
Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File #013 
Final Draft of Interview held April 11, 2000 

Today is April 11, 2000. I am talking to Cliff Nelson at his home in Bemidji at 115 
[South] Lake Avenue. Louis Marchand is the interviewer for the Mississippi Headwaters 
Board Oral History Project. 

Louis: Cliff, how come First Street has that setback. Every time I drive by on First 
Street here I wonder why are the houses all set back a lot. 

Cliff: Oh, well you see, there is an Ottertail Power Line out here. From the center of the 
road, they own a hundred feet. There's two power lines there now. 

Louis: Oh, so that's why all the lots are setback. Which may be nice because you don't 
hear the traffic when you're not so close. 

Cliff: Of course, they had to have that pole line. That's many years ago. I imagine they 
fIrst built the dam out there. 

Louis: Was your father there when they built the dam? 

Cliff: No, the dam was built in about 1905 to 1907. It took about two years to build that 
dam. 

Louis: Florine Brune said that she remembered when the dam was repaired. 

Cliff: Oh yes, I worked on there. I was born in 1915 and I was twenty years old when I 
worked on that in 1935. 

Louis: So what did you do? 

Cliff: A lot of the old timbers were removed and we put in new ones, the big twelve by 
twelve timbers, you know, and also a lot of planking that we had to renew. We 
moved a lot of rocks in order to get down to them. Then we added a lot of rock. 

Louis: Was the original dam all timber? 

Cliff: No, no. The farmers hauled that load of rocks there when they fIrst built the dam. 

Louis: What was the dam facing made of, timber? 

Cliff: Yah, I think so. 

Louis: So when you renovated did they pour some cement, too. 

Cliff: No, we didn't pour cement. The timbers behind to hold the weight. You see, 
there's better than a twenty-foot head there. That takes a pretty good holder. 

Louis: So that's how they did it? 
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Cliff: Yah, it's all behind it, we replaced a lot of them timbers and we had to dig out the 
rock in order to get down, you know, and then we put the rocks back in again and 
we added a lot of them. 

Louis: How far down did you go? 

Cliff: Oh, I'd say, you see, it is quite high up there on the backside .... 

Louis: Did you go to the bottom of the footing ..... 

Cliff: We had about fifteen guys that worked there for thirty days out there. 

Louis: Did they build a coffer dam? 

Cliff: No, no. 

Louis: They let the water down? 

Cliff: No, it didn't have nothing to do with the water, it was just behind it. You can 
probably see them piers there, that's what we worked on. We didn't do nothing 
to the main part of the dam. 

Louis: That's what I was curious about. I thought maybe they'd .... 

Cliff: Wait a minute! We did put some piling down out there. We had to drive them 
down. 

Louis: Did they ever let the River level go way down? 

Cliff: Yes, it did one winter. I know up by our place there it was down about fifteen 
feet. You know where the drop-offs are, it just dropped down there and then they 
done some repair. I was younger at that time so I never worked there. My dad 
worked there though. 

Louis: I'd never heard of the water leveL ... 

Cliff: Yah, they put a coffer dam up there by Lavinia to hold the water back and then 
they drained it, pretty much. 

Louis: The River. Wow, that must have been interesting. 

Cliff: You would walk out on the high spot and then you'd drop down like that. It was 
so steep that it's hard to get back up again. 

Louis: Was the channel pretty rocky? 
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Cliff: No, I don't think so. Before they built the dam, there was just a stream, a crick, 
and they say there's some rapids some places. If you took your shoes offand 
rolled your pants leg up, you could walk across it in a couple places. 

Louis: That's what somebody else told me, too. Bill and Wilma Palm run the Riverside 
Resort up from your place. He lived next to Jim and Zola Bleth. 

Cliff: Oh, yah, I know them Palms had about three or four cabins. 

Louis: He said that you could ford the River right there where the River makes a bend. 

Cliff: Oh yah, they call it the big bend. 

Louis: Where the farthest north point is, he said he thought that was a walk place. I was 
curious about a wagon ford across the River, do you know? 

Cliff: Not that I heard of I know that before the bridge was built here between Lake 
Irving and Bemidji, that's where they used to have ford that. Of course, I 
imagine where Bemidji got its name from. There was an Indian settlement there 
and the chiefs name was Bemidji. And I suppose you know where Nymore got 
its name from? 

Louis: Did your father ever say what the outlet was like before they built the dam 

Cliff: No, see he was only sixteen when they built that dam in 1905-1907. The 
Warfield Brothers, Andrew and Charlie Warfield built the dam. They were 
about broke when they got done. 

Louis: It was Warfield Electric? Then they sold it to Interstate? 

Cliff: Yah! 

