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They loaded a bunch 0' bundles and horseshoes and rock and piled up some 

grain down here around Ledgerwood and set fire because they went in and the 

old farmer wouldn't hire all three of 'em. He just wanted one. Well, then 

to make him pay for that they went down there and piled a bunch of.... He 

killed one of 'eml He jumped on a horse and overtook 'em. They got away, 

but he wounded one of ... and he died--shotgun, ya. 

LARRY: You say you never had any trouble? 

JOHN: Well, we never had.... You know a lot of 'em.... Well, a lot of 

people.... We run a cookcar; but some people, you was good 

enough for a threshing crew. You know how it was. 

LARRY: Ya, feed 'em anything! 

JOHN: Ya, but we didn't. The old man thought that •••• We used to have a 
Huwitts 

family over there. There name was .' ....... 
a car 

They're all dead now. Charley 

got killed in ....... and his boy. There's one boy left--young Charley. I 

think he in the stockyards in Fargo. If I'm not mistaken, he's been 
The,'d 

there for years. hire some men and if you was.... They was from 

Boston. If you was a very light eater, they'd keep you, but a guy that sit 

down and eat a full square they wouldn't keep him. He cost too much. They 
Me.. f-;h1e..-

Dad was startin' to he come down there. had a couple of men •••• 
Huwitt 

Mrs ....... come down there and she had that Eastern talk, you know, and 

she said, "Oh, Mr. Baird, you should hire them two men. They're very light 

eaters." And the old man said, "I don't think I can do it anyway." Very 

light eaters. 

LARRY: And they were farmers, huh? 

JOHN: Ya, they were farmers. 

LARRY: From Boston? 

JOHN: Ya, from Boston. Well, they wasn't too good of farmers, but--I'll 

tell ya--he bought a lot 0' horses. 
po'/ 

He searched the country here for big 

teams, ... \t'nr New YorkI\Teqms--Dray horses. If he found a good pair 0' II ..... 
C/yJesJa/(!!.. 

Percherons or or somethin' like that, why, gall, he'd pay 5, 
'. . 

or better 
$600 for them .......... them and ship 'em. 
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He shipped a lot 0' horses out 0' here, you know. 

LARRY: To the East? 

JOHN: Ya, shipped 'em East. And that was the first Cadillac car I ever 

saw. He shipped it from the E~st"here. 

LARRY: Oh? 

JOHN: He bought it in New York City and shipped it out here in a boxcar. 

LARRY: ~ I was gonna ask;'-you, John. How did they move these seperators and 

these big Reeves Engines. Were they a flatcar or would •••• 

JOHN: Ya. J.K. Johnson bought a 110 horse (ase o He was plowin' over here 

in the spring of the year with a 2575. He broke an axle and he went to 

Fargo to get it. He had a Case automobile and I and dad went along with 

him and, gall, it took us.... We: started early in the morning and we got 

there in the afternoon, poor roads, car weighed 145 pounds, went up through 

Casselton and around. Got in there and they had this axle they said; but 

when they went down to get it, they didn't have it and they sold him a 110 

horse Case at a pretty reduced price because they had it on their hands and 

nobody wOhlld buy an engine that big and that was shipped tOBrooklandon a 

flatcar. Two engines come into Cogswell one time. I've got that picture. 

I was lookin' for it; I can't find it. His boy is still living. A fella 

by the name of Herman Smith and his wife came from Harmony, Minnesota, here 

and bought the north half of section four in Taylor Township over here. 

Well, while they were building they lived in our place and they bought an 

engine. There was two engines come in on a flatcar. I can't find that 

picture; I don't know what happened to it. It's in a frame like this and I 
that 

was gonna give it to .... boy, see. When they lived here, they had one kid 

named Harry about a year older than I and this was 1908--190~.when they 

come. Well, Harry and I used to be pretty good friends. Well, this kid, 

Harry's kid now, is a grown man and family and he wants this picture or , 
would like to see it. I told him I had it and I can't find it. I don't 

in 
know what I done with it. It's~a frame. But anyway there's two engines 

I 

come to Cogswlll. Well, he bought one of'-em. 



Well, he didn't know anything about.... These was gas engines--Mogall 

International Harvester. Well, he was gonna go home with it Saturday. 

Well, with me goin' to school in Cogswell, why, I was there on the platform 

4:00 in the morning waitin' for him 'cause I wasn't gonna miss this trip_ 

We worked all day and I never saw a man crank so hard in his life. He'd 

sweat and he'd crank and we'd go maybe 40 feet and it would stop and go that 

much further and stop and he'd wipe his brow, fill his pipe and then he'd 

crank again. We got a little over a mile the first day out of Cogswell. 

