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Introduction

Between the time of his stroke in 1970 and his death in 1979, my father spent most of his time
researching and writing the story of his town. In many ways his stroke is responsible for this book,
since its forcing retirement on him gave him the time needed and its health implications impressed
on him the urgency of the project.

We all must understand as we read this history that it deals primarily with Strum'’s early years.
My father was keenly aware that his generation is the last to have some acquaintance with the early
settlers of this area. The incident he mentions when as a young man he discovered the actual sign
that Ole Kittleson had first written the name “Strum” held, I believe, special significance. He realized
that the history of the years before roughly 1920 had to be recorded now lest they be completely
forgotten. So we probably won't see our own or even our parent’s names in this book. It remains
for someone younger to record Strum’s more recent story.

There will inevitably be some errors in this book. Some of the pictures are not completely identified
and I'm sure some buildings and dates will be wrong. 1 welcome any correction and will see that
corrections are printed in one of the local papers for all to see.

Lastly, I would like to mention one of my father’s last wishes. He felt that old pictures and other
papers should be kept in a place where they would be available for exhibition and for the use of future
generations. He always felt that the library was the logical place for these valuable things to be stored
and shown off. As I proofed his papers and struggled over the old pictures, [ began to realize how
important it is that all the old pictures be identified now before no one is left who remembers. Those
of us who have old pictures should identify them now and attach written explanations to them. We
should consider donating especially old pictures to the library. Better they be kept there for all to
enjoy then to waste away in someone's attic.

Erik Matson
Rhinelander, WI
December, 1989



A Bit of Geology

We in the Beef River Valley live in the so
called driftless area, the part of Wisconsin
untouched by several glacial advances, the last
of which remade the face of this state some
10,000 years ago. These masses of snow,
turned to ice, formed somewhere above
Hudson Bay. With proper temperatures and
climate prevailing for thousands of years,
continual heavy snows resulted in an ice build-
up that scientists estimate to have been nearly
two miles thick. The immense weight caused a
movement outward and as additional snow

ice and 1% river, lake, creek and underground
supply. Release of the water held in ice caps at
this time would raise sea levels 180 to 200 feet.

Ther were four such advances that touched
our state during various ice ages, all in forms
of tongues that moved in several directions.
The time required for the build-up, total
movement and melting of such a tongue of
10,000 feet thickness or more is supposed to be
around 130,000 years.

How is all this known? This tremendous
weight carried rock, stone and silt as the
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and ice built up this outward action continued,
leveling and carrying everything in its path.
Snow now covers about 10% of the earth’s
surface. Scientists estimate that cover during
the glacial age was about 30%, and so much
water was ice that the oceans were about 330
feet lower than today. The earth’s water today
is agreed to be about 97% ocean water, 2%

glacier was forced to move. Then it left
scratches on bed rock, formed deposits of
earth in forms that marked direction and tore
up beds of hard material and left parts of these
beds hundreds of miles from the original site.
The only spot in our state left untouched was
the driftless area of which our river valley is
part of the northern boundary. This area



contains roughly all of hilly western Wisconsin
south to beyond Prairie du Chien and east to
Vernon, Monroe and part of Jackson counties.

In any event, we live in a valley that may
have been affected by the immense run-off
from this two mile thick ice lobe. The rough
northern rim of hills of the Beef River Valley
marks the end of the end of its movement.
Further east about 12 miles from here scientists
have determined it touched Trempealeau
County and undoubtedly a great amount of
milky white glacial run-off found its way past
our present doors.

Whether it was at that time that this run-off
washed the present course of the Beef River to
Beef Sloughs has not been determined, but that
melting waters moved west through the Bear
Creek area to the Chippewa River is an
accepted fact. The light silt washed easily and
may have separated as the stream slowed and

formed a dam that directed water into the
lower river channel.

The Chippewa River basin drained a great
part of this ice tongue and the present Lowes
Creek lowlands supplied an outled to that
stream and undoubtedly derived some
contours as a result of that great mass of ice.
The hollowed out depths of Lake Michigan
and Lake Superior may have deterred move-
ments of some ice tongues. Superior has a
depth of 700 feet in several places. Present
sound tests indicate ice to a thickness of 6200
feet in Greenland and figures in excess of that
amount are prevalent in the Antartic. It is felt
that ice required so much moisture that drops
in ocean levels allowed woolly mastadons to
cross the Bering Strait and that no channel
separated Great Britain from the European
mainland.