Louis: Interstate became ..... 

Cliff: Interstate was interested in buying it. This is what I've heard now and I don't 
know how true it is, but Warfields wanted one hundred thousand for it. But just 
for a joke when they asked him the price, he said a half a million and that is the 
price they settled for. 

Louis: That's interesting because I always wondered where his money came from? 

Cliff: And then he started a bank, you know, First National Bank used to be called the 
Warfield Bank. 

Louis: So that's where he put his money, huh? And he got a half million for that darn. 
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Cliff: That's what the rumors are. 

Louis: My gosh! 

Cliff: And before they had the darn, they used to have an old stearn plant in town. 
You'd just get lights and power during the day. When night corne, they shut the 
power off. That was it! 

Louis: Your father carne in 1916? 

Cliff: No, he corne in 1913. He lived in Nymore for two years and worked in the 
lumberyard for Crookston Lumber Company. Ten hours a day at two dollars and 
ten cents a day. 

Louis: Then they settled on the farm? 

Cliff: Yah. 

Louis: Did they homestead it? 

Cliff: No, there was a party by the name of Albert Brewer that owned it. He got kind of 
sickly so he wanted to sell. So my dad heard about it and so he got interested and 
he bought it. He bought it in December of 1915 and he moved out the fIrst of 
April in 1916. I was born the fourth of December in 1915. 

Louis: How much did he pay? 

Cliff: He had a small house in Nyrnore and they paid two thousand dollars. 

Louis: For the farm? 

Cliff: Yah. 

Louis: And he sold the Nymore house? 

Cliff: No, that was traded in. 

Louis: What was on the property? 

Cliff: Where there was pretty little timber and open land. Mr. Brewer, when they built 
the dam there, they had to have a right-of-way along the road for the pole line so 
they bought that from him. And also the overflowage, they called it. When they 
dammed up the water, you know, it's got to flow out. They gave him one 
hundred fifty dollars for it which he thought was big money at that time. He had 
a nice hay meadow there and of course, that was all flooded. 
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Louis: Oh yah, now I understand. When the lake went up. 

Cliff: And then there was a lot oftrees along the River and of course, that flooded. One 
place is a big bay there. 

Louis: Did he ever get a chance to log it off 

Cliff: No the trees were just left there. I was just a kid, a baby, when I moved out there 
and when I was old enough to remember I remember all them trees sticking out of 
the water. There was probably ten, twelve foot of water below, and these trees 
were sticking up there ten, fifteen, twenty feet. Eventually, after about forty, fifty 
years they were dead and had started to deteriorate and they'd fall down. Pretty 
soon, you didn't see anymore of them. 

Louis: How much land was involved in the farm? 

Cliff: One hundred sixty [acres]. Now the River raises and lowers, probably two or 
three feet, in the spring it's three feet higher. In the middle of the summer, it goes 
down and you see all them stumps sticking out of there. The water has preserved 
those stumps and then they gave it the name of Stump Lake, which I think is a 
disgrace to the Mississippi River. To me, it's always going to be the Mississippi 
River. 

Louis: Yah, we call it Stump. 

Cliff: Yah, you heard that too, Stump Lake. 

Louis: That's on the map. 

Cliff: But it's still the Mississippi River. And in about 1923 there was a lot of timber, 
big norway pines out here east ofthe lake, out there by Eichstead's lake is out 
there. You go out on Mill Street about three miles, there's a lake there and 
there's a lot of timber out there yet. There's two or three families ofEichsteads 
living around there. 

Louis: They might have homesteaded there. 

Cliff: I don't hardly think they did, though. 

Louis: The school nearby was called the Eichstead School. 

Cliff: That's right! That's where I went. 

Louis: You went to Eichsteads School? There were all kinds of Eichsteads who went 
there. 
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Cliff: Oh yah! And there's still a bunch out there yet. I had to walk two miles and one 
half. Well, anyway, I was talking about this timber now. How they logged them 
timbers out. And of course, Neils from Cass Lake bought the timber, the logs. 
The cheapest way was to just float them down the River. So I remember they put 
them on the ice and when the ice melted, of course, the timbers went down. I 
remember one time we had a north wind and it blew a whole bunch oflogs over 
in the bay right by our place there. Of course, a neighbor boy happened to come 
over and so we went out there and were running on the logs. We probably had ten 
foot of water below us. I was maybe seven or eight and my oldest brother was 
eleven or twelve and the neighbor boy about the same age. Well, we had a lot of 
fun. My oldest brother, he did step in and got a wet foot out of it. 

Louis: How did they get it over the dam? 

Cliff: There was a place right in the middle of the dam where they would take out 
about five foot planks and take about four or five planks out and there's where the 
water went. 

