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Q: Pioneer Portraits for the 50th anniversary of Roseville we are at CTV and this is 
Alfred “Buzz” Markham. Would you like to start us off by telling us how you got to 
Roseville. Rosetown I guess I should say.  

A: About 1927 when we moved out there.  

Q: Moved from?  

A: Well, Victoria and Larpenteur.  

Q: And why did you move?  

A: We didn’t have enough land where we was at so moved out a little farther.  

Q: Land, what did you need the land for?  

A: Well, for gardening. We had too many horses up where we was at. We use to get 
horses out in South Dakota wild ones and then break them in the winter time. They made 
the best horses you could get.  

Q: How do you break a horse?  

A: Well, you start them off by putting a halter on them and then he will sit there and 
fight and fight until he gets tired of fighting and then finally he will give in. Each thing you 
do with them you have to fight with them until they just know that you are going to be good 
to them. We had one that everytime you walked along side of him he would kick at you. So 
we put our hand on his back and let him kick and then we could walk right up there. Lots of 
tricks.  

Q: Now your farmhouse was on is on because it still stands –  

A: Lexington –  

Q: Lexington at –  

A: B2.  

Q: B2, okay. How many children in your family?  

A: Well, there is 9 there is 8 living now there was 10 of us.  

Q: How did you get the nickname Buzz?  

A: I will never know.  

Q: I don’t believe that.  

A: It started out when I was a little guy they called me Buster and then they shortened it 
up.  
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Q: Tell me about the farm and what it was like growing up on the farm.  

A: Well, we had 10 acres where we was at but we rented everything else that we could 
seed to cut hay or corn or whatever all over. We use to cut hay in the northwest corner of 
Lexington and Woodhill up there. That whole piece almost down to Lake Josephine.  

Q: Really?  

A: Yea. I think there was 40 acres there that we use to cut all the time.  

Q: And then you also cut hay over on the west side of Cleveland?  

A: Oh, on the top of that yea. See Richter, ah Mr. Richter and my dad they use to take all 
the hay they could find and we would stack it in the summer and then in the fall go back and 
bail it. They would each take a bail 50 / 50 all the way through. That is how we operated in 
those days. No contracts no nothing you know.  

Q: Now today’s farmers get 2 or 3 crops of hay in a year in the summer, how many 
crops did you get?  

A: Well, we never figured on more than one. Of course that was a different kind of hay 
then like there is a lot of alfalfa now but we never wanted that we just took the old fields the 
way they grew. We use to have quite a bit of corn. Five acres of tomatoes. About the same 
amount of melons, squash, 6 – 7 acres of them.  

Q: How did you sell them?  

A: Well, we sold most of it on Lexington. That use to be old Hwy 10 and all of the cattle 
trucks went down to south St. Paul through there. On the way down they would stop and 
tell us how many bushels they wanted, and by the time they got back we would have them all 
set up there ready for them.  

Q: That’s melons and tomatoes?  

A: Watermelons, everything whatever they wanted, yep. We use to raise watermelons just 
out this world. They don’t raise them like that today. I got a picture at home someplace that 
weighed 67 pounds.  

Q: That would feed a family of 10 or 12.   

A: Yea, you could take a knife and hit the melon and it would just split right apart it was 
that.  

Q: Now where did you raise melon because the soil is pretty important for melon?  

A: That soil is perfect for melon.  

Q: Where?  

A: All around here. It’s sandy enough and it just can’t be beat. Melons, tomatoes, I 
remember one year we raised cucumbers. That was just thick on the vine. We couldn’t sell 
them any place so I took a whole truck load full, my mother use to go along with me, we 
went over to Minneapolis to a guy that came to take a look at what you had before 6:00 but 
they couldn’t buy anything. They looked at those cucumbers and he says I will be back right 
away because as soon as we could get into them and he took the whole load. Every 
cucumber afterwards that’s where they went. Whatever we had the next day why they 
bought them.  
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Q: This is at the Minneapolis Farmers Market?  

A: That’s where it was at, yep.  

Q: Now you said you had lots of horses, how many horses did you have?  

A: Well, we had 8 of them at one time.  

Q: And they worked?  

A: All the time.  

Q: What kinds of things did you have horses doing?  

A: Well, they were farming, we use to dig basements with them and then when we got 
done digging a basement we would bring them home and feed them and go out in the field 
for a little while.  

