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This is Louie Marchand. I am interviewing Robert Treuer. The date is June 28, 2000. 
We are at the home of Robert Treuer at 435 Swenson Rd. NE in Bemidji. This interview 
is for the Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project. 

Lou: Robert, how did you find this land, this place? 

Bob: Back in 1956 or so, returning from a Boundary Waters canoe trip and heading to 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin where I then lived and worked, we stopped at the north 
end ofCass Lake to spend a few days with my wife's parents living there in 
retirement. He was retired Colonel Lyman A. Nelson who had come here in the 
1930s as commander of one of the CCC camps in the vicinity ofCass Lake. After 
military service in WWII and retirement, he chose to live up here. We visited 
them and I fell in love with the country. Admittedly, this was very different from 
the Boundary Waters canoe area which I also loved and have returned to many 
times, but there was something about the lay of the land and the feel of the land 
that I knew that this was where I wanted to live. Then in 1958, faced with ajob 
change, we decided, my then wife and I and we have three very young boys, to 
just chuck it all and move up here. I had found a literally abandoned two-hundred 
acre farm and some of it's acreage above the Mississippi River had lain fallow for 
a number of years and was waist-high in weeds. We were the only bidders at the 
bank -supervised auction to sell the land. At that time farmers were abandoning 
their farms, left and right. We moved up here and lived in a tent because the farm 
buildings were considered unusable and indeed they were. The bank had told us 
they were worthless. 

Lou: You said you loved the country but that doesn't tell me very much. Why, Bob? 

Bob: The fold of the hills, the waters, the Mississippi, and I'll have to confess there 
was a romantic tinge, Mark Twain, Tom Sawyer, Huck Finn on which I had been 
nurtured as a young boy. But the remoteness and wildness of the land, the ability 
to live close to, in and be part of it and get my hands into the earth in some way, 
that motivated me. I have written about my early days on what has since become 
a tree farm because on those two hundred acres over the years, my three older 
boys and my fIrst wife and I planted upward of half a million pine trees. The 
interesting thing when we first moved here was that within the first month, still 
living in a tent on the old farmstead, one after another, each of the neighbors 
came around because it was such a rarity, it was unknown, that anyone would 
move into the area when everyone was moving out, especially with the 
encouragement of the Eisenhower years' soilbank program where people were 
being paid not to farm. Simply to retire as many farms, especially marginal 
farms, as possible. The Nensons brought peonies, bulbs they had dug up from 
their yard because the original bulbs had come from our yard which had been one 
of the Swenson family homesteads. You asked before about my feeling about this 
place, why I wanted to live here, well it happened to suite my personal needs at 
that time in my life to retreat from industrial, urban life and to forge a different 
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way of living. This became possible here over the years. While I had formed an 
attachment to the land, it was nothing compared to the way I came to feel about it 
as I learned much more about it. It was many years later that I discovered, 
coincidentally, by reading Henry Schoolcraft's journal, that the stretch of River 
on which the land abuts was called by the Indians, Me-das-win (meaning the 
number ten) because between WolfLake and Lake Bemidji there were ten rapids. 
Some of which are not visible now. I learned also that there were prehistoric 
stone bridges across the Mississippi just up river from where our land is if indeed, 
anyone individual really owns the land. The land was there long before. 

Lou: Is that your sense of stewardship you are talking about? 

Bob: Yes, it is! I am a sojourner more than an owner. I am passing through. As a 
reminder of that, I have not far from my front door, a piece of granite that must 
weigh about two hundred pounds, about two and one-half feet long, and on all 
four sides of that stone are glacial rill. They are the parallel striations caused 
when this rock embedded in the bottom of a glacier and scraped against the earth 
mantle and over-climbed or rolled until you have the parallel rills going around 
all sides of that stone. It's a reminder to me how long the land's been here and 
how brief and temporary is my sojourn. I mentioned that we planted half a 
million trees and some of that has changed this land. Whether it's changes back 
to the way it was or not, I doubt because there are signs that this was a mature 
climax white pine forest and of course, those trees were completely wiped out in 
the brief logging days and they were brief. Less than, oh maybe twenty years and 
the forests were gone. Now, at least on this patch ofland, there's red pine 
plantation. The amazing thing is that through natural seeding, and I can only 
speculate how the seeds came to be in the soil still, thousands of little white pine 
are emerging under the canopy of the red pine forest. 

