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At the end of long summer days 
the evening sky 
spills its red down impatiently  
over the boundary waters. 
Scents of past lives rise from the deeps 
and a chilling damp chases the day’s dry heat. 
That chill is me. 
I am the darkening cloud in the realm of last light. 
I am a scurry and a “plunk” in the reeds. 
These are the moments when I emerge from the 
cold mud and leafy shadows to reclaim a place. 
I am what used to be, 
and my claim on what is now 
lives no longer than that evening sky, 
although in my world time and age mean nothing. 
There are others who come with me 
and each has these moments. 
We come to remember. 
And whoever said the dead don’t speak 
should have listened more carefully. 
We are speaking to you all the time. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part I 
 

1850 – 1899 
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The Settler 
John Sharpe 
 
New Ulm 
 
 
When I saw my son lying out there 
beside the uprooted stump, the horse and 
harness bouncing away toward the wood line, 
and the Dakota man standing hard over him, 
I knew that I had but an instant to prevent the final abuse. 
I fired upon the heathen with no hope for preservation of life, 
only dignity. That I might lay my boy to rest 
whole in form, as God had made him, and no part of him 
carried away on the belt of the Devil’s servant. 
How could I have judged my circumstances to be otherwise? 
What could I do but in all haste raise firearm to shoulder? 
To my great relief and everlasting gratitude, my son 
had only collapsed from fatigue, no mark upon his body, 
and once I had him to his bed I hurried after the 
unfortunate soul that had suffered my reckless answer. 
With help from the field horse 
I retrieved the young man to our cabin, 
where we ministered to his painful wounds for five days. 
Whereupon his own god took him, we grieved his loss. 
Amidst the heinous injustices, the rampant callousness, 
of that war against the Indian, remorse took refuge 
in a simple farmer’s home. From that day on I carried 
no gun into the fields. The red man let us be, 
and we greeted the end of the war with great joy. 
Then, upon the senseless execution of innocents 
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at Fort Snelling, and the dislocation of many more 
from their homelands, renewed sorrow. 
 
Man is a weak-willed and self-serving creature. Would God 
have made man as much in his wisdom as in his image. 
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The Settler’s Wife 
Elizabeth Sharpe 
 
New Ulm 
 
 
For five nights I lay awake in my bed, 
my son beside me, while my husband lay 
sleeping soundly on the floor beside the heathen. 
I wanted no part in that indecency. No part for my son. 
John Sharpe was a good man but ill-reasoned. 
He brought destruction within arm’s reach of 
my family, a sin for which I never forgave him.  
Even after he returned the dead savage to his people, 
a foulness lingered in the cabin air that no cleansing 
could remove. The walls darkened with the stain of 
his misdeed. Our fires tainted our meats. Our breads 
shriveled and molded. Neighbors, many who had lost 
sons and daughters to the savages, 
spurned us. None would come to our aid 
in those hard years that followed the war.  
I saw my son through to adulthood and marriage 
and bid him farewell upon his leaving to Chicago. 
Too soon bent and parched by bitterness, 
I lay myself down in that tall prairie grass and 
gave myself over to the Lord, that I might convince 
Him of my righteousness and disavow 
the transgressions of my incautious husband. 
 
I ask myself: How might a single 
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thoughtless act destroy a life? 
My heart crumbles again like a clod of dry dirt. 
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The Neighbor 
Wilhelm Haber 
 
New Ulm 
 
 
No matter what most said or believed, 
they stayed away from the Sharpe 
farm because that family was English. 
Had a German such as I succored 
an innocent heathen in time of war, 
all would have been forgotten by month’s end. 
Deeper currents ran the affairs of those farmers 
than they would care to know about. 
Hate, fear, resentment…savagery… 
inhabited all hearts. 
War unleashed them. Peace did not quell them; 
they exercised their will in more modest conflicts. 
Throats could be cut at the town meeting 
or at the bank. 
The failed farmer would stuff his 
family and belongings into his wagon 
and disappear into the night. None 
need witness this bloodless murder.  
 
To understand what kind of creature we are, 
step out of the church into the field and 
watch the vultures tussle over the shaggy bones. 
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The Sacrifice 
Crow Dog 
 
Fort Snelling 
 
 
I told them that I did not want their black mask 
to cover my face, that I wanted to see the eyes 
of the white people who had come to watch us die. 
They told me that I must wear the mask, and 
so I saw the white eyes from inside. 
They did not blink or look away. 
They swung in the blackness like the eyes 
of a running deer in moonlight. 
They leapt upward like sparks from a fire when 
my neck snapped. 
I hung from the rope in quiet peace 
as I watched them burn out. 
I had killed none of the whites. 
I had saved one of their families 
from the revenge of my people, 
for that family had been kind to us.  
But their grandfather chief, whose eyes I was 
told were dark with sorrow, decided that I 
should die for all the bad things that were done. 
 
