
Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File # 014 
Final Draft of Interview with Axel Sorenson held April 25, 2000 

(.., We are interviewing Axel Sorenson this morning. Axel lives at 916 Grange Road NW, Northern 
Township, Beltrami County, Bemidji. Larry Houg is the interviewer, accompanied by Sunny 
Archibald, for the Mississippi Headwaters Board Oral History Project. 

Axel: My granddad was up on Crane Lake, north ofPuposki about 10 miles. He homesteaded 
on a piece ofland up there, and that's where my dad kind of grew up. They bought it for 
timber--160 acres free for just staying on that three years. And so, they got that, and then 
Daddy got a little homestead here, too. That's where he was raised up. Then, of course, 
Nielsens moved on here, and they were all Danish people, too. Hans Nielsen, he came 
here in about 1898, and worked in a logging camp in Wisconsin and come over to 
Minnesota after he quit doing that. He happened to work in a farm for us, and he made 
money enough to buy a team of horses. So he shipped them. And where do you think he 
landed? Right in this Movil Lake Campground. 

Larry: Oh, wonderful! 

Axel: He said there was about 22 horses there, and there was sleighs, and they were all cut 
into timber on the other side ofMovil Lake--them big Norways--and they'd dump them 
in the lake. And so, he kind of liked it here. You know where his place is by the bam. 
He bought that place then. It wasn't really a homestead. He had to buy it. Of course that 
would be close to where my dad and mother was married up there, by Strand Lake. They 
wanted to move down there where the folks was. So we bought the piece ofland right 
there by Movil Lake, all the way from where Nielsens is here clear over to Fred Klein's. 
There wasn't much price on it then compared to now. Us kids would walk back and 
forth there. Grandmother was over there past the Nielsens. They gave him a little piece 
of land there that he built a house on with homemade bricks. He was a mason. He made 
homemade bricks. 

Larry: What did he make them out of? 

Alex: Clay. 

Larry: Out of the clay right here? 

Alex: Yah. He dug it out of the hill there, and then he baked it. And then, after that, he just 
stayed there. And then, of course, he had Aunt Julia, and she went and she finally got a 
job at the Courthouse. But they walked all the way from that place by Movil Lake to a 
little schoolhouse just east of where the Northern Store is--that green schoolhouse. 
We went to that, too. That's where she went, and the old road used to come down below 
the rolling hills. That went in around Britton's Beach and all the way down to the green 
schoolhouse. It was mainly timber all over. There wasn't any underbrush much because 
the pine needles kept the balsam growing. So, then, of course, that's where I grew up 
then. And then the ducks--oh, there were all kinds of ducks in Movil Lake, you know... I 
used to sit in a little log cabin he had by the lake and watch the wolves on the lake. I 
don't care what time it was, we'd see some wolves out on the lake. 
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Larry: What were they doing? 

Alex: Looking around. (Laughing) They were out there where they could see quite a ways. I 
don't know what else they wanted, but there were on there anyway. 

Larry: And, at night, did you hear the wolves howling? 

Alex: Did we! You could hear howling at night. If it was at night, you could hear them howl. 
And the country then, it was just full of rabbits. There was a rabbit in every brush pile. 
There was hundreds of them. Now, of course, that lasted for quite a few years. 

Larry: Was that the white snowshoes? 

Alex: The snowshoe rabbit. We didn't see another one [breed of rabbit]. And there was no 
deer, too much. We didn't hardly see any deer. 

Larry: Because of the Big Dipper. 

Alex: And then there was wolves' tracks all over. A horse died down by the lake in that camp 
where they were logging, and they [the wolves] pulled it out on a kind ofa low place 
down by the lake there. The wolves, in about a month, they had skinned it right down to 
the bone. You could hear them every night, you know. 

Larry: Snarling and fighting, huh? 

Axel: Yah, they'd fight a little bit, and then they'd correspond with each other ..... Grandpa 
Shaughnessy settled on this, and then he took logging contracts. They logged on his 
homestead there and dumped them in Movil Lake. You could find what they call the 
green logs. They'd put the logs all around and then they'd dump and they herded them 
into a bunch. They actually did that before the ice went out, so that when they went 
down, the logs stayed in that one bunch. And if you go down by Lynches, there's a few 
pilings there. I remember we used to catch crappie by them. And that's to hold the logs 
back till they got ready to sluice the logs out. Then they sluiced the logs on the river. My 
dad worked from Three Island Lake from Clear River Lake, way down to Kitchie Lake 
on them houseboats. They towed the logs all down by that famous old land there coming 
out from Beltrami Lake. I don't know, but he must have been because of the dams in 
there. They must have sluiced them down there. The way they did it, they come up and 
they would push them Dackpines] all the way along. And they had it planked all the way 
out from the lake. Down by the lake there used to be a little log cabin. Old man Lindseth 
lived in that-
Lindseth's grandpa. 

