
CHAPTER III.

PIONEER SETTLEMENT OF COTTONWOOD COUNTY.

The following are stanzas from a lengthy poem written hy Thomas
Campbell, a resident of the county, and seem appropriate in introducing this

chapter :

The dreamer was worn, old and gray,
As he dozed in his chair in the closing day.
And the crimson sun sinking low.

While his dreams went back to long ago.

And he slept on the porch of the bo stead there,

The neat farm-house, on the landscape fair;

On the blooming prairie spreading wide,
And crossing the flow of the Des Moines tide,

By the loosened waves of imprisoned thought,
The ways of Time's backward trail were sought;
Then a mental vision soon appeared,
Of Cottonwood hack some forty years.

Of a country fertile and fair to rtew,

'inly trod by the moccasined fool of the Sioux,

Or the hoof of his pony in reckless pace,

In the onward rush of the buffalo chase,

P.ut the scene is shifting to later years.

Progressive times and white men's ways.
And the plain is dulled left and righl

Willi wagon tops of canvas white;

Ami later on. in the seasons' train,

Tin' yellow patches of waving grain.

Ami I he many pictures of peaceful toil .

• if settled life on a grateful soil.

This county was surveyed in 1858-9; the surveyors found a few Ger-

mans including Charles Zierke, known as "Dutch Charlie." No one knew

where he came from here. It was reported that he was mas acred in the

Indian outbreak of 1862. He resided in the northwest part of Cottonwood

county, where there is a creek named after his nickname. "Dutch Charlie

Creek." About a dozen persons had effected settlement in what is Cotton-

wood countv now, prior to 1862, when the Indian n :
I

in, the fust

actual settler in the county was a homesteader named Joseph F. Bean
;
the
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second was George B. Walker. Then a few families came to the West-

brook settlement; early in 1868 came J. W. Benjamin, Simon Greenfield,

and others locating in the present township of Lakeside. The settlement

increased, but with no marked degree of rapidity until the railroad came

through the county. The first settlers marketed their crops at Xew Ulm,

where they also purchased their supplies. On June 1, 1871, the railroad

grading was completed through Cottonwood count}- ;
this was the old St.

Paul & Sioux City line, now the Chicago, St. Paul. Minneapolis & Omaha

system. On June 1 that year the rails were completely laid as far as Win-

dom on the Des Moines river.

STRUGGLES OF PIONEER SETTLERS.

The early settlers of this county had anything but a promising outlook.

Prairie fires and terrible hail storms swept away much of the property of

the settlers in their destructive pathways, but these hardy sons and daugh-

ters felt determined to fight their way through these obstacles and advers-

ities. The crop of 1872 was an average crop and the people felt encour-

aged. In the spring of 1873 a large crop was planted, and the immigrants

of previous years, not only of this but of adjoining counties, had expended

every resource in preparing the ground and providing seed. A promising

harvest was apparent; and all felt that the reward for their severe priva-

tions would soon be at hand. But alas, early in June of that year the entire

part of southwestern Minnesota was visited by grasshoppers, and nearly

all of the growing crops were destroyed and grasshopper eggs laid and

buried in the soil, only to curse the country the next season. Great desola-

tion was among the farmers. Appeals made to the charitable throughout

the better favored sections of the country brought considerable immediate

relief. In the Legislature in January. 1874, an appropriation of five thou-

sand dollars was made for relief of the devastated regions and, later, twenty-

five thousand dollars was appropriated for the purchase of seed grain.

Wheat was sown from this seed, it came up nicely, but the grasshopper

eggs, likewise, hatched out in all their teeming millions. When old enough

to eat, they set to work and destroyed all of the growing crops again. The

hatching commenced in May and in June their wings had developed enough

to enable them to lly frisky. After eating up much of the crops they

migrated, filling the heavens at noon-day so as to almost darken the sun

and give the sky the appearance of a snow-storm in winter season. They
continued to fly and to leave for the south until in July, when having joined
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the older grasshoppers, their venerable ancestors, they all disappeared from

the county, leaving hundreds and thousands of acres barren and desolate.

Year after year they kept this up, aid coming from the state to tide over

the brave, never-give-up kind of people found among the county's first

pioneer band.

WINTER OF 1872-3.