We lived six miles from Cogswell so you see we weren't.... So then we 

walked back to Cogswell. Well, then the next day we was out~"~there again 

and we got about two miles from there so then it was a little bit closer to 

Cogswell than it was to Cogswell so we went down to my place. Well, then 

old man had to take me back in the morning, rondif, you know. Sunday--we 

spent them two days.... But it was fun for me. Well, I heard him say to 

dad he said, "I've got a half brother. His name is Otto Witt. I'm gonna 

wire him. We'll go down to the depot and wire him and he'll come and he'll 

make that engine run." Well, a week he was here. Otto Witz stayed here, was 

in business in Cogswell, had the Standard Oil Company in Cogswell for years, 

run our steam engine, worked for us a lot and I can remember he took the key 

out of a thing, pulled the spring __ like that, _put it back in, cranked 

that up and you couldn't hardly stop it. That was all that was wrong with 

it. That intake valve was so soft it couldn't suck any gas out of the 

carburetor so it would die, see. It was one of them suck valves, you know, 

and the exhaust worked with the power, you know. 

LARRY: And that's all it took. 
anything 

JOHN: He didn't know 2 about it. He was pretty.... Oh, we looked up a 

guy that knew that, you know--was outstanding. 

LARRY: What kind 0' territory was this for politics, John? Was this 

Nonpartisan League country or was this •••• 
was at a 

JOHN: Ya, ·'.-_rP h ld T I We • J meeting one time and • ipretty muc --0 own eye 

there was a NPL--well, then the Nonpartisan League--IVA, Independant Voters 
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over 

Association, you know, Buchmiller's Laundromat here--just a few--went 

down and heard Townley talk one time down here. They call it Skunk Lake in 
l~) 

this country. It's Lake is the name. Course anything that .... 

JllllWas funny I always branded on my mind and could remember it. He said, 

that the guy, "Don't believe a thing that's in the Grand Fakes Herald or 

The Fargo Forum!" The Grand Fakes Herald! I never forgot that; I forgot 
I.lIe'l' 

everything else he~said! 

LARRY: 

JOHN: 

saw. 

Was Townley well liked around here or not as well as Langer? 

That's right. Langer was known as a genius and I'll tell lOU what I 
dll fa. 1-;.. II' 

I was stayin' with a couple 0' batches after their motherAdied named 

Andersons over here west of Straubville. Old man Tweet was their uncle. 

Mrs. Tweet died and she was in the hospital for quite awhile, but here's the 

way they were. They were man and wife. She owned the west quarter. He 

owned the east one. She had the house and everything on her~uarter. He 

owned everything over here and that's the waf they was even though they were 

man and wife. Well, he wanted to build a bar~ 

SIDE TWO 

JOHN: Well, someway or another the hospital got 0' hold of this mortgage. 

Langer was in power." Sb the sheriff of Dickey County and somebody at the 

hospital went out and they wanted their money. Well, Tweet says, "I can't 

pay it 1-.t.il this fall. I got a couple 0' carload 0' cattle to go." Well, C?I 

they wanted their money now. So he didn't know what to do. So Mrs. Hamberger 

said, "Why don't you write Langer a letter?" "Well, when are they gonna be 

back?" "In about a week." And this is a fact. There was a State Militia 

car pulled up there that mornin'. We was only 30 rods from the gate. We 

lived here and Mike Twwet lived there. Two soldiers got out with rifles and 

an officer and when they come, they stopped 'em at the gate and that's a 

fact. A fella.... Whether that Holiday •••• 

LARRY: Farmers Holiday? 

JOHN: Ya. I don't know exactly what the conversation was, but this sheriff 
I 

read the paper and this fella here read him somethin and they got in their 
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car and beat it. Pretty soon they packed up their gear and went and they 
Tweet 

went West. II didn't lose his farm. He paid it that fall, but he would 

0' lost •••• You know he didn't have the money and they'd 0' took it, see. 

LARRY: You mean Langer came ~§wrt? 

JOHN: No, he sent them an~-t.;)r"i·1~er from the State Militia. 

LARRY: Oh, I see! I see>oand they stopped the sheriff? 

JOHN: They stopped the sheriff, ya. See there was some.... I don't know 

exactly what that law was. It was to give the farmer a chance if he couldn't 

pay, not to kick off of the farm or take the machinary away from him although 

it didn't cancel out the debt or anything. 

LARRY: It'd give him more time. 

JOHN: I read one time where Langer got that idea. You know we give England 
He 

a moratorium on a big war debt. II decided that if this government could do 
- I.J.I. I _ J J-

Wl\<~ I""'Y w(. ... c.. r::I'wn iiJl'ld <:Ie-' 

that, he could give the farmers of North DakotaAa little moratorium.4I ...... 
PI'",r+Y 

I'll tell ya he was~well liked wasn't 

he? 