Larry: Up on the ridge there. 
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Axel: Yup, up on the ridge there. That's right. 

Larry: I've seen it. 

Axel: We used to go there and visit with him. We went down there quite often, but we didn't 
have motors to go. We rowed all the way down there. It was really interesting. We used 
to go down on the river, and right before you get to Beltrami Lake, there was a big 
hole in the river. That was our swimming pool. (Laughing) So we had quite a lot offun 
here. The timber was all over the country. This part in here was all full of big Norway. 
And Nielsens, I think, logged these off. Dad logged the ones that were across the river. 
There was no underbrush at all. You could just walk right through it to Horseman Lake. 
And Horseman Lake was a beautiful little lake with big spruce all around it and then 
Norway on the north side. All these pine on the west side here, they hauled them down 
Movil Lake, but that was almost before my time. That was about when I wasn't big 
enough to know anything. Nielsens said they got snow rent. They had to get them into 
the lake, so they had them big carts with two wheels on them, and they'd hoist the end of 
it up and drag them down to the lake and dump them in the lake. 

Larry: How long would that section oflog be? 

Axel: I'd say they cut most of them 16-foot. There was a lot of 12-foot, but there's a lot a good 
timber and you should make the best use of it. You can always [do that] by cutting it up. 
I was with my dad when we cut. I was big enough to hold the end of the saw. 

Larry: A cross-cut saw? 

Axel: Yah, a cross-cut saw. 

Larry: I froze these two middle fingers working with a cross-cut saw, with my dad. 

Axel: I never froze any. I'd put them all together, ifl could. (Laughing) 

Larry: When the logs got to Kitchie Lake, and ..... 

Axel: They was all in certain lakes all the way down to this lake. Then they had what they 
called Wannegan--that was the houseboat that they stayed in. Dad says they got so 
much--$30 a month plus board. 

Larry: Good pay then! 

Axel: He says that was fun. They would fish all over, and they headed down to Cass Lake. 
That's where they ended up. 

Larry: Now, would some of the old lumberjacks actually stand in the water. Would they wade 
out in the water to push those logs around? 
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Axel: They jumped on the log! And I tell you, they could spin the log like that, and you 
couldn't knock them offofthat. You've seen those demonstrations. Well, dad was good 
on that. 

Larry: Oh, was he? 

Axel: I remember when I was about 5 to 6 years old, we used to go to work over at Campbell 
Lake (that was all pine all over). There was one lumbeIjack that come to work on that 
trail over there. He says, "I'll show that kid how to run that thing." So he jumped on the 
log and was spinning. My dad said he was real good at it. He [Dad] said, "The next 
thing I saw was this big black hat floating in the water." [Both laugh] All the guys on 
the blind was watching, and they got quite a kick out of it, he said. Course that little boy, 
he was small, you know, for his age. 

Larry: Now when the logs got to Kitchie Lake, then they went into Cass Lake? 

Axel: Yah, they did. They floated all the way down the river until they got to Cass Lake. 

Larry: And then from Cass Lake, where did they go? 

Axel: J. Nielsen had a big mill there. 

Larry: Right on Cass Lake? 

Axel: Yah. You can still see the foundation and stuff where it was. And Wheeler took over 
that place where it was, but they didn't do anything about ties and stuff like that. 

Larry: And the Mississippi River flowed through there too. 

Axel: Yah, she does. Anyway, they can float it down ... A lot ofthem logs was manufactured in 
Cass Lake. See, the railroad came through Cass Lake up to Bemidji and then towards 
Crookston. But in the early days, old man Kline (they lived on the lake), he says he 
walked all the way in from Fosston. I think I have it in a book I got there. It tells about 
these guys walking in from Fosston here to Bemidji. 

Larry: Yes, they came in from the West. 

Axel: Yah. 

Larry: Where did that old Fosston Trail run? 

Axel: It ran right over west here, a ways over there some place. It came through Lower Buena 
Vista. There was a trail there--Indian Trail they called it. 
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Larry: Did part of it run along where Highway 22 runs now? 

Axel: No, it went right through the woods, further north of that. 

Larry: I know, north of Pinewood, it stopped right by Spring Lake, didn't it? 

Axel: Yah, up in there someplace. Yah, Dad said the old trail was well used. Old Cyrus, in 
Bemidji, Cy we called him. He was an old Frenchman. They were chased out of Canada 
by Quebec. He [Cy] walked all the way through Canada, and then when he come across 
the line, he walked all the way back into Buena Vista. 

