's only once a year and we just stay there a couple of days. 

Zola: Just the weekend. Teaches the kids to fish and she goes fishing too. 

Jim: I don't know if she misses especially but I know she misses things that we did out 
there. 

Louis: I suppose so. Childhood [memories] ofa certain place 

Zola: And she has a garden and she always helped me with the garden stuff. She loved 
to do that. And dogs, she's got a dog and her horse. I think the things that she 
grew up with, she's got but not on the River. 

Louis: Has that riverside changed in a physical sense now? What have the people who 
have lived along Kingfisher, what have they done now to the property? 

Jim: I don't think much has changed as far as the buildings go? To be honest with you, 
we haven't been down that road for five years. 

Zola: While we were still there, most of them, like I said, there were trailer houses 
along there and a couple cabins and that hasn't changed. Those are still there. 
The guy next to us built a nice garage. I think that the people that had that 
property next to us are building a house. They can't build right next to the River 
like it was but they have to go back 150 feet so there isn't much room to do much 
more with that. 
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Louis: Do you think the zoning requirements that the county and state are now putting in 
for development around rivers and lakes is a good idea? 

Zola: Yes! 

Jim: I think sol Sewage systems are one thing that had to improve. I have to admit, 
our sewage was right on the bank ofthe River. I'm sure, through the ground it 
had to go through clay, our well was okay ... 

Louis: What did the zoning say about a sewage system? Did you have to be so many 
feet back? 

Jim: That changed after we moved away. They weren't inspecting sewers much 
twelve years ago when we lived there. We kinda lucked out but people that 
bought it had to put in a new sewage system, a mound, away from the River. 

Zola: So did the resort have to put in a mound. 

Louis: Is there still a resort there at the Palm place? 

Zola: Right! 

Louis: What do they call it? 

Zola: Riverside Retreat. 

Jim: But it's not in the book. We looked in the Bemidji book and it's not in there. I 
suppose people call for reservations and just call their house. 

Zola: They've had the same customers coming for years and years, I think. 

Louis: I remember seeing the sign but I simply don't remember seeing the resort. 

Zola: It's down on Kingfisher just as you turn off. The resort is the first thing that is 
there. They built one extra cabin. 

Jim: He has a feed store over in the Industrial Park or just next to it. 

Louis: And they lived there as long as you have? 

Jim: Longer, now. They moved five years after us but they are still there. We moved 
away twelve years now. 

Louis: So they came in 1965? 
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Zola: Yes. 

Louis: Where did they come from? 

Zola: Illinois, where else? 

Louis: Oh, he was one of the Illinois clan. 

Zola: Urn hum. 

Jim: In fact, there is four or five cabins ..... 

Louis: Did you ever in looking at the deed or abstract, do you remember anything about 
the ownership of your land before Garlock? 

Zola: It was Happy Halvorson. I think he was the one that started it. 

Jim: Before that, I wouldn't know. 

Zola: I think he was the first one otherwise, it must have been State land or whatever, 
no man's land, I don't know. 

Jim: With all the game reserve, it was federal or county land. 

Louis: Was there anyone there when you moved in that community who had lived there 
longer, going way back? 

Zola: Not way back. 

Louis: When the Moody's lived there? 

Zola: Well, Moodys still lived down by the dam, only in that house by the River that 
they moved across the road when we first moved there. 

Louis: That's not Walt? 

Zola: Walt and his wife lived there because when we first moved to the River, she was 
in my Homemaker's Club. And Florine and some of those had moved out .... 

Louis: Are they still alive? 

Zola: No, no. They are both gone. But Florine is there. Moodys children had all left. 

Louis: What I'm curious about is what the country was like before the dam was built in 
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1909 and so the road was there. There must have been a cluster of people who 
lived out by the dam. Was there anybody ..... 

That would have been before our time out there. 

Well, the Leisbachens, Jiggs and Maggie, that lived on the River. I used to go 
there with my folks to fish by the River. They were old and I think they are both 
gone now, too. They had a beautiful raspberry patch. They made their living 
picking and selling raspberries. They picked [berries] themselves and took them 
to town and sold them. 

Louis: Boy, I can't imagine making a living doing that sort ofthing. 