Louis: Wash them down. 

Cliff: A couple men were there with pike poles, you know, and they sent them down 
there and when they hit the bottom they'd stand on end and the way they'd go. 

Louis: That may have been the last lumber timber drive down the River? 

Cliff: Yah, I think that's the only one. 

Louis: What year do you think that was? 

Cliff: It must have been either 1923 or 1924. Now I'm going to tell you why I know. 
The second of August, 1924, my dad went to town with the wagon and a team of 
horses. Well, of course, it was eight miles out there so it took the most ofthe day, 
you know. So he told me and my oldest brother that we should go down to the 
garden and do a little weeding after dinner. So our garden, we'll say, was about 
six blocks from the house. You had to go past the barn and down a road and then 
you went to the north. And so we went down there and the youngest brother, he 
was six, didn't want to go so my mother said, "Aw, you might as well go along, 
there's nothing for you around here". So he went along. A little ways down 
there, a little rain storm come up. Well, over to the side was a big popple tree and 
a lot of little brush all ranging anyways from six foot to ten foot. So we all stood 
with our back to the tree and stayed as dryas we could. It let up pretty soon so 
we went back into the garden and did some more work. It rained again. So this 
time, I crawled under this brush, they put their backs to the tree and I went under 
this brush. When it quit raining, just as I come out my brother said, "Oh, there 
you are." That's when she must have hit! The lightening struck the tree. My 
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oldest brother had three holes in the top of his head and it come out the bottom of 
his foot. My youngest brother, it killed him. I was a little further away so I got a 
burn here and a burn here. The doctor said ifthere's any connection now, you're 
going to have a dead arm. Well, I got a little bit ahead of my story. Well, there 
we layed. It got to be about four o'clock and my mother thought, well, I'll go 
down to the garden and get some peas for supper. The boys, they can help me 
pick them. Well, she got about halfway and she heard the weirdest noise, that 
was me hollering at the top of my voice but I was unconscious. So she knew 
there was something wrong. She hurried as fast as she could and there we all 
layed. I lay face-down but I don't know about the other two. So she picked me 
up and carried me home and laid me on the floor. Tried to call a doctor but of 
course, I was making so much noise that they couldn't hear on those old country 
telephones. She called some of the neighbors and they come up and had a cup 
of tea, you know. Then Dr. Smith, E.H., come out and picked me up and took 
me to the hospital. He stayed with me till midnight and then he called the folks 
and told them that he [Cliff] had come to now and there's a good chance that he's 
going to live. So you see being a little further away, sparks must have jumped off 
my oldest brother and hit me. It wasn't a direct bolt because otherwise it would 
have killed me, too. I've got a burn here. I was in the hospital four days and I 
think my dad had to take me in every other day and then it got towards a week 
and it fmally got healed up. That bloodless strip growing on there and the tape 
when they pulled that off, oh, it would hurt. 

Louis: The arm is okay, it came back? 

Cliff: Even when I went in the service twenty-five years later, it was still real dark red. 
And the doctor said, "What happened there?" I said that I was struck by 
lightening. He said, "How is your arm. Is it good?" "Oh yah, it's okay." But 
now it's pretty much a scar. And another thing, my mother, it was a terrible 
dinner of course, she just couldn't navigate and she blamed herself cause she 
encouraged that youngest boy to go with us. But a year and three months later, 
she was blessed with a baby girl. That helped some! 

Louis: That was hard, Cliff Were both of the brothers killed? 

Cliff: Yup, they was dead completely. 

Louis: Oh, I can see the scar. 

Cliff: It's growed together a lot. Here's the other one. See, it had to be sparks. 

Louis: Did it smell? 

Cliff: I don't know. I was out, you see. I have no idea. 

Louis: Poor mother! 
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Cliff: Yah, and my dad turned gray overnight. He was still up town. He had a sister 
that lives up here about a block, her name was Mrs. Sievik. So of course, my 
mother called there at Hillard's Store and when he seen him go by to stop and 
tell him that there was a tragedy and to get home as quick as he could. When he 
stopped, Ed Hillard went out and told him that they called from the house and 
said that some tragedy had happened out at the farm. So he got a taxicab out 
there and somebody else took the wagon and horses out there. That's how he got 
home. 

Louis: Do you think of your brothers sometimes? 

Cliff: Oh yes, yah. In 1947 my dad sold the farm for eighty-three hundred dollars. I 
think it was in 1948. There was one forty on the south side of the road and he 
bought another one with a pasture. It was really two hundred acres. It had been 
sold about five or six times and the last time it was sold for sixty thousand. And 
now, it's not a doubt, Willis Nord had it and he died so Brad Nord got it and 
now it's been lotted out to thirty-nine lots about one hundred foot wide and 
they're priced from twenty thousand to seventy-five thousand dollars a lot. There 
is a big peninsula that goes back in the River. 