LARRY: I think so, ya. People that I've talked to •••• Well, I'll tell you 

something, John. You either get a reaction one way or you get a reaction 

the other way. People will either tell you that he was either the only 

friend that the poor farmer of North Dakota had and they tell you that he 

was the biggest crook that the state ever knew--one way or the other. 
agin when 

JOHN: Well, didn't he buck up a they was swingin' these seed 

loans and Roosevelt wanted him to do away with that moratorium.... I read 

that. I'm a pretty good reader. And Langer looked him right square in the 

face and he said, "You can keep your seed loans, Mr. Franklin! We'll bound 

the state and buy our own seed." Well, the State Mill & Elevator was 

pretty well appreciated wasn't it:around here? 
one time 

JOHN: Ya, right. You know that was a thorn in the side. I workedAfor a 

milling outfit for about 18 months, you know. I was second miller on the 

floor. That was one thing that they hated the worst, you know, was that •••• 

Well, we heard about it many times. Well, I know about it. It's in Grand 

Forks, you know. I've seen the mill. il1 
I've never been~lt, but I've been by 



51 

it a half a dozen times. I was work in , for a Battle Lake flour mill, you 

know, Battle Lake, Minnesota, and, oh, man, they had a cut •••• Well, they 
we 

called us communists, J had our own bank, had our own flour mill and 

then they'd pick out municipalities where different cities had their own 

rrlltp\;c.··f~ I power plants like Valley City and Jamestown one time had their own. Well, I 

said, "What's wrong with that? When the Eastern guy gets pushin' you down 

the street, why, we've got to •••• " I said, "I couldn't understand why a 

fella had to send wheat to Boston to get it ground and then ship it back 

when the back door was full 0' wheat. 

LARRY:;, That's right. 

JOHN: Well, the taxpayers wasn't supposed to be in business! "Well," 1'd 

say, "as far as I know it ain't taxpayers' money. It's a self-supporting 

thing. They take profit from it." 

LARRY: Right. 

JOHN: Well, ~h~y wasn't supposed to be in •••• Oh, I and my boss would have 

quite a argument over that, you know. I was from this state and I backed it 

up under exempt. When I was in California workin' for the SP, I'd tell 

'em..... I wouldn't encourage them guys to come out here 'cause anything that 

you hear of it that's kind 0' funny .. IIIIIIIIIIII .................. llllis in 

California.. That's where it originates, you know. I said, nOh, you fellas 

never want to come up to North Dakota." I said, "It gets 40 below zero there 

on a hot day." "Why, on a day like that," I said, "that's when we haul hay, 

but when it gets down around 90, why, then we kind 0' set in the house." 

And, oh, they didn't want any 0' that. Well, that's what I used to tell 'em 

because I didn't want 'em to come out here in the first place~-a lot of them 

guys I knew. 

LARRY: When did you work out there, John? 

JOHN: Well, I went out there in.... I got out there by accident in 1938 

and worked on the Southern Pacific and I could do anything. And then I 

worked out there from '51 to '58. I'm retired now and on a railroad pension 

and Social Security. I got it tied together. Then I saved some money when 
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I was out there. You know I couldn't understand it. I was the only guy 

in the building that could save any money. I got a wizard in there; I'd 

give her the paycheck. She was layin' away the money. I didn't believe 

in rent. I bought a house, $2700 equity, for 32 $50 bills. I could see 

at a glance that the fella when he hogged dollars and cents was pretty wise 

so I'd buy 'em this, see, and he wanted $2000 to start with for a $2700 

equity and a $5000, h9use. Well, I said to him I couldn't talk dollars and 
I-Ie. eo .... IJ cn-.Jerr tJ"d fA a. + 

cents ..... so I said it this way. I said, "It's almost three o'clock and I got 

t' be at work." I said, "I'll give you 32 $50 bills." "How much is that?" 

he said to his wife~ She couldn't figure it out and the only thing they 

could say was, "Make it another one," you know--33. 32 would be 1600 bucks, 

right? "Can you make it another one?" I said, "No." Well, I started for 

the car and she took it !HWell," I said, "You-_ meet you down at the bank 

and," I says, "I'll have it." I had the money, see. So I peeled out 32 

crisp $50 bills at that Title Gffice,-Mome Title, and everything was signed 

over to me. and then I paid off a $2500 mortgage and got a house worth 5000 

bucks, see, and that's the way that was done. But anyway they couldn't make 

it. I loaned money to them guys! They paid it back. Like one guy his 

brother sold him a car. He was a Mexican. I liked them fellas pretty good 
they 

so • sold him a car. He didn't have it paid for. Here come the guy; take 

it away from him--from Portland. "Well," I said, "how much is agin' the 

car?" We was sittin' there talkin'. "Well, we ain't goin' let -:'em take 

that car!" .............. ~~ ...................... 'I went to three, four 

friends of mine and, oh, I could get a $5 bill from 'em." "Well," I said, 

"you'll get more than that from me." So I went down and bought the car and 

he paid that off in two checks. I've done that several times in my time. 

LARRY: John, were you in Sargent County in the '30's? 

JOHN: Early '30's, ya. 

LARRY: What was it like around here? 