Wilderness to Statehood

The first white men to travel Wisconsin
territory were french missionaries. They were
followed by explorers and fur traders, the
former commissioned by the French
government to map rivers and the general are
and to assume title of great stretches of land by
proclamation in the name of the French king.
Nicolas Perrot, whose company established a
post at Trempealeau in 1685, held such a
ceremony at the place during his three year
stay.

The English and the French agreed on a
treaty in 1763 whereby the former assumed
questionable control that lasted until after the
Revolutionary War. One of the first acts of
the new United States congress was to
establish the Northwest Territory in 1787.
This measure took possession of all lands
north of the Ohio River and east of the
Missouri River with all lands being eligible for
settlement.

As populations increased in these areas
conventions were held, constitutions formed
and admittance as states of the union voted.
Ohio was on the first of these, Indiana, Illinois
and Michigan following. Wisconsin territory

was governed by Indiana and Michigan
successively. Agitation to organize this
territory as a state began in 1845. The
territorial governor ordered a convention in
1846 and on August 1 a certification shows 125
delegates from 25 counties seated for
organization. The total population of the
proposed state was an estimated 155,000, with
Racine having 17,983 followed by Milwaukee
at 15,925. Crawford County which included
La Crosse and this area was allowed one
delegate representing 1,444 people. Debate
continued for two years, consumating in an
acceptable constitution and Wisconsin’s
becoming the 30th state on May 29, 1848.
Settlement increased rapidly, counties grew
in number and in January 1854 Attorney
George Gale, a member of the legislature, was
able to separate lands from newly formed
Buffalo and Jackson counties to create another
county which he named Trempealeau.
Trempealeau Village was known as Montoville
back in those days and at a March, 1854
meeting the board of that township met and
organized. Their area comprised the whole of
the new county. By 1857 the towns of Gale,



Trempealeau, Preston and Arcadia had been
formed and settlers in the northeast end of the
county around Beef River Station had received
urgings to establish a township. No action is
apparent as of that year, but in November,
1858 Sumner was represented on the board
and in November, 1859 Clerk W. H. Thomas
turned a tax roll over to Treasurer A. B. Ayers
charging him with collection of $4,890.50.
The area known as Sumner included all lands
above township line 24 North, Ranges 7, 8 and
9 West, which would include all of present
Albion, Unity and Sumner townships. Tax

collection was a problem. Only 29 tax payers
were listed and a good dozen of those were
speculators and investors from afar. Popula-
tion of this new township seemed to be less
than one person per square mile.

Settlement moved slowly those first years.
The light soil of the Beef River valley did not
appeal to early pioneers who came from New
England states, Ohio and Indiana and could
judge farm lands. These men shunned steep
coulee hillsides and chose the best lower table
acres, if available.

The First White Man

It is accepted fact the Beef River Valley was
a sort of boundary between the Winnebago
tribe on the south and Chippewas on the
north. The latter were very busy warring with
the powerful but scattered tribes to the west
and thus paid little attention to their peaceful
neighbors of the Winnebago tribe in this
region. The Winnebago were known to hunt
in this valley although few lived here, possibly
less than 25 in this vicinity. The valley seemed
to be a peaceable place and logs of early
trappers and traders mention it often as a
fairly safe route for transporting furs and
supplies purchased on other waterways. Large
Winnebago encampments were further south
and closer to the Mississippi.

Jacques Porlier is believed to be the first
white man to have spent a winter in the Beef
River Valley. He was born at Montreal in
1765 and grew up among cultured people,
receiving the best education the city could
offer at the time. He intended to become a
priest but changed his mind and worked for his
father in the fur trade. Porlier came to Green
Bay, Wisconsin in 1791 and for a time tutored
children, making him perhaps Wisconsin's first
teacher.