Louis: Yes, I canoed it so I remember. 

Cliff: That belonged to a Schroeder, that did not belong to the farm. In 1920 my dad 
bought that. He had to borrow the money to get it but he bought it from Mr. 
Schroeder for one hundred bucks and that is where them seventy-five thousand 
lots are. 

Louis: What was the neighborhood like? Who were your neighbors? 

Cliff: Well, there was Moodys, Johnsons, Hanks, Haberleys, Rileys .... 

Louis: Where did they all live? 

Cliff: Within a couple miles. 

Louis: Tell me where they lived in relation to your place. 

Cliff: Mr. Moody, him and his family lived there and he was one of the engineers at the 
dam. Mr. Johnson lives there too and he was an engineer at the dam and he lives 
across to the north side of the dam. Hanks lived to the east side of the dam. Now 
we'll go up the River first, there used to be a party by the name of Anton Paulson 
but the buildings are all gone now. Then there was another half a mile there was 
a party by the name of Henry Lowen, he was a Luxemburger, he came over to 
this country from Luxemburg. 
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Louis: He lived on the north side? 

Cliff: On the north side that joined the River. 

Louis: Next to your folks? 

Cliff: No, there was about a half-mile between. Then his brother, John Lowen, bought 
the next hundred acres right next to him. They were two bachelors. They were 
never married, either one of them. Then up the River was Swantell, he was up 
there where those three cabins you were talking about, Mr. Warfield owned that 
at one time, Herb. He had Earl Esty living there, working for him. 

Louis: That's 407 or 405. Wonder if that's a township road. 

Cliff: Yah! And east there was the Swensons, there was about four families of 
Swensons. 

Louis: They had property along the River. 

Cliff: No, no, that's further east about two or three miles. There's Carl, Manuel, John 
and Fred. Swensons. 

Louis: Did these people all have kids? 

Cliff: Oh yah! They had families, oh yes. I went to school with the Rydees, there was 
Herman. He was through school before I started but there's Franklin, Alfred and 
then there was a Mary Rydee and then they had twins, Eva and Iva. Then the 
Haberlys had a big family, Fred, Murray, John, Hilda, Edith, Annie, Ruth ...... . 

Louis: Your age? 

Cliff: Well, about the middle one was my age. 

Louis: You went to Swenson Lake School? 

Cliff: No, we went to the Eichstead School. 

Louis: Florine kept saying ..... 

Cliff: I went there for one winter. They wanted someone to haul the kids so my dad, he 
took the job to haul them. So they told us that we should get a ride and go to that 
school. One winter is all I ever went there. I think I was in the fifth grade. 

Louis: To the Swenson Lake School? 

Cliff: Yah, we'll get back to the dam again now. That road used to be just a two-rut 
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road, you know. They got two inlets out there for making electricity. One's 
considered a two hundred fifty kilowatt, it will pick up to three hundred and then 
there was a five hundred which will go up to six hundred. Well, the little one, 
they hauled in the wagon with four horses. There are some sand hills by our place 
there, and when they got there they had to put planks under the wheels in order 
for the horses to pull it. The big unit, they floated that out in the barge on the 
River. 

Louis: So they built the dam and then they brought the generator in. 

Cliff: How much they had built, I don't know. 

Louis: They were holding the water anyway. 

Cliff: That's right. Then that road out there ended three miles beyond the dam and it 
was a dead-end right there and there was a crossroad on the adjacent north. Well, 
Alfred Paulson, he was county commissioner and he worked hard to get the road 
built to Pennington. Oh, it must be about eight or nine miles further. 

Louis: What year? 

Cliff: I know in 1932 the WP A did a lot of work out there. 

Louis: I wondered when they improved the road. 

Cliff: Yah, I know the WP A done a lot of work otherwise there was just a two-rut road 
but then they gridded it up and hauled a lot of sand and filled in the sides. Mr. 
Paulson made the remark that he spent sixty thousand dollars on that road to 
Pennington. That was in his district. "Then they turned me down", he said. He 
lost the election. 

Louis: [laughs] 

Cliff: That was Alfred Paulson. Of course, my dad like him, he thought he was a good 
man. 

Louis: Your father farmed. What did he raise? 