I rode a dog to the river, then a crow carried me 
over and left me under the tree where I rest. 
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The Slave 
Dred Scott 
 
Fort Snelling 
 
 
The coldest times I ever saw was 
in the Territory up there at Fort Snelling. 
But those was the best times too. 
I wasn’t free, not yet, but my heart 
took wing like a loosed pigeon. 
I met Harriet there at the fort and we had us 
two children, fine looking girls both. 
Our master hired us out to this and that family 
and we met plenty of fine folks and 
the work was easy going. Most of my day 
I was with my wife and young ones. I reckon 
that’s what made it so hard to sit tight when 
we was down in St. Louis some years later 
with a new master and they split us up. 
That’s when I got a lawyer and we made trouble. 
Whoo, did we ever make trouble then. 
Some even say we started the Civil War, we 
cooked up so much trouble. 
If that be so, then I read it as a good thing. 
 
Cold winter ain’t nothing when you got a good wife 
working at your side and you can choose which 
time of day to take your dinner. 
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The Slave Owner 
John Emerson 
 
Fort Snelling 
 
 
If I had seen all the trouble coming for the Scotts, 
I could have set them free while we were 
living in the Territory. They seemed so happy 
there, truth be told, that it didn’t strike me 
as something that needed doing. But now… 
I must admit to this now...the payments 
I received for hiring them out 
rode comfortably in my pockets. 
I left word with my wife to do it, but she saw things 
differently after I passed on. 
Then, perhaps, it all worked out for the best in the end. 
Dred and Harriet got their freedom before they died; 
the country got itself unshackled, though it 
cost more lives than leaves on a willow tree. 
Blame for that falls on those like me who saw 
evil in slavery but put our own comforts first. 
What kind of greed is that? 
We don’t have a word for it. 
 
Modest comfort is all you need. 
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The River Pig 
Endre Larsson 
 
Scandia 
 
 
I wasn’t made for the work there. 
My lungs tired as easily as my sister’s, 
but as I was a young man 
my father thought I should find cash work 
over on the St. Croix with the loggers. 
My sister needed doctor care in New York, 
everyone said, and that meant we needed money. 
Working for Isaac Staples’ company never made 
anyone rich that I ever heard of, except himself and 
the other dandies down in Stillwater. 
After two days as a cutter, no one would partner with me, 
so they put me out on the river to work as a river pig. 
It was cold, wet work, but I could keep my breath as 
the current did most of the pushing. 
They gave me special boots to grip the floating logs 
and I got to where I could jump around on them 
all day without falling in. But I suppose it only takes 
one fall at the wrong time. I felt the spin under my feet 
and my prodding pike slip from my hands, 
then the lightning bolt against my temple and 
cold water swirling around my eyes. 
By the time the wannigan reached me it was too late. 
At least I wasn’t lost under the logs for weeks like 
happened to some of the pigs. 
My sister never got her fancy doctoring, 
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but she lived to eighty-four none less. 
 
Some aren’t made for hard work, and some aren’t made 
for a long life either. I tried to do good for my family. 
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The Asthmatic 
Brit Larsson 
 
Scandia 
 
 
Of my first forty years I spent half in bed. 
Then a doctor stopped by our farm one day 
and the doctor told us that the bed might be 
the cause of my problem. 
My lungs opened after that. 
How often I cursed that bed. But the 
blame I must put on the greedy Isaac Staples, 
and upon all those of his kind. 
Those who had not a care for the 
desperate boys they put into the woods 
to cut trees, or to float them downriver to the mills. 
Not one came to Endre’s funeral or sent a note. 
They had not a care either for the destruction 
they left behind. The land was too poor for farming, 
so the slash lay out there drying for years 
until some fire came along and killed 
farmers and animals alike for miles around. 
If I had been born a man I would have studied law 
and been elected governor and run all those fat rascals 
out of the state. But most of them left anyway, soon as 
they had used up all our finest trees. They moved on 
to Oregon or some such place and perpetrated the 
same shameful, murdering deeds unto others. 
 
I know why people pray. It is in hope that 
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at last God will dispense justice. 
Why He doesn’t do it sooner perplexes me. 
 