JOHN: I forget the year. I think it was '33 or somethin' like that. I was 

the last man, I guess, in the county to get on relief. This is a fact. 
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I went over to Forman and that courthouse in the basement was full and 
• I 

~I<IJS'" 
they were cussin' the weather and cussin' the government and1 everything 

else and I set there and I heard that griping and this is a fact. I got 

up and I said •••• My dad wasn't dead, but then I said it this way. I 

jumped up and I said, "When my dad left me," I said, "he left me a 

fortune and I'm not goin' • sit here and listen to this stuff." Now this 

is all a fact. "What the hell you got?" "Well," I said, "I got United 

States and Canada to make a livin' in." I went down to Battle Lake and 

started to work for a guy right off the bat-~moved down there, 140 miles 

east of here and went to work Monday mornin'. I worked all during the 

depression. I never lost a day. That's a fact! 

LARRY: Were all the people around here like that--wringing their hands and 

discouraged? 

JOHN: TheY.>mffiE. 
13\ 

There 'were Sears here. They never put out a binder, you 

know. It was terrible. People were work in , on what they call PWA and then 

there was WPA. There were two differant types of it. My brother-in-law 

over here kept me off of the PWA by telling that I had a lot 0' money stored 

up. I didn't have. I tried to farm, bought a bunch 0' machinery, give it 

away and knew enough to quit. .............. ~ ... Seed loans--I'd got a 

Seed Loan and paid it back in Fresno, California~-every dime of it! I don't 

owe this government one penny and when I got this seed loan, I was led to 

believe like other people were that Uncle Sam would furnish you this money 

for fuel and seed. 
, the land 

You furnish the work~and if you didn't make it, you 

didn't owe nothin'. That's the way they led us to believe, but we found out 

that wasn't true. A government mortgage never outlaws and you always owed 

it. A lot 0' people didn't know that, see. Well, I paid mine. A few a­

round here didn't, but I don't know whether they paid it off in these good 

times or not. We've had 30 years now of pretty good times or 25 or 30, you 

know, but I paid mine off in California. A fella.... Why, no matter where 

you went it would folIo' ya, you know. Pretty soon they'd have it, you 

know. So one day I was called up and I said, "Well, I think I can take care 
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of it now. I won't tell ya.... lowed 'em $600 and the interest was 

for--I don't know--five or six,· seven or eight years--somethin' like that 

and the fella said •••• 

JOHN: "Well," I said, "I can't pay it all." "What can ya pay?" "Well," I 

said, "I don't know." I said, "I've worked and I just got here. I've been 

here only about six months ••••••• I"And," I said, "I've got a good job, 

ya, but," I said, "how can we pay it?" They wanted it in cash. They were 

closing it out. Well, here's what the old fella done. He said to the 

stenographer, "You go and get me those papers,"--so and so, you know. I 

guess that's the way he got her out 0' the room, ::you know, and she went and 

he said, "Why don't you offer him 50 percent?" So when she come back in, 

I studied awhile and I said, "Would you take half of it--cash?" And, "Well," 

he said, "no, I don't know whether they'll accept that or not, but," he 

said, "I'll take this money." "Well, Scott," I said, "it's cash." "Well," 

he said, "I won't take cash." So he sent me down to the bank and I got a 

cashier's certified check and he pinned this to the stuff and about 30 days 

,r SD I gets. everything marked paid in full and they accepted it and everything 

like that, see. It was almost the amount I borrowed but not the interest.-
just about. this country 
LARRY: Did a lot of the people leave .... ' .11,1\ in the '20' s? 

JOHN: Ya, all the young folks did. Let's see. Young Bishop stayed; the 
any young fellas 

Gilridges all left. There ain't 3 5 2 here anymore. 

LARRY: No. 

JOHN: And,I'll tell ya, we're in a serious thing here-"::I,think. There was 

a guy over here, a young fella, born in 1915, '16, he got himself a $20,000 

back h0me and went lilto the plumbing business. You know everybody •• 7J11as 

got pipe under the ground here and pressure, wells and everything. We're 
di 

under city water here. Well, if we iii a ditch or lay a pipe in it, gome-

thin', he was right here. He dropped dead the other day, a young fella, took! 

a load 0' glass to Valley City, got in his car and I don't know what hap-

pened. He died right at the switch. The car was running when they found 

him. Everything was running. Well, that's Vi's husband over here. 
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Well, now if anything like that happens here now.... There's only a couple 
work in , in Gwinne~ Gwinner 

~ guys around here that does it and there always .' ...... 
i.s 
... growin' by leaps and bounds, you know, with that big factory, them big 

buildings and houses goin' in like mad, fastest growin' thing in this 

state and millions of dollars spent there, you know. You've heard about it? 

LARRY: Yao 

JOHN: Clark and Melroe and them and there's Graymack and there's Clark and 

r~.~e~ Melroe. There's a lot of stuff in that town while they're work in , over 

there all the time. You can't get them to dig a ditch or a thing electric. 

Now I'm kind 0' •••• Well, I monkey around and do quite a lot electrical 

work. I wired a lot 0' buildings here and one thing and another. I worked 

with an ou€fit one time when I was workin' for another fella because he 

didn't have any work for me. What was his name--Milling--and I was working 
Electric 

for the ~st J&deAboys on my days off and I learned it pretty fast and I 

done a lot 0' wiring here, but I'm the only guy around here that knows how 
It) 

to put in a receptacle IIIPr wir~a 220 stove or dryer or anything like that. 