Lou: I like that! [laughs] 

Bob: And the wildlife just in the forty-some years that I've lived here, the makeup of 
the wildlife and plant life have changed. The field birds are gone. I don't see a 
Meadowlark anymore. Other birds have moved in, Pine Grosbeaks, Evening 
Grosbeaks, and so on, feed on the pinecones. 

Lou: Bob, what happened to the land between the logging off and your ownership? 

Bob: This particular piece of land, after being logged just before 1905 was 
homesteaded by one of the Swenson brothers, the Swenson family being 
Norwegians. I believe there were five brothers, some of who homesteaded 
adjoining plots ofland which I'm told they had helped to log. They grubbed out 
the stumps and started farming. The farms, all but one of them, faltered because 
the growing season was short and there was only a thin layer of topsoil and that 
was quickly exhausted. One after the other, the farms failed except for one farm, 
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farmed by John Swenson and later by his son, Albert. Albert particularly had 
made it a point to always stay on top of the latest developments in agriculture 
consulting the University of Minnesota School of Agriculture. Being one to try 
the latest innovations, for example other farmers had difficulty establishing 
self-sustaining pasture. He on the advice of the University, inter-stitched his 
pasture seed with Savanna grass which helped hold the soil. It was quick-growing 
tall grass and inter-stitched alfalfa and clover and other grasses and his pastures 
were a verdant green when others turned brown and thin. 

Lou: How did he come to know that? 

Bob: By making use of the Extension Service and the services made available by the 
University of Minnesota Ag. School. It was remarkable! Consistently over the 
years, his farm which abuts our tree farm, produced. It was able to support and 
sustain the family, not always very well but they were able to survive. 

Lou: What did they grow? 

Bob: His was a dairy farm but he also had some grain crops, not very much. In 
contrast, our tree farm here had been used in a wide variety of crops. They tried 
growing potatoes. They tried grains. They tried pasturing cattle for feeder cattle. 
For a while, they tried dairy farming and the old barn had an elaborate set-up and 
a water system while the poor wife in the farmhouse did not have running water 
and a large number of children. They didn't make it! 

Lou: There was a rash of Farmer's Clubs in all of the various communities in the area 
after the logging business was started. Was there a Farmer's Club around here? 

Bob: There were several farm organizations. My immediate neighbor was very active 
in National Farmer's Union, that's Albert Swenson, if! recall correctly. The 
ansular activities, a very active 4-H program which involved over time in 
supposedly helping to raise pigs, registered sheep, what have you. This was a big 
part of the older children's growing up. The older children still recall hiking 
through the young tree plantation onto Albert's fields, to his barn, carrying the 
milk pail so that we could buy whole milk from Albert. That, of course, 
sometimes produced heavy cream and sometimes butter. We did a lot of 
subsistence gardening in those years, too. 

Lou: You said there were a lot of people that came and introduced themselves when 
you first came to live. Who were the other neighbors? 

