Some Early Minnesota History
from the Autobiography of
Judge James H. Quinn.
( January 1928 )

1915

Introduction
By

Douglas A. Hedin
Editor, MLHP

James H. Quinn, who served on the Minnesota Supreme Court from
1917 through 1927, begins his autobiography with a modest
disclaimer: “This narrative will be of interest only to my own children
and perhaps to some of their children.” In fact it will interest anyone
researching the travails of settlers on Minnesota’s prairies in the
nineteenth century or its legal history.
He had a distinctive writing style—simple sentences, few adjectives,
plenty of facts. We can imagine him at the typewriter, suddenly
stopping, getting out of his chair to check a date or the spelling of a
name, then returning to continue the tales of his early life. He wanted
them to be accurate. Some will say: he writes like a judge. Perhaps,
but all judges do not tell a story as well as James Quinn.
He proceeds chronologically like all memoirists, though he compulsively digresses and interrupts himself. He sketches portraits of his
parents, siblings, friends, tells tales of his childhood and youth (up to
about age sixteen), gives detailed instructions on how to build a
dugout, make soap and candles, grease boots and perform other
essential work of life on the prairie in southwestern Minnesota in the
1860s, 1870s and 1880s. He remembers those days with obvious
fondness but is not nostalgic. Sentimentality does not intrude in this
memoir. Even natural calamities are related matter-of-factly: the
blizzard of January 7, 1873, the grasshopper plague of 1873-1876 and
two lethal blizzards of the mid-1880s. We wager that if those who
read this memoir today are asked five years from now what they
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recall, many will mention his vivid description of the infestation of
locusts in the mid-1870s.
The law takes up the last third of his memoir—reading law in the
office of William Plymat, practicing in partnership with Frank E.
Putnam, serving as Faribault County Attorney and as district court
judge. There is not one sentence on his eleven years on the Supreme
Court.
He gives accounts of five murder trials; he was the prosecutor in one,
presiding judge in three others. One was appealed to the Minnesota
Supreme Court, which affirmed the conviction. State v. Virgens, 128
Minn. 422 (1915) is posted in the Appendix.
Justice Quinn resigned from the Court effective January 1, 1928,
because of declining health. His autobiography is dated “January
1928.” He likely began writing it in late 1927. He died on February 15,
1930, at age seventy-two. Today a copy is filed at the Minnesota
Historical Society suggesting that someone persuaded his family that
there was a larger audience for his memoirs — in addition to his
“children and perhaps some of their children.” The following notation
is handwritten on the left side of the first page of the copy at the
Historical Society: “10 Sept 30 Julius E. Haycraft.” Judge Haycraft
served on the Seventeenth Judicial District from 1925 to 1948 and was
very active in the Historical Society. He presented James Quinn’s
autobiography to the Historical Society. 11 Minnesota History 445
(December 1930).
The original manuscript is 35 legal size pages in length. It has been
scanned and reformatted. Typographical errors have been corrected.
The photograph on the first page from Men of Minnesota (1915), page
breaks, the Index and the Appendix have been added.
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Some Early Minnesota History
from the Autobiography of
Judge James H. Quinn.
Saint Paul, Minnesota
January, 1928
This narrative will be of interest only to my own children and perhaps some of
their children.
My paternal grandparents were James and Sarah McFarlane Quinn, born and
domiciled all their lives in County Tyrone, Ireland. Theirs was a distinctly Northof-Ireland family.
My father, Andrew Quinn, was born in County Tyrone, in 1830. He came to
America alone in 1845, stopping first in Ohio for a short time. He next came to
Chicago, then a place of about 5,000. From there he went to Warsaw,
Wisconsin, where he worked in the pine forests until he became of legal age. He
procured his citizenship papers at that place. Later he went to Portage City were
his uncle, Hugh McFarlane, resided. It was there he first met my mother,
Hannah Mountford. They were married at that place in 1852 and shortly after
they located on a forty-acre farm on the banks of the Wisconsin River, near the
Dells.
Mother was born near London, England in 1835. Her parents were William and
Elizabeth Mountford, a distinctly English family. They came to America in 1848
and located on a farm in Marquette County, Wisconsin where her parents
resided during the remainder of their lives.
In the early spring of 1863, father sold the forty-acre farm to Frank Straw. Later
he disposed of it to George Field, upon whose death and descended to his son
George, who now owns and occupies the same as part of the “old Joe Bailey
farm”. The Bailey house was almost forty rods from ours. I can well remember
seeing Mr. Bailey, at mother’s call, as he climbed over the fence with his pack on
his back as he was leaving for the war in the South. [2]
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Mr. Bailey became famous the country over for his valorous service in the Red
River Expedition. When the West Point engineers had nearly given up the task
of relieving the Federal Fleet, stranded, high and dry in a hostile country, it was
Joe Bailey who proposed a system of wing-dams as a means of relief. The
suggestion was at first jeered at, but he was finally permittecl to carry out his
plan and the fleet floated down the river and the hero's name rang forth
throughout every loyal state. So vividly fixed upon my mind, was the
personage of this neighbor as he climbed, over the fence and bade mother
“good-bye", that, after an absence of over sixty years, I was able to select his
picture from a score of similar ones. The impression made as he shook mother's
hand and said, “good-bye" seems never to have left me.
In the spring of 1863, on the banks of the Wisconsin near the Dells, a prairie
schooner emigrant train was being formed. There were about a dozen wagons.
Walter J. Atcherson and father each furnished two. Some were hauled by
horses, others by oxen; our cows were led behind the wagons. The combined
effects of all were packed into these wagons. Thusly made up, the train started
on its journey for the prairies of Southwestern Minnesota. It crossed the
Mississippi on a ferry near Winona, then proceeded westerly via Mantorville,
Waseca and Wilton to the township of Danville, Blue Earth County. We camped
on the little knoll where now stands the Wesley Latourell School House in the
town of Danville on the night of June 23d, 1863, my sixth birthday anniversary.
Years later, Sarah M. Annis taught several successful terms of school in that
school house.
The Atchersons located on a farm in the township of Medo. For a time they
lived in an Indian tepee (wigwam) on the bank of the Little Cobb River where
now is the Medo Cemetery. There Mr and Mrs. Atcherson, my father, mother
and two sisters ( Maggie and Mary) are at rest. Mr. Atcherson donated the site
for this cemetery. [3] Hugh and I dug the first grave, in which Fred Atcherson
was laid to rest. Strange as it may seem, that grave was dug in solid, frozen
ground to the depth of six feet.
Our family located on a farm on the Blue Earth River in the township of Vernon,
where we lived two years, during which time our neighbors, Square Mack, Ed.
Root, and the Jewett family (six in number) were massacred by the Sioux
Indians. These were the first obsequies l can remember of having attended, and
the impression has never dimmed.
In 1865, father sold the Vernon farm and bought one in Medo, adjoining
Atchersons's, where he and mother lived until 1896 when mother died from the
effects of rheumatism. Father died a year later of the LAGrippe. There were
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eleven of us children. Mary Ann died at Kilbourn; Mary and Maggie in Medo.
Hugh McFarlane Quinn, the first of our family, engaged in the hardware and
implement business at Mapleon. Being like father, a dyed-in-the-wool
Democrat, he held the post office at Mapleton for eight years under an
appointment by President Cleveland. He died at Mapleton, February 22d, 1925.
Sister Sarah married Peter G. Johnston of Sterling; he died 16 years later. Sarah
now lives wrth her son, Lloyd, in Milwaukee. Thomas was a farmer; he raised. a
large family and died at Detroit, Minnesota in 1904. Walter Atcherson Quinn
was born in Medo; he owned and operated a line of grain elevators and fuel
yards along the S. M. Division of the Milwaukee Road; he died very suddenly at
his home in Flandreau in August, 1923. Ella married Henry Avery and they lived
in the state of New York; he died five years ago. Ella lives at Santa Ana,
California. Carrie Belle never married; she is Post Mistress at Wells. Andrew
William was born in Medo; he is President of the First National Bank of Exeter,
California. [4]
I was born at Kilbourn, on the bank of the Wisconsin River, near the Dells, June
23d, 1857. After leaving there in 1863, I never returned until August, 1923. I
lived at home on the farm in Medo until I was 16 years of age. During that time
we experienced the most severe deprivations and hardships of a typical frontier
life.