There was a difference in various stories of

his venture in the fur trade. Some speak of his
operation on the Sauk, Buffalo and Pine
Rivers. Another story makes special mention
of the Buffalo and St. Croix streams. At the
latter place he met a woman living with her
Indian mother who was to become his wife.
Upon returning to Green Bay, he received
several public service appointments while the
Wisconsin territory was governed by Indiana
and Michigan. One of these appointments was
a chief justice of Brown County, at the time an
area encompassing much of northeastern
Wisconsin.

His stay on the Beef River occurred
sometime between 1792 and 1795. It may have
been very short and the place may be revealed
in volumnous French notes now in the State
Historical Society archives in Madison. Some
future French student may find a description of
the spot. A suggestion that the local lake be
called Lake Porlier received little consideration
at the time this river was dammed. Green Bay
has a Porlier street and a Porlier school.

A second fur buyer named J. C. Jacobs
wintered on the Beef River during 1819-1820.
He wrote John Lawe, a Green Bay represent-
ative, that no Indians wintered there; therefore
there was no business.

Early Trails and Roads

The Beef River Valley was an accepted
passageway for early fur traders who usually
headquartered at Green Bay. Neither the
Winnebago tribe to the south nor the Chippewas

north of here frequented this area, making it a
relatively safe route for travel.

Indian trails usually followed ridges. The
first land speculators and some settlers used



these paths as land in two valleys could be
viewed simultaneously. Also, heavy loaded
wagons of the settlers could avoid marshland
or larger streams. The bluff road (tower road)
was one of these trails, developed into a road
that served southbound Unity residents until
1917.

With statehood in 1848 came pressures from
settled points such as La Crosse, Sparta, Black
River Falls and Eau Claire for established
travel right-of-ways. The legislature responded
by providing for appointment of three
commissioners from the affected areas with
authorization to survey and lay out state
roads. No money except survey expense was
provided.

Of interest to this area, three commissioners
were appointed to lay a road from Fountain
City to Beef River Station. The date was
March 1, 1856, the first time George Silkworth’s
stopping place is mentioned. Harvey Farrington

arrived in Pancake Valley (Mondovi) in 1855.
The next spring he was one of three men
appointed to lay out a road from Hudson to
Sparta via Eau Galle mills, Bear Creek
(Durand), Harvey Farrington’s and Black
River Falls. Undoubtedly this road connected
with an Eau Claire-Black River Falls road laid
out earlier.

This canvas topped wagons heading west-
ward down this valley had a right-of-way for
travel, but one can be certain the drivers
followed the easiest path. After crossing the
Chippewa River at Bear Creek, most wagons
headed north a day or two then turned west-
ward for a fairly easy trip into Minnesota.

Locally, the Town of Sumner had a surveyor
who kept accurate records of highway actions
those early days. An 1877 entry shows an
appropriation of $75.00 to build a bridge
across the Beef River near the P. B. Williams
residence.

Early Beef River Valley Settlers

The very first pioneers to acquire land and
settle in this valley arrived in 1855. Harvey
Farrington and his party were in Pancake
Valley (Mondovi area) that year and George
Silkworth acquired title at the Eau Claire land
office to part of section 2, T24N, R7 in March
of the same year. Silkworth, who seems to
have been active here at an earlier date,
immediately erected a building intended as a
stop on the Sparta-Eau Claire stage line and
called it “Beef River Station”. A few families
found work at Silkworth’s and lived around
his place of business, located about a mile
northeast of future Osseo.

This story concerns the central part of
northern Trempealeau County and the earliest
settlement in that area. Three families arrived
in 1856 and acquired land near present
Hamlin. The winter of 1856-1857 was very
harsh with much snow, causing the W. Moon
family to travel back to Dane County. The
Cross and James Chase families stayed. Moon
traded his land to Russell Bower who came
here in June, 1857 and became an established
part of the Hamlin community. A short time
later he erected a small building to serve as a

store and supplied new settlers with staples of
the day. Among those who moved in were the
Rice and Henry Teeple families who replaced
Cross and Chase. Isaac Webster paid $200.00
in gold for about 16 acres of section 24 and
became a neighbor to the east.