Bob: On this short two-mile long stretch of road which is now County Road #27 which 
for most of my occupancy here was a dirt road but it's paved now, there were 
very few residents. Going north to south on the west side of the road was Orrie 
Gregerson, he, his wife and two children. Their's was a subsistence farm which 
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(.., eventually went under and many years later after several changes of ownership, 
became a golf course. Then came our place and going down the road, there was 
only one other and that was the Alvard and Dale Nenson farm. Again, a small 
holding, I think a hundred and sixty acres and they tried grains and a little bit of 
cattle. That is now fallow land partially planted to pine trees. Dale Nenson, a 
life-long bachelor, was in his early sixties and was found dead in the barn, 
hunched over a feed pail that he was about to fill. But I remember seeing his 
father in the spring, sowing oats. There was a patch that I estimate to be five 
acres carved out of the rest of the field which was planted by a machine by his 
son, Dale. And the old man, each spring, would stand there with an apron filled 
with seed and he would start in one comer in these rhythmic beautiful motions, 
pace the field, hand-spreading seed from end to the other and then back on a 
parallel track, never breaking stride and that five acres came up looking beautiful 
year after year. I grieved his passing because he was such a beautiful old man. I 
neglected mention of one little person living at the south end of the road in a tiny, 
tiny log shack. This was Grandma Holiday, a widow who lived alone and was 
very self-sufficient. She cut her kitchen stovewood precisely, must have used a 
ruler. When she was in her eighty's, one day Albert Swenson and Dale Nenson, 
thinking to help the old woman, came to cut firewood for her and stacked it neatly 
in her kitchen stovewood pile outside the house. She came out when they were 
done and thanked them but she had her bucksaw in hand and she trimmed the 
ends of each stick, half an inch, three-quarters of an inch, an inch, until they 
were as precise as hers had been. She showed those young whippersnappers, who 
were then in their forties, what was what. She lived to a very, very old age. Her 
house went abandoned and the property then passing into other hands, was about 
to be demolished in part to make room for the widening of the road which was to 
be paved. I noticed going by her place some very beautiful flowers, bell-shaped, 
deep purple, standing about two feet high and I had to look them up to fmd out 
what they were. They were a Grand Penstamen, a now relatively rare prairie 
component. How she came to have these, much less have them growing by her 
doorstep, I don't know. Rather than having them bulldozed and destroyed, I dug 
up as many as I could and shared them with some people now living across the 
road, with Albert Swenson and with other neighbors so that they could continue 
to live. I also planted some because they are so exceptionally beautiful! They are 
truly a Grand Penstamen. 

Lou: Had her family lived in that place? 

Bob: I believe so. Although, I had never met any of them and this is only hearsay. 

Lou: There were many single men who lived alone in the country. Were there any 
nearby? 

Bob: Well, yes, Dale Nenson, after his father passed away, was one such and he's the 
only one in my immediate neighborhood of whom I know. 
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Lou: Some of them, I think, were lumberjacks who after they didn't work anymore, 
would find a building in an old lumber camp or put up a tarpaper shack that 
didn't have running water or electricity. 

Bob: I don't know of any such, fIrst hand, but I do know that the Swenson brothers 
were lumberjacks, stayed on. Remember the logging was so short-lived and the 
Swenson brothers then homesteaded and became farmers, of whom Albert 
Swenson is the last surviving one. Speaking of the logging, immediately abutting 
my land on the south is a bluff overlooking the Mississippi River, now called 
Island Point Canoe Landing. The eighty acres of that piece ofland are in DNR 
ownership and stewardship, owned by the State of Minnesota. It has been made 
into a campground and canoe landing for parties canoeing up and down the River. 
I was told by an old-time DNR employee who can still remember seeing this 
happen, that the last log drive on the Mississippi River in this area took place 
from Island Point and the logs were tumbled into the River and floated 
downstream and eventually to Cass Lake. That happened in the early 1921 or 
1923. 

Lou: How did the land become DNR? 

Bob: It went into forfeiture and tax-forfeited land. While some of it can be sold if it is 
riverfront or lake front, I believe that the state law says that it must be retained in 
ownership by the state and cannot be sold. 

Lou: What's your property title? 

Bob: This is Frohn Township, Range 32, Section 11. 

Lou: So what was the neighborhood like in those early years for you and your family? 