In Medo we first lived in an Indian tepee (wigwam). We were more fortunate
than those who located on the flat prairie. The Little Cobb River passed through
our farm from south to north. There was a heavy slope to the east on the
westerly bank; we excavated into this hillside and constructed a dugout from
logs cut along the river. This dugout constituted our shelter or dwelling for three
years. It was 20 by 20 feet in size. The spaces between the logs were chinked
and pointed with clay mortar. Logs were used in the place of joists and the
floors were of rough oak plank, sawed two inches thick. The roof sloped one
way; logs were used for rafters and were covered with Elm Bark and sod, cut
from the prairie.
We next built a log house, 16 by 26 feet, on the crest of the hill. This house was
checked and plastered the same as the dugout, but it was covered with shingles
split from logs 16 inches long. It was a little lean-to (over the door) which we
used as a woodshed.
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During the sixties and seventies in this region, every youth of the locality was
dependent, almost exclusively, upon his own efforts for whatever learning he
obtained. Our schoolhouse was known as the “Little Cobb” School. The building
was a log structure, 16 by 18 feet. It was chinked and plastered with red oak
shingles split from logs cut along the river, and banked with litter from the
farmers’ nearby yards. It was heated by a large, round, sheet-iron stove. Ben
Stedman taught there for several winters; he wielded the ironwood gads most
dexterously. I avoided the sting from these spurs considerably as I was kept
busy at work chopping cord-wood, fishing and trapping during the winters. [5]
We got 65 cents per cord for cutting cord-wood. Rat skins brought from 10 to
15 cents, mink 75 cents to $1.50; coon 75 cents; and skunk 15 cents. Gray
squirrels were worth at times 5 cents, but there was no regular market for
them. The County paid a small bounty for gopher scalps; one cent for striped
gophers, two cents for gray, and five cents for pocket gophers. We caught
weasels and sold their skins to the ladies for use in caring for their babies. They
used them as women of today use powder puffs. Buffalo robes were very
plenty; the best could be bought for $20.00.
There was no expense for picture shows or cigarettes, but we did qccasionally
pay Ros Eastman or Gray Markham 50 cents per couple to fiddle for dances. We
often went four miles to the Indian Agency to dance in Foster’s Hall, and to
Good Thunder in Graham’s Hall. We often had oyster suppers. Cove oysters and
large square crackers. Sometimes the girls would make and take along cookies
or cakes. We also had dances at our homes. These were supplied with picnic
luncheons. We often had candy-pulls; the candy being made from sorgham
molasses. It would become quite light color if pulled a good long time, out in the
cold.
We mowed our hay with a scythe and carried it out of the slough on poles. We
would take our midday lunch wrapped in an old Saint Paul Pioneer paper; a
snath and two or three sharply ground scythes, and start out at sunrise for the
day. We could mow three or four acres of grass in a day, but the day was about
12 hours long. Reapers to cut grain with were then coming into use. The
McCormick, Beloit, Kerby and Manny could be bought by giving an order for
them a month or two in advance. These machines were what we called
"'Hand-rake" mahines. The driver would sit in a seat on the machine and drive
the team, and another would follow on foot behind the machine and rake the
grain from the platform, back of the sickle, into sheaves on the ground, where
they were tied or bound into bundles. The [6] bundles were then set in shocks
of about 12 bundles and capped, where they stood until the straw was well
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cured. They were then hauled to the yards near the stables and stacked.
Later came the self-rake reaper, and then the harvester known as the
hand-binder. These machines cut and elevated the grain and dropped it into a
trough in front of two men standing on the machine, who bound it with straw
bands into bundles. Two good men could bind ten acres a day of wheat that
would yield 25 bushels per acre. These harvesters were drawn by three large
horses, hitched abreast. Then came the wire self-binders, and then the twine
binders, such as are now in use. In binding with straw bands, when the grain
became a little over-ripe and the straw was dry and brittle, we would cut nights
while the dew was on and the straw damp. Our grain was stacked at the yard
near the stables, and the straw saved for fodder and bedding for the stock. We
never committed waste in these times. We hauled our wheat to Owatonna or
Winona during the winter. When the railroads were extended further west,
Waseca, Janesville and Mankato became our markets. Then we could make a
trip in one day, but it required, two days for a trip to Owatonna, and three days
to Winona.
Maggie Peak was the nicest girl that attended school in the Little Cobb
schoolhouse, at least I thought so. She and I ate a Phillippine one day. When we
next met, she put it on to me by yelling “Phillippine" before I did. It was up to
me to respond by giving her a present. While sacking a load of wheat for market
one day (without Dad, knowing it) I gave the sacks an extra chuck or two and
thereby got an extra few pounds in each sack, enough to buy an album for her. I
also had a tin-type of myself taken, ducking overalls, blouse, and long light
brown, flaxen hair, etc. Put the tin-type into the album at the last page. Doctor
Craig helped me to do this. He was the “pay-off" for the grain buyer, and I got
[7] the album at his drug store. He was a fine old fellow. He went across the
street with me when I had the tin-type made; it cost 35 cents, I opened the
package several times on my way home, looked at the album, then at the
tin-type, then thought of Maggie and. wondered how she would like it. The
tin-type was an astounding looking production to give to a nice girl for a
present.
When I got home, I hid the package in the granary and on the following Sunday
morning, hiked over the prairie three miles to where Maggie lived. Her folks had
gone to Sunday School. She met me at the road in front of the house, where the
tin-type and album were delivered. We went into the house. She also had a
tin-type of herself, and together we placed the gems side by side, in the center
of the album. While I was at school at Poynette, Wisconsin, Maggie married
Hugh Casper who lived at our house after the death of his mother, Mrs. Gilbert,
hereafter referred to. Hugh was a royal good fellow, a good clog dancer and a
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singer of comic songs, but he and toil could not get along well together. They
lived at Wilmot, [South] Dakota. In 1899, Mrs. Quinn and I visited them at their
home. At that time Hugh had a barber shop and preached in the nearby school
houses on an occasional Sunday. His wife retained her youthful vigor and
cheerfulness and did not change much in appearance. During the evening, the
tin-types and the album furnished much amusement and hilarity. I tried to
purloin the tin-types but they were under lock and key.
After leaving the place of my birth in 1863, I had never returned until the fall of
1923, over sixty years absent. The entire scenery had changed; no one was there
that was there in 1863 except Mr. Mulrea. Not a twig remained on the old home
forty, save a lone burr-oak. I gave an old gentleman two dollars to drive me
about. I finally spied a familiar looking bluff; it was there we [7] used to go to
gather wintergreen leaves and berries. This enabled me to locate the place
where Col. Joe Bailey climbed over the fence. Then it was that I recalled the old
truss bridge at the narrows of the Dells, a photograph of which, taken in 1864 by
Leroy Gates, I have in my possession.
When the covered wagon train was under consideration in the spring of 1863,
the Atchersons visited us over the week-end. Sunday morning, they, my mother,
Hugh, Sarah and I all went to visit the bridge for the last time. As usual, Mrs.
Atcherson and mother were knitting. Mother dropped her ball of yarn and it
went to the ledge below. Hugh, alert to her assistance, scampered down the
bank and recovered the ball, but the yarn had become entangled in the brush
and he could not untangle it. I stood on the bridge with my hands in my new
overalls pockets and yelled out: “Break the darned yarn, then you can get it”.
Mother had attended Sunday School very regularly back in England, and my ear
got pulled good and hard because of the use of such language, which helped to
impress the incident upon my mind. Mother often told of the happening with
considerable amusement.