The winter of 1872-3 was a long, cold one, never to be forgotten by

those living in southwestern Minnesota and Iowa. In January, 1872, soon

after the building of the railroad through the county, a severe snow and

wind storm—now called "blizzard"—swept this county in all of its fury.

The railroad was completely blocked from January until April 10. the next

spring.

In a storm of three days duration in February, 1872. two sons of a

Mr. Lader. of Mountain Lake perished in the snow. The next winter was

as bad, and at times worse, and only a few trains of cars run to bring in

supplies and fuel for the settlers. It was in the three days storm of 1873

that William Morris was frozen to death within eighty rods of his own

house, in Springfield township.

George B. Walker was an early settler of Cottonwood county and was

the first man to do any plowing in the county after the Indian massacre of

1862. He died April 13, 1887. On February 10. 1871, he was married

to Sarah Greenfield, and this was the first marriage ceremony performed in

Cottonwood county.

A more detailed account of the settlement of the county is found in

the various town-hip histories of the work. But the following gives quite

a number of well-known citizens who made up the pioneer band:

Mr. A. A. Soule settled about one mile southeasl of Mountain Lake in

1869. He purchased a pre-emption right of a trapper named Mason and his

equity in an adjoining piece of land heavily timbered with oak and other fi iresl

trees, consisting of about forty acre-. There was also forty acre- of artificial

timber which consisted of spruce, balsam fir, white cedar, American and Euro-

pean larch, willow, hard and soft maple, ash, cottonwood, coffeenut, black

walnut, basewood, whitewood, honey locust, elm, mountain ash, and otl

varieties.

During 1869 and 1870. Mr. Soule gave mosl of his time and energy to

the planting and growing of trees. At that time he was vice-presidenf of the

State Forestry Association. Few men take as much interest in forestry as did

(6)
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this man. The attractiveness alone of Mr. Soule's farm was ample reward for

his diligent work, as it was generally known throughout southern Minnesota

that this farm was one of the most attractive in this section of the state.

Ira E. Pierce, Sr., came from New Bedford, Massachusetts, and settled

on a farm near Clear lake in 1 87 1 . He died in February, 1908, at the age of

eighty-seven.

Paul Pederson came from Jefferson county, Wisconsin, and settled in

Amo township in 1873. He died on March 28, 1908.

Myron Barr was one of the first settlers in Cottonwood county, settling in

Lakeside township in 1870 or 1871. He located on a small farm one mile

from the station of Bingham lake. During the construction of the railroad

Mr. and Mrs. Barr conducted the railroad boarding house, while the men were

working between St. James and Sheldon. At various times they boarded as

many as one hundred men at a time. With the coming of the grasshoppers

Mr. Barr lost all that he had in the way of crops and finally left the country.

He died in August, 1908.

J. N. McGregor was born in Belmont, Ohio, 1847, and came to YYindom

in 1871, where he formed a partnership with D. Patten in the general mer-

chandising business. Later he became county treasurer and president of the

First National Bank. He was a man interested in many public enterprises

and one who added to the life and spirit of the community. He died on July

22, 1912.

J. A. Billings, an old soldier, settled in Mountain Lake in 1872. He died

in May, 1909.

J. H. Reisdorph, known as "Uncle John," was bom in New York in 1826

and came to Cottonwood county in 1870. He was an old soldier and died on

February 18, 191 1.

Thomas S. Brown was born in Scotland and imigrated to this country at

an early age. He joined the ranks of the Union army and when the war was

over came to Cottonw 1 county and settled in Springfield township. He wa-~

fairly well read in law and finally became judge of probate. He died in

August, 191 1.

William Barnes, born in Maine, 1801, settled in Mountain Lake township
in 187-'. He died on September 30, 1881.

1!. W. May came to Windom in [872 and For a time was the only imple-

ment dealer in the village. He died in December, to 12.

Talior C. Richmond was horn in Vermont, C844, and came to Lakeside

township in 1871. He was an old soldier and died in March, [913.

Aaron Schofield was born in England, [8^1. lie came to this country
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and settled in Carson township, section 28, on a tree claim, lie died 1 11

February 14. i<)i6.

P. B. Crosby came to Windom in [872 and erected one of the first tene-

ment houses in the village. He died in February, 1874.