Bob: As I mentioned, there were only four people living on my two-mile stretch of road 
and it was a rather poor gravel road, although I, for one, never asked for 
improvement. One time, to give you a feel for this, my wife drove who didn't 
drive much had an occasion that she had to go to town and drove the three older 
boys all the way to school in Bemidji. This would have been about a little after 
seven in the morning. She went south on what is now Swenson Road or County 
Road 27 to the junction with Roosevelt Road now County Road 8. It was a 
terribly cold winter road, daylight still found hope. It was still dark. But lying in 
the middle of the road was something and they had to stop to see what it was. It 
turned out to be the frozen body of a long-time logger by then an old man who 
had retired and lived by himself, there's another one of your bachelors, who had 
gone out, it turned out later, the evening before intending to go to Bemidji rather 
late in the evening. Turning out of his driveway he mistakenly turned left instead 
of right as he had wanted to go to get to Bemidji. When he got down the road a 
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(.,. few miles he realized his mistake. He had been confused. He pulled into a 
driveway and backed out, intending to turn around but the road was slippery and 
the car wound up in the opposite ditch. He had tried desperately to get the car out 
of the ditch and he couldn't do it. When the car was found there were signs of 
shoveling and efforts to get it out. This old-timer who had gone through the 
logging camps only had a sheepskin vest on, no heavy overcoat or anything. He 
started walking up the road to get help. The night was somewhere colder than 
between forty-five or fifty below. His footprints were found as he stomped up the 
road and in the cold, the numbing, terrible cold, he passed a house with the lights 
on and smoke coming out the chimney and kept on plodding. Then another house 
with smoke coming out and lights in the window until he collapsed in the middle 
of the road. And this happened sometime between ten and eleven o'clock that 
night. No one had traveled that road until sometime after seven in the morning. 
Now that tells you a bit about the sparsity of the population compared to the 
traffic on it today. I'm sure if you stood on that comer between ten o'clock at 
night and seven in the morning now, at any time of year, even in the wintertime, 
that there would be several hundred automobiles coming by. 

Lou: Was anyone still using horses to farm when you first came? 

Bob: Yes, Dale Nenson still had horses, although by then, also had a tractor and he 
became much less dependent on the horses and more on the machinery all the 
time. He was the only one. The Swensons did not have horses, they were all 
mechanised. And Gregerson did not have horses and I don't believe, ever had 
horses. Those were the only farms on my little two-mile stretch of road. 

Lou: Were their families dependent on their farming or did they have town jobs? 

Bob: Yes, the three farms on the end of the patch I've been talking about were all 
entirely dependent on their farms. Eventually this changed and Gregerson left 
farming and he and his wife went into business somewhere in northern 
Minnesota. Nenson never gave up farming and Albert Swenson never gave up 
farming. 

Lou: Nobody had a part-time job? 

Bob: No, none of them. 

Lou: Which of the Swensons worked for the Fisheries, DNR? 

Bob: That was Albert's brother who became head ofDNR Fisheries. 

Lou: What's this property like, who owns them, how has it changed, are there hobby 
farms now? 
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Bob: The Swenson farm, I don't know how many acres that is which abuts my land to 
the west and to the south, until recently Albert leased the hayfields for other 
people to harvest. I am told by Albert that the land has now been deeded over to 
his children. 

End of Tape 1 Side A 
Begin Tape 1 Side B 

Bob: .... There are several indications that his children plan to develop it. 

Lou: Develop it? 

Bob: To parcel it out into lots that people can build houses on because much of their 
land fronts on Swenson Lake which is an extraordinary and rare gem. The lake, 
having no seeming inlet and outlet, the water in the lake is deep. I think it is 
about two miles by one mile. It's so clean and crystal-clear one can see the 
bottom. And to this day, float planes that cater to tourists fly over the lake so that 
tourists can look down on it and see what clean water looks like. 

Lou: My, it would be nice to save that lake. 

Bob: Yes, it would! As county commissioner, which I was for years, I tried to get very 
hard to get an ordinance through that would have affected the preservation of that 
lake and the protection of it and it did go through but it has since been rescinded. 
I'm told there are very few other such lakes in the State of Minnesota, ifany. 

Lou: Would the Nature Conservancy be interested? 