Along about 1859, Dennis Lawler, an Irish
tailor, became the first settler of present Unity
township by moving unto a quarter in Section
24, T24, R8. He was followed a year or two
later by Phineas B. Williams who took land in
Section 10, same area. It has been told that a
marsh of wild hay attracted the latter because
he was a horse trader and feed seemed plentiful.
Jack Carter was said to have located in Section
18, T24, R8 in 1863, but no assessment of his
place can be found until after the Civil War.

It seems these few New Englanders were the
only people in this locality before the Civil
War years. However, there were many
speculators and squatters who lived here a
very short time, only to move on.

The end of the Civil War brought many
veterans looking for settlement into the Beef
River Valley. Russell Bower, who had served
during the last years of the conflict, returned



home to the Hamlin area and must have
influenced many former soldiers to view this
area. A fairly good number settled in future
Albion township and became part of a veteran
group that had Hamlin as a focal point for
their activities for many years. Memorial Day
and July 4th observances here held in the
Bowers grove and a note in school records
acknowledged a gift of a large flag from these
men to be raised especially on those days. A
strong fraternal feeling naturally existed
among these veterans. A dozen are buried at
the Hamlin cemetery.

With the end of the war came a renewed
race for land settlement. The light, sandy soil
of this valley made little impression of
prospective settlers at that time, who were
aware that Minnesota prairie lands were avail-
able. This valley provided a well used passage-
way to that state. The white canvas covered
wagons were many, all heading westward to

cross the Chippewa River near Durand, most
heading north to Menomonie and then west
for fairly easy travel.

Here in future Unity, A. J. Lyon and
Wingad brothers lived along the west line,
Jack Carter had located in Section 18, the
Williams brothers in Section 10 and several
English speaking families lived in the coming
Brick school district. But all undeveloped
land, and more, in this area, was about to
undergo an influx of Norwegian immigration,
these coulees with their steep hillsides would
appeal to these people whose homeland was
only 3% agricultural.

The southeastern part of this county had
already experienced a heavy Norwegian settle-
ment, their churches had been established,
schools were being attended by youths in their
twenties eager to learn English. Norway's
transplants were enthusiastic about possibilities

in this new land, so different from the old.

Land Acquisition

The early pioneer had one goal in view,
some land and a home. To most emigrants
from northern Europe that flooded the north-
west, this objective and goal meant all the
security they would need in this life on earth.
Some had undergone nothing but war, govern-
mental edicts and famines since birth. To
attract new settlers into new, unbroken areas,
Congress passed two acts, the Railroad Act,
1856-1864, and the Homestead Act, which
took effect on January 1, 1863.

The first mentioned gave a qualifying
railroad every other section of land for 10
miles on each side of their track. This was
soon increased to twenty miles on account of
early pre-emptions, and this land was to be
sold to the first buyer at a price of not more
than $200 per quarter section of 160 acres, or
$1.25 per acre. Railroads adhered to this
figure, the poorest sand acre in the Beef River
Valley was purchased at the same price as the
best land of the Red River Valley in North
Dakota. The Western Wisconsin Railroad
(WRR) had reached Tomah when outbreak of
the Civil War halted expansion. At the end of
the war, construction again was begun toward

Black River Falls with plans to cross the
Chippewa River at Eau Claire and reach
Hudson, which was accomplished after two
years. The track skirted the pine forest edge,
and Fairchild, Augusta and Fall Creek became
trade centers because of the track. The rails
reached Eau Claire in 1870.

The 1877 Tucker map clearly illustrates rail-
road holdings as of that year, twenty miles
from the track includes land in sections 1, 9,
and 3 of range 8, township 23, the whole
of section 35, range 8, township 24. A line
drawn through section 31 in Albion to section
15 in Hale marks the twenty mile radius on the
west side of the WRR track.

Railroads were not particularly concerned
about their land disposal. Speculators roamed
the frontier of a development on horseback
and made a quick dollar on a good location,
their price was usually $400 on a $200
purchase.

The Homestead Act was very popular as a
settler could obtain a home site with no money
at all except a $15 fee paid after 5 years. The
applicant had only to file his intentions, live
thereon, cultivate and improve some land and



show some improvement on the property
when an inspection was made during the fifth
year. A $15 fee was due at that time. All
lands, excepting railroad property, was
eligible for homesteading.