Larry: Isn't that unbelievable, how far they would walk! 

Axel: Yah, you couldn't believe what them old fellas did. Even at the time when we came up 
here, which was in 1932, after I had worked out in Dakota .... See, I worked out in 
Dakota for quite a few years, but all at once it dried up out there. I had a pretty good job 
on a big farm. Of course, when it dried up, there was no work for anybody, and there 
were no crops. So I came back here, and I bought this piece of land here for five dollars 
an acre. 

Larry: Wonderful! 

Axel: Well, that's all the money I had. 

Larry: Yah, you're lucky you had a little cash. 

Axel: Yah [Laughing]. I bought that, and then I built the house. I started just this one room. 
But then I went along and got work at different places--Curry's over here on the shores 
along the lake and Martin Berg's. I remember a neighbor boy and I weeded cabbage for 
Wayne Berg. [Laughing]. We didn't like it so much because we liked carpentry. We did 
it to make a few bucks--got two dollars and a half a day. My uncle had his dairy farm 
down here. Pretty near everybody had a little dairy farm that sold cream. So that was 
quite a big thrill. Neighbors got together quite a lot, and they'd help each other. 

Axel: Even Bemidji had a nice county fair, after the First World War. That's quite a while. I 
remember all the artifacts they had there. There was a demonstration for things out of 
the ordinary, you know. There was quite a bit of entertainment, but you know, we go in 
automobiles now back and forth, and in a few minutes you're in town. Well, when dad 
went to town, we rode in the back ofthe wagon to town where the high school is now 
(that was all jack pine). He tied his horses there, and then he gave them a little feed, and 
then we'd go watch the fair. 

Larry: The fairgrounds were ... 

Axel: Where them houses is now. 
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Larry: Yah, and part of it was where the old high schooL .. 

Axel: That was alljackpine. That was part of the fairgrounds. And then it went north over to 
the cemetery. We used to get there early in the morning, 10 o'clock anyway, ifwe could, 
you know. See the circus come to town, and the elephants would be pushing these big 
wagons with lions and tigers. We had lots of fun watching them. Sometimes the old 
elephant would push them when got stuck. [Laughing] 

Larry: And the handler that took care of the elephant could make the elephant do everything he 
wanted it to? 

Axel: Yah, I suppose he wouldn't ask it to do anything it couldn't do. But they gave turns to 
ride on the elephants. That part was interesting for us kids. Then we'd go downtown 
where the pavilion is now. That used to be a kind of an open place there where the 
farmers could come in and haul the wood in town. They'd sell it for firewood. There 
was a harness shop right close there--Kollars' Harness Shop. 

Larry: The harness shop always smelled good from the oil they used to put on the harness, 
didn't it? 

Axel: Yah, it was all harness, you know. There was no automobiles. My dad hauled spruce to 
town, and the only place he didn't want to cross was that Great Northern tracks because 
that steel would hit his steel. In 1932, when I came here, we still come on horses to 
town. There was a lot of Model T's going around. After the First World War, it changed 
more, you know. 

Larry: Were there many bootleggers around here in those years? 

Axel: Yes, there was some. When my folks lived on the lake there, I used to make a little 
money by taking in the fellows from North Dakota. They'd come here and go fishing. 
They'd stay in a tent right there by the lake. The same ones came every year. That was 
in prohibition times. I took him out in the boat on the lake, and "Say kid," he says, "you 
don't care ifl take a snooze, do you?" And I said, ''No, as long as you stay in the boat." 
[Both laugh] 

Larry: I heard there was one house up here on the ridge, kind of a long house, and they could 
open the doors at one end and run seven Model T's in there to hide them. Then they 
could open the door to the other end of the basement and drive them out again. 

Axel: Ah, that's an old tale, I think. [Both laugh] I remember everybody around there in all the 
houses, except on the end of the lake there--Horseman was his name. He had homestead 
there. I don't remember him because he was really before my time, but that was when 
the Indian wars down on Leech Lake took place. Of course, we were so different from 
the soldiers. The Indian Trail come down on the other side of Campbell Lake. He was 
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ordered over to Washington Point. He says an Indian come by him, he went back in the 
woods and hid well. [Both laugh] 

Larry: Where did that trail go to? 

Axel: To Bemidji. Well, it actually it went to Cass Lake, too. In the same way, the one up 
through Buena Vista, and the old Indian trail went down right through Turtle River. 

Larry: What about the Leech LakelRed Lake Indian Trail? 

Axel: I suppose they went there the same .... 

Larry: That runs on the east side of Turtle River and Big Turtle Lake. 

Axel: Yah, I can't remember them all. 