Bob: I'm sure they would but by now there have been so many parcels sold on it and 
houses are being built around, not on Albert's land yet, but I'm told that this is 
coming. 

Lou: That's too bad! 

Bob: There is money to be made, and you know, this is a question of values, whether 
the values of money outweigh for anyone individual, the value of preservation 
protection of the land. A few years ago we bought the adjoining one hundred 
sixty-acre farm which had much more river frontage than my land. That portion 
of the original land that abuts the River is very marshy and only a few hundred 
feet on the River. Now I loved it! I spent a lot oftime there, simply because of 
my feelings about the River! But this adjoining farm now created in allowing for 
the curvature of the River almost a mile of the riverfront. Now this had been a 
struggling farm and the last owner had stopped farming. So much ofthe land was 
fallow by the time we purchased it. The buildings were virtually useless and 
tumbled down or fallen down and had to be demolished or removed. In the 
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(. process of cleaning up, I forget now how many thousands, I mean, thousands of 
pounds of scrap metal we hauled to the scrapyard. Broken pieces of machinery, 
five automobiles that were parked in the bush here and there and just plain trash. 
We picked up aluminum cans, glass, all of this by the hundreds of pounds, trying 
to clean up the land and I've since found it out again coincidental with being a 
county commissioner that throughout these northwoods of ours, wherever there 
had been farms, wherever there was access to the woods, so much has been 
dumped over the years. I know one year we did a round-up of dumped and 
abandoned appliances and metals and I forget how many huge truckloads we 
filled just from one day's effort. Yes, the trashing of America is not confined to 
the cities. Trashing of rural America and northwoods America and the banks of 
this beautiful river is enormous! 

Lou: It's my land and I'm going to do exactly what I want with it and nobody's going 
to tell me ... 

Bob: It's not your land and it's not my land. It's the earth! It has to be treated with 
respect otherwise we do not respect ourselves, at least that's my value! 

Lou: That's your stewardship, Robert. 

Bob: Well, whatever you want to call it. That's why the reminder is out in front of my 
house there in the form of the glacially rilled and striated rock. Earth's been here 
a long time. 

Lou: So as new people move in, as the Swenson's sell their lake lots, do the people 
who buy this property look at this land differently than their parents or 
grandparents might have? 

Bob: I don't know! That's a generalization that I hesitate to make. Just by virtue of the 
parceling out of the land, it impacts the land even if the people are neat and tidy 
and recycle their trash. Just that alone, impacts. What I can speak about is the 
impact of the reforestation because there has been such an increase in wildlife 
while the bird populations have changed as we go from grassland and open fields 
to forest, naturally the species will change. We find wildflowers, Fringed Gentian 
for example, which is not all that common. We fmd some little orchids, I'm not 
going to tell you where they are and I'm not just referring to Lady Slippers, some 
tiny, tiny orchids, and this is lovely. It's a breath of hope! You know? I 
mentioned that adjoining hundred and sixty acre farm with all the frontage on the 
River, now that land we have put a conservation easement to the Minnesota Land 
Trust which means I, and my children after me, will have access to the land. If 
my children want to sell it, God bless them, they can. I hope they don't. And 
they can parcel it out into one inch square pieces of land but no one can ever build 
a development in any way, shape, or man. Now you might say Good Lord, man. 
Think of all the money they could have with one mile of Mississippi River 
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frontage. Think of how much money they could make. Well, as have done I, so 
can they earn their money and I'm sure they will. They are all very competent, 
successful individuals. But the land, the land, the land along the Mississippi will 
be inviolate, at least for one mile on one side of the River. 

When you built your home, how did you accommodate your sense of the land 
with your building? 

I feel a little bit guilty about that because I think I built too much. I did not build 
on the River. I do believe I have an attractive view from my house even if it is 
not overlooking the River. So what! It's a comfortable home, it's aesthetically 
pleasing. I'm not a prime example of energy efficiency. It has windows in all 
directions. You can look outside and link with the outside wherever you are in 
the house. That pleases me! We are back from the water and I do believe I put in 
more trees than I have ever taken out. 