Even when homesteading, the settler had a
long struggle. Many selected a living site near
a spring, dug living space into some bank for

the first winter, left a wife and small children
and worked in a lumber camp for $8-12 per
month until spring. Then to erect some sort of
a shanty for the future, break the root filled
new earth, plant a crop on a few acres, harvest
it and take off for another winter that was
equally hard on both man and wife. It was a
hard life, but the land was theirs . . .
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The Rivieire Des Beauf (Beef) and The Bon Secours (Chippewa)

Geologists believe our river valley was a
lake at one time with an outlet flowing west
from the Mondovi area, following the Bear
Creek valley and entering the Chippewa River
upstream from Durand.

Explorers traveling the Mississippi during
the 1700's wrote of the Riviere Des Beauf
emptying into the Bon Secours at a mile above
the present site of Alma. A note by Zeb M.
Pike in the Wisconsin Historical Collections,
Volume XVI mentions this as does the French

explorer La Seur in a report of his various
travels on the upper Mississippi.

It seems the Chippewa River instead of
flowing straight out into the Mississippi as at
present, turned eastward at the present site of
Nelson and followed the Wisconsin shore line
past the present mouth of the Beef River and
emptied into the Mississippi at a point just
above Alma. Indians living along “the fathers
of waters” had a legend of an unusual rainy
season that seemed to have occurred about
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1735, establishing high water marks remem-
bered by them for over a century. It may have
been at that time that the Chippewa over-
flowed and established its present channel.
One hundred years ago the old channel of
the Chippewa was used to float saw logs cut

on its upper branches down the river into Beef
Sloughs where they were gathered and
prepared into large rafts for floating to lower
Mississippi River saw mills. Over a period of
25 years, millions of feet of logs were handled
in this manner.

The Norwegian Influx

Rumors of free land traveled through
northern European countrysides during the
mid-nineteenth century. It served as a main
converstion topic among all classes of people,
especially the poor, hardworking peasants
who owned no land and whose livelyhood
depended on a landlord’s crop. The landlord
class, too, had an attentive ear because years
of inherited holdings had greatly diminished
individual holdings until it behooved many to
look westward where they might have a new
start. Norway was greatly affected by this
rumor because the economic condition of its
rural inhabitants was desparate and only a
small percentage of the countryside permitted

enough agriculture to produce a stable living.
Yet, government and the state church criticized
anyone wishing to emigrate and several of the
newspapers refused to print anything about
“free” land, feeling such rumors were pure
humbug.

In spite of this emigration continued. The
1850's show an annual move of 2,000 to 8,000
per year. After the American Civil War it rose
to 10-15,000 annually. It dropped during the
1870's but rose to nearly 30,000 in 1882. The
great majority came to the midwest, the post
civil war period flooding Trempealeau County
coulees and finally reached the Beef River
Valley portion of range 8 in 1868.



Esten Johnson Dahl and family had lived in
Cannon Valley near Sparta for several years
when he decided to seek greener pastures. A
son, John, told years later that Ottertail County,
Minnesota was opened for homesteading and at
the time was their intended goal. Esten had a
fully loaded wagon and a good team of horses.
The children herded a cow alongside as they
moved across ridges and marshes passing
Blair, Pigeon and Osseo in a three day travel
time. They camped near the creek on the east
side of this village overnight and John told of
his father mounting a horse and heading up the
valley the next morning. He came back shortly
and announced their travels were over. Land
he had appraised a year earlier was available.
The caravan moved up the valley and stopped
their wagon just south of a large spring in
section 29 where a terrific thunderstorm

John's mind, to be remembered at 80. The

broke. Refuge was taken under the wagon and
he remembers his mother praying this would
end their travels.

The date was June 18, 1868. They settled on
the SEV of section 29, T24, R8. They were
alone in that valley the first year which
undoubtedly was a busy one. First there was a
matter of shelter which meant a trip to a
sawmill at Fairchild or Eau Claire to secure
pine lumber for building a small home. Next
came a shed for their team and a cow. Potatoes
were planted, wild hay was put up, some
ground was turned for the first time, not to
forget the blueberry crop which leant a blue
haze to the knolls.