On the morning that I started out in the world for myself, father had given me a
five dollar bill to have two shoes set on old “Kit”. After taking her to Jim Foley’s
blacksmith shop and paying for the setting of the shoes, I had $4.60 in my
pocket. Upon my return home, I hitched. “Kit” and two other horses on to the
McCormick Harvester for the purpose of cutting an acre of late oats, but “Kit”
was so balky she would not straighten the tug. I procured an ironwood gad and,
before the oats were cut, there were ridges the entire length of Kit's left side.
When father saw the ridges a little later there was an affray on.
At that time I was clad with a pair of cluck overalls, a shirt and. blouse of the
same material, a pair of stogies, and, a chip [9] hat with a hole in the crown
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large ehough to put your hand through. I walked to Mapleton (a distance of ten
miles) that afternoon, fell in with a freight conductor and went to Austin. The
conductor spoke to another conductor on a freight train about to leave Austin
for Cedar Falls, Iowa, where we arrived the following evening. I got a ride out to
Mr. Kelly's (an old Minnesota neighbor), a distance of fourteen miles, with Mr.
Charles Gibson. I found plenty of work, mostly husking corn at 2 cents per
bushel (of 72 lbs). On the third day of the following January, I had a little better
clothing and $101.50 in my pocket.
I walked to Waterloo (a distance of nineteen miles), bought a ticket to Poynette,
Wisconsin, where father's uncle, Hugh McFarlane and mother's brother, George
Mountford, lived. Through their help, I obtained permission from the C. M. & St.
P. Railway Company to fit up a vacant room in its passenger depot in which to
stay and go to school. I had to attend a midnight train in consideration for the
privilege. This arrangement furnished me with heat, light, scratch paper and
pencils, and gave me an opportunity to load or unload cars of freight which I did
nearly every Saturday and Sunday during my stay of three years. I took my
meals with my Aunt Kate Mountford, paying her therefor $2.00 per week. One
afternoon, she asked the ladies of the neighborhood in and they made two
quilts and two pairs of sheets, and two pair of pillow cases for my bed. These
good women often came in of an evening for a chat. None of them are now
living. I do think they were the most admirable group of ladies I ever knew to
congregate at a sewing bee.
During my stay at the depot, our winter sports consisted largely in curling on the
mill-pond and in skating on the bayou of the Wisconsin River about four miles
distant. We often had hotly contested skating matches, the girls as well as the
boys participating. It was in this role that our early experience on the lakes of
Minnesota [10] came into good play. It was the habit of Jim Thompson (a school
mate) and I to remain up and pursue our studies each night until the arrival of
the train at 12:05. In his home (a very small one) were nearly a dozen brothers
and sisters. He and his sister, Emily, and a cousin of theirs, came to the depot
five evenings of each week to study. Mr. Ames (our school superintendent)
frequently dropped in and gave us much assistance in our work. His coming was
always cordially welcomed. I shall ever remember him with a great deal of
reverence. He could have done no more had he been a parent instead of a
benefactor. When the train passed, I would hop into bed and nap until seven,
then up and away for the day. “Man proposes, but God disposes” and all went
well.
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I returned to Minnesota in 1878 and attended school at Mapleton. I did chores
for Wid Davis for my board and room. I then took up the study of law in
company with William R. Geddes in the law office of William N. Plymat. Geddes
was four years my senior, had a good education, and it was an almost universal
opinion throughout the neighborhood that he would succeed and I would fail. I
shared in the prevailing opinion to a marked degree, but I received much
encouragement from one who had taught school in the little schoolhouse on the
knoll in the township of Danville, and who joined fortunes with me and became
the mother and guided our three children: Cecilia Libbie, Roswell James and
Donald A., all now living. They lost their mother in June, 1919, and she rests in
the cemetery at Fairmont, Minnesota. She was born on a farm near Mapleton
on December 14, 1857. Her parents were Ira and Brilla Annis, born and married
in the state of Vermont. They came west and settled in Blue Earth County in
1856.
The streams traversing Blue Earth County are the Minnesota, which has its
source in Big Stone Lake on the Dakota state line, takes a southeasterly course
to Mankato, which is fifty miles north of the Iowa state line, thence
northeasterly to Saint Paul, where it empties [11] into the Mississippi; the little
Cobb, which has its source in Waseca County, takes a westerly course to the Big
Cobb, which has its source in Freeborn County and takes a northwesterly course
and empties into the Le Sueur about 6 miles south of Mankato. The Le Sueur
begins in Waseca County, takes a westerly course to the Blue Earth four miles
above Mankato. The Maple River starts near Wells in Faribault County, takes a
northwesterly course to Le Sueur five miles above Mankato. The Blue Earth has
its source in Faribault County near the Iowa state line, takes a northerly course
and casts its waters and those of its tributaries into the Minnesota at Mankato.
The Watonwan has its source in Watonwan County and flows easterly into the
Blue Earth.
These streams were skirted with oak, ash, elm, basswood, butternut, black
walnut, ironwood, cottonwood and poplar trees. Wild grapes, plums, crabapples, thorn apples, hazel nuts, butternuts, black walnuts and gooseberries
grew in great abundance along these streams. Mink and muskrats were plentiful
in the streams and prairie lakes nearby. The woods were filled with raccoons,
woodchucks, rabbits, squirrels, chipmunks and red fox, and there were some
wolves. The larger mammals had moved further north but a few buffalo, elk and
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deer were to be found in the county. All varieties of aquatic fowl and prairie
chicken fairly swarmed the prairies.
The woods were inhabited with the beautiful wood pigeon, partridge, quail and
woodcock. The entire region was infested with a most venomous snake,
commonly called a mannasaugar or rattle snake. I can remember having killed
more than a score of these reptiles within a radius of two rods! They were a
terrible nuisance but as the country became settled with white people, the
“saugars”, as we called them, gradually disappeared.
The streams and lakes abounded with fish of the choicest varieties. It was an
accustomed habit to take our crosscut saw, [12] which we kept for sawing large
logs, and cut large square holes in the ice on the lakes to furnish air for the fish.
All of the neighbors joined in this work save one ole anchorite, and he seemed
to get just as many fish the following summer as we did, but I always doubted
whether they were as palatable to him as they were to us.
It was not much of a marksman that could not go out for an hour just before
sunset, of a Saturday during the fall, and get a nice bunch of prairie chicken or a
brace of ducks for his mother's Sunday dinner, provided he had a few charges
with which to load his old percussion-cap muzzle loading shotgun or army
musket. During the winter months we would go into the timber and shoot
partridge, rabbits and raccoon. The latter were generally large and fat and made
the finest ragout. When we had no money or ammunition, we often took our
bow and arrow, which the Indians had lost and we had found, to get partridges.
We lived on the bank of the Little Cobb. The stables were on the side hill,
slipping to the east toward the river. The quail (beautiful little fellows) would
come in flocks ranging as high as fifty in number and eat wheat screenings from
tin pans which we held out to them. I never killed a quail. We were always
dispirited when we found a bunch that had smothered in the heavy, drifting
snow which occurred so frequently. Prairie chickens were often buried in the
snow but they were larger and generally bored their way out. Every chap of the
neighborhood, worthy of the cognomen, knew every foot of all the streams
from their source to the outlet, save alone the Minnesota. No Indian knew them
better. No chap ever tampered with the other chap's mink or rat traps.
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In the fall of 1863, matters were looking up. The victories of the Federal Troops
in the South gave hope of an early return of peace. Money was more plentiful
and prices were getting better. There followed a rapid extension of railroads
which brought more people to the state. By 1871, the Great Northern had
reached the Red River. The Southern Minnesota had reached the Blue Earth at
[13] Winnebago. The Winona & St. Peter had reached the Minnesota near
Mankato, and other important extensions had been made so that the total
mileage at that time was 1,900 miles. The 1870 census showed a population of
439,706; cultivated acres 1,863,300. Spring wheat was the principal crop.