How do the people living here now look on this land? The way their grandparents 
did? 

Bob: Of course not. They are not their grandparents. They live differently. Their 
grandparents homesteaded, grubbed livings and so on, if their grandparents lived 
here. The ones who are moving in are people, who don't in most cases, have any 
roots here. So I don't know how their grandparents lived but just speaking 
generationally and not necessarily of their families, the grandparents' generation 
had been loggers, homesteaders, struggling farmers. 

Lou: 

Bob: 

So why are these people choosing to live out here? 

Well, there's the ethos of living close to the land, although when you are living 
on five acres that's no great expanse. Perversely, the more people are crowding 
into what had been woods and farms, the less northwoods there is. As Bemidji, 
priding itself on being the first city on the Mississippi and it's beautiful outdoor 
setting, as it grows and the town fathers seek to boost development, acre after acre 
of woods are being leveled for shopping malls and apartment houses. Well, the 
enticement is living in the northwoods. The price is a destruction of northwoods. 
I did not say all the northwoods. We have tremendous expanses here in the area 
between here and the Canadian border are hundreds of thousands of acres of 
brush, peat bogs, and forests. And I have vigorously opposed every proposal to 
industrially mine peat bogs for little or no product. My reason for this is that peat 
which is pure only partially decomposed organic matter, oddly enough is not able 
to release its organic components for fertilizers and other uses. It is a tremendous 
absorbent of winter melt and spring run-off. Ifwe don't have more floods here 
than we do it's because the peat bogs slowly reduce the water. As a source of gas 
or other fuel, it is inefficient and not cost effective. So therefore, any proposal to 
mine the peat would produce virtually nothing but destroy much. There are 
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chemicals used for the extraction of peat used on a very small scale in 
Scandinavia and elsewhere. Bemidji State University, for a number of years, had 
a Professor Charles Fuchsman, a man who was an international expert on peat. 
His conclusions were and there was an International Peat Symposium held here at 
Bemidji State University with papers presented from all over the world, that there 
was no justifiable exploitation of peat that would be suitable for Minnesota. Now 
right along the Mississippi there are, to my knowledge, very few and if so very 
small peat deposits. There are deposits of silt and savannas, which are marsh 
grasses. Incidentally the early pioneers wanted to exploit these savannas for 
cattle feed and it turned out to be much lower nutrients than anyone had ever 
thought despite the lush appearance and it did cost quite a few head of cattle who 
became mired and lost and couldn't be extracted. But there is something else 
about the Mississippi that I've come to know. Up here where our land that 
we occupy abuts the River, you can walk across the River most of the time. 
But you had better watch what you are doing because the current washes out 
holes in the river bottom where you least expect them. While you have been 
wading happily, knee-deep watching the minnows, you can step into a hole 
that is well over your head. For duck hunters and trappers during the cold 
weather, this can be kind of a little bit unpleasant. 

[laughs] How long did it take you to learn your land? 

(., Bob: Oh, it's ongoing. Still going on! It never stops, the land teaches me continually. 
I don't know how long I lived here before I came across that striated rock and 
came to appreciate glaciation. It was only about seven or eight years ago that 
driving from my home to Cass Lake which is ten miles away by road and not as 
the crow flies, I stopped during construction and 10 and behold, the road crews 
had uncovered signs of an early Indian village which turned out when the 
archaeologists arrived on the scene and did some of their work, a five thousand 
year old fishing camp. That's a long time for people to have lived here. And then 
you find out more. You find out that the Mississippi River which is etched 
forever in literature and on the maps has been several different places around 
here. It didn't always flow where it flows now. I am still learning some of the 
different places it flowed here, not past my land at all. Somehow it came out of 
what is now Lake Bemidji and made its way over to Turtle River Lake and down 
into Big Lake and down into Andrusia and flowed from Andrusia into WolfLake 
in the precise reverse of the flow now, and from Wolf to Little WolfLake and 
from Little Wolf over into Allen's Bay in Cass Lake. That was very different, 
very different. Then coincidentally, I find out that there were some 
archaeological finds in Brown's Valley, Minnesota which indicate there was 
human occupancy here between the times of the last two glaciers. My sense of 
time and place underwent another major shift. Oh yes, I learn continually. It's 
hard for me to imagine living here in the midst of a forest, that there was a space 
of probably of four hundred years, or so I'm told, that due to climatic change, this 
was prairie. This is buffalo country! Coming all the way from what is now North 
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Lou: 