Wild game was plentiful and the creek was
full of trout. A boy could catch one or fifty if
he wished. One fact was implanted in son

In interesting view of a well known area in Johnson Valley. The date of this photo is either 1901 or 1902. The Esten
Johnson Dahl farmstead lies directly in front of the camera, rented at that time by son John ]. Dahl. Across Spring Creek
was the home of brother Gilbert Dahl. Just past his windmill we have a glimpse of Nels Kleven's home. And over Esten’s
blacksmith shop is the white Johnson Valley School. Three things date the picture as prior to 1903. The school had no
entry shelter until that year. Gilbert Dahl’s barn burned that year and was replaced by the present hip-roof structure. The
size of the pines around the house is also a clue. The valley was named in Esten’s honor as he was the first settler.



scarcity of timber had been evident on their
three day travel, but the Beef River Valley and
their home coulee had no trees, except for a
very few willows and alders along the river or
creeks. They learned that Indians burned the
hills regularly to insure blueberry crops. The
natives were of the peaceful Winnebago tribe
whose winter village was south on the Black
River. A couple of families lived that first
summer in the upper end of the valley. They
called occassionally for a loaf of bread, always
reciprocating with a pan of meat. There were
actually few Indians in this area.

Esten Johnson Dahl's family soon learned
that their closest post office was at Hamlin,
that A. J. Lyons and the Wingads lived to the
northwest of their home and P. B. Williams to
the northeast. Several of the English speaking
families had pre-empted land in sections 22
and 23 further east.

The first winter was without incident except
for a constant scrounging for wood. John
remembers seeing and hearing a wolf atop
their animal shed one cold, moonlit winter
night. Then a small son died and the father
made a trip back to the Cannon Valley
cemetery for interment.

One early spring evening two men walked
down from the west ridge. They had been
looking for land, were tired and hungry,
happy to learn the family was Norwegian and
delighted to know the whole valley was
empty. The Flatens settled on the next quarter
section up the valley and before many months
had passed, Engebret Pederson chose land
above them. Over the ridge in what was called
west valley, Even Evenson and Anton Dahl,
both of the Ronglien family, had homesteaded.
Across the river in Carter valley, Johannes
Christianson had built a home. Over the ridge
in Big Creek, a settlement from Rindal,
Norway had begun in 1867.

1869 had seen several Norwegian families
locate in this river valley, but 1870 brought
many more with a result that about all except
the hilliest forty acre pieces of land were pre-
empted. Very few had any equipment or cash
but they were an ambitious, industrious
people with high hopes about possibilities in
this new land. Various area valleys had a high
number of settlers from certain “bygds”, or
localities, in Norway, the reasons for this are

discussed elsewhere in this telling.

Local Government

During the first decade of settlement, 1857-
1867, the local area had been governed by the
town board of Sumner which included all
lands north of township line 24 north, in
ranges 7, 8 and 9, later Sumner, Unity and
Albion townships respectively.

In 1862 residents of Hamlin formed the
Town of Chase in honor of young David
Chase who had been killed at the battle of
Shiloh. That town organization seems to have
faded away, as only part of an 1863 assessment
roll remains, and range 9 residents created the
township of Albion in 1869. The town of
Sumner assessment roll for 1870, however,
includes range 9 as if Albion did not exist.
Perhaps some agreement had been made about
a tax division.

One can easily understand a reason for this
separation. The Sumner town board had a
representative from range 9, and travel to the

Osseo area to consult about a township
problem demanded not only travel time but a
matter of communication in order that a
proper official could be contacted. Residents
of range 8 (present Unity) had received
generous attention from Sumner voters, once
settlement had become stabilized. P. B.
Williams had served as both supervisor and
chairman, Esten Johnson Dahl and Lars Dahl
had terms as supervisors and Even Evenson
had a term as town clerk and supervisor.
Evenson was supervisor in 1877 and
possibly instrumental in obtaining a $75
appropriation to consult a river bridge
between sections 15 and 16 (red bridge). Early
that same year he obtained favorable action
and laid out the Carter Creek road, now
County D, over the ridge into Big Creek area.
Its southern point began at his north farm line,
about a mile south of the present village, and a



dozen years later became the main street of
Strum. Evenson, of course, was interested in
providing travel rights for any member of the
Big Creek settlement that could be induced to
join his church group and aid in building a
house of worship, a happening that took place
a few months later.