This era of prosperity had induced the people to plunge into speculation. Soon a
perfect cloud of debt rested all over the state. Bankers had loaned with reckless
eagerness. Finally, one fine morning a more conservative one refused to extend
a customer's paper. The fact flew to the end of the wires. The following day
there was no credit anywhere and speculation ceased. With this condition
generally existing, Southern Minnesota met with two other disasters which
added much to the general discouragement.
The morning of January 7, 1873, was clear and bright, with no indications of a
storm. The people left their homes with their teams of horses or oxen, as the
case might be, for their timber lots for a load of fire wood without the thought
of danger from any source. At about three o'clock in the afternoon, they were
overtaken by one of the worst blizzards ever known in this region. The vast
prairies extending from the Blue Earth River west to the Dakota line had been
run over by prairie fires the fall before, which gave the wind a clear sweep of
over 100 miles with scarcely a tree or a twig to interrupt its force.
We children were at school in the Little Cobb schoolhouse. A most furious wind
from the west struck us without a moment's warning. The air was completely
filled with a fine, pulverized snow, black as coal from its beating over the prairie
by the wind that turned day into night. None dared to venture out. My brother
Hugh and I had just left the schoolhouse when the blizzard struck us. We got
down onto the river and followed it up to our place. We could stop to rest and
cover our mouths so we could [14] breathe, so fine was the dust-like snow. It
grew darker and darker, but mother had lighted the lamp and placed it in the
window until we, almost exhausted, finally reached the door of our house.
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Our neighbor, John Weston, left his place that morning with his ox team to get a
load of wood. He was struck by the storm on his way home. He had not yet left
his own cornfield. He unyoked his oxen and undertook to reach his house but he
missed. His body was found the following April fourteen miles to the south at
the bottom of a deep ravine. Seventy settlers lost their lives in a similar manner
in Southwestern Minnesota during this storm which lasted three full days.
Our horses, cattle, hogs and sheep were kept in a long stable or strawshed. We
had cut large posts, young trees, having a crotch or fork at the top end, 14 feet
long and from eight to ten inches thick at the lower end, which were set in the
ground about three feet, six in a row, 10 feet apart, with a second row 12 feet
distant and parallel therewith. Smaller poles were then placed in the forks
forming a girder. Poles were then placed across the girder, forming a lattice on
the top and side to hold the straw in place. When we threshed, a setsting of
straw was run on the top and sides of this shed. When the straw had settled
and become firm, passageways were cut through with a hay knife, affording a
doorway into the shed. This made a very warm housing for the animals. There
was a door at either end of the shed.
Hugh and I had dug and stoned a well on the side hill, 200 feet from the house.
This well was 14 feet deep and 3 feet in diameter. It was curbed with a stone
halfway up and with slabs split from red oak trees (near the Cobb River) up to
three feet above the surface of the fround. It had a board cover and a windlass
with which to hoist the water from the well, all home-made. The rock [15] was
gathered from the bed of the river. Our root-house was near the well.
In those days we had no spring beds; the bed was supplied with a lattice made
of one-half inch rope upon which a straw tick was placed and above that a
feather bed. A bed cord was about one hundred feet in length. To reach the
outbuildings, during this storm, we tied our bed cord together, fastened them to
a post in the woodshed and tied the other end around our bodies. The
woodshed was a mere lean-to on the house. We could not get lost with the rope
about our bodies. We carried water from the well in a two gallon jug and
vegetables from the root house in a sack.
The stock got no water during the storm which lasted three full days. They
became nearly frantic. We had one milch cow by the name of Kate. She was a
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red-roan, somewhat slender but active and graceful. She furnished us with
plenty of good, rich milk. We carried a jug of warm bran mash to her twice each
day during the storm.
We had a small log hen-house, covered with litter from the yard in which the
chickens lived. It had two windows and a door. Somehow the door was open
when the storm had subsided. We had about 30 chickens. They were all alive
but mighty hungry. We estimated that there were over 200 quail that had
hovered in the hen-house during the storm. They, too, were hungry. A perfect
swarm of snow-birds had congregated there also, and a nice fat coon was in
with the chickens and quail, but he had in no way molested any of the fowl. We
allowed him to go his way into the woods.
When the storm had abated, we took our axe and cut a large hole in the ice,
three feet thick, on the river, then turned the stock loose to get a drink. This
was a mistake as we should have let them out one or two at a time. We had
difficulty in preventing them from drinking too much cold water at a time; we,
however, accomplished [16] our purpose without any fatal results. It was our
habit to have quite an amount of hay piled in one end of the stable for use in
case of a storm. At this time there were is enough to last two days so we
suffered no great hardship from that source.
In June, 1873, southwestern Minnesota became infested with the Rocky
Mountain locusts — grasshoppers — which soon devoured the entire growing
crops in that region. They came with a west wind. It was thought for a while
that the vile insects could not withstand a hard Minnesota winter. The
legislature made large appropriations to relieve the settlers and to enable them
to procure seed for the following spring. But, to the consternation of all, swarms
of the pests appeared the following spring as if arising out of the ground. It soon
became apparent that during the previous season the female hoppers had
deposited clusters of eggs from 8 to 10 in number, in little holes about the size
of a small lead pencil and about an inch deep, in the high, dry soil. When the
summer heat came, the eggs hatched and the brood soon devoured the entire
crop. In a few days, not a spear of grain was left. Shortly the hoppers took flight
in such swarms as to obscure the sun.
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The people battled courageously. They dug ditches, plowed, dragged and rolled
the fields, burned hay and straw, hauled large sheetirons pans covered with tar
and destroyed the catch. The hoppers gathered on the rails of the railroad so
that the moisture from them actually caused the wheels of the locomotives to
slip and stalled the trains. They covered the pastures so completely that, when
the rays of the sun fell upon them, the entire pasture had the appearance of a
large shimmering sheet of ice. Upon one occasion, my brother and I were
bringing a small load on a wagon. The wheels sank so that the felloes were
entirely submerged in the mass of hoppers on the road. They destroyed
everything before them. The unharvested crops were ruined. When corn was
hard, they would devour the blades [17] and husks leaving only bare stocks and
ears. They nibbled the ears too and what they did not eat they infested with
their touch. The foul-smelling secretions exuding from them so spoiled the corn
that the horses would not eat it. They stripped the potato vines, destroyed
beets, turnips, onions and all kinds of garden stuff. They nibbled clothes hanging
on the lines, entered the houses, ruined the curtains and furniture, shoes and
even thick cowhide boots. The handles of our axes, forks and rakes, unless they
were housed away out of reach, were not exempt from these ravenous pests.
The estimated loss in 1874 was: Wheat, over two million bushels; of oats, over
one million; and barley about eight hundred thousand. The loss was not so great
in 1875, but in 1876 was much larger. The loss in 28 counties was estimated at
about five million bushels of wheat, two million of oats, and about the same
amount of corn. The several counties paid a bounty of one dollar per bushel for
grasshoppers. The number bushels captured in seven counties was 58,019, and
the total amount paid therefor was $76,788.22.
John S. Pillsbury was governor much of this time. He contributed very largely
from his own purse as did many others. He visited the fields and was an
eyewitness to the situation. His wife accompanied him and helped to distribute
money in every way to lessen the suffering of the people. The Governor was
flooded with request to appoint a day of prayer for deliverance from the awful
pests. Prayer meetings were held everywhere by all creeds. There was no clash
between them. “Immediately,” the Governor was known to say, “it turned cold
and every hopper froze stiff.”
I remember well Rev. John W. Powell. He walked all over the southwestern
Minnesota, – fine old fellow – preaching the gospel in every schoolhouse on the
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prairie. When he reached the vicinity of a schoolhouse, and they were not
plenty, he would always tell when [18] he would be back. When the hoppers
were the most numerous, he came one Sunday morning to the Little Cobb
schoolhouse to preach. The schoolhouse was filled with those anxious to hear
Mr. Powell. I was among attendants. Mr. Powell was very tall and very spare.
