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PROJECT SERIES: Remembering Roseville 
BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION:  Henz grew up in Ohio, and came to Minnesota to 
attend Dunwoody Institute to learn the baking skill. He served in the military during the 
WWII and determined to move where there was adequate land to have a garden. His 
property straddles the Ramsey/Hennepin County border. He was the first to bring 
composting methods to Minnesota.  
SUBJECTS DISCUSSED: His background as well as his wife’s background, balancing his job 
with running a market garden, composting, philosophy of life. 
 
Business - you run into some rough characters, customers also as cooks. And she held her 
own.  
Mary: Good for her. I worked as a waitress one summer - so I know exactly what it’s like. 
John: You have a favorite customer, and you know you put your order it, and someone else 
comes in and takes your order -  
Mary: Explain what we’re doing here. Grant -- select pieces cable TV. City project - list - 
And we’re in John’s home on Old Highway 8. John why don’t you start off by telling us how 
you came to Rose Town. When and how you came. 
John: I married a farm girl, I was really a city chap, I’m a baker by trade and I worked nights. 
And every spring, the Mrs. was on my back about quitting baking and go farming. And I 
said, I’d happily do that, because I did enjoy the out-of-doors. So I went into the service, I 
wasn’t afraid of being shot or having my head shot off, what I was worrying about was what 
I was going to do with that girl and her insisting on my going farming. So on the boat back 
from Europe, I had a brainstorm, and I thought move out into the suburbs far away enough 
to let her have a whole acre where she could do her farming. So that was the biggest worry I 
had for the 3 and a half years I was in service. So anyway, while I was in service, she was 
back in Wisconsin, on the farm. Now, the old timers, boy or girl, you worked like a man. 
And she got her fill of haying, running a tractor, and all that, so when we got together again 
after the war, she had - she told me later, she admitted that was the best thing we ever done 
was to move out to the suburbs with her - an acre - we did everything by hand here now. I 
dug up an acre of land by hand, with a shovel, just so she’d have something to plant. But my 
neighbors here now, they found that out, they all pitched in, and I had three and a half acres 
of sweet corn, that was our best seller, sweet corn and raspberries, and she was in seventh 
heaven. She admitted years later that that was the best thing that happened to her, close 
enough to town where she could shop and stuff like that and the kids could go to school. 
Mary: So you gave up the baking? 
John: Oh no, I worked. It was perfect - I worked nights. I got home at 11:30 in the morning, 
had a bite to eat and out in the garden I went. My - I should say, my love was apples - apple 
trees. I had eighteen apple trees, and you’d be surprised on seven acres what you can do, 
plant and grow and stuff. So I’d get home at 11:30, have a bite to eat, and out in the fields. 
And I couldn’t wait to get home. Fresh air and that. And although I don’t show it, in my 
thirties at the time we moved out here, I lived to eat, not eat to live, you see. I have nothing 
to prove it. Anyway, it worked out just fine. I couldn’t afford a car, so the closest 
transportation for me at 2 in the morning was up on Central Avenue. That’s about 2, 2 and a 

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



 

 

half, 3 miles from here. I’d dog trot that, I’d run. I’d hire out to someone, they’d never 
believe my age because of my physical condition. Well, fresh air, what I ate, and all this 
forced exercise, you might say, see. Today, today, now if I heard of someone doing that, I’d 
say he was out of his mind.  
Mary: Did you run back at 11:30 then, when you were done with work, too?  Run both 
ways? 
