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Minnesota River Interview Transcript

Bob Smith

Judson Bottom Road

North Mankato, MN

Ancestors - England
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My Dad is from over in England. In England, they couldn’t own anything, nothing. They lived in villages or whatever and they had to work and the farmers had fields. Over there it seems like there was an awful lot of wheat. Of course they cut that with a scythe and them people would pick up the swath and put them in a bundle and my dad showed me how to do it. I can still do it. You use cut wheat straw and then you tie the heads together so you have a thing that long then you pick up and then go on under like this and that is how you bundle. My Dad showed me how to do all this. My Dad was just eight years old when they came over here. Over there they couldn’t have nothing. They couldn’t own practically nothing. They just lived there and had to work for the people that did own the land.

Immigration by Sailboat

[In 1885] My Dad came over on a sailing boat [to US] and they were over 6 weeks on the ocean. My Dad said that there would be a lot of times they were out there on the ocean and the wind didn’t take them or would take them the wrong direction so they would sit out there and bob around for days until the wind changed and took them the right direction towards the United States so if my Dad was here he would have a lot more [to say], but he told me a lot about it, us kids. Of course, I forgot some. 

They had to set out in the ocean and wait two or three days before they could come into the port and for two days all they had was a slice of bread and a glass of water. That’s all they had for two days so they had tough going. Then in the first place to get over here, my grandfolks, they had an uncle that had gotten over here and somehow he had gotten enough money so he paid the passport for my Dad and my Grandpa and Grandma and kids to come over. There were three girls and two boys, my dad was one of them, the oldest boy. He was the first boy, the oldest. Anyway, they had to go out and after the crops were all harvested they could go out and pick up the heads that were dropped and lost. That is what they had to make their bread and live on. They had to go out and work in the fields. It didn’t sound like they got paid much of anything. More or less just got enough to keep them a going. They couldn’t have a thing of their own. 

Settling in Minnesota

They ended up here ..[along the Minnesota River on Judson Valley Road, North Mankato, Minnesota]. I can take you almost to where they ended up. This uncle owned a piece of ground down the road and up the hill. You probably came right by it. That is a log cabin and that is where [the uncle] put this family to live. Where that other falls down the road, where the crick goes up the valley, it was up the hill, where the log cabin was. There were springs coming out to the creek and that is where they got their drinking water. I could almost find out the place where it was. 
Where I was born and raised is just down the road and up the hill. So I’m not very far away from where I was born and raised. That’s the homeplace not very far from here.[My parents] worked on the farm of this uncle and they felled trees and cleared the land and one thing or another. They did work in that way. Not paid by money but by working off their passport over here.

Farming

I have farmed all of my life, a little over 95 years of it. We raised corn, oats, wheat, grains of different kinds. Just general farming. I had cattle and horses, lots and lots of horses, I worked many years, 50 years, I worked [the land], everything with horses. 

I was about 15 or 16 years old when we started to use tractors around here. I actually had owned this farm just a year or so when I bought tractors. I have three up here in the shed and they are smaller tractors and I have a big tractor about 20 years old too. I have done a bunch of everything. I have an older brother and older sister then me, then two younger brothers.

I farmed both of these fields … and another field about 3 miles down the road… and another piece of river bottom. So, I’ve got let’s see, it is in different parcels, I suppose I have about 250 acres of farm ground. [There is this land] here [indicating by his current home] and then [more] 2.5 miles down the road towards Mankato. 

Landscape Change

My wife and I were married 6 years before [moving here] and had a small house up the hill by the cemetery, across the road. My Dad gave me a spot where we could put the house where we live. In 1947 we moved here. There was an old house here. We lived there until 1971 when we tore that one down and built this one 

Buffalo Bones

When we pulled the old house down, some neighbors helped, we hauled the whole house down the hill and burned it up.  Then we had to have a man with the backhoe come and dig a new basement.