He wore a beard and very long, flaxen hair, a long black coat faded to a nice
brown, but he could preach a sermon that would set his hearers wild with
enthusiasm. When he entered the old log schoolhouse that morning, he first
removed the shawl he had about his shoulder, knelt down and prayed long and
forcefully, then arose and announced in a loud, musical voice: “Exodus 10 – 19.
And the Lord turned a mighty strong west wind, which took away the locusts,
and cast them into the Red Sea. There remained not one locust in all the coast
of Egypt.” There followed what amused us lads the most. He said: “I advise you
all to go home, take down your bibles, wipe off the dust and read Exodus 10-19.
The Lord can remove the hoppers if he wants to.” After the services, he said to
mother he guessed he would go home with her because he understood that we
had some old wheat yet in our bin and a goodly amount of corn meal. We
always felt honored to have him come. He was welcome.
There were no trees west of the Blue Earth River worthy of mention – just
rolling prairie extending to the Missouri River. Scattered over this spacious
domain were many sod houses or hovels in which many of the early settlers
found shelter during the winter months. Some of these houses were built on the
level prairie, others in the side hills which were generally known as “dugouts.”
In Moody County which borders on the Minnesota state line and of which
Flandreau is the county seat, were many such sod houses.
In constructing a sod house or stable, on level ground, a trench 12 inches wide
and 8 inches deep in which to lay the wall of the contemplated structure, was
dug; then sods, 12 inches wide, 4 inches thick and about 18 inches long, were
cut from the prairie. [19]. A mortar was then made from white clay, mixed with
short buffalo grass cut from the prairie. The sods were laid in this mortar so as
to form the walls of the structure, much as brick are laid in mortar in our brick
buildings. The walls were continued up to the desired height. A pole was placed
on top of the wall to form a place in which the rafters rested. The gable ends
were run up to the ridge where a pole extended from one gable to the other,
forming the ridge of the roof. Poles were then placed diagonally from the plate
20

on the wall to the ridge pole. These poles were tied close together with little
willows and covered with sod. The window and door frames were of poles, cut
with an axe, built into the walls. The floors were sometimes made with loose
boards.
A dugout was made in much the same way. A square was excavated into the
side hill, the down hill side being the front side of the house. The side walls
were built up and a roof put on as above indicated. A stove pipe always
extended quite high above the roof so the top would not become covered with
snow. Often the drifts of snow would cover these hovels completely from view.
So completely where the occupants housed in during a blizzard that, in digging
their way out after the storm, they were compelled to dig from the inside,
taking the hard packed snow and sand into their living apartment. They derived
ventilation through the stove pipe. The place was heated with a round, sheet
iron stove.
To supply fuel, a stack of prairie–grass hay was stacked up against the house. A
stick, an inch thick and three feet long, with an iron hook fastened to one end,
was used to take the hay from the stack without its becoming damp. The hoodend of the stick was thrust into the stack, twisted around and then pulled out
bringing a goodly wisp of dry hay from which was twisted into a hard coil and
used in the store as fuel. The coil, so made, would last in the stove longer than
one would suppose. [20]
Coleman is a small village, 15 miles northwest of Flandreau. James C. Byrnes,
from whom I have bought fuel for nearly thirty years and who now occupies
apartment 404 immediately above mine in the Marlborough,* has been
engaged in the stock, grain and fuel business for over 45 years along the
Southern Minnesota Division of the Milwaukee Road. He first located at
Coleman in 1884. He bought grain and stock for shipment.
A man named Mr. Smith lived in a sod house about 5 miles out. He had some
steers for sale. One fine afternoon in January, 1885, Mr. Byrnes hitched his pony
to a cutter and started out. When he came within view of Mr. Smith’s place, he
noticed a large, black cloud coming from the west. He urged his horse into a run.
_____________
* St. Paul in Capitol area, torn down in the 1960s. (handwritten footnote by MHS)
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The storm struck him just as he reached the Smith place. He put his horse in the
sod stable and crawled into the sod house where he found Mr. and Mrs. Smith
warm and comfortable. A typical blizzard was on outside. It lasted nearly two
full days. When it had subsided the men dug their way out with shovels. They
had to tunnel their way to the barn. When they opened the door, the place was
so filled with steam from the animals that they could scarcely breathe. The
stock inside were so wet that water dripped from their sides. Mr. Byrnes
worked on his horse for more than hour trying to dry him before he could put
him on the cutter and drive back to Coleman. The snow was filled with fine sand
and the drifts were packed so hard he could drive over them without difficulty.
In 1887, another blizzard fell upon that locality. It began during the afternoon
and lasted all of the following day. Nineteen settlers perished. The wind was
very strong and filled the air with pulverized snow and fine sand which caused
almost perfect darkness. A building, but a few feet distant, could not be seen.
Mrs. Gore taught school in a schoolhouse a few miles out [21] from Coleman.
The morning was fair, with no signs of a storm. Mr. Gore promised to call at the
schoolhouse at four o’clock for Mrs. Gore. At about 3:45 Mrs. Gore noticed bad
looking clouds to the west. She sent the schoolchildren home. She tarried until
her husband came. He had a team of horses hitched to a pung (a kind of box
sleigh – an oblong box on runners, made from wide two inch plank). Mrs. Gore
got into the pung with her husband and they started home. Soon the horses
refused to longer face the awful storm. They turned around and undertook to
go back to the schoolhouse. Mr. Gore was a good sturdy man. He guided the
team right for the schoolhouse. They passed between the schoolhouse and the
coal shed, but the drifting snow and sand rendered it so dark they could not see
the buildings as they passed between. They wandered on and finally Mrs. Gore
told her husband that she was freezing. They stopped, unhitched the horses and
turned them loose. They tipped the pung on edge and with that as a shelter and
buffalo robe and blankets for wraps, they undertook to bundle up and keep
from freezing, but in this they failed. Mrs. Gore froze to death. Her husband
finally reached a house where he was cared for, but he was so badly frozen that
he lost his hands and feet. The last I knew, Mr. Gore still lived in Moody County.
My brother knew him well.
After the storm abated, Mr. Byrnes and Dr. Bentley started out and found Mrs.
Gore after nearly an all day search.
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On our farm at Medo, we kept from 8 to 12 sheep. One of them was a large,
black fellow. He sheared from 6 to 10 pounds. Mother carded the wool, spun it
into yarn and knit stockings and mittens for the family and at times we sold
yarn. The mittens were knit with two threads of yarn, one white and one black;
knit double they were warmer and wore better. We got feathers for beds from
wild geese and ducks. I had a kind of a cobbler’s outfit. I used to sew on boot
straps, patched the holes and put on half-soles, even [22] made some mittens
and faced the yarn ones with leather or hides that we tanned.
We liked to stroll along the streams, hunting for bee-trees during the summer.
When we found one, we saved the honey-comb and made beeswax which we
used in making tallow candles and boot-grease. We had moulds and made our
own candles. A set of moulds had either six or twelve tin tubes the size and
length of a candle. We heated the tallow, poured it into the moulds, each of
which had a cotton wick in the center, then hung the moulds in the cold and
allowed tallow to harden. When set, the moulds were placed in hot water for a
short time when the candles would slip out easily.
Mrs. Atcherson, Mrs. Gilbert and my mother cared for the sick to a very great
extent, always without charge. There was scarcely a baby born in that locality
that one of these ladies was not present. Dr. Haynes was a homeopath. He lived
at the Agency, drove the best horses in the county. He always kept two span
was always prompt and attentive to calls. He always regarded these women
very highly. They were friends to one another and to the doctor, and he was
their friend. He would often say to a patient, after supplying them with some
pills or powders from his saddle-bags: “You better try to have Mrs. Gilbert come
over. I will see her and she will know what to do.” He would mention the other
women in the same way.