John: How should I say it? Wasn’t nothing new to me, because I was anchor man on the 
high school track team. If they was behind, then thank God John Henz is the anchor man, 
see. And I just loved to run, loved to run. I got junior and senior Red Cross lifesaver, and I 
loved the water. I qualified for Coast Guard cadet. Originally I come from Cleveland, Ohio, 
and I come to Minneapolis to attend Dunwoody. I wanted to attend the Chicago - the 
baking institute there, and one of the cooks in one of the places I worked - it was a club, golf 
club - you had to be invited into it, you see, it was kind of ritzy, and the cook there was from 
Minnesota. He said, “John, if you are interested in baking, plan to go to Dunwoody.” I said, 
“Why?” He said, “If you don’t cut the mustard, they’ll give you back your money and then 
throw you out.” That’s what I wanted, yeah. I attended Dunwoody then. I’m talking about 
1936. And that was the years where it was so cold - I lived at the YMCA, fifth floor, and I’d 
come down, big heavy doors, and I’d open them and c-r-e-a-k - I was half scared even then 
see. Twenty-four, twenty five years old, and I thought I must be crazy. But I wanted to 
attend Dunwoody. But anyway, what I’m getting at is, I walked out on Ninth Street, and 
went to Hennepin Avenue, I had a job as a pastry cook at the Nicollet Hotel. At that time, 
was the finest hotel in town. I was pastry cook there. And as I was going down the street, I 
was trying to make up my mind, should I work another week before I turn my time in and 
go back to Ohio or what? Here was a lady with a bundle that looked like laundry coming 
towards me, she was carrying a baby. I was never so ashamed in my life - a grown man was 
going to quit, and here they were raising children in this country. So you’d had to shackle me 
to get me out of here, see. So I never did go. I told my dad, yeah, it gets to 25 below. He said 
“You’d better come back to Ohio.” I said, “Dad, in Ohio, right by the lake, there’s been 
winters where you’ve never seen the sun. I says, up there, Dad, you see the sun in the middle 
of the winter - it’s just beautiful, Dad.” So I stayed. 
Mary: When did you get married? 
John: 1939. And I’m sorry to say that the day that we got married, Hitler went into Poland 
and started the -- so I don’t know if it’s because I got married or what the thing was. 
Mary: I really don’t think there’s any connection. 
John: No, but that was one of the things there in 1939.  
Mary: And then you moved to Roseville, after the war.  
John: Yeah. It was three years - only rented twice [nurse comes in] I had financial conditions, 
and can you turn it off now? 
Mary: We were talking about Hitler and Poland the same day you go married. 
John: We both worked at the Nicollet Hotel, that’s where I met her, ya know. At that time, I 
don’t know if Grandpa had ever told the kids, but the lumberjacks were all in Minneapolis, 
and where the Nicollet Hotel was what they called the Copenhagen, Snuff Alley, whatever it 
was, ’cuz all the lumberjacks chewed snuff and you could actually smell - they’d stand 
around there in clumps and chew. Nicest hotel in the state, and riff raff. Nice people. But 
one time I come out from work, and stepped out on the sidewalk, and though, by golly 
there’s a bear going down the street. Here it was a lumberjack. I don’t think he’d scraped all 
the meat off the hide, but here he was wearing it in the wintertime, and it’s just mind 
boggling. I come from out East where neckties and everything else, and I come out here, 
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and people lived and did with best they could. But awful nice people, awful nice. My wife 
used to tell me that she at times when she got off of work late all by herself alone, would 
walk in the dark of the street up to the streetcar line, and never was bothered or spoken to, 
which today I don’t think we could say that. But she was never afraid, see.  
Mary: It’s different today. 
John: Oh yes, much different. Just because a person looked rough, you know, in his heart he 
was a gentleman.  
Mary: Let’s talk a little bit about your home here. How many acres do you have here? 
John: I’m down to 3 and a half now. 
Mary: But you had.... 
John: I had close to 7 and a half. No machinery at that time. And like I said when my 
neighbors, Fletchers and there was another nursery up on Highway 8, when they seen that I 
was doing things by hand, they, Ole Tilseth was a retired railroad man, just three homes, 
myself, Donatelles, and Ole Tilseth on the corner, and they contacted these truck farmers 
and they plowed the three and a half acres of sweet corn and planted it and everything else. I 
said, “All right, this is a 60/40 deal” - no, no, they were happy to see somebody. But this was 
all cow pasture. I got to tell you this. I was in the kitchen and the Mrs. was working around 
the house, I heard a scream from the bedroom, see. So I wondered what was that, so I ran in 
there and here one of the cows had his head in the open window, looking at her in the 
bedroom. She was from the farm, but there was no such thing as putting a cow in the house, 
you see. We used to think of that and laugh. But this was a game reserve. People complain 
about rabbits and whatnot in the gardens. I used to on my day off go out the backdoor, and 
reach around and get ahold, and sure enough there were 2 or 3 deer eating the vegetables 
that - today it’s the rabbits. There’s a slough across the road up on the hill, and they’d come 
down from there, you see. Couldn’t shoot them. I wouldn’t have anyhow, but people don’t 
believe it. I like to tell the younger grandchildren, that when the Indians moved out, I moved 
in. It’s a fact, as a matter of fact, I don’t know what business the Indians had, but I had three 
of them once - looking back, I took a chance. They stopped in for water, three of them. 