Cliff: He started out with two cows in the first few years. In later years, we had about 
ten or eleven cows, a couple pigs and a few chickens. He always planted some 
potatoes. He also raised strawberries. You got fifteen cents a quart for 
strawberries! He thought it was good money. He paid two cents a quart to pick 
them. I remember the Hanks kids and the Johnson kids, they were all excited 
when they could come up and pick strawberries and make a couple of dollars. If 
they made two dollars a day, it was big money. Most of them didn't make that! 
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Louis: What did you do with the milk? 

Cliff: Oh, separated it and sold the cream. 

Louis: Took the cream into town? 

Cliff: Yah! There was three creameries in town at one time. I think there was a buying 
station. 

Louis: There was a creamery at Rosby, too. 

Cliff: That was a little before I remember. I remember there was a creamery ..... . 

End of Tape 1 Side A 
Beginning of Tape 1 Side B 

Louis: Cliff, did your family make enough money on the farm? 

Cliff: That was our main living. Then in the later years, he worked a little bit for the 
Lakeland Insurance Company. The main income come from the farm. There was 
no such a thing as welfare. You worked for it and you got along with what you 
had. 

Louis: Did you and your sisters go to high school? 

Cliff: No, I didn't. It was just inconvenient. No place to stay. Now they got busses that 
takes you for many miles. 

Louis: Would you have like to go? 

Cliff: Oh yes, yes! It would have been all right, a good idea but it was just that the folks 
just couldn't afford it, no way. 

Louis: Did you work on the farm then? 

Cliff: Yah, I stayed on the farm but I did work out a little bit, though. For the Dickinson 
Lumber Company and Kreb's Sawmill. Then the war come along and I was three 
years and a half in the war. I was in the southwest Pacific for a little better than 
two years. When I went over, I crossed the International Date Line so we added a 
day and two years later, within eight hours, we re-crossed it and then we had two 
Thursdays, whatever it was. 

Louis: When did your father buy a car? 

(., Cliff: In 1927. 
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Louis: What kind was it? 

Cliff: It was a 1923 Dodge Touring Car. He paid four hundred dollars for it. He had a 
couple hundred dollars that he put down but he had to borrow the rest of it. 

Louis: That must have been wonderful! 

Cliff: Oh yes! 

Louis: When did you learn to drive? 

Cliff: Oh, when I was about sixteen or seventeen. 

Louis: When did you get a car? 

Cliff: When I was about twenty-one years old. I had a little job at the brickyard. I 
worked there for four summers. Thirty-five cents an hour. 

Louis: And on that, you bought a car. 

Cliff: When I had enough money saved up. Also about 1938 my dad and I built three 
boats to put on the River there for fishing. Of course, they were flat-bottom but 
they were good sturdy boats and all that. We put up a sign and we had a lot of 
business. It went along a couple years and I got a chance to buy some round
bottom boats, better boats, so I sold his three. I had five or seven boats rented out. 
On the weekends there was usually somebody waiting for a boat there, they was 
all out. Lots oftimes they would come at four in the morning. When they'd stop, 
my dad would just holler to them, "Go ahead down there, help yourself'. My 
sister, Pearl, Mrs. Auson now, is ten years younger than I am. I was twenty-four 
so that would make her about fourteen. I got two-thirds and she got one-third and 
we made good money. 

Louis: Yah, I'll bet you did! Did your father ever think about building cabins? 

Cliff: No, he never thought of that. That was not thought of at that time in 1948. Never 
thought of such a thing! Now there's three houses built there and there's a couple 
lots sold more than that, mine splits there and Ottertail got the best lots and really 
they could have had the poor ones. They only got about two or three good ones 
because the rest of the lots are not fit to build on. They are too low. 

Louis: What's the shoreline like there? 

Cliff: It's sandy. There is some lilypads and a few weeds but not bad. It's pretty much 
sandy. 

Louis: Where did the sand come from? 
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Cliff: Well, just naturally. It's ajackpine country right out there. 

Louis: Did the farming pay at all because the soil was not that good? 

Cliff: It wasn't but it raised good corn. We raised better corn than most people. It 
wasn't bad for alfalfa. Down by the River was the best land. That's the reason 
we had the garden down there. 

Louis: How much frontage did you have? 

Cliff: There was four "fortys" along the River in Section Four. But the west forty was 
pretty much a full forty and the other three, the River took off a quite a little of 
them, about twenty acres altogether on the three "fortys". So you see, that made 
about one hundred twenty on the north side of the road. There was one forty on 
the south side but then there's a county land sale, the forty right to the west is 
joined, so my dad wanted that for pasture and they appraised that for three dollars 
an acre. That's what he paid for it, three dollars an acre. This here Henry Lowen, 
had a cousin from Chicago come up to visit him and of course, they come over to 
visit us, only a mile away, so they'd visit us, too. And he was interested. He said, 
"Will you sell me some land down towards the dam there. When I come up here 
I'd like to have a little cabin here." "Sure", my dad said, "I'll sell you some, three 
acres, forty dollars an acre." That was a big price! Well, he built a cabin there. 
And he come the next year and says, "There's another party in Chicago wants 
property." He asked, "Will you sell another three?" "Yah", my dad, "He's going 
to have to put [down] more money, fifty dollars an acre." "Oh", he says, "That's 
fme." That was in 1928. 