Larry: What year were you born? 

Axel: 1905. I'm 94 years old now. I'll be 95 this fall. 

Larry: Goodness sakes, that's wonderful, Axel! 

c..., Axel: I don't know how long I can keep on, but I'm staying by myself and able to keep things 
going. 

Larry: That's a great accomplishment! 

Axel: That's better than some of them do, all right. 

Larry: How many old-timers your age are around here? 

Axel: I don't know of any. [Laughing] The only one is Mrs. Emstock in town. And Mrs. 
Woods. I went to school with them. That's the only ones I know around here. 
Otherwise, the old fellows around Movil Lake are all gone. Down at that end Curry 
came over. That was quite a bit later. It was about 1930 they came to Movil Lake, but 
it was over across the point. 

Larry: How many kids did you have? 

Axel: We had five, three boys and two girls: Kathy and Sally and Tom and Bill and Dale. 

Larry: Bill lives over beyond Black Lake? 

Axel: Bill lives way down by Princeton now. He worked for the Northern States Power for 
about thirty years. Then he retired. So he gets a pretty good pension. Tom retired from 
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Alaska, and Dale is down there fighting with his cows yet. [Both laugh] But he doesn't 
have very much time for that. He works for the telephone [company] a good part of the 
time, and with Ottertail Power cutting ditches and stuff. He's been doing that for years. 
Dale comes up every day. You know, it's kind of hard to be here alone and nobody 
comes and stops in. So I say, "Dale, you come early in the morning and bring the paper 
and then at night before you go to bed." So he checks on me. That way I feel more 
secure. 

Larry: Oh sure, it's a good system. 

Axel: Yah, it is. And then I have a lifeline. Do you know what that is? 

Larry: Oh, have you got one? 

Axel: I got this thing here, see? [Showing lifeline monitor] You poke this through here, and 
then it begins to call the neighbors [so that they] can find out what's the matter with me, 
ifl'm in trouble or something. 

Larry: Who gave you that? 

Axel: At the fire hall, the Red Cross. They said I should wear this all the time. If! don't poke 
that thing right away, it will start to holler. "Say, what are you doing?" [Laughing] 

Larry: That's a good system. That's nice when you live out in the country. 

Axel: It is. It works out good. That way I don't feel isolated. Dale is around, but he works all 
day. Tom is on the go quite a bit. He's been out in California and all over and then he 
goes up to Alaska, sometimes down to Carolina. So I really can't depend on him too 
much, that way. But otherwise, he's pretty good. 

Larry: What were some of the big events in your life? 

Axel: Well, I remember when mother and dad and Pete was all together when Woodrow 
Wilson got elected, and wondered ifhe'd keep out of the war or not. I saw some of the 
big things. Then, of course, at first there wasn't so much, and then they started building 
all over. The high school and the normal school in Bemidji went up. Then they put the 
college in. There was three sawmills in Bemidji on the south end, on Lake Bemidji. 

Larry: Crookston Mill. 

Axel: I think they all belong, more or less, to Crookston. I don't know too much about it, but 
my uncle was superintendent on one of them. They moved out to Bend, Oregon. That's 
where he died. 

Larry: How many people here moved out to Montana, to Kalispell and Columbia Falls? 
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Axel: 1 think the whole bunch of them. They worked for it. 

Larry: Did they move the mill itself? 

Axel: They didn't own none of the buildings. 

Larry: How about the saws? Did they move any ofthe equipment? 

Axel: They might have done that. 1 don't know what happened to them, but .... 

Larry: But then they could move right out.. .. they moved out there and did logging there then, 
didn't they? 

Axel: Oh, yah. My aunt came back here after he [my uncle] died out there [Montana], so she 
could bury him in Bemidji. During the Second World War, they wouldn't raise the wages 
here. Twenty-eight dollars a week was all 1 got. Even during the war, they wouldn't 
raise it. 1 was yard manager. So 1 went out to Bend, Oregon. 1 seen the old house that 
my uncle lived in, and there 1 seen all the folks 1 could find when they moved out of 
Bemidji. [Both laugh] After working there for a couple weeks at a kind of a training 
camp for the soldiers, 1 shipped out to Astoria--that's on the Columbia River. So 1 
worked there all the rest of the summer until November. 

Larry: What were you doing? 

Axel: Carpenter work. We were building houses--some of them was barracks and some was 
houses. 

Larry: What did they pay you then? 