They’d walked from Minneapolis, and they were going up to Hinckley. Walking. And they 
wanted water, and I said, “Well, when was the last time you ate?” This and that. One fella 
did the talking for the other two, see, so the Mrs. was the in food game, you know, she had 
bread - and I said, “Don’t make sandwiches, just cut meat slices, they’ll eat it that way. So I 
gave them an empty jug of water, and sandwiches and that, and “Thank you, mister.” They 
didn’t waste no time talking. Thinking back, they outnumbered me if they’d wanted to rob 
the place, see, but they thought nothing of walking from here to Hinckley. It must have 
taken them 2-3 days.  
Mary: It’s a long way. This used to be Highway 8, outside your door. 
John: Yeah, yeah. 
Mary: Why don’t you talk a little bit about how the street has changed since it was Highway 
8. What was Highway 8 like when you moved out here? 
John: Well, they improved in after we moved here, putting gravel in. But if you wanted to 
get a ticket for sure, you drove your car through the mud onto Lowry Avenue, half a mile of 
gravel and then blacktop. If you didn’t stop off the gravel and kick the mud off your tires, 
you could get a ticket. Yeah. And if you’ve ever seen pictures - when I say ruts, they went 
right up to the hubcap on your wheels. Unless you had a wide tire, you had to drive where 
the other people had already made it, see. So they’d get a blade and just fill it in, see. And 
then -  
Mary: So they improved it by putting in gravel. 
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John: Gravel, yeah. When you’re out here now, you had well water and a field drain, so you 
were basically all kinds of problems with that. In the wintertime you had to put straw bales 
over the field drain, so that it wouldn’t clog up in the wintertime. And the well water, I used 
to have people from up on the hill - it’s Hennepin Avenue - I have a county line going 
through my property. You’re in Roseville, front yard is there is Hennepin see. They used to 
come down and get my well water for their fish. And you’ve ever - if you travel west you 
have that mineral in the water that’s kind of hard to drink. So there is a difference in water, 
drinking water, see. And I was always proud, I had a faucet here and I said, “Just honk the 
horn. When I hear my pump going on, I want to know why.” So they didn’t have to take 
time to open the door or something like that, see, and talk to me. Just help yourself and then 
on your way.  
Mary: And not too far from here, we have two new highways, at least two new highways 
since you came out here. 
John: Yep. 
Mary: Highway 36 and I-35W 
John: and Highway 88, that’s another one. At that time, I understand it’s higher now, but I 
understand it cost a million dollars a mile. 
Mary: For 88? 
John: Yeah, for 88. A million dollars a mile. I owned that part of the land. The oil company. 
Trosseth was the one that owned most of the land here, see. I bought what I could from 
Trosseth. I was up to here already, so I took all I could out of my insurance and bought $500 
an acre, see. I got a sixteenth of an acre in my front yard, they valued it at $8000, see. You 
can imagine.... 
Mary: Hennepin County part? 
John: Hennepin County, yeah. So it’s outrageous. But they wanted to put up six more tanks, 
and had to get my permission and the surrounding. They bought I think it was three and a 
half acres, I lost that part of it there. Then they put the road through, and cut the -- cut the 
tank farm’s property. So they had three and a half acres for sale for $88,000, see, so the 
reason I found out the price, I went over there, I sez, “I got orders for tomatoes, and I could 
use a little more land. What are you asking for your three and a half acres?” He says, “The 
going price is $88,000.” “Well, maybe I’d better put that in raspberries instead of tomatoes.” 