Minnesota Anthology 

15 

The Baron 
Isaac Staples 
 
Stillwater 
 
 
When I came out to Minnesota in fifty-three I had 
little money of my own. The money belonged to investors. 
Getting myself into position, on the inside, 
was how I won the battle. 
By the end of my run, logging was the least 
of my concerns. Most of what I made was in banking. 
And my farm always did well. 
How else do you measure a man? 
Not by success in one venture, but by success in 
whatever he puts his mind or hands to, 
and success over the long haul. 
I died a wealthy man, with a name that will be remembered, 
but I must say that there is another way to measure a man, 
and that is by his treatment of others. 
I cared for every man who ever cut a tree for me, 
invested in my bank, harvested my crops. 
I saw them in church on Sunday and never missed a funeral. 
I got the money because I took the risks. 
The Lord I thank for my good sense. The opportunities I made 
for myself, as by measured steps I built the man it took 
to accomplish these things. 
 
Life gives to those who step forward at the call and 
take eagerly into their hands the tools of mastery.  
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The Trapper 
Andrew McBeath 
 
East Grand Forks 
 
 
In my early years I made my living trapping 
beaver and mink along the Red River. 
Now and then I would get out into the woods, 
where I could take wolf hides and visit my 
mother’s people for a time. My mother who was 
Sioux and capable; my father a lost Scot, who 
came into the territory with the first Selkirk Colony. 
So I grew up in that country, and no man knew 
that river as well as I did—south of Lake Winnipeg 
and north of the Ottertail, and that was the whole of her. 
About the time the steamboats came and the trapping 
dried up, the Homestead Act landed me, 
a farmer at the age of fifty-seven, or thereabouts. 
Cost me ne’er a dollar. I grew wheat, and being 
good with my hands I repaired wagon wheels for coin. 
As a cub I saw a battle at Seven Oaks 
between the fur companies. Later I saw civilization 
roll in thousands of family folk, and I saw 
Minnesota grow to a state and Canada a country. 
I saw the first rail train steam into Fargo. 
Ha, I watched my ass freeze over a hundred times 
every winter. 
As an old-timer I witnessed the Jesse James gang get shot up 
down in Northfield. I’d have got off a shot at them myself 
but I traveled unarmed in those days. 
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A man can do a lot of living in a small space, 
or see nothing at all if he travels the world. 
Keep your eyes open. 
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The Homesteader 
Molly O’Brien 
 
East Grand Forks 
 
 
Had it not been for Mr. McBeath 
I believe our town would have given up on life 
like a failed crop and gone quickly back to earth. 
We were homesteaders mostly, 
with a few shopkeepers and suppliers. 
We had no idea what a winter on 
the northern plains would be like. 
That first winter my husband and I 
had only the one-room cabin, with three small children, 
and his sister and sister’s husband moved in 
until they could build for themselves. 
The wind cut across the land 
like a skinning knife, stripping away the layers of 
snow and carrying them east, only to have them 
brought back again with the next wind. 
We would have starved by Christmas 
had McBeath not left two deer and a sack of flour 
outside the door. 
Our youngest, Mary Colleen, would have died of 
fever but for McBeath’s knowing the 
Indian ways of bringing it down.  
Some of the homesteaders who came later made jokes 
of his careless farming and his look. 
You did just fine for yourself, Mr. McBeath. 
And better for the rest of us. 
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What is the saying, “Do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you”? That is the stone of wisdom 
and the rich soil of good relations. 
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The Private 
Philander Ellis 
 
Minneiska 
 
 
In the first fight, at Bull Run, I took a ball in my leg. 
The wound was not serious, but bad enough that 
I could not follow the retreat of my comrades 
and I was taken prisoner. 
A battlefield is a frightful place, though in some 
ways better than prison, where a man has no say 
over the smallest and simplest things in his life. 
I was joyful at my release, and although I made 
promises to the rebs that I would return home 
and make no more fight against them, 
I hurried east to rejoin my regiment, 
the First Minnesota Volunteers. 
That was not an act of bravery on my part. 
Like I said, it comes down to simple things, 
and I was just not much for farming and 
saw no future there for myself. 
I was a good soldier, with excellent companions 
in my regiment, and I followed 
what I thought the happier course. 
As luck would have it, I took another ball at Gettysburg, 
this one square to the head and I died instantly. 
I fell among many of my friends. We died for a good 
cause and gave what little we had to give. 
They say we checked the rebs by our charge 
and saved the day. 
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Glory to the First. 
 
Given a second chance, perhaps I would return home 
rather than fight again. But I would not be a happy man. 
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The Tent  Mate 
Samuel Seymour 
 
Minneiska 
 
 
I charged down that hill at Gettysburg 
with no thought other than to check the rebs. 
General Hancock said we were his last hope. 
He knew he was sending us to our deaths 
but he had a battle to win and a country to save. 
Some in the First feared to go. One or two I saw bow out 
of the fight. But the rest felt as I did: we would give 
our lives if God would take them to preserve our cause. 
Most of us were killed or wounded on that field. 
Few were as lucky as me to hold to the last and to see 
the johnnies abandon their assault. 
We buried our comrades on that day, including my 
tent mate Philo Ellis, and we fought again the next. 
And although so very few in number, we joined 
ranks with our brothers in blue 
and chased the rebs clear back to Virginia. 
I said that I thought only of the battle. But in 
a moment of doubt when the field went hazy 
and all seemed frozen in time, 
I thought of my farm back in Minneiska. 
I saw before me the fields of home, not that field of battle. 
That stopped my retreat. 
I fought on to recapture my home. 
 