Louis: So the house that the Moodys lived in is on kind of a point, then there's a little 
back bay in there and then there's another peninsula that sticks out to the north, 
the bay .... 

Cliff: Are you going west? 

Louis: West, right. 

Cliff: That's up there about a half a mile, though. 

Louis: No, it's real close. It's pretty low ground there. Somebody built in that and I 
wondered who that was? Then it comes back to another little bay and then it goes 
out again. I'm wondering who owns that. It's all brush, all wooded. 

Cliff: Oh yah! There's a cabin in there now. Who is it now? They go to our church. 

Louis: I was wondering if that was what you talk about? 
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Cliff: That's the property sold to them. 

Louis: It's a great point. 

Cliff: Oh yah, it's a nice place in there. Flicks was the name of the owner. Their father 
died and the boys got it. Finally, it was vandalized too many times, they decided 
to sell. And of course the boy, Alfred, was getting up in years and didn't come up 
any more. He had another little cabin in Wisconsin. So he took and put it up for 
sale. I went with the realtor to show him where the property was. Boy, the 
realtor said, "Boy, this is choice property." Them six acres, they sold it for 
twenty-four thousand dollars which at that time was a big price. That was in 
about 1977. 

Louis: That's four thousand dollars an acre. 

Cliff: Yah, yah. Now you could have got ...... . 

Louis: That's on the River? 

Cliff: That's on the River, yah. 

Louis: What kind of structures, did your folks build a house, a bam? 

Cliff: He added on to the barn. My dad painted it and wrote Riverside Farm and that 
farm was well known. But now he built on to the south side where the painting 
was and I don't remember if it was ever written on there again. 

Louis: I remember seeing that on the side of the barn! 

Cliff: Ifwe have time, we could drive out there. I could sure show you a few things out 
there. 

Louis: I sure will, another time, though. It was starting to snow and rain again. 

Cliff: You know, my wife died here about fourteen years ago, so I live alone so I'm 
available anytime. 

Louis: When did you get married? 

Cliff: 1947. 

Louis: After you got out of the service? 

Cliff: Yah. Then I worked with REA for better than thirty years. 

Louis: What about family? 
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Cliff: No, we haven't got any. Just the two of us. 

Louis: Did you work with REA your whole career? 

Cliff: Yah, for thirty years. 

Louis: You bought this house, you and your wife? 

Cliff: Oh yah. We had this built. This is a CAP home built in 1970. 

Louis: Where did you live before? 

Cliff: Up here about two blocks. I paid around four thousand for that house and sold it 
for a little bit under eleven. 

Louis: My brother built a CAP home, too, 1968-69. 

Cliff: Oh, this was built in 1970. At that time, CAP was pretty active and the guy was 
from International Falls that was the agent. 

Louis: Yah, they were selling. Tell me more about the farm. It had electricity? 

Cliff: No, no, there was no electricity. Get it from the dam was the only way it'd come 
up there and of course, they wanted about a thousand dollars to run the wires up 
there and at that time, there was just not that kind of money. He sold it to a 
professor by the name of Mr. Young from the Cities. He was a professor at 
Gustavus Adolphus University down there. He was capable so he had Ottertail 
run power up to him and he had electricity. 

Louis: What year was that? 

Cliff: That was in about 1948 or '49. 

Louis: There wasn't electricity until then? 

Cliff: Oh no. 

Louis: How did you get water? 

Cliff: Pump, that's right. 

Louis: You didn't buy a generator to make some .... 

Cliff: I don't know if there was even any generators available at that time. 
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c.. Louis: How did you separate the cream? 

Cliff: Hand. Separate by hand. 

Louis: By gosh! Outdoor privy? 

Cliff: Oh yes. The separator, I forgot what year he bought it about 1935, '40 and he had 
to pay seven dollars a month and boy, I remember he was talking about it and he 
had a hard time to scrape that money up. 

Louis: Had to separate a lot of cream 

Cliff: Yah! Cream, the butterfat, one time was fifteen cents a pound. 

Louis: What kind of cows? 

Cliff: Guernseys. 

Louis: Did he pick Guernseys ..... 

Cliff: He got started with Guernseys and stuck with them. 

c.. Louis: Were they good stock? 