Q: How do you dig a basement with a horse?  

A: Well, they have little scrapers that the horses pulled.  

Q: And so they would pull soil out until you got –  

A: yea, the pulled a load of dirt out and you pile it up on the outside and go back and get 
another load.  

Q: And when they got done with that got dinner and then they would go and work out 
in the field?  

A: They would go out in the field and cultivate corn or something.  

Q: Or cut hay?  

A: Cut hay, no if we cut hay we could stayed there all day. We would go out and cultivate 
tomatoes, melons, squash, whatever.  

Q: Better than having to get down on your hands and knees.  

A: That’s right.  

Q: Pull weeds. Tell me a little bit about going to school, where did you go to school?  

A: Well, I went to school right here in Lake Owasso and at the time I went it was only a 
one-room school. The year I graduated from the eighth grade they tore it down and built a 
new two-room school them. That was the brick building that was there for quite awhile 
before they tore that down they built this one.  

Q: They it was a one-room school, how many kids in the school?  

A: A couple dozen, h, I don’t remember how many was in that class. There were eight 
grades and oh maybe 25 – 30 in the whole school. See at that time it was nothing but the 
farms around so they weren’t that thick.  

Q: Who went to school with you, who were some of the other kids in the school?  

A: Well, there was some Gangles and lets see Gangle, Ashbacks, Tonjes, Tschidas, 
Rilings, there was two different Riling families at that time that were going to school. Keens.  

Q: A lot of the names are still around.  
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A: That’s right. Well like Blanch Keen she is just out here on Victoria right by the 
railroad tracks back there.  

Q: After you got out of the eighth grade, what did you do?  

 

A: Nothing but work.  

Q: Farm work?  

A: Yes, farm work and yea that was well dug basements with those horses too.  

Q: How many homes did now this is Markham Construction Company –  

A: yea, well we was in the dirt business mostly.  

Q: What’s the dirt business?  

A: Just moving the dirt the earth all the time. We use to dig 35 – 40 basements in a row 
right after the war.  

Q: When the population was booming here.  

A: When it was booming yea. Well up in Highland Park or around here or over in Falcon 
Heights. When that airport moved out over there why we started digging basements over 
there and then we couldn’t keep up so we got some machinery a little faster after that.  

Q: The airport, which airport do you mean?  

A: There use to be an airport over there on Lexington or Snelling and Larpenteur on the 
southeast corner. On Sunday afternoon they use to go jump out with parachutes. Peoples all 
over Larpenteur were watching them. That was a in the summer time it was a good 
attraction. A lot of them don’t remember that.  

Q: They must have been fairly small planes.  

A: Oh, yea they were all small planes. That’s right. Grass for the roads you know mowed 
them down.  

Q: So after you dug the basements who built the houses?  

A: Well, there were several contractors that built the houses a lot of them. In fact there 
was so many of them you forget all the names but all of the south of the park there up to B2 
why there were only three or four people that built the whole works.  

Q: This is Central Park?  

A: Yea.  

Q: Between Central Park and B2?  

A: Yea.  

Q: So they would buy a farm?  

 

A: There was land there that belonged to Tony Miller and Henry Bachets and they 
bought that whole works together and started building there.  

Q: Let’s talk a little bit about Central Park.  
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A: Well, what do you want to know about that?  

Q: I want to know how it started.  

A: To tell you the truth I don’t know how it started but it didn’t get off to a good start.  

Q: It didn’t?  

 

A: No, there are some things they should have done there at the beginning that would 
have been much better today.  

Q: Like what?  

A: Well, I was after them to dig out the lake.  

Q: Bennet Lake.  

A: Yea, dig out all that peat that was in there and if they would have done that they 
would have had something there now. All the stuff they have been aerating and all that stuff 
that don’t make the lake any better because it is only a small area where they aerate you 
know. I tried to tell that that but I think some of them know what I was trying to tell them 
but nobody wants to admit it.  

Q: So what did it look like when it started, there was still a lake?  

A: There wasn’t a lake before. We farmed it we use to put potatoes in down there.  

Q: Where the lake is now?  

 

A: Where the lake is now.  

Q: Well how did the water get there?  