So we had a laugh on that. That was out of the question, you see. So then 88 went through 
there and 35W. I was kind of apprehensive when 694 went in too. I had dealings to do in the 
courts, somebody had hit me, an ambulance chaser kind of thing, and the judge at the time, 
said “Mr. Henz, according to the records here, you’ve never been charged with any 
automobile violation.” And I could have told him, “I’ve never been caught, see.” Speeding 
or whatnot. But half of my driving, going to work, was just me and the 16-wheelers, see. So 
there was less chance of me getting in trouble going to work. But he asked what business I 
was in, and I said “baker” and he patted his stomach and said, “I can blame you for this, 
see.” But I’m on record, I got my first driver’s license in 1930, I was 16 years old, it cost me 
a quarter. There was no examination or nothing else, see. Registered the car in my name, see. 
And he thought that was amazing, I told him that most of my driving was when there was 
nobody on the road.  
Mary: We always teased my folks that they had to send in a Wheaties box top with their 
quarters to get their drivers’ license. 
John: It wasn’t far from it. But then how should I say it? This is only five years now that they 
put the concrete in there, and I was happy to pay my part of it. I think $1200 but ... blacktop, 
when the weather gets good and hot, ya know, tires pick it up, and they’d come in here, and 
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I’d have all kinds of tire marks from my customers on my cement. But yeah - at the time that 
I did all this running, a guy in his thirties, kept me in condition, it was cheaper to buy my 
clothes than my food because I was eating mostly all the time, ya see. But I felt good, out in 
the fresh air, and.... 
Mary: Are you still in the gardening business? I noticed that you have a lot of pumpkins out 
here. 
John: You see, that’s what I’m doing now. What I used to like to do, what I couldn’t wait to 
get home to do, I hiring people now. I lease my three and a half acres out to Fletcher’s and 
it’s a 60/40 deal - I own the land and they take care of the plowing, planting and stuff like 
that. It’s the second year I’ve done that. The first couple of years, I hired somebody just to 
keep plowing down the weeds, which I thought was a waste. But I’m one of these advocates 
or believers in compost. You can imagine my situation - I had three and a half acres in sweet 
corn alone. All those green stalks, what am I going to do with them? I had no cattle, no 
hogs, nothing. So I run across an article where the University of California was 
experimenting with getting rid of vegetation, they called it composting, and it was just the 
answer to my prayer. I bought a shredder, run my cornstalks through there, and composted 
that, then spread it over the garden. I had a couple of offers, where “You name your price, 
but I’ll take six inches of your top soil.” Nurseries, you see. I’ll open the door and throw the 
seed out, and I’ll guarantee ya that 12 seeds out and 11 of those seeds are going to grow. So 
you can’t always take out of the ground, you also have to put back, you see. So I might 
mention then - well maybe it was in the 50s, the University had a deal with the United States 
government - Agriculture - the government paid the University a certain amount to run 
classes, three days a week, do you remember, I think we were charged $10. So we’d bring all 
our troubles. Now at that time, right now it would curl your hair, every time you had a 
problem, the University had a chemical to take care of it, see. And today, the farmers are 
getting away from that. But anyway, I was talking with one of the farmers in the audience 
about composting, he’d never heard of it, didn’t believe it, and he happened to mention it to 
the professor, he’s died now, Sorenson, or whatever. And the professor come up to me, and 
said, “Henz, he sez, can I get you to talk about this composting, whatever that is? He was in 
the business and he hadn’t heard of it, see. So I said, “Where did you hear about that?” and 
he said, “So and so.” “You’re not nervous - he had his back against the class - you’re not 
nervous about talking about it, are ya?” I said, “No. Unless you’ve got more than 1200 
people. I used to read the union report, I was the bakers’ union I was the recorder, ya see. 
Unless you have more than 1200 people out there, I can take care of it.” I enjoyed it, and he 
did, too. He’d sit back and just let me take over. So I was sposed to have a half hour, but the 
guys had so many questions and this and that. A guy from Wisconsin said, “Well that may be 
all right, but I’ve got thistle out there.” I said, “Don’t worry, it will take care of it.” He didn’t 
believe it. I said, “I’ve got a batch of compost now that I’ve got thistle in. I want you to see 
if you can find it.” I brought four stages - the composting, - you turn it by hand, 14 days you 
have to turn it, you see. And he couldn’t. He was amazed, and he said, “Now, that’s the 
answer.” Wisconsin dairy - if you have thistle on your land - if you don’t get rid of it, the 
county will and they’ll charge you for it. So there was a big worry. So if I’m walking down 
the street, and there’s somebody across the street, “Hey professor,”  I’m tempted to look 
around, see, because I put in a couple of days on the floor, see. But it was the answer to one 
of my big problems, one of my big problems.  