Bob: 

Lou: 

Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File # 024 
Final Draft of Interview held June 28, 2000 

Dakota through here and in places going as far as Wisconsin and as the climate 
returned to its present form, the forest returned. One of the Chippewa National 
Forest senior people told me about that and I've since read a bit more about it but 
this is all part oflearning. You know, it's not learning only about a place, it's not 
learning only about the River, it's also learning about one's self I am a 
participant in a very long process and it feels good! 

It was an observation about, that's when it's yours, in a way, that's when you 
understand it and become close to it. 

A few years ago on the banks of the Mississippi I was helping some people build 
a sweat lodge. As a part of the process of building a lodge when you are nearing 
completion, a fire pit has to be dug in the center of the lodge. Traditionally, this 
ought to be done by hand, not with any metal tools. I was working to build this 
fIre pit a few inches deep and maybe eighteen or twenty inches across, sifting the 
sandy soil through my fmgers and handing it out when my fIngers touched 
something unfamiliar. At fITst I thought it was a piece of stone, small stone, but it 
wasn't. It was a pottery shard that had been buried quite a bit below the surface. 
"Hello there", somebody else was here long before me. It was not an 
extraordinary piece of pottery or a rim piece from a cooking pot. You could tell 
from the scorching. It was Blackduck pattern which meant that it was only a few 
hundred years old, not two thousand as would have been the case if it had been 
Laurel pottery. I've seen some of that found around here, too, not on the River 
but here on a lake which shall be nameless. The continuity of life on this stretch 
of River, on land which I for now occupy, is very impressive. There's a great 
deal of respect for people whose lifestyles were very different but who existed, 
who raised their children and prayed to their god and managed generation after 
generation to live out their lives here. The city of Bemidji recently, with a certain 
amount of hoopla, celebrated its centennial of existence. 

What about your family? How do they feel about this land and about you in 
relation to the land? 

Bob: Well, I think each of the seven children, each in their own different and individual 
ways, having been raised here on this land and on the River, have substantial 
appreciation for it. The older children, through their hands on participation in the 
planting of the trees during the lean years of near subsistence living here, two in 
particular I think, have a deeply rooted love and identifIcation with the land. The 
other fIve have found different ways of appreciating it. How many of them will 
wind up living there, living out their lives here, it's impossible for me to say. 
Well, these are questions best answered by them and not by me. If you had asked 
me years ago what I thought each of these children would do or become, I would 
have been so wrong! It's so unpredictable! I can only speak for myself, I cannot 
speak for them! I don't know ifthey share my sense of non-proprietorship of the 
earth, I doubt it! And if! could, I would put more land into the Minnesota Land 
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Trust or at least cover them with conservation easements because to me, it is not 
only a matter of being a sojourner, maybe giving my age and I'm nearly 
seventy-five as I speak, I'm comfortable with the concept of being a sojourner 
rather than an owner. But it is also that to me, the Mississippi River, albeit I can 
wade across it here, is the aorta of the nation. It is physically, geo-politically, in 
ever way imaginable, the aorta of the United States, America. Sometimes I sit on 
the riverbank and look out and I think 'wel~ just think of all the people who have 
traveled up and down this River over time' and I chuckle at the thought of Henry 
Schoolcraft discovering it's source when he had to be guided there by Indians 
hired for the purpose and they did not even travel on the Mississippi River to the 
Headwaters. They got as far as Bemidji and then Lake Irving and Lake 
Schoolcraft and Kabekona and went overland for nine miles to what is now called 
Lake Itasca which is, incidentally, very bad Latin, I'd say. And then they traveled 
down the Mississippi. 