1877 must have been a busy year for several
local residents. In January the Carter Creek
road to Big Creck was laid out. Then in
February Evenson's group of Norwegians
formed the St. Paul's Lutheran congregation,
circulated a petition that raised $600 and built
their church. A. ]. Lyons donated land for the
building and cemetery. Evenson was secretary
and largest contributor. At the first annual
meeting he paid an indebtedness totaling $800.
During the fall of that year the citizens of
range 8 came to a decision about separating
from the Town of Sumner. Voters of Sumner
had been very considerate about granting
official representation to the sparsely
populated western half of the township, but
again there was the matter of travel and
communication. Anyway, on April 2, 1878,
voters of range 8 assembled at the Howery
school (later the site of the Brick school) for
their first annual meeting. Simon QOlson who
would eventually become Trempealeau
County register of deeds was elected clerk, and
his clear, well written minutes reveal that $200
was raised for roads and bridges, $200 for
incidental expenses, and $50 for support of the
poor, Polls closed at sundown and P. B.
Williams was chosen 1st chairman, Lars Dahl
and Ole J. Moe supervisors, Simon Qlson
clerk, Even Evenson treasurer, and Ole
Thomasgaard was elected assessor.

The name of the township must have been
chosen at a pre-election meeting. It is a short,
interesting episode that should bear mention.
Dennis Lawler and P. B. Williams were the
first two settlers north of T24, R8. The former
felt his surname should be used as the name for
the new municipality. Someone must have felt
that P. B. should be privileged to have a choice

because he suggested the name of his home
town in Maine. Straws were drawn and P. B.
won. Hence we have Unity. Somewhere there
is a note that Noah Comstock of Arcadia
served as advisor for this township organization
and refereed the straw tally.

Norwegian settlers held all administrative
posts of the new township except chairman.
They outnumbered their Yankee neighbors
and the matter of securing voting rights after
just a short residence may be puzzling. It
appears the act of securing land was a step
toward suffrage. A letter written by C. E.
Wenberg, the first Norwegian settler in
Chimney Rock, had an enlightening sentence
confirming this. He arrived in 1869 and cast
his first vote for U. S. Grant as President in
1872, Wenberg tells that his first paper was
given for free with an understanding that “my
vote would be given as recommended by he
who gave the paper.” In any event these new
citizens were highly impressed by these laws
that gave them authority to vote and manage
their own government. In my files is a letter
from a new arrival that had been sent back to
relatives in the old country, wherein he tells of
many differences in this new land. “Here” he
says, “if we don't like the man in office, we
vote another in his place.” Simple. By 1880 all
officers were Norwegian with Even Evenson
chairman,

These people took a keen interest in running
the township. The first recording of a vote
came in 1884 when 119 were cast. Later, 134
ballots were given and the high was 160 in

1892. Remember that only men voted. Ole

Thomasgaard succeeded P. B. Williams after a
couple of years. Otto Langerfield, M.
Imislund and Even Evenson also served as
chairman in succeeding years. The Howery
school was used for a meeting place until 1887
when Finstad’s hall (the 2nd floor of the black-
smith shop) took over, In 1894 the Temperance
Hall became the home of Unity for the next 85
years,



That First Assessment (1878)

Big Ole Thomasgaard had been elected as
Unity assessor at that first town meeting in
1878, the first of many terms as an official of
this township. Incidently he was also the first
of the local immigrants to obtain full citizenship.
Thomasgaard’s records are clearly recorded
and show the township to be sparsely settled.
Qver sixty 40-acre parcels of land were
assessed as railroad property although many
of these parcels may have been in the process
of sale. Speculators were buying at the rail-
road price of $1.25 per acre and easily
doubling any investment. Forly acres of land
usually carried an assessment of $50. A house
added $300-400 to this amount. Actually
some new settlers spent the first year or two in
dugouts.