Axel: Well, 1 tell you, 1 was so surprised when 1 got my first check. 1 got two hundred dollars 
for a week, and 1 couldn't believe it. 1 though, "I wonder if that check is any good!" 
[Both laugh] 1 would send fifty dollars a week home and would still have about that 
much to save. All 1 was getting at the lumber yard was twenty-eight dollars, and 1 had to 
put in overtime to get that. So 1 did pretty good, but 1 had to leave the whole family here, 
you know. There was no use to go with the family because there was no place to stay. 
There were some of them that did that, and they had a little bit ofa trailer. 1 stayed at a 
boarding house. There was a couple old people that had a boarding house. There was 
guys though with little trailers, and their wife and kids was all along. But you know, 1 
don't know what's the matter with people. They spend all their money on drinking and 
whoring around on Saturday night. 1 worked seven days a week, and 1 know lots of 
times, they didn't show up on Monday and Sunday and Saturday because, you know 
those kind, they didn't have to if they didn't want. They were supposed to on Monday, 
but they were in too bad shape to get out on Monday. 
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Larry: They had a big party over the weekend. 

Axel: And just think of all the overtime. My overtime was more than my regular pay .... [pause] 
I couldn't take no pictures out there. I would have liked to, but they wouldn't let me 
have no camera around. I went down to the river to watch them come in. A lot of them 
big shots would go fishing on the river for salmon. I'd watch them, and they'd catch 
some big ones. Then I seen one guy there that was always arguing about how much it 
[the fish] weighed, and he'd win every time. About the second time I went down there, 
there were cops for the government to see who I was. I got permission to go. 

Larry: How many CCC camps were around here? 

Axel: There was one over here by Wilton--a pretty good sized one. There was one down by 
Cass Lake. The CCC's did pretty good. 

Larry: Yes, they did a lot of good things. 

Axel: Yah, they had a lot of them young fellows who wasn't doing anything, and they really 
learned. A lot of guys learned how to drive catfish and tractors, and some of them 
learned to be cooks and everything else. They had a couple down at Cass Lake and then 
down at Leech Lake, too. 

Larry: Wasn't there one up towards Gull Lake, too? 

Axel: Yah. There probably was. I worked for Standard Lumber Company those years. I 
shouldn't have done that. I should have stepped out, and I would have got a lot better 
deal. But when you got a family at home, you hate to leave when you don't know for 
sure what your circumstances will be. 

Larry: Yah, but sometimes you've got to do it. 

Axel: Yah, I should have been more brave. 

Larry: What were some of the things that the WP A did? 

Axel: They did all kinds of work around here--cleaning the brush around the edge of the road 
where it was thrown. They'd clean that out in about two feet of snow. There was no 
time to be cutting up brush, but they wanted guys to do that. And then they were building 
dams down by the river. They did that a lot. But these guys on a deputy pay was getting 
more than I was and working three days a week. Anyways, every time I could I went to 
work for the WP A. I seen this guy--Schwartz. He come home about three 0' clock in the 
morning, drunk and was due to work. I been out there for cleanup of the road around 
Buena Vista. This Ross Anderson, a heavy set guy, and another guy--they were both 
about the same kind of big, fat, lazy guys, and they were keeping the brush fires going. It 
was about 20 below, so it was nice to be around the fire. We were out there cutting it. 
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And then them two guys got in a fight. We had pitchforks, and they went right at each 
other with pitchforks. One guy says, "It's time for you to move on to the next one." 
That's the kind of guys you sometimes had. Then they wanted my uncle's horses. He 
says, "You can have them, but the only way you can do it is to have Axel drive them." 
They're not going to have no strangers drive them. 

Larry: That was smart. They could ruin the team! 

Axel: Oh, I've seen some foolish guys. There were two white horses. They were kind of 
stubborn. This guy says, "I know how to do that--put sand under their collar." 1 told him 
offl There wasn't much you could do with those guys. You couldn't fire them, you 
couldn't do nothing. But 1 remember 1 was going to stick up for that poor horse. 1 was 
good with horses. When 1 first went to North Dakota, 1 was about seventeen years old. 
When 1 got out there, 1 had eight horses on a triple. The guys were kind of surprised that 
1 could handle them without a bit of trouble because 1 had always been around Dad's 
camp, and 1 had to take care of the horses there. 

Larry: This was a triple plow? 

Axel: Yah, a triple plow. 

Larry: How did you have the eight horses hooked? Four in front and four behind? 

Axel: Yah. 

Larry: Did you ever have a runaway with horses? 

Axel: No 1 didn't, but 1 did with a wagon. But the boss was right with me, the old farmer 
himself 1 picked up a piece of board and was going to throw it in the bush, and down it 
went. Well, 1 was lucky 1 had one slow horse on the outside and the other fast one on the 
inside, so they went around in a circle, and we caught them. [Both laugh] 1 think they 
broke the pole or something, 1 guess. And once, 1 was going to ride over to Mayos'. 
They had a small pony they called "King," and I'd ride on that one. Boy, 1 never landed 
in the ditch as quick as 1 did when a prairie chicken jumped up alongside of me. 
[Laughing] 1 landed right square in the ditch. 