You go over here to the electric outfit .... here in Oakes, .... Well, they 

might be there three weeks from next Saturday or somethin' like that or they 

don't come at all. I tried to get a guy to dig a ditch here and I started 
~""e.1. ('J lIy 

I was out 0' water .... in June, but it froze up--still didn't dig it. 
. (?) -. I had one in the ground about six or eight inches deep 

Pearson .' ....... got that new and he was over the next morning and 

dug it for me, see, but now he's gone. I don't know. 

LARRY: John, there's so many farms around this county that are abandoned. 

JOHN: Right! 

LARRY: It's the worst county I've been in so far. 

JOHN: Right. There's two octupuses--Garret for one. He's got somethin' 

like 300 and some quarters 0' land. 

LARRY: Where does he farm? 

JOHN: I think there's 58 or '9 this side of the state line. I think he 
'{, 

owns every quarter in Dayton 

Briton and almost to Hecla. 

Township but ,one section,and it runs clear to l' 
1S ~~ 

His big ranchAdownl here--this vacant YR~ ~~tl 
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You go right through the main stree10f _ J ,which is a ghost town, and 

go out about two miles and a half and that's the main ranch on th~ west 

side of the road. He sold several million dollars worth of stuff this year 

in grain, soybeans, flax, sod flour seed,'thousands and thousands of acres 

of corn that made 80 to 90 bushels to the acre. He's got cattle out of this 

world--15, 20,000 sheep. He ships •••• He's just a fella that.... In 1925 

his father couldn't pay the thresh bill that we threshed--old Lew Perry. 

Couldn't pay the thresh bill. But this land got down to a $1 an acre during 

the depression and he started grabbin' it which was alright, but that's the 

big thing. You see anything he buys he just lets the buildings drop and 

that's what you find--most 0' these here. When you find them buildings like 

that, you'll find out that some big guys got 'em. The banker over here, 
(tl 

Christad, he got 38 quarters in one block over here. He bought the Chadae 

place. That brought him down. He bought Ketchum's place. He bought--well, 

I can't think" of 'em--the Ed Reese.'s place, Butke's place, the Christenson 

place, the Gilridge place, the power's place. Then they just rotted down 

now. He's got just the Parson place. That's the big ranch now. There's 40, 

50 granaries there, there's a barn 200 and some feet long, a great big brick 

house. He got that section land for little or nothin' with improvements on 

it. Course he built the granary since and that's what's the trouble. 

That's the trouble. The little farmer can't rent any land. There's no 
land .... 1' to buy. Well, then there's quite anestablishment up here. There's 

14 quarters and 7 is 21 quarters. 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26--the Bill Russ. 

He's got 26 quarters right outside 0' town here, but there's only one place 

they let fall down. Their boy lives on •••• Well, let's see there's tnree 
• places that they let i'ntr. down. The Steven's place,'one of .em lives there, 

and the Straubville, one of3 'em lives there, and then, of course, the home 

place, the St9ut place. That's the main •••• And I remember him. I don't 

like that big farming like that and squeezing the other fella out, but I can 

remember when Bill Rust couldn't buy a package 0' cigarettes. 

first cornpicker I ever seen pulled with horses with a bull whee.1h<ilQ'~ve. 

They come over and picked 150 acres of corn from my dad and that was Bill 
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So 

Rust. He was just a young lelIa and his uncle picked our corn lor~much an 

acre. Well, then when my uncle died, he lelt him a little money and then he 

went to buy in , land. 01 course.--~ these good times and he just 

multiplied it--big stock raiser, you know. I'll tell ya although Sargent 
Clnd 

County is a good county~it grazes a lot 0' stull, but like you said it's 

owned by a hall a dozen. There's Garret, Rust, Clillstad and this other big 

guy lrom Briton that owns all "'01 Southwest Township and everything like 

that. What's his name? I can't think 01 it now. His dad was a millionaire 
0;/ blLs,'ne.S.s 

to start withAin Texas and the boy just went lrom there--Ramport. In 

Southwest Township I think there's 11 votes. 

LARRY: Ya, that's what I mean. How can the towns in this county keep 

going? 

JOHN: They ain't! Brampton-is dead; Straubville is dead; Crescent Hill is 

dead, Straubville is dead; Brooklyn is dead, Belplain is dead, Tiwanda is 

dead, Nicholson is dead; Crete is dead. 

LARRY: Cogswell is diein'. 

JOHN: Cogswell is diein; Sterum is diein'--Forman, Gwinner. 

LARRY: Two towns. 
bracin' 

JOHN: Oakes is in the other county and what's $ 'that up is that here 

addition. No, I'll tell,.ya, I've had to be out 01 the blacksmlith businesse 

I'm pretty handy; I got a pretty good shop, but they just run you to death. 