COTTONWOOD COUNTY OLD SETTLERS' ASSOCIATION.

In every intelligent, thinking community the pioneer settlers have always

organized Old Settlers' Reunion Societies of one sort or another, and Cotton-

wood county is no exception to the rule. The idea obtains in a special degri

in the counties west of the Alleghany mountains in states that have been

settled a hundred years or less. These associations have done, and are still

doing, much to preserve the local history and promote a friendly feeling

among both the pioneers and their sons and daughters. The true fires of

patriotism and love of country or of home are strengthened by a narration of

such important events as tend to stir the blood and quicken to life those divine

affections of man. The love of home and parents and kindred has thus been

strengthened by oft-told tales of aged fathers or mothers, especially of those

pioneer fathers and mothers who toiled early and late, hard and long, in

order to give their descendants the priceless boon of a home and plenty; of

refinement and love of God and humanity.

The pioneers in gathering in these annual reunions, seem to live over

again those early days and years. Their eyes sparkle and they grow young

as the fading reminiscences of other days are recalled. As was well stated

by a pioneer in a nearby community, at a meeting of the ( )ld Settlers' Society :

"You come together with varied emotions. Some of you, almost at the foot

of life's hill, look hack and upward at the path you have trod, while others

who have just reached life's summit, gaze down into the valley of tears with

many a hope and fear. You gray-headed fathers, have done your work; you

have done it well; ami now as the sunset of life is closing around you, you

are given the rare boon of enjoying the fruit of your labor. You can see the

land won by your own right arm from its wilderness state and from a savage

foe, passed to your children and your children'- children, literally 'flow ing with

milk and honey;' a land over which hover the white-winged, white-robed

angels of religion and peace; a land fairer and brighter and more glori

than any other land beneath the blue arch of heaven. You have done yi

work well, and when the time of resl shall have come, you will sink to

dreamless repose with the calm conscioi f dutj d

"In this hour let memory take her strongest -way ; tear aside the thin veil
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that shrouds the misty past in gloom ;
call up before you the long-forgotten

scenes of years ago; live over once again the toils and struggles, the hopes and

fears of other days. Let this day be a day sacred to the memory of the olden

time. In that olden time there are no doubt scenes of sadness as well as of

joy. Perhaps you remember standing by the bedside of a loved and cherished

dying wife—one who in the days of her youth and beauty when you proposed

to her to seek a home in a new wild land, took your hand in hers and spoke

words like these : 'Wither thou goest I will go, and where thou lodgest I will

lodge ; thy people shall be my people and thy God my God : when thou diest I

will die, and there will I be buried; the Lord do so to me and also if aught

but death part me and thee.' Or, perhaps, some brave boy stricken down in

the pride of his young manhood; or some gentle daughter fading away in her

glorious beauty; or some little prattling babe folding its weary eyes in the

dreamless sleep. If there are memories like these, and the unbidden tears well

up in the eye, let them come, and today one and all shed a tear or two to the

memory of the loved and lost."

The pioneer comes to dig and delve, to plant and to sow, to hew and to

build, the crooked path to make straight, the rough to make smooth. Neither

the river, the lake nor the sea, nor the mountain-chain, nor the vast wilderness

have obstacles for them.

Pursuant to a call issued for a meeting to be held on October 19, 1901, a

large number of old settlers and their families met at the court house and

proceeded to organize an old settlers association. Committees were appointed

to perfect the organization and to prepare a constitution and set of by-laws,

which were adopted on December 14, that year. The first set of officers was

as follows: F. M. Dyer, president; Matt Miller, secretary; Mrs. George E.

Le Tourneau, treasurer. The vice-presidents were as follow: First commis-

sioner's district, H. A. Nelson, town of Ann; second commissioners district,

M. N. Caldwell, town of A1110 ; third commissioner's district, Orrin Nason,

Windom; fourth commissioner's district, I. F. Pierce, town of Lakeside; fifth

commissioner's district, L. P. Richardson, town of Selma. Jackson county

territory to he represented by A. J. Frost, town of Delafield.

CONSTITUTION.