Larry: Did you ever get kicked by a horse? 

Axel: No, 1 kept from behind them. We had two big horses, and they were kind offeisty, kind 
of mean once in a while. When 1 was down there, 1 always had to curry horses, fix them 
up. 1 started currying that horse and, you know 1 don't get right behind a horse when 1 
curry him. 1 always stand up by the front, so I'm usually as far back as I can get and get a 
little further all the time. And a guy came in the barn, and he yelled, "Oh, you're going 
to be killed--that thing's going to kick you!" That was one of my team, and 1 curried him 
every morning. They kind of liked it! 
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Larry: Oh, sure. And when they trust you, they will do that. 

Axel: .... You could go out on Movil Lake and catch fish anytime. We had that little bay by our 
place, and mother says, "You can go on that." We used to take the boat--we had a 
homemade boat--and I tied the trolling line right to my leg. Then I could feel when 
something would bite. I always used to catch nice big northerns and that. 

Larry: Would you have a plug or bait on there? 

Axel: Just a spoon. I caught crappies on that, too. Not too big--you don't use a big spoon. 

Larry: The old daredevil and the silver spoon? 

Axel: The daredevil's all right. We didn't have much variety offishing equipment in those 
days. I just had a little thing that I could wrap my line around. I think I have one yet that 
old Doc Porsche had. He had made fancy one that you could hold like this, and you 
could turn around. He was one of the earlier settlers here. 

Larry: Who was the veterinarian at that time? 

Axel: I don't know who the early one was, but I don't remember calling any veterinarian. The 
first one I remember was Thelen, in town. He came out here when I had trouble with the 
cows. I worked with his boy. He worked for Northend, too. 

Larry: Most of the people had some medicine and doctored their own horses if they needed to, 
didn't they? Or if they'd get a big boil, they'd lance it. 

Axel: A bunch of them got it out of North Dakota--28 of them. He used to cut it right open 
and then put some salve on it or something. Of course, when the collar was on a horse, 
he'd get sore on his shoulder. I used to take a pad and then I'd pull the padding out right 
over the sore so they wouldn't have a sore on it. 

Larry: Yah, it wouldn't have the weight on it. Did you have Bag Balm then to put on for salve, 
or what did you use for ointment? 

Axel: I had some kind of salve, but I couldn't tell you what kind it was. I remember I was put 
on a water wagon. We had about seven or eight miles to haul water. It was a big tank. I 
could fill that tank in twenty minutes ifl didn't stop to take a breath. You had a pump 
that you pushed back and forth like this. [Motioning] 

Larry: Oh yah, a hand pump. 

Axel: And boy, that worked pretty good if the packing was good. Otherwise you wouldn't 
keep the job. You had just so long to get to the steam engine. Going out of the sloop, it 
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was pretty hard. And I guess what I figured out was that the hames was tied so that there 
was too much pulling up on this here. She went down right on there, on the hill. I 
jumped down, and I caught her by the head and kind of raised her up again... When we 
got up again with that load, I changed that over so that thing was further down on her 
shoulders instead of up on her neck. ... I had a nice little team of blacks when I come here 
that we was logging. My uncle lived down there by Bemidji. He was by himself and 
couldn't take care ofhis horses anymore. He was going over to that Pierce that lived 
over there, to see how much he could get for them [the horses]. He says, "They're nice 
and fat. They'd make good lake bait." That was the end of that. [Both laugh] So he 
called me up--I could have the whole works, the wagon and everything, for two hundred 
bucks. So I took it right away and used it. I had that team until they died. They were 
good. He [uncle] came out here and looked at them and says, "Oh you don't know how 
good you got it, you guys. You don't know how lucky you were." [Both laugh] But I 
hauled hay on this road here, you know, and there wasn't so much traffic then because I 
had a sleigh. But was it slippery! There was frozen ice and then snow on top of it. The 
poor horse kept off to the edge so it had better footing. This poor horse slipped and fell 
down. I grabbed quick and hooked the line and caught it by the head, and she squealed 
right aways. I never heard a squeal like that! So that's how I got her to pull. I says, 
"Come on, horse!" Boy, she dug right in and up the hill and away she went! [Laughing] 

Larry: Did you have horseshoes on him? 

Axel: No, I never did put horseshoes on them. When Dad had horses, they put shoes on them. 

Larry: In the wintertime, they put shoes with kind of spikes down? 