Zola: Well, it didn't take much. They lived in this darling little house which I have a 
picture of and that has improved since .... 

Louis: Picture is in black and white, it must be old. 

Zola: Yes. I got one in color. 

Louis: There are a couple of dogs running along the .... 

Zola: Those are my dogs, probably. This is my shadow up here on the top of the hill. 

Louis: Where is this located? 

Jim: That would be just west of us. 

Zola: We were at the deadend of Kingfisher and there was a woods which was the rest 
of the [property] that Garlock didn't sell to us and then there was this road that 
came down from the Power Dam Road down in here and then this was at the 
deadend. When we were little these Leisbachens, these two old bachelors and 
their sister lived there. We would come down. They had the most beautiful lawn. 
In my day, my dad took the horse mower and mowed the lawn down once or 
twice a year. I can remember getting out of the car and turning cartwheels all the 
way across their lawn. Those guys would call and laugh. It was so wonderful to 
have all this green grass, it was beautiful. We would go down and just fish off the 
dock. My dad would stand at the end of the dock and he would cast for walleyes 
and he got walleyes. We got one walleye once while we lived on the River. My 
sister, Mary Lou and I would just have a little stick pole, a branch off the tree with 
a thing on it. We would catch perch and sunfish. And I remember everytime I'd 
catch one I'd say, "I got one:" Then the Leisbachens would come down on the 
run to see what I got. My mom would come with her frypan and stuff and we 
would build a little fire, clean the fish but we didn't have to bury the fish remains 
because Leisbachens said that the racoons came up and took care of everything. 
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Nature took care of itself. We would have our fishfry. My dad would clean the 
fish, wash them, and we would fry the fish. Jiggs and Maggie and us would have 
our fish. They were delicious. My mother would bring butter. 

Louis: Did they tell you stories about the early days? 

Zola: Not really. We knew they raised raspberries. They were wonderful old men! 
They had a root cellar into the bank where they kept all this stuff. I don't know 
that they had electricity down there. I don't think they did. 

Louis: That's right! They probably didn't! 

Zola: They kept their stuff over the winter in that root cellar. 

Louis: It wouldn't freeze. Did they hunt and fish? 

Zola: They fished but I don't think they hunted. 

Jim: It was game reserve. 

Zola: They put out [rutabagas and other vegetables to grow in the fall for the deer to 
eat.] 

Louis: It wasn't until the late '30s, early '40s. 

Zola: Well, that could be. Well, this was after the '30s. I was born in '32. I was six, 
seven years old when we would go down there. 

Louis: Yes, I think the game reserve came '39, '40, '41. 

Zola: Okay. I don't think they hunted. They didn't seem like those kind of people. 
They would put out rutabagas and stuff in fall for the deer to eat. They fed them. 

Louis: They didn't salt and then shoot them. 

Zola: No! 

Jim: Did they have a boat to go fishing or did they just fish off the dock? 

Zola: I think they just fished off the dock, too. Most people did then in those years. 
There weren't that many boats. 

Louis: Any trapping? 

Zola: Not that I know of. Nick Bahr in later years, I think, trapped because he had 
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sheep. He lived off the Power Dam Road. 

Louis: The Power Dam Road must have been put through, certainly, by the time they 
built the dam, 1909, 1910 so that was one ofthe early roads and was probably in 
pretty good shape. 

Zola: It was tarred when I was little because I know all the road from my farm to the 
Power Dam Road was just dirt. On my bus route, that was the only place that it 
was tarred. 

Louis: So there were people living there in that whole community rather early. Frohn 
Township was rather early. The Eichstadt frau, whatever her name was, came in 
1894, '95. 

Zola: My folks farm was near the Eichstadt farm. There was one in between, which 
Garlock eventually owned and then our farm right below the tower, then there 
was another farm and Eichstadts were there. 

Louis: Do you remember any of the other schools out further? 

Zola: The Eichstadt School was out in that [area], I didn't go to it. 

Louis: Did you think that children that went to a rural school were not as good as 
children who went to Lincoln School. 

Zola: I was sure they weren't. 

Louis: Isn't that terrible? The pecking order? 