We, the old settlors (if Cottonwood county, in order t" preserve the traditions

and history of its early settlers, in pi lote social Intercourse between ourselves

and our families, and in keep thai acquaintance and friendship which was so dear

to ns during the trying years of our early history, do ordain and establish this con-

stitution for ihi' <>iil Settlers' Association of Cottonwood County, Minnesota.

Article 1. The territory embraced under iiiis constitution shall be Cottonwood

county and thr northern tier of townships in Jackson c ity, state of Minnesota,
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Article II. Any person, after having resided in the territory described in Article

I for twenty years, may become a member of this association by signing this coi

stitution.

Article III. Section 1. The officers of this association shall be a president and
one vice-president for each commissioner district In Cottonwood county, and one
for the northern tier of townships in Jackson county; a secretary and Treasurer,
who shall hold their offices for one year, or until their successors arc elected.

Section 2. It shall be the duty of the president to preside at all meetings, to

appoint standing committees, unless otherwise provided, to call special meetings, to

provide a place for holding all meetings of the association, and till by appointment

any office that may become vacant, except that of president.

In case of a vacancy in the office of president, the oldest rice-president shall fill the

unexpired term.

Section .'!. it shall he the duty of the secretary to keep the minutes of the associa

tion and a record of its membership in a book provided lor that purpose.

Section 4. It shall lie the duty of tin 1 treasurer to receive all moneys of the asso

ciatiou and to pay out the san 1 an order .it the secretary, signed by the president,

and to take a voluntary contribution at any regular or special meeting.
Section 5. It shall he the duties of the vice-presidents to preside in the absence of

the president, in the order of seniority, to solicit membership and to inform the secre-

tary of any deaths that may occur in the association.

Article IV. Section 1. This association shall meet semi-annually in Windom, Cot-

tonwood county. Minnesota, on the first Saturday in June and on the second Saturday
in October of each year.

Section 2. The officers of the association shall he elected by ballot at the semi-

annual meeting, held on the first Saturday in June of each year.

Article V. This constitution may he changed or amended by a two -thirds vote Oi

the members present at any regular meeting.

A regular meeting was held on June 7, 1902. at which a bountiful dinner

was enjoyed, after which came the election of officers and then a short pro-

gram. Mr. E. Savage related some reminiscences and E. C. Huntington gave
a talk on "The South."

On October 11, 1902, the association met at the court house, where ati

enjoyable program was rendered. Experiences of the early days were told

by Doctor Allen, Dewain Conk. I. E. Pierce and J. G. Redding. Music for the

occasion was furnished by Mrs. Perkins and Mrs. Stedman and Messrs.

Churchill and Gillam. October, 190^. marked another happy meeting of the

old settlers in the court house. The old and familiar song, "Home, Sv

Home," was sung with great spirit and enthusiasm by everyone. Such men as

Arthur Johnson, Mr. Lewis, E. C. Huntington, M. T. DeWolf and II. M.

Goss delighted the audience with their reminiscences of tin- early days. Mrs.

Fred Weld read a very interesting story.

At the regular meeting held on June 3, 1905, an elegant dinner was

served after which a splendid program was rendered. The three <>ldc-t per-

sons, each above eighty-two years of age, led the way out to the dinner table.
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These were S. Hanson, S. S. Gillam and Mrs. E. M. Peterson. Short talks

were made by E. D. Mooers and S. S. Gillam, the former speaking on the first

postoffice and mail route established in Cottonwood county, and the latter

giving his experiences in building a claim shanty. The meeting closed by

singing "America."

One of the enjoyable features of the meeting held on October 12, 1907,

was the song, "The Old Red Cradle," and also another song by the old settlers

quartette entitled, "A Home on the Prairie." Talks were made by I. E. Pierce

on his travels; by F. M. Dyer on the prairie fires, and Ole J. Finstad on the

grasshoppers.

On October 10, 1908, and also on October 9, 1909, the old settlers were

given a rare treat in having with them the Hon. W. S. Hammond, who de-

livered two stirring addresses. His address on the "Legacy," was especially

well received. At the regular June meeting Mr. R. H. Jefferson related many
experiences of the early settlers and at the close of his remarks suggested that

a fund be started to build an old settlers monument. This idea was well

received.

Mr. F. F. Ellsworth, of Mankato, addressed the meeting in October.