Mrs. Gilbert had two sons, the oldest by her first husband whose name was
Hugh Casper. The younger boy, then a mere lad, was named Hobar. Mrs. Gilbert
owned an eighty upon which she lived, had a good garden, two or three cows,
some poultry and swine, and got along very nicely. About eleven o’clock one
night in February, 1874, Mrs. Gilbert was sitting at a table in her kitchen,
mending stockings. Hobar was near the stove washing his feet. There was no
shade on the window by the table. Andrew A. Weston, who live less than a mile
distant, armed with an old army musket, loaded with buckshot, walked [23] up
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to within ten feet of that window and shot Mrs. Gilbert in the back of her head,
killing her so instantly that she fell backward in her chair to the floor —her limbs
remained, over the front of the chair just as she fell. The boy stepped over his
mother and ran, barefooted, sixty rods to Mr. Sandy's house and gave the
alarm. Mr. Sandy jumped onto a horse and aroused the neighborhood. My
brother Hugh and I were about the first on the scene —about twenty men were
soon there. Not one had a match. Finally brother Hugh said: “Jim, I know where
the matches are in the kitchen”. Hearing him, one of the men said. “If you boys
know where the matches are, you are the ones to go in there and get them.”
After some little hesitancy, Hugh and, I took hold of hands. It was dark. He
opened the door and went into the kitchen. A few steps and our feet were
against the body. The matches were across the room. He stepped over the body
and reached the matches and lighted one. The sight was appalling.
Dr. Haynes was a stern, rugged old fellow. He thought Mrs. Gilbert, as did all of
her neighbors, one of God’s noble women. On the following evening, when he
heard of the terrible tragedy, he hitched up his blacks, procured a long,
three-quarter inch rope and was at our place at nine o'clock, but Sherm Dintch
was sheriff of the county. Ever alert to his duties, he had been out from
Mankato and taken Weston and placed him safely in jail.
Martin J. Severance, probably the strongest trial lawyer in the state of
Minnesota, was Mrs. Gilbert’s lawyer in a defamation case which she had
brought against Weston. Severance prosecuted Weston for the death of his
client with the result that Weston was convicted and sent to prison where he
dwindled to a mere skeleton and died after about twenty years confinement.
Over one hundred teams, loaded with people, attended Mrs. Gilbert’s funeral.
They came from near and far. [24]
In 1881, Governor Sibley appointed Martin J. Severance of Mankato, Judge of
the Sixth Judicial District, comprised of the counties of Blue Earth, Faribault,
Martin and Watonwan. Severance was born at Shelburne Falls, Massachusetts,
December 24, 1826. He was a very strong lawyer. He was appointed because of
his eminent fitness for the position. He retired from the bench in January, 1900.
In May, 1884, Judge Severance appointed Lorin Cray, J. L. Washburn and Wm. N.
Plymat of Blue Earth County commissioners to examine applicants for admission
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to practice in the courts of the state. I took the examination was admitted on
May 22d, 1884.
I located at Minnesota Lake, Faribault County, and did a general collection
business for nearly two years. I then opened an office at Wells and later moved
to that place and entered into partnership with Frank E. Putnam for the practice
of law. I was elected county attorney for five terms, of two years each,
commencing in 1888. I was appointed Judge of the Seventeenth Judicial District
in March, 1897, and elected to that position for three terms of six years each. I
was elected Justice of the Supreme Court in November 1916 for the term of six
years beginning January 1, 1917, and re-elected in 1923. I resigned as Associate
Justice at the end of the year 1927.
During all our associations, Mr. Putnam was a firm, unwavering friend. He was
born at Grafton, Vermont in 1856, educated in the common schools of his native
state and at the Academy at Saxtons River. He studied law at the University of
Michigan and came to Minnesota in 1885. He was County Attorney of Faribault
County for two terms of [25] four years each, as State Senator. He was an able,
painstaking lawyer and resides at Blue Earth, Faribault County. Senator Putnam
is a ready and forcible speaker, with a distinctive style and remarkable wit. His
rugged honesty and manly principles are never questioned. No man’s private
character stands higher in all respects. At times, on the rostrum, his manner is
someone brusque, but he always fires a straight shot.
When I went to Wells, Matt and J. E. Greene maintained a law office there but
Matt had gone to Fargo and J. E. followed soon after. Morton S. Wilkinson lived
there, but he did not maintain a law office. Wilkinson was born in New York,
June 22d, 1819, came to Minnesota and located Stillwater in 1847, moved to
Saint Paul in 1850, and, in 1857, removed to Mankato. He was United States
Senator from March 4th, 1859 to March 3d, 1865. At that time he was a staunch
Free Soiler, but in 1872, he supported Greely. On his professional cards
appeared the names of “William H. Seward” and “Abe Lincoln” as references. At
the time he was stricken, he was in the courtroom defending a man charged
with assault in the first degree, whom I was prosecuting, before Judge
Severance at Blue Earth. He died at Wells, February 4th, 1894.
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During that same year, 1885, C. N. Andrews came from Graceville, located at
Wells and opened a law office. Senator Wilkinson had a desk in his office. When
Andrews arrived at the station, the entire congregation of the Episcopal Church
met and received him with extended arms. He was a Democrat, Populist and
Blue Ribbon, all around suitable fellow. He was a candidate against me for
County Attorney at four elections. The year of the County-seat fight, the race
was a close, less than 500 majority. He moved to California was appointed judge
by Governor Hiram Johnson.
Daniel F. Goodrich was State Senator for Faribault County. He resided at Blue
Earth, a strong lawyer and held the confidence of his constituents. A deadly
cancer developed. He was a bachelor, turned the key to his office, went away to
the Springs for treatment. It was evident that he would never resume his law
practice. [26] I went to see him. He gave me the key to his office and said that
either Mr. Putnam or I could occupy his office, without charge, until he wanted
it. The malady finished its deadly work within a year’s time. I remained at Wells
and Mr. Putnam went to Blue Earth. We bought the Goodrich library and
maintain the two offices, Putnam doing the County Attorney’s work at his end
of the string and I looked after it at my end. At times the grass in the pasture
afforded pretty close nipping.
In our home at Wells were two spare rooms. Putnam often came over from Blue
Earth, twenty-seven miles, for the week-end. Among the teachers in the Wells
schools was Miss Jennie Rector from Blue Earth. She lived in our home. She and
Mrs. Quinn were good friends. Mr. Putnam first met Miss Rector at our house.
They became interested in one another and finally joined fortunes. Two children
were born to them, a boy and a girl. The son is now a lawyer in his father’s
office. The daughter married a lawyer, George A. Barnes, and they reside at
Redwood Falls.
While the legal work that came to Putnam & Quinn involved small amounts and
controversies, yet there were some pretty brisk battles waged. For instance —
the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. James Crusen was a pupil in a country school. The
parents lived immediately across the road from the schoolhouse. The teacher
was Miss Matilda E. Lent. Trouble arose between the teacher and the pupil as to
the latter leaving the school at her will. An affray followed. In the tussle, the
two got out onto the platform in front. The parents came across. The father held
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his daughter’s cloak during the battle but took no further part therein. We
brought suit against the pupil and her parents for the teacher to recover for
personal injuries. The jury returned a verdict of $14,000 in favor of the teacher
against all three defendants. The verdict was sustained, and the father had to
pay. [27]
The last criminal case of any special importance in which I participated was
upon an indictment charging Jacob Freund with the murder of Clara Ober.