In moments of life and death, 
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we may be seized by a force stronger 
than ourselves and held up against the assault. 
Is that the hand of blind Hope, or the hand of Purpose? 
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The Private’s Teacher 
Samantha Hill 
 
Minneiska 
 
 
I taught them all to be gracious. 
We began each day with the recitation: 
“We are different; we are friends. 
We work together to achieve our ends.” 
I was throwing pebbles at a 
charging monster. 
 
Civility is so weak. 
Can it be saved at all? 
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The Private’s Mother 
Margaret Ellis 
 
Minneiska 
 
When I think of my son Philander, 
I think also of the young man who 
fired the lead ball into my son’s head. 
All that young man knew was that he 
shot at a Yankee, at a uniform, as he 
had been told to do by older men, 
by men who govern and stand in high 
places and speak with authority. Men 
who should have known better than 
to put our youth onto those fields to 
kill one another. 
When those men stand before their Maker 
and He asks them to give their reasons, 
what answer can they give to 
balance the weight of wasted youth 
and the long legacy of pain? 
They saw themselves as great men. 
We on our farms, in our kitchens, 
we believed they were great men. 
Who paid the higher price 
for their folly? 
 
Is there any greater cause than a 
mother’s love for her child? 
Fight for that next time.  
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The Soddy Child 
Mikaela Holm 
 
Wheaton 
 
 
We got out there too late, my father said. 
The dirt was good but we had no water. 
Others got the good sites by water. 
So we had to dig a well. 
They brought out a drilling machine 
from town and went about their business 
while we cut sod bricks for the house. 
Father also had to pay for the lumber 
for the roof, and for windows. 
By the time all was done we were in debt, 
even though we got the land for nothing. 
We had plans for a big frame house 
but ended up living in the soddy for 
five years before my father died, then for five 
more while brother Gjurd worked the fields. 
Once I was old enough to be of help, we did 
fine and at last built that house: two stories, 
six rooms, and a porch. 
I died in that house eighty years later. 
 
Ten years of a leaky roof and a dirt floor 
bought us a lifetime of clean sheets. 



Minnesota Anthology 

27 

The Soddy Mama 
Inga Holm 
 
Wheaton 
 
 
I made a good home. 
So good the snakes moved in, 
followed by spiders and ants and 
a hundred other kinds of bugs. 
A soddy kept biting cold and 
blistering heat alike at bay, more so even 
than the frame house later, 
but heaven have mercy there was never 
such a place for the crawling scourge. 
You could uproot a handful of prairie grass 
and count a thousand little hellions 
bent on destruction. 
My broom was a weapon not a tool. 
My cookfire was an execution pit. 
The children got candy in town when 
their count of victims reached five hundred. 
When my husband passed 
I became head of household, 
as much a prize as it was an endowment. 
 
Minnesota was an angry old witch in the beginning. 
But she softened with each new year and at last 
became our loving grandmother. 
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The Soddy Papa 
Ian Holm 
 
Wheaton 
 
 
A blizzard took me when I  
wandered too far after a buffalo 
and lost myself. 
But that great land took care of 
my wife and children, she did. 
Gosh, how could I have done better? 
And my Inga so strong and clever. 
I only half knew her. 
 
Put your family on good ground. 
Same as planting your crop. 
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The Bank Cashier 
Joseph Lee Heywood 
 
Northfield 
 
 
I knew the combination. 
I told the robbers that the safe had a timer, 
but the truth was I knew the numbers. 
I don’t really understand myself 
why I couldn’t say them. There was 
someone else inside my head who took them 
from me and refused to give them back, 
that’s how I remember it. 
That other man inside me reminded 
how things had gone in the war, 
how often I had been accused of 
cowardice and malingering. 
He wasn’t going to let anything like that 
happen again, even if we died for it. 
For a moment I thought we would live, 
when the gunmen made for the door and 
their horses and their fellows outside. 
But one turned back. He was the one with 
the coldest eyes and the darkest face. 
My mouth opened but the numbers 
would not come out. 
He shot me in the head. 
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You can’t ever start over fresh, unmarked, 
no matter how many times you try. 
Every wound you get never heals finally. 
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The Bank Robber 
Cole Younger 
 