There ain't a blacksmith in Havana, none in Rutland, none in Cogswell and you 
would 

can't take it to a big shop like Melroe or ~ymack. It~cost them $25 to do 

a $2 job! Ya, 4? .... j."lr.· .. ~they got everything set up lor a certain thing. 

They got that idea, you know, that they could go in there and stop it. Why, 

they can't take a man that's given $3.50, $4.00 an hour olf j '01 a 

welding machine to go over here and fix somethin'--you know. So they'll keep 

me just asnortin' here and I don't dare charge 'em much 01 anything although 

I do it lor little or nothing, you know--help 'em out. 

LARRY: What do you think the average size larm was around here, John, in 

about 1920? 

J6HN: Oh, a half a section, a section, three quarters. We was looked at as 



as the big guy with seven quarters--Baird. 

LARRY: 
part of Sargent 

Are there any farmers around .. thi~~ounty that are still making it 

with a section 0' land or a section and a half? 

JOHN: Ya, I'll name one, ya. There's a fella out west 0' town here. No­

body can understand it. His name is Milo Nathsinger. He was workin •••• 

He had leakage of the heart~-not well. He was work in , here for $15 a ~ek. 

He bought a cow that wasn't too good. It was kind 0' sick; he got it cheap_ 

He cut hay along the railroad in my backyard when I lived here before and 

stuff like that. Today he bought a half section 0' ground. He's got two 
dClrn 

Dodge automobile and~nice pretty good tracters. He's got a nice little 

Ford pickup. He raises hogs, cattle. He put 
5 or $6,000 

up a $5000 pOltarn. Heosp~nt 
..... on his house that wasn't worth $25 to begin with, raised it, put in 

new sills, put the inside, put the outside, insulated it, everything like 
on 

that and put up some hog barns. And he's got probably $25,000 II C~'s. I 
him 

know it's that much. He don't tell you exactly, but he •••• Well, ~_ and~. 

are great friends. He's a bachlor and he's done it in the last 15, 20 years. 

LARRY: With howffiif1.ch land? 

JOHN: A half section. 

LARRY: Is that right? 

JOHN: Ya, he bought that half section 0' land from two old widow women in 

Wisconsin and that was funny. They were two old widows; they thought they 

wanted to get rid of it because the renters they had was beatin' them out. 

They didn't get enough out of it to pay the interest--I mean to pay the / 
J (lovJ" 

taxes",,-and then that time the grasshoppers got it or something. They,.> Je;! 
ht. 

couldn't come out here and look, you know. And then they had a guy'here 

that spent most of the rent if it was paid for beer and they decided they'd 
place. 

sell it. Well, this guy livin' on the 37 I He just moved in and 

they wrote him a letter and they said, "Come on down. We want 0' see ya." 

So he drove down to Wisconsin and they sold him that land fo~ about ~,OOO 

bucks--that half section. It would sell for 150, you know, now and Garrett 

would give h~iL50 fburth and Jlecond because he owns the half right agin' it 

just south of 'em, you se~and he couldn't understand why them old ladies 
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didn't sell it to him. Well, Garrett is this way and that's a fact. If 

land is worth $150, he was the one to offer you 180. Money don't seem to 

mean anything differant to him when he wants the land, ,.. see. And like 

he's always told he don't want all the land. He just wants that joins him. 

Well, it's always adjoining him. 

LARRY: Ya, sure. -r~_f 

JOHN: He don't want it all. He just wants that", .joins him. 

LARRY: When did electricity come in around here, John? 

JOHN: REA? Well, sir, I should know. I don't know exactly~-b2ack in the 

'30's. 

LARRY: Oh, REA came in the '30's around here you think? Before that there 

were Delco ~ants and •••• 

JOHN: 
Fairbanks Morris 

Oh, ya, ya, Jellco and Delco and. - 111 and _ and all kinds of 

'em. Let's see. Oh, later than that. Let's see o I went out West in '38. 

I wired a lot 0' buildings around here. '45, '46, '47--1 left here agann in 

'50. I just can't tell you about.... It must 0' been back in the early"" 

'40's. There was some had lights and some didn't and there was scrapin' 

about easements to set the poles, you know, and some of these guys didn't 
the other 

know how to.... "Set 'em on there!" and this and that and I; T ·so that 

delayed differant branches of it, you know, but it come in over the Forman 

country first--where it come from--fnom the big transformers over therenand 

got down in this country later. It's all wired now, but there was so many 

buildings that was wired that now it is •••• , Seems to me there are. Their 
~ II r4t!, 

transformer hangs up there on the wall. Somebody stole~ I 7 copper wire--

like that. 