Mary: There wouldn’t be anything else to do with all of those ... 
John: No, I’d just stack them up and let them rot, which was a waste. But I’ve had people 
come in for raspberries, sweet corn, tomatoes, potatoes, and a pail of compost. House 
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plants. I don’t know what you do to that soil, but it really grows ... see. Yeah. Everything is 
in the leaves, and stuff, ya know.  
Mary: Why don’t you tell about the deer coming down from the Arsenal? 
John: Oh yeah. I ... like I say, I’d make the rounds when I’d come home from work. If we’d 
had a storm or something there was always limbs and that falling and that. And I’d made the 
rounds of the property, and I seen distinct deer hoofs in the orchard. Well they were 
eating.... I know the slough up here was dried up -- they cleaned it up. So I called up the 
DNR and said that I had deer on my property. And they said, “How many you got?” I said, 
“I don’t know.” And they told me that they reported three on the road side road, and they 
found one but couldn’t find the other two. One was hit by a car. So I said, “I’ll check it out.” 
There’s only one way into that back forty was kind of a slough. I went around the other way, 
where they couldn’t see me,  I’d have a better chance of ... There were two fawns in there. 
So I snuck back out, and reported them, and they said it’d would take us a day or two to get 
in there. So I bought a salt block and put a pail of water in there, and by the time they 
showed up which was a week, a week and a half, they were gone again, you see. But the 
mothers doing their shopping of the vegetables and that, I mentioned the deer, see, the 
children would go out there and sneak up on them. They got the biggest kick out of that. 
The same day usually, at the insistence of the child, they brought the father back, after he’d 
come home from work, you know, to see the deer, see. I had traffic going through here like I 
was a supermarket or at a mall, see.  
Mary: I’ve asked everybody that I’ve interviewed just about, what change has been the best 
for you. What do you see as the best thing that’s happened since you moved here. 
John: Well especially as you get older, I’ve got sewer now, electricity. I didn’t connect with 
the gas, but there’s a gas pipeline there. I say this, if I can get out of my driveway, the 
highway is always in a condition where I can drive. And especially if you’ve got someone, an 
invalid in the house, you’ve got to make sure people can come in when you need them for 
help. And if I had any complaints about anything at all or someone has trouble, I call the 
City Hall and that, and they always went out of their way to solve it, see. I don’t know why 
when people live here they think they own the town or something, but they had troubles, 
they’d get me to buffer the problems with City Hall. But no complaints at all on how the 
Village is run.  
Mary: Are there any things that you would have liked to maintain from the old days, from 
when you first moved in, that are now missing from the City?  
John: No, especially I owned where she was born the farm out there. The plans were, since it 
was where she was born, to move from here out there, but she medically now it wasn’t 
possible. But it still is a little bit of a farm here. Her mother died of cancer, she had three 
other children here, and she asked to spend her last days here in this house, because of the 
garden and the trees, and that. And I had a big willow there, a grandfather willow I called it, 
I had nursery classes come in here. That’s another long story. But the way the limbs came 
right to the ground, you could see out if you were in underneath them, and I’d have a 
lounge, and I’d carry her to the lounge and I’d cover her up and a little water and stuff like 
that, she just enjoyed laying outside, watching people come and go, and she knew that they 
didn’t see her, you see. So she was actually in the country again, you see. No, I don’t know. I 
know that people on the Council and those running government try to get as much income, 
you have to, for improvements and stuff, and I’m sitting here knowing that this isn’t going 
to be here much longer. Just imagine how many condominiums you can put up on three and 
a half acres. And the income of that. I’ve been told, why don’t you, instead of monkeying 
around here, it’s costing you, move to an apartment, you see. But she will not move. And the 
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lady that died last night, was another one -- the husband wanted to sell, I’ll hire people to do 
it, and she did, very nice, you can see the property, how nice it is. I think financially the boy 
would be smart to sell. I was always worried that Donatelles would sell - and they’d build 
around, and that’s all right. But to go to your neighbor who you like, and to say, Donatelle, 
you get John to sell, and we’ll buy your property, see. And if he needed it financially, it put 
him in a hard place. But I’ve lived a lifetime here, raised two children, and enjoyed every 
minute. You hear people say, If you had to do it over again, what would you change? Not a 
thing - there were times when you didn’t know if you were afoot or horseback, but except 
for my right knee .. 