When we dug the basement... (the old basement was a small basement). It was half as big. It had a cement floor. When we dug the new basement, we took out that cement layer. We dug up a half of a carcass of a [buffalo]. One half of the carcass was down in the ground and the other part was taken away. Somewhere around here we might still have some of those bones. We took the old basement out and put the new basement in. 

Buffalo used to live here. They were buffalo bones [uncovered in the basement]. 

At the time we figured out that they were a certain amount under ground and 

that suggested years of sedimentation piling up on top so we figured it was around 1400’s or so.

It probably was swampy here and maybe it got in the swamp and couldn’t get back out and died there. Nobody knows how it got there but when we dug the basement, well you can stand up in the basement, it is above my head or more. Them bones were about this far down. They dug up about half of the ribcage. They dug up half when they dug the basement but the other half was down in there. I might could even go back and we used to have some pieces of bones in a bucket but I can’t say for sure if they are still there or not. 

Flooding

[Pointing to the land in front of his house on Judson Bottom Road] That lower part can be all under water. You see that all the flat ground up there up to where you see the tractor. The water will come up to there. That whole area can and has been flooded. The worse years for flooding were back in the 1970s and 1960s. I’ve been through everything. I was born in 1913 and I grew up just [down the road] on what is called the second bench. That is where my homeplace was. The barn there today. I helped him build a barn and there are a couple of barns there today. The barn that we last built. I helped build it and my older brother helped to build it. My Dad was getting older by then.

A number of years we lost everything [all the crops] on the sites. We lost everything on [the land below] with just a few patches that were above water. There were quite a few years that we lost [crops] due to flooding

Swimming

I never learned how to swim. We lived just up the road ¼ of a mile. [My Dad would] take us boys and we’d go down to where the creek (just east of here that flows in [runs into the Minnesota]). He’d take us to town and us kids would go swimming or wading around. I never did learn how to swim. I float like a rock.

The Minnesota River means to me… well it was water running down the river. When the water was that [about 2-3 feet] deep my Dad would take us kids down and he would help us hold on to us so the current wouldn’t take us. He would take us to the mouth of the creek right down here. That was about the extent of our swimming. 

Fishing 

My older brother, when he was a kid he used to do quite a lot of fishing around here. 

[Back in the 1930s], we had some people up from Iowa. Quite a lot of people at different times would come and go fishing here. I’d always let them go in and go fishing. There were four men who came up on a Friday afternoon, about 5 o’clock. Then in the day they didn’t do much fishing. The next night they fished again. On Sunday morning, they came up into the yard here and they had a Chevrolet pickup. In the back of that pickup, you can believe this or not, in front of the endgate, they had caught a big catfish. That catfish head was almost as high as the back endgate of that truck and they had it laying right in front of it and I suppose it was about that much from the endgate and was only this much [indicated a foot or two] short from reaching clear across the pickup. That was a big fish. 

Steamboats 
I remember when the steamboats used to go up and down the river. I was just a kid, just big enough to remember stuff like that. From the homeplace [just down the road]. the trees weren’t grown up like they are now so we could look out our kitchen window and watch the boats go up and down and hear the whistles. Excursion boats they called it and people would be standing on the top deck and on the railing and people on the lower deck. It was excursion boats. I never did go on one. I was too small.

Steamboat Wreck
There is a steamboat that was wrecked out there and whatever is still left of it all went under a big sandbar. The bend in the river is a big sandbar. It used to be a big bend and now it is starting to be cut off. 

I was pretty small but the neighbors (Jeffersons) after that steamboat sunk and the river went down. He always had two hired men. He had them take the boat and take that whistle off. he had it for years. After Mr. Jefferson died, the hired man either sold it or gave it to a neighbor down the road. He had it laying on the ground and somebody stole it off of him. Some friends of the neighbors stole it. 

I can remember them blowing the whistle. You could hear them picking up [passengers] at Judson or maybe even further. 

River Changes
I have seen lots of changes in the river The river always changes, it never stays the same. 
I can remember when I was just a kid it flooded, but nothing like it does now. The river has gotten so much bigger because they put more water in it. There is nothing else it could do. 