Cliff: They were good milkers. They weren't so big as what the Holsteins are but they 
give a little richer milk than the Holsteins. Take the Jersey now, they're a smaller 
cow and they also give good rich milk. 

Louis: Did you ever think of living on the farm? 

Cliff: No, no! 

Louis: Were you tempted? 

Cliff: Well, it's in my blood, of course. I still enjoy it and all that but I never wanted to 
make that my living. 

Louis: Yah, it's a hard ..... . 

Cliff: IfI would have had the money, my dad asked me ifl wanted to buy the farm but I 
told him no. But of course, the price is different now. 

Louis: After he sold the farm, what did he do? 

Cliff: He moved down by Northern there, right next to the church by Northern Store and 
so happened that Ihre was still hiring men so this one guy come and asked him if 
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he wanted to go to work. "Sure", he says. He was about sixty-two years old and 
he worked until he was sixty-five and a half years old. Then they layed off and of 
course he was one of them because he was getting over the age. That really 
helped him because that helped his Social Security. 

Louis: I bet it did. There had been Social Security that long and self-employed in 
farming wasn't the same ..... . 

Cliff: You had to pay the full amount. There was not much income there. 

Louis: No, a lot of farmers couldn't afford to contribute. 

Cliff: No. 

Louis: You've been retired how many years? 

Cliff: Twenty, twenty-one. See, I'm eighty-four years old. 

Louis: Yah! Are you surprised to be this old, Cliff? 

Cliff: Yes, when my wife died I told her I didn't ever expect to get that old. She was a 
little older than I was. She died when she was 79. But I am five years older than 
my grandfather [was]. My dad's father was 79 when he died. My grandmother 
was 77. My mother died when she was 67. My dad got to be 86. I had a couple 
ofunc1es that died in their late 70s. My mother's folks died in their late 70s. 

Louis: Where did your father come from? 

Cliff: He come from Hayward, Wisconsin where he was working in a lumber yard 
there. They were running out of timber and were going to close up and he heard 
there was work in Bemidji here so he come here and got ajob working for 
Crookston Milling Company. 

Louis: Where was he born? 

Cliff: He was born in South Dakota in a sod house. His father and mother, they come 
over from Denmark, met on the boat and kind of got acquainted and exchanged 
addresses a little bit. I think she stopped in some southern state and he stopped in 
another one. It went along a couple years and so one ofthem wrote to the other 
one. They settled down in Highmore, South Dakota. They had a sod house. The 
walls were about four-foot wide with a little framework for the windows but the 
rest was just all sod, dirt inside. 

Louis: All the insects would come down from the roof sometimes. 

Cliff: Oh yah, I suppose. Well, they had lumber up there I guess, to hold the dirt. 

Page 17 of 21 

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 #013 
Final Draft of Interview held April 11, 2000 

Louis: How many brothers and sisters? 

Cliff: He had one brother..... From South Dakota they moved to Mankato, Minnesota. 
They were building a road there and doing a lot of dynamiting. His youngest 
brother was about nine years old and he went down and they told him "Get back, 
get out of here". Of course, when they weren't looking he stole some dynamite 
and put it in his pockets. So he made a big round track of dynamite and he lit it 
and he called it that his highway. He was going to keep his highway burning, you 
know. Of course, a spark got into his pocket and exploded. He was just a raw 
mess. He lay in the hospital for two years. 

Louis: Those were the kind of accidents, weren't they? 

Cliff: And of course, there was no such a thing as insurance. He was in a Catholic 
hospital and they knew his father couldn't pay nothing so they never even asked 
him for money. 

Louis: So he didn't want to take over the sodhouse farmstead? 

Cliff: No, they was in Mankato at that time already. My uncle and my dad, they had to 
graft skin on him because there was just a raw sore so they had to take it offhis 
leg. Once they'd take it off, they'd put under and they'd have to scrape it so 
there'd be life there. They had to stick that on there. There was one place they 
put some of this skin on and you could almost see it grow every day. He fmally 
got all covered with skin again. 

Louis: Did you know him? 

Cliff: I seen him a couple times. He was up to our place. He lost one leg in it, you 
know. He wasn't working when he got older. He went to a cigar factory and 
asked for a job. They looked at his fmgers, all crippled up, and thought he could 
never roll cigars but they give him a chance and he was one of the better cigar 
ro llers. That was his life career. 

Louis: Rolling cigars. 

Cliff: As far as I know, then it was somewhere's in South Dakota they were living. 
He's dead now and I think it was four children they had. The oldest boy, his 
name was Henry, lost his leg someway. 

Louis: Who are the other uncles? 