Zola: Yes. Well, lots of the kids that went to that school, the boys didn't go on to high 
school. They stayed home and farmed. Some of the girls went to high school. In 
fact, they walked way down miles and would warm up at my house and then we'd 
catch the chicken coop as it went over the hill. Then the Achanabachs lived next 
to my farm and we had to walk down a little ways to get to the bus and as long as 
there was a child on the road coming down, the bus waited. But if there was 
nobody there, then he stopped and went on. Achanabachs had about five or six 
[children] and they would come down as far as our place and then they would run 
in place until the next one came, then that one would get on and then another one 
would come down and run in place. 

Louis: To hold the bus. 

Zola: Yah! I suppose with all those kids, it took a while to get them ready to go. 

Louis: Where would the bus stop? 
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Zola: At the comer. Mill Avenue and [Brinkman Drive]. 

Jim: The road across there. 

Louis: The north/south road. 

Jim: Yah! Right by the tower. 

Zola: It would come from Rasmussen's down to our comer which was below the tower 
and then it would go down there through the Power Dam and then back to town to 
Lake Avenue and then back to Lincoln School. 

Louis: Would make a loop around there. Was that a motorized vehicle or were there 
horses? 

Zola: There were horses before me. My sister who is three years older than me went on 
this sleigh thing that Rasmussen had for a couple of winters. But by the time I 
was old enough, he had the chicken coop made and I rode on the chicken coop. 

Louis: On the back of truck? 

Zola: It was on a truck. 

Jim: They sat in there in a circle. 

Zola: Yah, in a "U" and we faced each other. We sat there on the chairs all facing each 
other, tucked in there like this. It was crowded! But that's what kept us warm! I 
don't think there was any heat in that thing. 

Jim: Tell about itchy nose. 

Zola: I told this on my video at Lincoln. I was sitting there and I was just a little kid. 
And you know, you are tucked in and can't move until it's time to get offand 
somebody pushes you out. So anyway, my nose itches and you know when your 
nose itches, it's terrible. You've got to have it [scratched] and I couldn't get my 
hand out so I was looking and looking and this kid next to me had this Macinaw 
jacket so I went like that on him and he screamed and said, "Zola wiped her nose 
on my jacket". And I didn't, it was just a scratch test. I was so embarrassed at the 
time. He had brothers and a sister on the bus, too. I cried. 

Jim: Can you imagine kids nowadays riding on a bus like that? 

Zola: Never! 
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Louis: Never, they'd kill each other. 

Zola: We even had a line-up on the bus. The Steinke kids, there were a whole bunch of 
kids, and then there was my sister and I and the Achanabachs, when they made 
down there in time. We had to go by age when you were the littlest and then the 
next day, you had to go to the end of the line. My mother organized that so that 
we wouldn't all get run over when the bus came. So we all lined up and waited 
for that bus. Freezing our little toes! 

Louis: Did your folks shop in Lincoln or did they go to downtown Bemidji? 

Zola: They went to Bemidji. Sometimes we stopped at the little store, it wasn't 
Schmunks then when I was little. 

Louis: Braaten. 

Zola: At Braaten's and this other one, Stephen's IGA, but it was something else. I 
remember they would go in and then my mother would give the list to the clerk 
and she would go get all this stuff. This was before carts. She'd pile it on [the 
counter] and then she'd always leave candy in the box if we kids were along. We 
always got free candy. 

Louis: How did you shop when you were living on the River? 

Zola: We shopped in Bemidji. 

Jim: We went to town once a week. She did all the shopping because I was working 
full-time then. 

Louis: You drove. 

Zola: Yes. 

Jim: So we'd go once a week. Now we go about four times a week, living in town. 

Zola: And I had a freezer and I canned and I froze and I did all that stuff. You know 
when you are out in the country, you just can't run and get something if you get 
company or something. 

Jim: Of course, I think later when we'd go to church, the stores started being open on 
Sunday. They didn't used to be. 

Louis: Yes, they changed. But they never used to be. It made a lot of difference. 

\" Jim: So you could do a little shopping and go to church too. 
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Louis: And now they're open a little later at night. 

Zola: I got gas at Schmunk's there all the time. 

Jim: They were as cheap as anybody. 

Zola: They came out and filled it for you. You didn't have to do it yourself. 