A: There wasn’t any water there. The only water that was there was down here by where 
the water is right by the railroad tracks right close to the railroad tracks. It use to be a pond 
there that went north of the tracks too and they use to have a bunch of piling for the 
railroad to go across. It wasn’t exactly a bridge but it was something like it I suppose. About 
the last year that we went to school, maybe the year before the railroad filled that up. So they 
brought that water right down in the middle there so it wouldn’t go either way. We were 
getting home kinda late at night and one day my dad was wondering what in the sam hill we 
were staying at school so long because he wanted us to get out in the field. And here we 
discovered there is money amongst these rags and stuff what they done they hauled these 
rags from the railroad. Years ago they use to have rags in them boxes on the wheels the 
bearing boxes and they put oil in them and that was the way they operated them. They 
brought a bunch of that out and dumped it in to fill it up and all that money was laying 
there.  

Q: So you dived in for dollars.  

A: Scooped around and got a couple of dollars. In those days you know a nickel if you 
owned a nickel you went a long ways.  

Q: This was in the 30’s or 40’s?  

Rem
em

be
rin

g R
os

ev
ille

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



 

 

A: Yea, about 30 or 31.  

Q: Now that must have been a spring there by the railroad tressel, some kind of water?  

A: Well, it could have been but there was water that covers Cty Rd C.  

Q: Where Cty Rd C is now that had water in it.  

A: South of the track where the water is now why there was very little water in that part 
but that water for that lake well that comes from way up at Lexington and B all that area up 
there all drains down to this lake.  

Q: Lexington and B?  

A: Cty Rd B and Lexington. It’s either in pipes or across the school ground there is a 
pretty good size that goes even 36 and Lexington that all goes there.  

Q: Tell me a little bit about the Amphitheater at Central Park, how did that come to be?  

A: How did that come to be, well after that tornado they were hauling stuff in there and 
I told Frank I says you know that would be a beautiful spot to put that down by the lake. We 
could tear sand around and wouldn’t need no benches no nothing all the way up as high as 
we filled it up. So that is how it got started.  

Q: Now the tornado, what year was the tornado?  

A: Well, I don’t know I don’t remember it any more.  

Q: The one in the 80’s?  

A: Huh?  

Q: Wasn’t there one in the 80’s the –  

A: there was one in the 80’s –  

Q: the one that hit the State Farm building and the carwash.  

A: Same time. Because there was a lot of dirt that everybody had to get rid of and so 
they just kept hauling it out and we kept leveling it out.  

Q: Good deal. And what about the rock?  

A: Well, I tell you about that rock that rock came from over on 35W and Broadway.  

Q: 35W and Broadway, okay. Now which rock are we talking about for the purpose of 
the tape we need to –  

A: the big rock that is in the front of Central Park on Lexington.  

Q: On Lexington on the entrance to the park?  

A: Right close to the entrance there yep. It was on another part of that job. We had a job 
there were we were digging out there for the railroad track for a bridge and another 
contractor was doing the road north of us. This rock turned up in his job and he wanted to 
bury it there because he said that they couldn’t load that up and they couldn’t hardly move it 
without just digging a hole and burying it down see. So the engineer knew me real well and 
one day he asked me about that rock and I says, “Well let me go see it.” We went over and 
looked at it they had it all dug out on top so that you could see how big it was. I says, “I 
think that I know the place where that rock is going to go.” When I got home I called Frank 
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up he says yep bring it out. And I told him wherever we drop it I don’t want to load it up 
again. So that engineer over there he wanted to watch us how we was going to load that up 
and everything and he wanted that superintendent to see how we was doing that so he 
would learn something. So we dug along side the rock and we just slide the rock right onto 
the trailer, it was just as simple as that. When we got out here of course we had to dump it 
off, we dumped it over the side too.  

Q: So the trailer you actually dug a hole so the trailer to go down into?  

A: Well we loaded it yea. So that it was below the rock so we just slide the rock in there. 
There was nothing to it it was just common sense that’s all.  

Q: If you know how to do it then there is nothing to it.  

A: There was nothing that we ever couldn’t do and lots of times we done some stuff that 
people said no way can that be done but we done it.  

Q: Well tell us about some of those.  

A: The contractor had a building he wanted to dig out over in West St. Paul one of them 
and they all said it had to be done by hand. So we went over and looked at it and I told my 
dad I says well I can dig it with a machine but but I says it will be a little slower than normal. 
So he told the guy how it was going to be and plan it that way and by golly he told us to go 
ahead. And then these other guys would come over there everyday and wondered how we 
was dong it and then when they discovered how we was doing it why they said if they 
thought of it that way you would have never had the job see. That’s the way it goes.  