Freund was a saloon keeper. Mr. Ober was an old soldier, had become
somewhat dissipated, and spent more of his time lounging about Freund’s
saloon. Finally Ober died, leaving his wife —who was mentally very weak — and
seven small children in destitute circumstances. Clara was then about thirteen
years of age. Freund went to Mrs. Ober and offered to take Clara and give her a
home. The child went. Ere long she found herself the toy of the atrocious
demon. When she reached the age of eighteen she broke away from the grasp
of the monster and went to the home of her uncle. A few mornings later Clara’s
bed was empty. She disappeared during the night. Two days later, her body was
found in a nearby mill pond. A quilt taken from her bed was pinned about her
and in the quilt was wrapped and pinned a large rock, weighing twenty-seven
pounds, taken from in front of Freund’s house. Freund was tried upon the
charge of murder in the First Degree at Blue Earth, in the District Court before
Judge Severance and a jury. The trial consumed about three weeks time. Freund
had plenty of means and he had the assistance of four lawyers. The jury was out
forty-eight hours deliberating upon the case when the court discharged them.
The jury stood practically all the time, eight for conviction and four for acquittal.
Upon application of the defendant, the case was transferred to Martin County
for trial on the ground that an impartial trial could not be had in Faribault
County. When the case came up for trial in Martin County, we found the County
Attorney arrayed with four other lawyers on the side of the defense, but we
went ahead and tried the case in a strange community to a Martin County jury.
We had a good, fair jury. Judge P. E. Brown presided at this trial which
consumed nearly three weeks. The jury again stood for fifty–two hours, eight
for conviction and four for acquittal. The court then called the jury in and, for
over an hour, give them further instructions and then, within an hour, the jury
returned a verdict of “not guilty”. Freund then went to Mankato and opened a
saloon. One night, at the command of [28] Judge Severance, the saloon was
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raided. It was found so full of drunken men and women that Freund was
compelled to leave the town. A few months later, he rose with the sun and, as
he sat on his bed in which his wife was sleeping, he took his revolver and blew
the top of his head off, falling back across his wife as she lay in bed. It was these
sort of cases we had to deal with in those days.
In March following the Freund case, the Seventeenth Judicial District was
formed. On March 19th, 1897, I was appointed Judge. Three days later the case
of the State of Minnesota vs Lou Callighan came on for trial at Fairmont. It was
my first case as Judge. During the summer of 1896, two brothers by the name of
Callighan, who resided at Rock Rapids, Iowa, started out on a ramble through
the Dakotas, Montana and Minnesota. One was nineteen, the other twenty-one
years of age. As they reached the village of Heron Lake, on their return from
Dakota, they conceived the idea of robbing a bank at that place. They fired a
large hay barn on the outskirts of the town to attract people from the streets,
but the people in the bank did not go to the fire, so the raid on the bank was
abandoned. The bandits then proceeded on their wheels twenty-seven miles to
Sherburne, in Martin County. During the noon hour, while the people were off
the street, the two Callighans entered the bank, shot and killed the cashier and
a traveling man therein, and rifled the bank what money they could reach —
something less than $2,000. They then flew on their bicycles to the south. Two
days later the Deputy Sheriff from Fairmont shot and killed the younger of the
two brothers, and a few days later, Lou Callighan was apprehended Iowa and
returned to Martin County for trial. Judge Severance set the trial for March 23d,
1897. This was my first trial as Judge. The defense was irresponsibility. There
was a long trial, lasting over a week. The defendant was convicted and
sentenced to hang. Later the Board of Pardons commuted his sentence to Life
Imprisonment. Callighan died in prison eight years later. [29]
Andrew Zelar lived on a farm in Hunter Township in Jackson County. Albert
Dunai was his neighbor and lived on a farm three miles distant. Mr. Zelar was
indebted to Dunai in the sum of $3.50. On Sunday morning, Dunai took his gun
and went hunting prairie chickens in the fields. He went as far as Zelar’s place
and asked Mr. Zelar for the money. They had a drink of liquor together and
visited for some time. Dunai finally started home, but he became ugly, hid in the
tall weeds by the path leading from the house to the barn, and, when Mr. Zelar
started to his barn to care for his stock as it was getting dusk, Duani raised up
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and shot Zelar as he would a chicken. Zelar lived long enough to tell the story.
He died within a few hours. Dunai was indicted, tried, convicted, and sentenced
to death in Jackson County for the offense.
Edwin T. Smith was county attorney for Jackson County and prosecuted Dunai
for the crime. E. C. Dean and H. G. Latourell appeared as attorney for the
accused. The charging part of the indictment was as follows:
“Albert Dunai on the 24th day of September 1899, at the town of
Hunter, in the County of Jackson and State of Minnesota, did
unlawfully, intentionally, feloniously and with malice afore-thought,
and without excuse or justification, and without authority of law, and
with a premeditated design to effect the death of one Andrew Zelar,
kill the said Andrew Zelar by then and there shooting him the said
Andrew Zelar with a gun, commonly called a double barreled shot
gun, thereby inflicting upon the body of him the said Andrew Zelar, a
mortal wound, of which mortal wound, he the said Andrew Zelar
thence languished until on the 25th day of September A.D. 1899 he
there died.”
Dunai was convicted on November 12th, 1899 and sentence was passed upon
him on November 20, 1899, as follows:
“You Albert Dunai stand convicted by the verdict of a jury, of the crime
of Murder in the First Degree, and you being now called for sentence,
it is here considered and adjudged by the court and the judgment and
sentence of the court is, that you Albert Dunai, as punishment for the
crime of murder in the First Degree for which you have been so
convicted, be taken hence to the common jail of Martin County, in this
State of Minnesota and there confined that thereafter and after the
lapse of three calendar months from this day, and at a time to be fixed
by the Governor of Minnesota and designated by his warrant, you to
be taken to the place of execution in there hanged by the neck until
you are dead.”
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On April 14th, 1900, the Board of Pardons commuted Dunai’s sentence to life
imprisonment. He went to and remained in prison until in the early part of the
year 1927 when he there died. [30]
John Steen was one of most esteemed citizens in Martin County, was a farmer
and resided upon a fine farm with his wife and children, one mile east of
Triumph. He had good buildings and raised fine stock. Chris Virgens was a
farmer and lived on his farm adjoining Mr. Steen on the east. He was an ugly, illtempered fellow. Mr. Steen was the only neighbor that Virgens could advise
with or exchange courtesies. At about midnight, in early part of May, 1913, Mr.
Steen took his lantern and went to the basement of his hog-house to look after
some broods. While in a squatting position, with his lantern by his side, he was
shot through a window immediately back and above him. He was killed
instantly. Indications pointed toward Virgens as the guilty man. William S.
Carver was sheriff of the county. He made a hurried search of the locality and
became convinced that Virgens committed the act. Mr. Lawler, a Pinkerton
operative, was employed and he made a very searching investigation in
company with the sheriff. The county attorney was adverse to the arrest of
Virgens and refused the officers a warrant. Finally, the sheriff made personal
application to the court for a warrant, and he and his detective went to the
Virgens place and arrested Virgens after a pretty sharp tussle.
Subsequent to the arrest, a Savage, 32 Automatic pistol was found buried deep
in an old post hole out in a field on the Virgens farm which had been prepared
for corn. The pistol was well oiled and nicely wrapped in a piece of an old
undershirt. It shot the same sized missiles as the one taken from Steen’s body.
Upon close inspection, it became apparent that it was not the pistol that shot
that bullet. Its creases in the born turned the opposite way to the marks on the
missile.
The officers had become satisfied that the pistol that fired the fatal missile was
somewhere in a post hole in the line fence from what they gleaned from a
statement made by a confidant of Virgens. Mr. Edman was moving his pasture
fence on the farm adjoining Virgens on the south about two months prior to the
trial of Virgens. [31] He was running a line of the pasture fence up to the line
fence to attach it to a certain post in that fence. He noticed that the post was
not sound and concluded to remove it and replace it with a sound one. He
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removed the old post and proceeded to clean the old post hole in which to set
the new post. With the first shovel of earth came a red package. It was a 32
caliber, Colt automatic pistol, nicely oiled and wrapped in a piece of red flannel.
The crease in the bore of this pistol was the opposite of those in the Savage.