Mary: You’re a horseback. 
John: My son lives up in Door County and it’s hard on him. He never knows what’s going 
on. He wants us to move up there, and I sez well, this place is going to be yours, why don’t 
you come down here and see how you can handle it. But he loves that type of area there. His 
back yard is Lake Superior. Michigan, rather. 
Mary: I know that you’ve had a special relationship with the Parks and Rec Department. 
Why don’t you tell us a little bit about the Parks & Rec - I know Lonnie Brokke speaks very 
highly of you. 
John: I don’t know .... when you’ve got corn or anything edible, you have raccoons, even 
possum, and woodchucks. So I kind of made a nuisance of myself. I had a big live trap, I 
didn’t care for these snap traps. And I catch some of them that were that big that they 
couldn’t turn around in the trap. And I’d call them and  I don’t know what they did, but they 
had a place where they’d pick up my trap or transfer to another trap, For a while there I was 
finishing them off, it was against the law. By the good grace of common sense or luck or 
whatever, I’m talking to you instead of in jail, see. What I mean, see, talk to people who can 
see the other side of it, I didn’t know any better. I knew it was a game reserve, and to me 
that meant I couldn’t do any deer hunting, you see. But for the animals also you cannot. But 
I have people here - bird lovers in the spring, you’ll see birds you don’t see all summer, 
they’re going up north, the same thing in the fall, it’s a stopover here, you see. My landscape, 
when I landscaped it, I told the fellow that  I want shrubs here that has berries and seeds for 
birds, see. And I didn’t think it would payoff like that. Cardinals and robins stay all winter. 
When I had the hen house there, I had two, on each end of the building had doors for the 
loft, and I’d leave it open ...and the swallows and ... If you make things available the birds 
will stay with you.  
Mary: Before we stop, we need to talk about your recipes. You were a baker for a long time, 
so you’re obviously into the recipe bit. 
John: The thing with me .. on church doings, usually the ladies would sit around in the group 
and exchange recipes and that. And I had to explain it to her husband, I had my back to the 
group of the ladies, and they were talking about recipes and I was listening to them. You 
know they cook from scratch. I always wondered why, when I made anything out of tuna, it 
was so blah, see. Lemon, You’ve got to put lemon juice in, little stuff like that, see. I 
explained to her, “I heard stuff there that you wouldn’t believe what they can make. 
Anyhow, my wife was a professional chef at Ichabod’s downtown, she was the chef when 
she quit. Salesmen would come in every Wednesday for her navy bean soup, there was ham, 
smoked ham and that in there. And when they come in, they’d bring also a quart jar. They’d 
have their lunch, and they also wanted a quart jar of the bean soup to take home. She say, “I 
don’t know what I’m going to do, Dad, I have to cook soup twice in one day.” That how it 
was going out. She was fortunate inasmuch as the owner wanted the best. She got in trouble 
with him once. She had a meat salesman tell her once, “You can’t tell the difference,” and 
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she bought a cheaper grade. Of course, when you’re working for someone, you try to save 
him money. She never did that again. The owner come in and said, “I’ll decide, I’ll decide if I 
got to cut down.” That’s about a rough a reprimand that she got from him, see. But he just 
loved it that she cooked everything from scratch.  
Mary: Are there any other things that we should talk about? 
John: I could do some bragging and all that stuff. 
Mary: Go ahead. 
John: No. I think I did say that people ask you, and they’ll ask you also, if you had to do over 
again, would you, you know. I don’t think I would, there are times there you had your 
doubts, but I just wish people could be guaranteed to have as troublefree, and as happy a 
life, family and otherwise, as I and my wife and my kids had here.  
Mary: That’s a wonderful way to stop, John. A wonderful sentiment. Thank you for taking 
time to share your thoughts with us. 
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