Q: Now you have you are still living on property that your dad owned?  

A: No, I’m not I’m living on property that I own. He had a strip of 10 acres from 
Lexington out to Victoria. And I think it was about 180 or 200 feet wide and then I bought 
the strip right along side of that and a little bit more afterwards.  

Q: Not very far from where you grew up?  

A: No, that’s right. Well I’ve been 71 years within a half a mile.  

Q: You raised a family also you and your wife raised a family, how different was it for 
you to raise a family then how you were raised, what things were different, they didn’t have 
horses I bet?  

A: No, no, but we only had one boy that we had and we adopted him. The wife was 
pregnant and had cancer and survived it and so that’s what we done. But we trained him and 
run machinery and stuff and he’s an excellent operator run anything you want. He worked 
for the same contractor down there after I quite he worked for the same guy for number of 
years until he got cancer and passed away too.  

Q: How long did the Markham Construction Company stay in business, your dad started 
it?  

A: Oh, probably a good 50 years maybe even more than that.  

Q: It’s a long time.  

A: Yes, it is. Until they built University Ave here this last time they tore it up we tore it 
up three times before that when the streetcars were there. And I’ve got pictures of those 
streetcars. We was working on them on University Ave someplace. We use to take a cat and 
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scrapper out there and clean out the snow out of all them tracks there where the Midway 
bank is. We use to pile it all up and keep it all cleaned out.  

Q: With horses this is with equipment not with?  

A: With equipment that’s right.  

Q: Are there any things that we have not talked about that you think we should?  

A: Oh I don’t know I really can’t think of anything right now. But you know we built 
just about all the parks in Roseville. How we got started was that they let out a bid on one 
over here on Hamline out north of the shopping center a little ways and after they let it then 
Frank called me up and wanted to know how come I didn’t bid it. I didn’t know anything 
about it. Anyway he said I think they are robbing us. So not knowing anything they bid on it 
or how they bid on it or what he took me over there and we just estimated some of the stuff 
and he says well he says when can you start the work. So then I knew all the time which 
parks he was going to go next maybe we had a lot of dirt that we had to haul away and they 
needed some on of those places so we would take it over there. Sometimes we got paid for it 
sometimes we just dumped it. We knew they were going to level it with us any way so it was 
a pretty good team work all the time.  

Q: Frank did a pretty good job building the parks didn’t he?  

A: Frank was one of the top. Yep, they didn’t come any better than him.  

A: No more honesty.  

A: Yea, that’s right we never had a piece of paper for a contract all the while we worked 
there. Just knew what each other was going to do and what they wanted and that was it.  

Q: Pretty hard to beat that.  

A: Pretty hard to beat that. We had a guy one time that had a evergreen tree it was about 
3 feet tall maybe 4 and it was right where we were going to dig his basement so we went 
over there two times to dig that basement and there that darn tree was there yet. So he said 
I’ll get it out of the way. So the next time we went there there that tree was yet so I told my 
dad I will dig that tree up and plant it over there and he will never even know it. And of 
course by the time he got there we knew where he was going to put it and by the time he got 
there why we already had it transplanted. Then we were square dancing about maybe 20 
years afterwards, you always had your name tag on square dancing, and here is this guy. Him 
and his wife they were square dancing too. He looked at the name and he says Markham he 
says that must be the excavator and when he said that you know I recognized who it was. I 
say yep and I says I’ll bet that tree is still growing and it kind of floored him you know to 
think that I remembered that.  

Q: Well when you go back three times.  

A: Yea, couldn’t miss.  

Q: Mary, we have some pictures that maybe we should put on a little tape here too. She 
will come and we will.  

A: Yep, you know if I would have known you really wanted pictures. 

Showing Pictures 

The picture here we got with the –  
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Q: which of the boys are you?  

A: Well, in the middle.  

Q: Right here?  

A: Yea, in the middle.  

Q: Do you want me to put them up there and – yea, we only need a very few seconds of 
each. I am just going to sit right down here.  

A: Oh, there’s the rock.  

Q: Look at the nice outfit there on the right there the loafers with the blue socks.  

A: Yea, that was somebody that was with the park. And the other one is Dick Pekart. He 
was the guy that drove our trailer all the time. That’s quite a deal. Here are the horses. He 
was a guy that drove that trailer a good many years.  