The bottom of the river changes. Around this bend, it used to be a real big bend. It used to have more bends and now on the second bend, when I was just a kid, my uncle, they lived in that log house. My grandfolks and aunts and uncles lived in that log house for many years right down the road.

Large Cottonwoods

The timber grew up a lot more. It never was, never could be, plowed down by the river so it has always been timber. They did cut quite a lot of it off at times. If I could get up through the woods with you I could take you up to see where our field road goes, between the corn and beans, there up to the end of my ground , almost ¾ of a mile, 80-90 rods up the river. It goes to where the river makes the next big bend.  Up towards that end, .. it is muddy down there. If you are here when it is dry enough I can take you ½ mile up, we’d have to walk to get where it bends. I can show you trees that are probably that big and round. Cottonwoods, quite a lot of them. 

Before I got this place, the Jefferson’s owned it. They cut the trees [cottonwoods]. This maybe sounds outrageous, but they said the tree was 11 feet through. They cut them down. They were just over the fence from mine. They cut them down and took what they could take off the top and the rest of the log laid there and rotted. If you come back after the river has been down. I can probably break trail with a tractor and I can take you almost up to them. Walk a little ways to these big trees. I haven’t been up to look at them for 3 or 4 years. 

1930’s drought

Back in the 1930s [the river] was [very] dry. My dad had four or five milk cows (that’s where we got part of our living from). The pasture was so bad that my Dad owned that land down there [by the river] timberland and brush and stuff.  He had to take the cows down there and he let them eat tree leaves and weeds--whatever they could get and that is what kept them alive. We would have to go down there night and morning and milk them. It was quite a story.

The cows went across one night up on the bend. The next morning my Dad and I had to go down and look for them. We went across the river and went across to get them back and where we walked across the river in the bend by the lower farm, the water the deepest it was on the shoe was right there [indicating an inch or two on his shoe]. We walked across the river. 

Wildlife 

Wolves, coyotes, foxes

[There used to be] wolves and coyotes and fox just all kinds of wildlife. When I was first a kid to about 10 or 11 years old, we heard them talk about deer being here but we never saw any. When I was about 10 or 11, just north of us there was somebody, a neighbor, that seen 3 deer on the prairie, flat ground. That was the first that they were back in here again. Then there started to be more. Not last night but the night before, a deer was right there across the road, a late fawn from last year about this tall. I looked for him today but he didn’t come today or yesterday. He would be down there feeding on the soybeans, eating soybeans.

Wolves would howl at night, oh man they would howl at night. When the wolves were here I would see the wolves go up the river. They are still around here but there for a few years they seemed to be a little less. There always were wolves here to certain extent and foxes, red and grey foxes were all here.  

Foxes

My two oldest sons used to hunt a lot of fox. The red fox. On the south side of my corn cribs down there if I could find them, somewhere I have a picture that has the side of the corncrib. This is after my two oldest boys got to be hunters. That was about all they did do is hunt when they weren’t working. On Saturday and Sunday that’s all they done is hunt. They had the south side of that big corn crib … I think three rows of fox tails. They had a row up high, in the center and below. They had a whole half side of that big corn crib covered hanging close together like that with foxes. I don’t know how many hundred foxes that they had shot. People wanted to get rid of them. There were so many they would kill off everything. 

Little Wagon

That’s a little farm wagon that I bought when I was about 6 and a half years old. I wanted that wagon and I saw it in the Savage (there used to be a Savage Catalog from Savage, Minnesota) and there was a picture of that in the catalog and I was a kid just 6 or 7 years old. I wanted that wagon so bad but my folks didn’t have money enough to pay for it --$9.46 for that wagon at that time. So, my mother was picking black raspberries a mile and half across the ravine there at a cent and a half pint and so she was going there and picking berries. She said that I could go along and I could pick enough berries to earn that wagon …and I did at a cent and a half a pint but there it is. 

In this garage there’s my Model A and engines that I fix up.
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