Stillwater 
 
 
I bore no hard feelings toward the people of Minnesota. 
They planted seven or eight bullets in my body and 
planted what was left of it in the Stillwater Prison, 
so I guess you could fairly say they didn’t 
think much of me. 
The one who brought misery to the gang was Jesse. 
He made the whole thing work, being its fire and 
its blood, but he likewise tore it apart. 
His grand idea it was to ride up to Northfield 
and take the Yankee money right out of 
their front pockets. Not a bad idea, if he 
had been wise enough to know when to quit. 
Time he got out of that bank I was carrying more 
pounds of lead in my body than the bank carried in coin. 
Was Jesse got me shot up, and I trying to cover his back. 
Was Jesse got me caught, too, when he rode off 
and left me with the other wounded. 
In the final tally he was the worst 
sonofabitch I ever knew. 
Never met a less admirable sort than Jesse James 
in twenty-five years of prison life. 
 
Be careful who you run with. Some would rather 
see you dead than free of them. 
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The Lover 
Tomas Bakker 
 
Faribault 
 
 
Floral was her name. 
That was what she called herself. 
I loved her. 
I lived eighty-six years 
and I traveled from Norway to New York 
then to Minnesota, and I loved only 
one human being in all my days. 
To call her to mind was to envision the 
midnight glow of a distant fire; 
to observe that cheerful promenade 
along Main Street was to wander in close 
to that fire; to hear her speak, to dare near 
enough to hear her speak, 
was to step happily into that fire. 
To touch her was to rise in the fire’s heat 
into the realm of cooling moonlight and stars. 
I did not expect to keep such a wonder 
to myself, and I did not begrudge others 
who found in her what I found. 
I only begrudged those who misused her, 
and those who called her “prostitute.” 
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A man gives his love to a woman as he 
surrenders his soul, if he is wise, to the Eternal. 
He owns none of it. 
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The Indian Agent 
Jefferson Worthy 
 
Lower Sioux Agency 
 
 
The federal government wanted self-reliant, 
pacific, Christian Indians. 
To accomplish this, they sent people like me 
west to teach the Indian how to live on 
isolated farms and grow crops 
the way white people grew crops. 
But they gave the Indian the poorest land, 
far from the railroads and the markets. 
And the Indian already knew how to grow crops, 
in ways better suited to those lands. 
I saw all this in my first month at the 
Lower Sioux Agency. I don’t know why the 
government failed to see it for another forty years. 
If they had given him good land, the Indian 
would have succeeded on his own. 
 
The newborn babe knows by instinct the 
source of its nourishment. Wise men would 
rethink that strategy in favor of a more clever idea. 
 



Minnesota Anthology 

35 

The Christian Reformer 
Herman Berger 
 
Lower Sioux Agency 
 
 
We could not make farmers out of Indians 
because we could not make Christians out of savages. 
The Indian wanted a good rifle and a wool blanket. 
His wife wanted cotton clothes and metal pots. 
Neither wanted the word of God. 
Neither wanted a lifetime of blessings from 
a simple devotion, nor the care of 
Jesus Christ through eternity. 
Notions of eternal damnation bothered them not. 
The spirit did not linger within them as it 
had no rock upon which to perch—only 
momentary desires and gratified lust. 
I gave up after three years in the west, 
and I was never the same man, having 
uncovered the base of the human soul. 
 
Reach ever upward, heavenward, 
never earthward. 
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The Survivor 
Simon Cleary 
 
Sandstone 
 
 
The Big Fire was not the first fire we had seen. 
The one a few miles east of the railway 
should have been warning enough. 
That one didn’t kill anybody, but it could have. 
I suppose we were too drunk with the wine 
of prosperity to look ahead for 
what might be coming our way. 
The summer of ‘94 didn’t bring much rain; 
the heaps of dead cuttings out there, 
where once our beautiful green forests stood, 
were waiting for the spark. 
Five minutes after seeing the smoke 
rising some way off, I lost my house. 
I jumped into a well and suffered the heat and 
choking air right up to the gates of Hell before a cooling 
wind passed over and gave my life back to me. 
All was black when I climbed out of that well. 
Only the burning stumps stood higher than my knees. 
I said to myself, “The Lord has smote us down so hard 
we will never rise again.” And I believe we had it coming, 
although I don’t know why but for our reckless pride. 
Black ash is what we got for that, inside as well as out. 
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We tally our loses in our own ways, to differing degrees. 
A lost farm might be a new start. It might be the kiss of 
the Reaper’s blade. 
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The Gravedigger 
John Collins 
 