Mr. Ellsworth's mother formerly lived in Windom during the early days and

was a daughter of Nelson Manning, the first representee in the state Legisla-

ture from Cottonwood county. Mrs. C. W. Gillam read an original poem

"Up and Down the Old Des Moines," that touched the minds and hearts

of the pioneers as few things ever have. In her closing remarks she also

suggested that a monument be erected in memory of the old settlers and

that a very fitting place to erect such a monument would be in the city park

overlooking the Des Moines river. This idea met with the hearty approval
of all and committees were appointed to investigate the matter and report

later.

An old settlers' picnic was held at Cadwell's grove in Amo township,

in tin- summer of [913. At the noon hour a bountiful dinner was served

by the old settlers' wives and daughters in the good old country style, with-

out any frills or decorations or any foreign names attached to the victuals.

This meeting was conceded by all to be one of the best ever held and every-

one anxiously looked forward to the next annual picnic.

The old settlers' choir opened the October meeting of 1915 by the

singing of
"
America." Reverend Norman gave a very interesting and stir-

ring address that delighted the hearts of the pioneers. Mr. E. D. Mooers

made some very appropriate remarks.

The following is a list of the presidents of the Old Settlers Association
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in the order of serving: F. M. Dyer, J. G. Redding, D. C. Davis, W. A.

Peterson, D. A. Noble, W. W. Hunter. Mrs. LeTourneau, E. D. Mooers.

Among the numerous "memorials" found recorded in the books of

the Old Settlers Association of Cottonwood county, the following is a fair

sample of the tributes paid to the departed dead of the Association:

MEMORIAL.

A memorial to J. H. Clark, as prepared by Jens J. Jackson, for the Old

Settlers Association:

James H. Clark was born on the 24th of April, 1830, in the town of

Hollowed, Maine. His boyhood days were spent with his father in the

lumber industry, Inn when the young man l^ecame of age he packed his be-

longings into a little bundle and walked to the city of Bath, where he

secured work in a ship yard. He remained at this place until 1850. when

he left and started for the state of Minnesota and landed in Taylor's Falls

the same year. After staying there for several years he became acquainted
with Miss Carrie Jeelosen, to whom he became engaged to marry. When
the time came for them to be joined in wedlock, Air. Clark suggested that

they go before a justice of the peace as there was no minister in the place,

but Carrie said: "No, James, I want a minister of the gospel to communi-

cate to us the blessing of God that may accompany us on the journey of our

married life." So they drove thirty miles to the city of Stillwater, where

they found a minister, who pronounced them to be lawful man and wife,

on the 16th of April, 1864.

They resided at Taylor's Falls for a period of fourteen years and then

came to Windom in 1878, where Mr. (lark engaged in the lumber business

and occupied the lumber yard for a short lime where the Struck-Sherwin

firm now holds forth. Trade was scarce over there, he said, ami many a

lonesome day did he spend in that hovel as lie called his office, for want of

anything to do, for he was an industrious man and longed for the time when

trade would call him to manual labor as well as mental activity, lie was a

fearless man and he would never shrink from responsibility so long a „ ne

entertained an idea of being in the right. An incident, thai some may
remember, occurred in the winter of 1X81, will show that he feared nol

even the consequences of a lawsuit when his merciful heart dictated to him

to alleviate the suffering of humanity. Many may remember the lot

!

'

ckade of 1881, but the road was open once, when a car of coal that I

longed to the railroad company was shipped in and found Windom destitute
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of fuel. On Sunday morning Mr. Clark shouldered a shovel, marched to

the car. which was quickly opened and he assumed the authority of dealing
out the contents to those in need. He also assumed the responsibility of

being prosecuted for the act.

Mr. Clark was not generally known to have been a philanthropist, yet

there are many who remember his philanthropic deeds. An instance was

when Christmas eve dawned upon the village of Windom, he sat at his desk

with a little notebook in his hand and he would say that Christmas was near

at hand and God have mercy upon the poor. He would write a few names

and hand the book to me and say, "John," as he was in the habit of calling

me, "do you know of any other poor widow that may be in need?" When
the list was complete the names were copied on a slip of paper and handed

to a drayman, with instructions to deliver to each lady one-half of a ton of

coal. He furnished the fuel, paid the drayage and the matter was kept

quiet. He did not publish such facts to the world at large, he would not

tell the recipients, because such acts he considered a part of his duty. Noth-

ing gave him more satisfaction than to offer a little comfort to the lonely

widow and others in distress.