LARRY: Were there a lot of standby plants before the •••• 

JOHN: II ..... ra, a lot 0' people had 'em, the Elbows, the Chesleys and the 

Buchmillers and the Ealics and, oh, lots 0' guys had 'em. They were kind of 

a nuisance. They>a.ad 'em down in the basement. Some of 'em was ,,2's and 

some was 110. J6hn--well, I can't think of names. Bartnicks had a light 
Bartnicks 

plant. Two or three of the. • ~ had light plants. Betke had one with a 

~indmill, big tower and •••• 
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windpower. That was a 32, a wheel 12, 14 feet acrossed it. In 1907 my 

Uncle George decided that Cogswell should have some lights--before it was 

gas--and he built the light plant there. He built the light plant in 

Cogswell, North Dakota. He put in a big double cylinder Diesel, Fairbanks 

and Morris upright engine, run a big generator and a exciter. Now this was 

a DC plant--not alternating. Put in the switchboard and everything like 

that in a big brick building and then started to wire the town. He owned 

it. Well, then he put in another one that layed down, cylinder type, 

Fairbanks and Morris on another generator. That's the new ones now, but he 

run that from then--from 1917. He put down an artesian well. Grandpa did 

right behind the what-do-you-call-it to cool these engines, you know, and 

the well is still flowing and p~t up the brick building. I can remember 

it. I was there when they opened it and when they started it the first 

time, had a barrel 0' beer, tin cups and turned on the electricity. Well, 

the business places had it first, you know, on ~~in Street and then the 

rest of the district started, one bulb in a room and open wiring, you know, 

run down here on spools and that's what kept him in business. The business­

men would pay, but these other guys you'd never catch 'em to home, you 

know. Well, the meters was inside. They wasn't waterproof them times and 

they'd be under the stairway or in the cellar way or someplace, you know. 

You'd have to get in to--you know. I'd go around with him and read these 

meters sometimes when I--oh, here--was going with him, but they never was to 

home and the dog would bite ya. Well, anyway in 1914 in June he sold out, 

sold his residence to the Lutheran Church up there for a parsonage and sold 

the light plant to the city of Cogswell in June, got him a Chalmers auto­

mobile--him and Aunt Anna and Florence. That was their only child. They 

had three. There was Florence and Aunt Evelyn and young George and went to 

California. \Vhen you went down a hill, you had to tie a tree on behind to 

hold you back or the brakes would burn out--ya--and he made it in about 15, 

20 days. You can make it now in three, four days, you know. I drove it 

two, three times. Got out there and got into the 
(continued next page) 
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garage business and made a fortune. My dad was born the 30th of March in 

'71 and he was born about 18 months later and he just died. He was almost 

100 years old when he died here awhile back--just not long ago. This is '74. 
bt' j~ 

Just start in' on it, you see, and in the last 25~years he just retired, you 

see. He bought some property that went up sky high in real estate value, 
hJ 

you know. God,_ heAa corner that I don't know what the Standard Oil give him 

with a filling station on it. Oh, it was outrageous! And he had this big 

garage. He had this stuff paid for, bought it for little or nothing, at 

what they call Riverside, California. You've heard of it. 

LARRY: Yes. 

JOHN: It's east of LA out there about 60, 70 miles. You go over the "i Tehachapi Mountains and then the Mohabi Desert. And he had a skat in' rink 

in Cogswell. He was always in somethin' like that! Board fence and he'd 

flood this and charge 'em two bits for the evening and had a couple hundred 

pdl'r b skates. He was p.lways doin' somethin' like that--motorcycles--but, he made 

a fortune doin' it. But puttin' in that light plantT- that's one thing we 

can say. I used to say--well, if it hadn't been for the Bairds, they 

wouldn't 0' had any water to drink or no lights to see, but they thought 

Cogswell was alright and they were all progressive. 
these 

LARRY: Is that the waYAplants were started up in towns? 

JOHN: Ya, that's the way. Ya, well, sometimes the town would do it. 

Sometimes the businessmen would chip in. Now Brampton had a Municipal 

Light Plant, 110 volts, settin' in the garage there. The garagemen took 

care of it and they paid there •••• Well, then Cogswell run that plant Jill 
Power 

fer--oh, I don't know--'til down in •••• When did Otter TailAcome in here? 

Along in the late '20's or someplace along in there. I think .... Happy 

Nubsson was the last man that run it. Then Cogswell took it over and then 

Otter Tail Power Company~~~e in and they could buy their juice from them. 

And then Oakes had a Municipal Power Plant. That was a big steam plant, you 

know, and Hecla. You name it! They had it--all of 'em~-municipally owned or 

privately owned. In this case it was private. George put that in there. He 

was always a mechanic makin' things. 
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LARRY: When did the phone start then? 

JOHN: Well, the telephones.··... The first telephone we ever had was on 

Grandpa Baird's place and a fella started that by the name of John Powers at 

Havana and that was the exchange. I told you about the phone and John just 

went by in a cloud 0' dust. Old Johnnie Powers--there was a young Johnnie. 

He's dead too. The old man was aftolder fella, come around with a team and 

thes~ poles wouldn't be very high and he'd reach up there with a hook and 

bring down the wire or do somethin' on the insulator. I can remember puttin' 

new batteries in your phone. You'd open--there's a box. You'd open that 
~ him 

box and put in new batteries and you'd giveA35 cents and nobody dared touch 

that wire 'cause, oh, that would shock ya--kill ya. So he'd come along 

about every three months and •••• 

LARRY: Those were dry cells weren't they? 