Stillwater 
 
 
I came up on the train from Stillwater to help 
search out dead bodies back in the woods. 
When we got up there, we didn’t find any woods. 
We followed blackened creeks and roadways, 
thinking that was where people would head 
to escape the flames. 
We didn’t find anyone who escaped. 
They were all dead. Most as black as the ash and dirt. 
I found one in the creek, back burnt to a crisp, 
but fresh underneath where the water 
had kept the fire off. 
Some were burnt sitting upright, one in a prayerful 
position, hands folded in front. I thought it another 
tree stump at first sight. 
We found what looked like five children 
and one adult huddled 
within the smoldering walls of a log cabin. 
How do you bury something like that? 
We had little time and no way other than to 
carve out shallow trenches and scrape the remains 
into them. It was like burying dirt with more dirt. 
As far as we could see, in all directions, nothing but 
smoking black dirt. Later I learned that the whole 
town of Hinckley was the same, and several other towns. 
I was never a believer, but that day I came to believe 



Minnesota Anthology 

39 

in something. Whatever it was, I never wanted to 
cross its path again. 
 
The Bible got one thing right: we are made of ash and dirt. 
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The Casualty 
Matilda Oleson 
 
Hinckley 
 
 
I heard them when I woke. 
As many as 700 dead. 
More than 300,000 acres destroyed, 
and ten towns, and the rail lines, and hundreds 
of houses and cabins. 
I felt the bandages covering my burns and I 
saw that I lay in a big tent with what must have been 
doctors and nurses all about, 
strange white specters speaking in whispers. 
Muttering big numbers. Millions of trees. 
The burn thirty miles long, twenty miles wide. 
But only one number meant anything to me. 
Six. 
Five children. And my husband. 
I remembered staggering down to the river where 
I found a blanket and using the blanket to cover 
myself and a stranger while the fire swept closer. 
I remembered gasping for air but finding it too hot 
to take in and too weak to freshen me. 
Dead bodies floated in the water. I threw the blanket 
away and ran, down the road, toward the tracks, 
where I found a train pulling quickly away, full of 
screaming and crying people. 
That was the last of what I remembered.  
Except six. All of them. 
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I turned away from the talk of numbers and 
hurried back up the road to a sunny spring day 
in the clearing, my children hollering and playing 
hide-and-go-seek in the woods, and I stayed there 
with them, and I am there with them now. 
 
Stay with those you love. 
Let the business of the world go on without you. 
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The Chief 
Wascouta 
 
Mille Lacs 
 
 
Fleas and whiskey and sickness. 
On the reservation, the whites brought us food, 
but never enough, except that it was enough 
to keep my people prisoners there, as they 
slowly forgot the ways of hunting food for themselves, 
and cared only for drinking the firewater until 
they stayed too long and fell under the sickness. 
In that place of no power, not even the shaman 
could defeat the bad spirits in the fleas and 
whiskey and sickness. The drummers and singers 
no longer gathered under the setting sun. 
Children wandered away and their mothers 
would not see or would not go to look for them. 
Those last few of us who remained strong 
abandoned that place. We made our camp along 
the creek of clean water, to which the friendly 
spirits sent deer and rabbits as many as the fish. 
For two moons we lived strong and free again. 
We grew clean and shining. We drummed and sang. 
Then the fire came and we were 
all dead before the day’s end. 
We thought to run, but to where? 
No, we drummed and sang. 
It was a fine day. 
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You find your place of power and 
you make your camp there. 
Live as you were meant to live 
while you wait for your day to die. 
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The Miner 
William Swift 
 
Soudan 
 
 
I was blessed with a strong body and a weak mind. 
Good thing. The other way around and I couldn’t 
have made my way in that world. 
I worked the timber for twenty years north of Duluth, 
and when that ran out I moved to mining. 
When the world needed wood, I gave them wood. 
When the world needed iron, 
I went deep and got them iron. 
A fellow came around to the tavern now and then 
and he talked to us about a thing called 
the Communist Manifesto. I listened politely enough, 
although I didn’t understand all of it. 
In the main what he was trying to tell me was that 
I was unhappy. Unhappy because I sold myself 
to the company. Sold away all my chances 
for something better, I think he meant. 
I gave it some thought, but if I was unhappy, I 
I felt plenty happy about it. 
I loved that mine and that work, 
even the little rundown shack I called home. 
Wouldn’t have changed a thing. 
I did twenty more years in that mine and died in my bed. 
 
Yes sir, the rich got more than I did, but 
that included troubles too. 
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The Miner’s Friend 
Jeremiah Soder 
 
Soudan 
 
 
I worked twenty-two years in that mine 
alongside William Swift. 
I don’t recall the man ever missed a shift. 
We were friends, but we had our disagreements. 
I felt the weight of that ore in my body 
growing with every day, its red dust 
compacting in my brain. 
I had a family—wife and three children—and 
living in those dirty, drafty shacks was no good for us. 
The kids were always sick. I was too, but I had to 
get out of that bed every morning and drag myself 
to that mine elevator. 
My wife was dead at thirty-nine. 
My children left home as soon as they 
could make a living somewhere else. 
A lot of things that communist said made sense to me. 
I was ready for a revolution. 
But I couldn’t do it by myself. 
Anyone talked like that lost his job the next day. 
I got tired of waiting for better and shot myself. 
 