Q: This isn’t really flat.  

A: Never had an accident with it. That’s my dad standing in the front of that truck.  

Q: Is that right?  

A: I think it is.  

Q: How many of the kids aren’t called by their real names? I know Johnny’s name isn’t 
Johnny either.  

A: If you can find one that goes by his real name I would have to find them. It’s a little 
too far away for me to see for sure. Let me see it from here. Let me look at it. Yea, that’s my 
dad there and I’m standing in the middle of the horses.  

Q: That’s a bunch of tomatoes. That would be a good one for –  

A: we use to haul them horses in that truck.  

Q: In the truck?  

A: A team of horses in that truck and take them where we was going like in Highland 
Park.  

Q: How did they like that?  

A: Oh they never bothered a bit but you know if you pull up there in that truck and took 
the end gate off of that truck we had one horse that sun-of-a-gun would go in that truck 
everytime.  

Q: He knew what he was going to do. Can you back up just a tad Mary because what 
they did was to pitch the hay up on this one and then they would pitch it up from that one 
onto the other one.  

A: Yea, this stack you couldn’t reach it otherwise.  

Q: Otherwise you would never get it up there. A two stage deal.  

A: We put it in the truck and then from there we took the truck away see they are 
putting stings around it now to hold the stack together.  

Q: That’s really something.  
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A: We put a couple rocks on there. Richters are probably in that bunch to.  

Q: Oh from the feed mill?  

A: Yes. That’s me right on the bottom. Right next to the in the glasses right next to the. 
And the one next to me on that same line is Theresa or a ya Theresa Gangle, Blanch Keen, 
Marianne Tonjes, -  

Q: I’m impressed – me too – I’m impressed that you remember all those peoples names.  

A: That’s my sister there.  

Q: Which one is that one, right here?  

A: No, the next one over.  

Q: Oh, sure number 42.  

A: Alberta she lives right over here to. And the next one to her is Betty Riley and up 
above is Tony Gangle, Theresa Tschida, and the next two are Betty and Ruth Riling.  

Q: They are definitely sisters.  

A: Gee, I almost.  

Q: Definitely sisters. Couldn’t miss.  

A: Couldn’t miss. That is a Tonjes on the left and the next one is my brother.  

Q: This one here is your brother?  

A: Yes. Number 14. He lives out in Vadnais Heights. And I think that next one there 
that one there I think is a Riling.  

Q: Now are these Georges’ kids? George Riling’s kids?  

A: No. No.  

Q: They are a different Riling.  

A: Gilbert Riling and Frank Riling. There was at one time there was quite a few Rilings 
around.  

Q: Yea, and they are two at least two different families of them. One catholic and one 
Prodestant.  

A: Yea, because the Prodestant ones live down on where the SuperAmerica is Mary. 
That is when I was in the seventh or eighth grade.  

Q: Handsome young man.  

A: When we was in the seventh grade I had five of those girls in my class with me. But I 
didn’t lose any ground with them, I kept up with them I’ll tell you.  

Q: Good for your.  

A: And we all passed the eighth grade exams in the seventh grade.  

Q: Good for you.  

A: None of us could go to high school so we had to come back one more year otherwise 
the teacher would have let us go. Estella Christensen, that was one of the best teachers. She 
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taught grades one through eighth. She taught all eighth grades at once. You know, I’ll tell 
you another thing – these teachers work hard – there was no fooling around with her. I’ll tell 
you that. You couldn’t keep your class. She wouldn’t let you get away with it. But you know 
that teacher came here because the kids like the Gangles and them guys they were getting up 
at 12:00 and go home. They wasn’t staying at school see so they got her out here to 
straighten them out and boy I’ll tell you they done that and we she came out here she 
straightened them out and it didn’t take long.  

Q: Of course their dad’s probably wanted them to come home and garden.  

A: No, they had a dairy farm over there milk and you know they bottled the milk.  

Q: That’s a lot of work too.  

A: Yea, that’s right. Yea, twice a day.  

Q: Better to be in the dirt business huh.  

A: Well, that was kinda rough too. You never knew what the end of the day was with 
that.  

Q: Well thank you for coming in. We will probably come back and ask for the pictures 
again as we get this stuff put together but dig out some Hwy 36 ones because that would be 
most people around here don’t remember. 
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