End of Tape 1 
Begin Tape 2 Side A 

Bob: We were talking about people who might listen to this fifty or a hundred years 
from now and I want to apologize for a failure to bring about a wild and scenic 
river designation for the upper Mississippi. It's been the politics of the day and 
this was in 1978, 79, 80 or thereabouts, the proposal for the Wild and Scenic 
River designation for the upper Mississippi was side-tracked and replaced by a 
consortium of several counties which were to monitor it using local zoning 
ordinances. The local political process being what they are, there have been 
many, many exceptions made and deviations granted and the bottom line is that 
the banks of the Mississippi are being developed quite steadily which would have 
been less likely to happen had there been a national Wild and Scenic River 
designation which has worked well in the St. Croix River Valley and elsewhere. 
I'm sorry we lost that one because you are paying the price and your children will 
pay the price of continuous and on-going development of the upper Mississippi. 
It is my belief, my conviction, that the Mississippi belongs to all of the people of 
America. It cannot, by definition, belong to all of us ifonly a few of us own 
the shoreline and can develop it. This is a sacred trust which we violate every day 
in this year 2000. You will have less than we have now and, depending on what 
happens in the interval and what you do, your children may have less yet. 

End of interview 
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THE UGLY OLD TREE 

"Aren't you ever going to cut down that ugly old tree'?" an arriving visitor asks. He has just 

negotiated the driveway to the house. It is uphill and winds through the woods. It is flanked by a 

variety of pine including Norways over 200 years old, birch. oak, balsam, a couple of noble old 

tamaracks, brush, but :.llso some strange specimens. One jackpine, bent by snow load a few years 

ago when it was young, is growing horizontally. The offending tree is a white pine, probably over 

100 years old. 

This tree was struck by blister rust many years ago. One by one the outer branches were 

infested, girdled by the fungus, and died. Then larger branches and finally portions of the trunk 

were killed. The spores of the fungus grow on the wild rybies plants (gooseberries, currants) in 

the many lowlands around here. There is as yet no cure, no remedy. What were once the prime 

trees of northern Minnesota climax forests have a hard time surviving now. 

"I'll think about it," I say. I've been thinking about it for 40 years. In this interval seedEngs 

we planted tower over that old white pine, but it struggles on. Dead branches finger to the sky by 
new ones trying to take their place, searching for sunlight, desperate for life. This tree will never 

win a beauty contest; as a matter of fact, it is a sorry spectacle. But it is an annual marvel that it 

conrinues to hang on, crippled as it is, sending out new growth as old growth dies. It is too far 

gone roc any of Lne new :.tuG' Lll (;Omp~t:l5ute for the lc.J:;~:.J; ~hey tee- die afte::- a few seasons. Yet 

still, first on one branch, then another, it hangs on to life. 

You can't help but respect this tenacity. Trees die all the time, others take their place. Some 

are windblown in their prime. Others are crowded, shaded out. It is an ongoing process in a 

forest. Over in the plantation areas we plant, thin, harvest, replant. That also is part of an ongoing 

process. But this unattractive cripple is unique, its toughness has a nobility all its own. 

Long ago one of our sons, David, wanted to plant a "forever tree", an alter ego for himself 

that would flourish and grow as would he. I tried to talk him out of it and finally diverted his 

attention. I thought it a risky business to hitch one's life expectations to a single tree -- too many 

things can happen to a little (ree: icing, fire, hail, a hungry deer. But perhaps my reluctance to get 

rid of the eyesore is rooted in a feeling that [his is my forever tree, its SC:lrs, blemishes, and the 

inevitability of it~ de::lth, are reminders of my own. I have no plans to cut it down. 

Roben Treuer 
December 199q 
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