I failed my family, though I loved them. 
It couldn’t have been worse if we had 
done things differently. 
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The Miner’s Wife 
Amelia Soder 
 
Soudan 
 
 
Born as I was in a hunter’s cabin, 
far from townspeople, 
far from any church, 
without schooling, short of food, 
thrashed daily with a pine stick, 
I had no chance for happiness in my life. 
My husband Jeremiah was kind to me. 
He brought food to my table and gave me 
three children to love. 
He did not fail us. 
 
I measured happiness from where 
I started, not by where I ended. 
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The Mine Owner 
Ezra Thompson 
 
Duluth 
 
 
I heard talk about unions and revolutions 
and all kinds of nonsense for years. 
None of the talkers ever read 
the Communist Manifesto. I read it. 
Know what it said? It said that the workers 
were going to kill all the owners and take 
all the capital and take over the government 
and run things for themselves. 
I know that sounded good to some of the derelicts 
in the mines, those we should have chased off sooner, 
but the hard workers knew better. They 
wouldn’t trust the others to run things for a day. 
They damn sure wouldn’t trust the government. 
Once they figured out that the socialists wanted to 
take away private property from everyone and 
even raise their kids for them, well, 
there would have been a revolution all right. 
 
Let each man do what he does best. 
Some know how to set up and run things; 
some have the muscle to push those things along. 
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The Mill Owner 
Cadwallader Washburn 
 
Minneapolis 
 
 
I believed that the scientific study of any operation, 
and the application of sound human reasoning, 
could greatly improve the efficiency of that operation. 
Improvement in the product as well would 
come as no surprise to me. 
With the middlings purifier 
and the gradual reduction process, 
my team of scientists and practical thinkers 
changed flour-milling from small-scale provision of 
an inferior product to industrial provision of 
the best product in the world. 
Minneapolis became the heart of the state, 
and that heart beat clean white flour out along 
the railways to the nation and beyond. 
They said spring wheat could not make for 
a good loaf of bread. 
(How I loved that challenge.) 
Careful study and experiment proved quite the opposite. 
Not everything we tried succeeded—of course not. 
Just like with the grain, you keep sifting out the chaff 
until you have the perfect answer in your hand. 
 
Use your brain. And if that isn’t enough, 
hire the brains of others to help you. 
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The Dispossessed 
Sten Stanlund 
 
Mankato 
 
 
I started out in a grist mill 
on the Cannon River in 1836. 
By 1848 I owned that mill. 
All we had to work with was spring wheat, 
so we just did our best and people bought it, 
but there was no denying it made a poor loaf, 
even with the middlings taken out. 
We made money, for what we milled was 
all the people could get. 
When the Washburn Company came out with 
their improved flour, they might as well 
have dried up the river. That was good 
flour they made. I hand that to them. 
And there was nothing for me to do but 
pack my tent and move on to something else, 
which proved to be trading with the Dakota, 
and it was a poor living after all. 
When you are whipped in a fight, you best 
admit it and not carry on how unfair it was. 
All fights are unfair. I didn’t have 
the money Washburn had, so I was shorted on 
that end, but fair isn’t what life is about. 
Life is about: What are you going to throw at 
me today? And trying to brace up to meet it. 
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You do your best to be fair to the next if you 
think that’s the better way, but don’t 
expect to get it back. 
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The Fire Watcher 
Iris MacGraith 
 
Walnut Grove 
 
 
My eyes began to fix on the cookfire, 
sometimes for hours in the evening 
when my chores went undone. 
I forgot to bathe at my usual time, 
forgot to change and wash my clothes. 
That fall I found myself out on the prairie 
a mile from the house, standing there, 
singing a lullaby to the heads of big bluestem. 
In the winter the family watched me closely, 
but I only wandered nearer the fire and 
seldom left it, comforted as I was 
by the heat and the soft wool blanket laid across my lap. 
The cold finally left us and I enjoyed 
the sprouting of the wildflowers 
and the soft, fragrant dampness of the soil. 
I saw the rattlesnake that summer, 
but no longer knew it for what it was. 
My death was protracted and painful 
while I knew nothing of the likely 
consequence of the struggle. 
Clarity and purpose returned at once 
upon my arrival here. 
 