Axel: Yah, they had to fit right on the edge of the hoot: and you had to trim the hoof down 
there a bit. I remember helping with that. Then they had horseshoe nails. You put in 
them in the side so they wouldn't go straight, and then you'd bend them offand break 
them off on the top. Sometimes they would pull a shoe, you know. 

Larry: When they were working. 

Axel: Yah, but you had to have them on when there was any ice. Up at Linden Lake, we 
moved up to there, and I was only fourteen when I went up and trapped muskrats in that 
lake. An old pal of mine would get me to come up there. He wasn't so sure where the 
camp was. On the bottom of that hill, there had been a blacksmith shop, and the beavers 
kind of raised the water and it kind of washed out. There was a pair of shoes made for an 
ox. I would like to've had them, but old Billy Maltrud talked him out of it, and then his 
shack burned down. But I would like to have had that pair of shoes for an ox. 

Larry: They put one shoe on each side of the hoo£.. 

Axel: Yah, there was a shoe on each side of the hoof 
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Larry: So there was two shoes on each foot. 

Axel: When Dad first come here, he had a pair of oxen. He was always hauling shim bolts to 
town. I wasn't very big when I had to go down to help and help him hold the end of the 
saw. Those great big bolts made pretty good shims. They put them under the rails. 
That's why they called them shim bolts. They shimmed up the rail to the right height. 

Larry: They shimmed up the rail for the railroad track? 

Axel: Yah, they pulled them in from both sides, so they'd be even. 

Larry: Those oxen could pull a lot of stuff: couldn't they? 

Axel: Oh, yah! Once, Mother was worrying about what happened to Daddy. He had gone to 
town with a load of bolts and should've been back. He had pretty good whiskers. In 
those days all those lumberjacks all had whiskers that were kind of this style. They 
looked more like a bees' nest. He come in, and you could hardly see his eyes for the 
frost. Mom says, "What did you with the oxen?" "Oh," he says, "I left because they 
couldn't go fast enough." So he started home, and in about half an hour, here come the 
oxen back on the road with the sleigh. It's hard to think about those things happening 
now, isn't it? 

Larry: Yah, that was a different world. 

Axel: Yah, it sure was. We didn't have the conveniences that we have now, but somehow we 
got through it. Just think of no refrigerator, no electricity, just a lamp. You had to clean 
that lantern chimney every other day, sometimes every day. 

Larry: Did you every start a fire with one--tip one over and start a fire? 

Axel: No. The only one I heard of like that was in Chicago--Molly's cow that kicked over the 
lantern. O'Leary's cow, wasn't it? 

Larry: Yes, but you know people were so careful with those things, they didn't have accidents. 

Axel: Yah, I don't remember anybody starting a fire with that [a lantern]. But one thing, after 
logging, they'd throw a match into every little slough to bum the grass up because pretty 
near every slough was cut to hay. They didn't have the open land for hay. In the 
meadow where the folks were, there was like a lawn all the way down. Him and old man 
Werth down there bought the eighty of land in the first place. I think Dad bought it, and 
they put up there together. That was just like a field in there. They cut the brush out and 
cut it with a mower. Now, you can't believe what the beavers did at that lake and all the 
dead trees all over. I walked down there lots of times. That's the way we went all the 
time. We went up to Lindgren Lake. It wasn't the way it is now with so much weeds and 
stuff because of beavers. My sister-in-law from Minot and her two kids went swimming 
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in Lindgren Lake. It was sandy out there. I used to go up there when I was about 
fourteen, when Dad and Werth were cutting hay. So then when fall come, I'd have to 
help cut and load the hay. When they'd load the hay, I'd slip away and go up and set a 
bunch of traps, and I caught a lot of muskrats in that land. 

Larry: Did your parents worry about you when you were off by yourself like that? 

Axel: I don't know if they did or not. They didn't worry too much about me, I don't think, 
because I was pretty able to take care ofmyseI£ But I did some kind offoolish things, I 
think, that I wouldn't quite do now. [Laughing] When we worked down there, after I got 
back from out West, we had to log, so I bought a piece of land up on Big Turtle--a lot of 
nice poplar on it. I was up there by myself cutting. I often think about it. I sometimes 
worry about the kids here, and here I'd cut logs all day and come home in the dark. I had 
the horse, and on Saturday I had the kids come up and help me load them [logs]. 

Larry: Did you ever cut yourself with the ax? 

Axel: No. 

Larry: Again, you were careful. You knew how to handle it. 

Axel: I was safetyman on the WPA, you know. Going out along this road here there's a couple 
guys sharpening their ax, and they set it down on a log, and don't you think he sat down 
on the thing and cut himself in the bumper right here. [Both laugh] I think when you 
sharpen your ax, you should know better than to sit down on it! I never did hurt myself 
with an ax. 