Louis: How did you heat your house at the River? 

Jim: Propane. 

Zola: Dr. Garlock, what did he have there, nothing? 

Jim: No, he just stayed there summers. 

Zola: He had fireplaces. There were two fireplaces. We put in a propane [furnace]. 

Louis: Forced air furnace? 

Jim: Yes, with a blower on it. Then we added My son-in-law is a welder up at Thief 
River Falls and he built us an insert for one of the fireplaces and it had a blower 
in it and a thermostat on it so we started buying wood. I didn't cut down any 
good trees to burn, I bought all my wood from a guy in eass Lake, eight foot logs. 
Then I cut it up and split it all myself Seven cords a year. 

Louis: Did you think that it was important to save those trees? 

Jim: Right, right. I would never cut down a live tree. 

Louis: Some people would clear it just so they could get a better view of the River. 

Jim: There weren't many trees between our house and the River. Our house was right 
on the bank. We could see water without cutting any trees. Our whole acreage 
was trees and there we could see nothing but the trees. But I never cut down any 
live tree. 

Louis: So the fireplace fuel was what you .... 

Zola: It had a good blower on it and it heated the whole house except one little upstairs 
bedroom. In fact, the gas man came once after we had this fireplace thing going 
for quite awhile and he said, "You don't order gas so much anymore". He 
thought probably that we were ordering from somebody else. "Well", I said, "We 
burn wood now." "Oh, he said, "You were my highest paying customer on my 
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route." Wow! 

Louis: Was the frreplace really that good? 

Zola: Oh, yes. It was marvelous. 

Louis: The insert? 

Zola: The fireplace by itself was worthless. 

Louis: What was the original fireplace like? 

Jim: It was field rock. It was huge and most of your heat goes up the chimney with a 
fireplace like that. 

Zola: It was strictly asthetic. 

Jim: Putting the insert in there and filling it with wood .... The only thing, we had to 
carry wood into the house all the way through the house to the frreplace. It would 
make a mess so you'd have to sweep up after every armful. We had a big 
washtub where we put the wood in beside the fireplace. I'd carry it up the porch 
and into the house 

Louis: What did you do with the other fireplace. 

Jim: They had a separate flue and we just covered it up on top of the roof It was just 
for looks and we didn't use it. 

Louis: You blocked it om 

Jim: Blocked it off on top and closed the damper on the inside. That was a smaller 
frreplace and it wasn't.. .. 

Zola: That was on the original cabin place and it was split-rock and was prettier. 

Jim: The big fireplace was in our big room with the windows looking over the water. 

Zo1a: The insert came out so it had a flat piece on the top and I would have my 
teakettles there for hot water. I had instant hot water all the time. 

Jim: Plus it put moisture in the air too. 

Louis: We used to call it "by the hob". 

Zola: Yah, right. The teakettle on the hob. I really loved that fireplace. We have a 
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fIreplace in our big room [here in Walker] but I wish we had brought our insert. 
Of course, he made that just to fIt that fIreplace. 

Jim: Well, in town to have wood is a mess! In town with a little lot, I wouldn't burn 
wood here. 

Louis: It smells up the house in many ways. So you weren't pursuaded to buy a real 
wood heater. 

Jim: No. 

Zola: My welder son, they heat their house with wood with an outdoor stove. Of 
course, it's piped in. They get their hot water and they heat their whole house 
with that. It's handy because they have all the mess outside. He's got this pile 
right there and they can put logs in like this [2' by 4' long]. They don't have to 
fIll it too often. 

Jim: They don't even have to split wood. Four foot long logs. So that's the way to go! 

Louis: You've got to cure the wood. 

Jim: Yah. 

Zola: Well, they've got land so he goes out and gets it, popple and stuff. 

Louis: Did you go to St. Phillips? 

Zola: Yes. 

Louis: You both told me about going to school. Do you remember before the river dam 
was built, a stone stepping-way across the Mississippi? 

Zola: I've seen it but it's under the water now. It's up almost where Malise lives. 

Jim: I think where the horse and buggies crossed the River. If you are thinking ofthe 
same thing we are. 

Louis: Where was this? 

Jim: Maybe a mile down from Lake Bemidji. 

--End ofInterview--
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