There was a fleck on the inside of the barrel of this pistol that left a certain mark
on every missile shot through it. Identically the same mark was on the missile
taken from Steen’s body. The officers were then satisfied that they had the gun
that fired the shot which killed John Steen.
Well may it be said, but for the untiring vigilance of Sheriff Carver, Virgens
would never have been brought to the bar of justice for the killing of one of the
foremost citizens of Martin County. Sufficient competent proof was produced to
establish the fact that the Colt pistol was the right gun, but that it was bought
about one year before from Sears-Roebuck Company in Chicago and sent by it
by express to “C. Virgens, Welcome, Martin County, Minnesota” and there
receipted for by the same name.
At the trial the defense undertook to show that the father of the accused,
having the same name, had ordered and receipted for the gun. The father was
then deceased. Up to this time Herman Virgens, brother of the defendant, had
declined to be a witness in the case but when his father’s name was mentioned
in connection with the gun he came forward and stated to the court that if it
was sought to connect his father’s name with the gun he would ask to be sworn
and tell what he knew about the matter. No further mention of the father was
made during the trial. Senator Putnam assisted in the prosecution of Virgens. A.
R. Allen and S. D. O’Neal were for the defendant. Virgens was convicted and
sentenced to prison at Stillwater for the term of his natural life. He died there
early in 1918. [32]
In this narration we have interest only with incidents occurring on the trail from
the Dells hitherward. Only a narrow reference thereto has been attempted. All
has been gleaned from memory, save the dates and tabulations. Some matters
have been referred to which were then of but passing moment, but which may
now [seem] novel. For instance:
When we started for the west, father had a large iron cauldron —iron kettle —
which held about half a barrel. The kettle had a half inch iron bail like unto the
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bail of a pail. We took along an eight-foot oak pole. When we camped for the
night, this pole was slipped through the bail, placed on two posts so the kettle
would swing about ten inches clear of the ground. Water was then put in the
kettle and a fire started underneath. In a short time there was hot water for the
entire train. Later, on the farm, the kettle was used by the entire neighborhood
at butchering time, in making soap and in cooking the feed for our hogs. The
kettle was known throughout the neighborhood as Quinn’s Big Kettle.
In making soap, we would roll two logs closely together and place an old empty
salt barrel thereon. The barrel was then packed full of hardwood ashes. Water
was then poured on the ashes at intervals and the seepage constituted the lye
from which the soap was made. The lye was placed in the big kettle and boiled
until it became thick like syrup. It was then allowed to cool and would
constitute what was known as soft soap. In case we desired hard soap, a small
amount of sale was placed in the potash as it was set off to cool. A thick crust
would rise as cream rises on a pan of milk. When real cold, this crust was cut
into cakes and packed use as hard soap. The soap made in this way was very
strong, harsh on the hands, but it would remove grease spots and stains from
fabrics in fine shape.
Each boy in those days had his work assigned to him. One of my chores was to
dry and grease all of the boots before going to bed. The men and boys wore
boots, not shoes. The heavy cowhide [33] leather would become water soaked
from the snow during the day and every night they were greased with tallow,
not lard. Mornings the boots would be more or less shrunken and came on quite
hard. We would stand, pull on the boot straps and kick on the flat surface of
some log in the wall of the house until we got the boots on our feet. I wore my
brother Hugh’s old ones. They were pretty large so I experienced less difficulty
in getting dressed than he usually did. Upon one location, he put grease on our
stockings so our boots would come on more easily. We heard from mother later
about that performance.
During the Indian uprising, I was the picket. We would sit on the straw shed
where we could see for a long distance and watch to see whether there were
any Indians prowling about. Once we saw several skulking. We hurried into the
house and told what we saw. The horses were hitched to the wagon and we
went to the stockade as fast as we could. The Indians came to the house after
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we left, cut holes in our grain bins and let the wheat pour out onto the ground.
The cows ate so much of it that they died from the effects. Picket duty was our
hardest work.
While on our way home from school in the blizzard, on January 7th, 1873, Hugh
and I saw would looked like a red shawl in the snow by the path. It proved to be
Mary Viola Creed. She was younger than I and had started from school ahead of
us. She had become exhausted and sat down to rest. We helped her onto her
feet but she could not walk. We took her home with us. When the storm had
subsided three days later, I went and informed her folks that she was at our
house. Her mother fell in a swoon. Mr. Creed went with me and shortly Mary
was in her mother’s arms.
In June, 1872, I think it was, the New York Circus came to Mankato. Jake Groll
was just my age. He lived just one mile from our place. We saved up our dimes
and Circus Day he had just one dollar. I had ninety-five cents. We got up at four
o’clock that morning, had something to eat, took some bread and butter
wrapped in a piece of paper and walked 18 miles to the Circus. [34] It cost fifty
cents to get a ticket, but the ticket took us into the Circus and animal show.
When the show was over, we bought some crackers and an orange a piece, the
first either of us had ever tasted. At about sundown, we started for home. We
arrived there about midnight. I had to plow corn the next day. I took my favorite
horse, Pop-rose, and a two shovel walking plow and went to work. Towards
noon I laid down on the ground and went to sleep. Pop-rose tired of standing
and she started home. One shovel of this plow caught on an oak sapling and of
course broke off. When Pop got home, mother wondered what had happened
and went to the field to see if she could find me. There I lay on the ground fast
asleep. Jake now lives in the town of Medo.
Ed Kennedy was a typical Vermont Yankee. He lived on an eighty adjoining us on
the west. Franklin J. Creed was a Hoosier. He lived on a farm adjoining us on the
north. Morris J. Tanner joined Creed on the north. Creed had a fat, stubby, longhaired dog, too fat to run very fast. One day, Tanner’s cattle broke out of his
pasture and went into Creed’s cornfield. Mrs. Creed sent Shep after the cattle. I
saw the dog chase the cattle. Tanner sued Creed in Justice Court to recover
damages for injury by overeating and I was subpoenaed as a witness. This is my
first to do with a lawsuit. The case was tried at the Agency before Jim Cook as
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Justice. Beverage was Tanner’s lawyer. Creed had James Kennedy of Mankato
for his lawyer. He drove out and stayed with his brother Ed over night. We had a
tall, yellow, short-eared, hound appearing dog, which we called “Rover”. He
could make a bunch of cattle skiddoo, especially when I urged him on. Lawyer
Kennedy seemed to know, perhaps his brother had told him. I was examined as
though I was an expert on the subject of dogs chasing cattle. Creed’s dog Shep
was so fat and logy that he could not have chased the sheep so as to harm it. I
told the jury so. Creed won the lawsuit. When it was over, he came to our house
and said to mother: “Mrs. Quinn, what a noble hearted, truthful boy your son
Jimmie is.” Later that summer he came to her again and accused me of filching
his melons. I had never interfered [34] with his patch – they were too close to
our house.
In the winter of 1886, the snow was very deep. We lived at Minnesota Lake. I
had no watch, so Hugh let me carry his, a Swiss, worth perhaps two dollars. I
had no chain so carried the watch loose in my vest pocket. When I came home
one evening, I took the wash–boiler and filled it with snow out of a high drift. As
I stooped to get the snow, the watch slipped out of my pocket into the drift.
When ready to retire, I missed the watch. We searched everywhere but could
find no watch. Towards morning, Mrs. Quinn awoke and said to me: “I have
dreamed where your watch is. What will you give me if I find it for you?” I said
“I will buy you a new dress.” immediately she dressed and went directly to the
snowdrift, dug down into it and there, strange as it may seem, she picked up the
watch. It was still running.
I can recall a number of dreams during sleep which to my mind are just as
clearly an omen and foretold future events just as certainly as did the above
incident. During the second trial of the Freund case, I foretold the outcome
which was indicated to my mind through a dream in my sleep. The same
occurred during the Crusen case. Uncle Hugh McFarlane dropped dead one
evening while passing through his front gate. I told about his death the next
morning, indicated to me through a dream during the night, though several
hundred miles away.
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