Cliff: One still stayed in Hayward, Wisconsin and he was a carpenter and contractor. 
On a small scale, he'd build houses and so on. They had one boy and he also took 
up carpenter work and he got to be a contractor, too. He died young too. He was 
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sixty years old and I guess he fell off a roof of a house and that was it. 

Louis: Did your mother have family? 

Cliff: She had two sisters and she come from Mankato, Minnesota. One sister got 
married and went to Marshall, Minnesota and the other one stayed in Mankato. 
They are all dead now. 

Louis: Did the family ever keep in touch with relatives in Denmark? 

Cliff: Not that I know of This here Henry Lowen was over here five years and he was 
going with a girlfriend over in Luxemburg. He told her he'd be back in five years 
so after the end of five years, he went back but she was already married. So he 
come back to this country, then. 

Louis: He was a bachelor. 

Cliff: Yah. 

Louis: And his brother? 

Cliff: His brother was a bachelor, too. He worked in St. Cloud at this railroad car 
factory, they call it. When that went on strike, he stayed around there for a year 
or so and decided that it was never going to start up again so then he bought some 
property up here alongside of his brother's place. He built a house there. He had 
three or four cows and a team of horses and so on and sold a little timber. 

Louis: Did the people that lived along the River there, did they all farm? 

Cliff: Oh yah! Everything out there was all farming, there was nobody working in 
town. 

Louis: Because Jim Bleth bought their place in 1960 and then he worked in town. I'm 
curious about the '20s. 

Cliff: No, they all worked right on the farm. They had to get their living off the farm. 

Louis: Who had the first car in the neighborhood? 

Cliff: I don't know. 

Louis: Did you go to town once a week when you were kids. 

Cliff: Oh no! Ifwe made it to town two or three times a year, we was fortunate! 

Louis: Did you go to the movie at the ELCO? 
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Cliff: I was sixteen years old before I seen a movie. Me and another guy. We walked 
in from out there. We got a ride partways and a ride partways home. It was Mae 
West, I still remember that. 

Louis: Oh my, what year! 

Cliff: Well, I was sixteen then, it must have been about 1931. 

Louis: It must have been a talking movie? 

Cliff: Oh yah, it was talking. 

Louis: Cliff, what about church? 

Cliff: Used to be an old church out there. Just before you got to the schoolhouse. 

Louis: By the Eichsteads? 

Cliff: Yah, that was a church. 

Louis: Good German-Lutheran. 

Cliff: That's right! 

Louis: Did you go? 

Cliff: Oh yes! That's the church we went too. It finally got too small and they couldn't 
afford to support a preacher no more. Now I go to the one in Bemidji, Trinity 
Lutheran. 

Louis: What did they do with the church building? 

Cliff: They sold it for six hundred bucks. 

Louis: To another church? 

Cliff: No, it was tore down. Harry Kolkin bought the church. Then when he was 
tearing it down, he had his own farm out there and he had a sow coming with 
pigs, you know, and they had no place to put her so they cut the steeple off and 
dumped it over. They had some ropes on it so it wouldn't get smashed up too 
much and they took it out to his farm and that's where the sow had the pigs. 

Louis: [laughs] Was it that small? 

Cliff: Well, the steeple. The church was about twenty by forty. There was a bell there 
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for the church and that was bought and it's in that there Wisconsin synod. 

Louis: Trinity? 

Cliff: No, no, the Wisconsin synod. It's up there on the other side of the bypass up 
there. There's a church up in there. 

Louis: On the west side. 

Cliff: Yah, that's where the bell is. 

Louis: Is that St. Mark's? 

Cliff: St. Mark's Church, Wisconsin Synod. 

Louis: So they took the bell. 

Cliff: Well, it got down to there was only John Barr and Gene Hensel, they were the 
main ones going to the church yet and of course, they had a meeting in the Frohn 
Hall to discuss it. A lot ofthe old members were there, you know, so Gene 
Hensel got up and said, "Mr. Barr and I are the only ones that's trying to save this 
church. The rest of you have all left. " He gave his little speech and walked out. 
That was the truth! We all left the church and said that we surrendered our rights, 
you know. 

Louis: He decided he couldn't keep it going. 

Cliff: No, the two of them wasn't able to. They had this Dinger, his name was .... 

Louis: Yah, he was a minister. Where did Gene Hensel live? 

Cliff: He lived across the River from us. 

Louis: Okay. Did he own quite a bit of land there? 

Cliff: Not too much. He just more or less lived there, a retirement home. One of his 
sons is living there now, Rollie. I think he had three boys and two girls. 

Louis: Was Hensel living there when you were on the farm? 

Cliff: Oh yes! Afterwards we come there and they built in there. 

End of interview 
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