The love of kindness that he exhibited toward his family was note-

worthy of example. His watchful care for their comfort unlimited. He

truly complied with God's ordinance in performing the duty of husband

and father and the perfect confidence that existed between himself and

wife was due to the amiable nature of both.

Mr. Clark left Windom in the fall of 1895 and settled in Minneapolis.

He disposed of his business interests in the winter of 1896 and short Iv

after moved to the city of Los Angeles, California. Here he engaged in

the wholesale paper business, but only for a short time as his health was

failing and with it his ambition for active life.

His life had not been one of leisure. His holdings were acquired

through constant labor and study and he relinquished his hold upon manual

exertion, only when the tooth of time exerted its influence upon that mortal

structure that had withstood the tempests of time for more than three score

years and ten. He died on the 5th of February, 1904. at the age of seventv-

three years, nine months, and twelve days, leaving a wido\v*and two daugh-
ters to mourn his death.

EARLY HARDSHIPS OF A MAIL CARRIER.

Among other interesting reminiscences related at the first meeting held

by the Old Settlers' Association at Windom, was the following:
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Orris Nason, known as "Tip," was called upon and gave some inci-

dents of real pioneer life. He came to Minnesota in [856 and worked near

Mankato. Mr. Nason carried the mail—he literally carried it as he had to

walk much of the time—from Mankato to Sioux City, Iowa, for four years.

The first round trip, a distance of four hundred and fifty miles, was made
in fourteen days. Probably the howling of the wolves urged Mr. Nason to

make the trip in so short a time, as those wild beasts were plentiful and

ferocious in the days from 1856 to 1861. Mr. Xason took a claim near

String lake. He and his wife, "Lib," managed to get along in some small

quarters, a tent answering for a dwelling. At one time a room about seven

by nine feet, answered for parlor, bedroom and kitchen. An ox team

furnished motive power for traveling and breaking up the prairie sod. Air.

and Mrs. Nason had many hardships to endure with storms and grass-

hoppers, but they now enjoy the well-earned fruits of their labors.



CHAPTER IV.

ORGANIZATION OF COTTONWOOD COUNTY.

Cottonwood county, Minnesota, was created, May 23, 1857, with the

county seat at Windom, and is one of second tier of counties north of the

Iowa state line, and the third county from the state of South Dakota. This

county has a length of five townships, and a width from north to south of

four, except that on the northeast corner, two of the townships which would

be included in this county if it were a complete rectangle, belong to Brown

county, Minnesota.

This leaves the county eighteen townships, each six miles square, an

area of six hundred and fifty and thirty-nine one hundredths square miles,

or equivalent to 416.250 acres, of which some eight thousand acres are

covered with water. In 1914 the county had fifteen hundred and eighty

farms. The villages of the county are : Windom, Mountain Lake, Bing-

ham Lake, Delft. Jeffers. Storden and Westbrook. Windom, the county

seat, is situated in Great Bend township on the banks of the Des Mi lines

river.

The county has numerous lakes within its borders, the chief of which

are: Bingham lake, one mile long; Bean lake. Augusta, Three, Swan,

Clear, Long and Willow or Fish lakes, ranging from one-third of a mile

to over one mile long, and some more scattered over the county. The sur-

face of the county is made up of really beautiful rolling prairie, diversified

by the lakes and numerous streams, while health groves planted by the bands

of the sturdy pioneers, enhance the beauty and value of the domain of the

entire county. Some of these artificial groves now tower from twenty to

fifty feet in height and afford a splendid, cooling shade for man and beast

in summer-time and a perfect wind-break during the roaring blasts and occa-

sional blizzards of the long severe winter months. These groves include

soft maple, Cottonwood, willow, ash. box elder, elm and other varieties

common to this climate.

SOIL.

The soil of Cottonwood county has been treated in the chapter on geol-

ogy and hence need not be here enlarged upon, more than to add that it is

of a rich make-up and produces corn and grain, with all the common grasses