JOHN: Dry cell, ya, and you had to crank it up, you know. Ole Garr come to 

this country from Norway and after he was here for quite awhile anytime you 
he'd aid lit a wanted a hired man & f send over thereA guy. Well, he knew guys, you 

know, from over there like I would know if I went from here to Norway, you 

know. I knew guys here. Well, we got one fella. We called him the Green 

Fella just because he couldn't talk, but he had an accordian--the biggest 

thing and comin' over on the boat he had more money than Ole did when he got 

...... £ .. ~3'ri.g.: .. f.? .............. ~1~3~· .. $~? ............... 8Iviier.J .. S~rlayin' for dances 

on the deck in the hat, you know, and, oh, could that fella play. We used to 

make a long ring on the telephone, take the receivers down and put something 

that would reflect the sound, lay two lead pencils across the tin plate or 

somethin' and set the receiver on it and, God, everybody in the country 

• would be listenin' to this guy play the accordian and then a lot of lIem 

would come over to our place. We had quite a big house, 24 foot square and 

2 stories high, and he used to come in there and play that accordian, 

Norwegian Wedding Waltz and all that. Oh, man! Maybe he wasn't as good as 

Floren, but then I thought so and he made us kids records and Byran Smith 

used to too. 



We had an old phonograph, cylinder type, and you'd take the end out of the 

bOXl There was a fuzz cloth in there to pnotect the record. You'd coat 
it 

that with gasoline and just put the record through~a couple 0' times ,,-like 

that and that would make a blank out of it. 

LARRY: Oh, is that right? 

JOHN: Oh, ya, and then we'd whip the reproducer on. That cost $5 and then 

you'd sinmlin this horn, you know, and that would reproduce it. Byran Smith 

was from Joplin, Missouri, and he hauled bundles for us three, four years in 

a row. God~ he was a good singer from the South and he.,layed the mout~arp 
and he made us kids quite a few records. My dad put Byran in business, you 

know, farming on the old Sam Brooks place and sold him horses and one thing 

and another and he ma~ried a schoolteacher, but anyway he blanked these re­

cords off. He was the only man we thought could do it, you know. He 

blanked them off and then this accord ian player would make records and all 

that stuff. Ya, I know all them tunes too like Leather Britches and Frog, 

He Went Acourtin'. I learned them by heart. A Southerner could sing pretty 

good, you know, and he was from Joplin, Missouri. He had a friend come out 

here that was leaded. If he got a drink 0' whiskey, he'd go kind of funny, 

you know. He had that lead poisoning from the big.... There's terrible big 
.. Neongwah 111 

lead mines, you know, around Joplin and"S II 0 I and around that country in 
.- . 

Missouri. He was out here one season; but he went back and we never heard 

from him again, but Byran stayed here. He worked in the lead mines there 

too--Byran Smith. Now there's another incident! Byran Smith left this 

country and went to Lake Park. No--is there a Lake Park, North Dakota? 

LARRY: Ya. 

JOHN: That don't seem right. Anyway when I was up in Edmore, I found out 

.... he was in this ......... town pretty close to Edmore and I drove in. I 

drove over there one time--one Sunday. We didn't thresh on Sundays, see, and 

I went in and I seen Byran. He was aclippin' the hair and one thing and 

another and I knew him and,o' course, I got a newspaper and I got it up like 

this, you know, and I'd peek around there. He didn't notice me when I come 
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in. Pretty soon I got to bellyachin' about the service we was gettin' and 

finally he spotted me and, boy, I'll tell ya. When he retired.... I read 

it in the paper. He was killed on the Merced Street Crossing in Fresno, 

California--him and his wife. In 1951 I started to work there and I hap-

pened.... They sent me down there, see, on the railroad for a powerhouse 

operator and I thought about it. I went into the--what do you call it--of­

fice and I read everything and seen the picture. You know they have to put 

down everything precise when they have a wreck like that. The engine was 

one of those big yellow-bellied engines, a big passenger engine, hit him on 

Merced Avenue. I knew the street and everything like that. I'd been there 

several •••• Well, I lived there seven years, see. Byron Smith And His 

Wife killed Instantly with this high speed passenger goin' there,-' Number 60, 
uneven's 

goin' south--ev€n's south and north. There I was work in , and 

been on that street a lot 0' times where a friend 0' mine that my dad had 

hired out 0' the jungles here--think of it--and put him in business here, 

had a sale here, married a teacher out 0' Cogswell, went to Park River, had 

a barber shop up there for a long time, retired and was goin' out to,see 

some friends in California and was killed on Mer.aed Street in the town I 

was working in. 

LARRY: Ya. 

JOHN: Well, that was the record and the picture and everything in case 

there would be a lawsuit or anything like that. Ain't that funny how 

things will happen? And that's all the God's truth--every bit of it! 

LARRY: Ya. Well, thanks a lot, John. I think we've covered about every-

thing. 

END 
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