Larry: Did any Indians live around here? 

Axel: Yah, they come down this Irvine Avenue road quite a bit in the early days when we were 
just little kids. Once they come down right where A. N. Johnson lives now--that hill by 
Horseman Lake. They had a hollow in there, and then there was a little water in there, 
and they'd have a camp by Sucker Brook. This time it was this way a little ways in the 
little meadow and swamp. We kids, we heard an awful lot of racket down there. We 
sneaked over the hill and peeked over to see what was going on. They had a porcupine 
up in a little poplar, and they shook him down and skinned him. We thought we better 
get out of there. Next morning, we went up, and there was nothing but the hide and the 
quills there. They say they ate them [porcupines].... In those days, the partridge was just 
as thick as robins. I could go out there and there would be fifteen or twenty of them in 
those poplar trees picking the buds. My Uncle Knute and his kids were out in Oregon, 
and one ofhis daughters wrote to me. She got my name on a radio program. Her mother 
had a letter that was picked up, she picked it up, and that's where she got my address. 
That's where she got my address. So she wrote to me. And she wanted to know some of 
the history of the Nielsen family and about us. I sent that little book over there to her. 
"Oh boy," she says, "I see what it's like in Minnesota." Mrs. Rachey was out here. 
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She gave me another one. This girl from Denmark was over here. She wanted it. 
She wanted the one with my initials in it, so I let her have that. I meant to get another 
one, but I haven't gotten around to it yet. Mrs. Rachey is ninety-two. 

Larry: You've got quite a story in there, huh? 

Axel: Yah, the first one is about logging. I tell some tales from out in Dakota, too. It's too 
bad. I think Don got one, though. He should have one. [Pause] There's a lot of days I 
could think about. I don't think about them all at one time, though. But I do think about 
a lot of things that happened. I think about the foolish things kids will do. My brother 
was small. He never grew up much--he just stayed small. He lived by himself for years 
up there by Black Lake. We went up there--wanted to get a coon for a pet. I was coming 
down by the lake there, and there was one out taking a swim. I grabbed that boat and 
shoved out there, but I couldn't handle him. He was too fast. The boat had kind of a 
point, so 1 shoved the raccoon right in there and tied up some pails so that he couldn't get 
out. Then 1 tied up his tail. I took two wires, a long and short one. 1 was going to put 
him in a gunnysack and tie him up. [Dog barking] [Both laugh] Somehow or another 
that coon got loose in the end, and he come right at me. I lost my balance then, but I had 
one of them carbide lights on. My first thought was, "Kick that boat over." So I kicked 
myself over backwards in a kind of a dive backwards. Ted says, "The last 1 heard was, 
''whoooosh-sh, whoooosh-sh." [Both laugh] Everything turned dark. He [brother] said it 
wasn't so long, but 1 thought it was five minutes. He said that all at once it sounded like 
the lake was coming out from the bottom, like a whale or something was coming out. 
There was water all over. That was me! 1 got back up. The first thing 1 said was, ''Ted, 
where's the boat?" He said, "It's over there, but the coon is swimming to shore with it." 1 
said, "I want to get on the back end where I can get up." I did. I got up without tipping 
the boat. And then we went to shore. We did no more fooling around on the lake with 
the boat. We got him [raccoon] home--it was about three o'clock in the morning, I guess. 
1 put him in this churn [for butter] and put a cover on him and put some stones on top so 
he wouldn't choke. But he kicked the thing over during the night, and the next morning 
all I found was that wire on the way down to the creek and a red handkerchief that had 
been on his leg--that was lying there, too. And the old coon was back telling his family 
what happened. [Both laugh] 

Larry: What a story he had! 

Axel: That's the only time, 1 think, that I did something 1 shouldn't have done. 

Larry: Did any of the family ever have a pet raccoon? 

Axel: No. 

Larry: You know, they're so nice when they're little. But when they get bigger, they get kind of 
mean. 
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Axel: Yah, I know they are! My neighbor had one. He'd clean up on the dog and on the cat. 
He'd do anything, you know. 

Larry: They tell me that a raccoon will drown a dog if the dog swims out in the water with him. 
They'll climb up on top ofhis head and just drown him. 

Axel: Yah, I read quite a few stories on hunting down south, and they [raccoons] will drown a 
hunting dog every time it gets after them. They get him out in the water. There isn't so 
much price on the furs. I got almost twenty-five bucks! 

Larry: That's high! 

Axel: I caught a lot of them up there. But, the last, you couldn't give away. 

End ofInterview 
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