There are many ways to say goodbye to the world. 
It is a concern of little moment. 
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The Skeptic 
Krister Ericksson 
 
Kensington 
 
 
When my neighbor, Ohman, found the Runestone 
on his property, life for all of us in Kensington 
got complicated. 
We had to learn of such things as: 
“the weathering rate of stone,” 
“linguistic inconsistencies,” 
“hoax perpetration techniques,” and so on. 
We had to learn how to dress and behave for 
city people, who came to visit and to stay in our 
homes as they performed their “analyses” and 
composed their “field reports.” 
All such debate over whether the blond European 
race, five hundred years before, had wandered 
that far into the woods seemed absurd to me. 
More likely, some ancient Indian 
paddled his canoe over to Sweden to have words 
with the King there, decided to stay a while 
because he liked the food, picked up 
a little of the language, then paddled back 
and chiseled the stone—employing the bad grammar that 
later confused the linguists—to boast his accomplishment. 
No doubt his Indian friends ignored it thoroughly. 
 
So much fascination with the foolish; 
so much ignorance of the profound. 
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The Bachelor 
Kurt Lundahl 
 
Sleepy Eye 
 
 
We had an agreement that we called “The Plan.” 
It was more than a plan, though; we ran our 
lives by it for nearly thirty years. 
My brother and I were twins, living as bachelors 
on the family farm about two miles south of Sleepy Eye. 
My part was to handle the chickens and 
the milk cows and to take their produce into 
town each day for sale. 
My brother Karl kept the garden and did some 
hunting and trapping in the cold months. 
I brought home the cash; he, the food. 
We both kept our health to the end, despite 
the townfolk’s worries that our loneliness 
would kill us at a young age. 
I suspect Karl was lonesome, although he 
never complained. As for myself, well, 
truth be told, on Fridays I never made it 
into town, but stopped over to Widow Pepper’s 
place back off the road and under the willow stand. 
I worked out all my loneliness there for six to seven hours. 
I will tell you that five hours would not have been enough. 
Best apple pie I ever ate, too. 
 
Living was a stretch of hard work, but the Lord 
gave us enough hours for it and a bite of honey. 
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The Bachelor’s Brother 
Karl Lundahl 
 
Sleepy Eye 
 
 
If I have one regret about my life, 
it’s that I didn’t take better care of my brother Kurt. 
Poor soul. Every day hauling the produce into town 
to raise money we probably didn’t need. 
Then to bed early, just to do it all again next day. 
He should have had himself a woman, like I did. 
A wife might not have worked out so well for us— 
we needed each other to keep up the farm—but 
a now-and-then woman, like I had, would have 
brought him some pastime, and more than likely 
a taste of much better cooking. 
Not even when we were lying side by side on 
our deathbeds did I tell him how I used to slip away 
on Tuesdays, when he was off into town. 
Those times he found me gone he would naturally 
think I was out in the woods checking traps or 
some such thing. 
One time he did spy the dribbling of apple pie 
on my shirt front. 
Then the time all those willow leaves stuck to 
the mud on my boots, and the both of us knowing 
only one stand of willows in the county. 
But Kurt wasn’t the asking sort and I never had 
to lie to him, except by my silence. 
He would have felt left out, I know. 
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We always said, “Living is a hard piece of work.” 
But Kurt and I turned bare ground into a temple, we did. 
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The Town Drunkard 
Sigfrid Grundstrom 
 
Faribault 
 
 
The prairie fire took away my homestead. 
I moved to town to clerk for the hotel, then 
passed quickly to drink and lost my steady work. 
I helped around the stables 
when I was up to it, 
which bought me more drink, 
which rendered me less up to it. 
All that while I waited for my Swedish bride 
who would find me as empty of hope 
and as undesirable as a pitcher of dust  
on a hot day. 
I failed to meet her train 
and disappeared while she looked for me. 
Over those few days the town fell 
in love with her beauty and charm, and 
when at last I presented myself, the 
town saw me anew, gave me work 
as a deputy sheriff, and indeed I became 
a new man. 
I married an angel. I was elected sheriff 
the following year, mayor five years later. 
O, happy day! 
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There are some here who burned with 
their homesteads. They are not 
comfortable in my presence. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
The	   voices	   of	   Minnesota's	   past	   return	   to	   speak	   to	   you.	   Listen	   to	   the	  
Settler	  on	  the	  southwestern	  prairie,	  to	  the	  Casualty	  of	  the	  Great	  Hinckley	  
Fire,	  to	  the	  Hibbing	  Hobo	  of	  the	  Great	  Depression,	  to	  the	  POW	  of	  WWII.	  
The	  Miner	  of	  Mesabi	   iron	  ore	  will	   tell	  you	  what	  his	   life	  was	  like,	  as	  will	  
the	  Suffragette,	   the	  Actress,	   and	   the	  Birdwatcher.	  These	   stories	  are	   the	  
story	  of	  Minnesota,	  and	  your	  story	  as	  well. 
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