Personal property was recorded in great
detail. A horse was valued at $40-75. Peter
Hanson and Hans Mathison each had 5.
Chairman Williams was a horse dealer, he had
12. Williams also had the most meat cattle, 14,
Andrew Call was next with 13. Several settlers
also had swine, usually 4 or 5, but Jack Carter
had 7 and civil war veteran Sam Hogue was
assessed for 12 hogs. Sleighs and wagons were
counted. Few had more than one of each but
M. P. Imislund had 3. Three reed organs were

assessed, one at $50 and 2 at $75. The highest

assessment was charged to J. LeBarron at $650.
Andrew Call had $5 less. The total of all
personal property was $25,460.00. Real estate
totaled $91,325.00 for a grand total of
$116,785.00.

An interesting comparison of farm domestic
animal population is worth some space.

Year Horses Sheep Swine Cattle
1878 148 147 145 491
1900 415 436 169 969
1936 not assessed 885 169 2279
1971 not assessed 53 204 3717

Hog prices bottomed at $.02 per pound in
1936. No wonder farmers quit hogs. The 1971
sheep count of 53 is hard to believe. There
were only (wo leams of horses used on farms

that year although several were pastured.
Some change. -

Unity citizens had an opportunity to vote on
the county seat controversy that first year and
delivered a majority favoring Whitehall. The
following spring Thomas Howery presented a
resolution at the annual meeting opposing the
borrowing of any money to build a county
courthouse. It was adopted. P. B. Williams
was not a candidate for chairman in 1880 and
Even Evenson succeeded to that post.

The first resolution concerning the restraining
of cattle from roaming at will was made by
P. B, Williams in 1881 and was adopted,
although the minutes mentioned a “divided
house.” Then in the fall of 1881 came the first
real calamity to hit the fledging township.

Unity was sued for $5,500.00. It seems A. D.
Moon was freighting a load of foods from the
Augusta depot to R. P. Goddard's store in
Eleva some time in late 1881. A bridge of some
sort must have existed over the river near the
St. Paul’'s Church because Mr. Moon, wagon,
team, and the whole load of goods crashed
through the structure. Mr. Goddard asked for
$500 damage but Moon served notice that his
loss would come Lo ten times that amount. A
special meeting was called of all taxpayers to
meet at the Howery School. $300 was voted to
obtain a good lawyer with the authority to
spend $750 if needed. Goddard quickly seltled
for $250, but Moon held out for a couple of
years. Finally an order shows he accepted
$187.50. Attorneys fees were $15. It seems a
little over $100 was spent on plank and bridge
work in December, 1881. The township
bought 8,000 feet of planking trom Bennet's
Mill to be hauled and piled on Clement
Thompson’s farm, hauling to be let to the
lowest bidder. Esten Johnson was awarded the
job at $4.25 per thousand feet. The lumber bill
came o $43.92.

Ole Thomasgaard succeeded Evenson as
chairman and served off and on for the next 25
years. A most unusual report was made by
town officials at the spring annual meeling in
1882. No poor fund tax had to be raised



because “Unity had no poor persons.” In 1883
we find $125 was again appropriated for a
bridge over the river near P. B. Williams’
home. Sumner had spent $75 for a bridge at
this crossing in 1877. Also, the second
resolution regarding control of stray livestock
was presented by Williams, a problem that
was discussed at several later meetings in the
1880's. Barbed wire had not yet been
introduced.

Came 1884 and the first indication that Thor
Holden and Ole Kittleson were in business.
Per Bonkrud's blacksmith shop later bought by
C. Finstad was also doing well. All buildings
were on the present Woodland Drive, except
Holden, whose lot was across the street at the
west end of Woodland. Kittleson received a
postal appointment in February, 1885, a move
welcomed by local settlers as now a long walk
to Bower's post office at Hamlin was not
necessary. The shingle on Kittleson's store let
people know they were at “Strum”, a sign that
needed repainting twice (see “Names” later in
this book). His building stands at 313 Wood-
land Drive.

In 1886 the price on wheat dropped to below
a dollar a bushel and hard times continued for
two or three years. A move to buy a pole
driver for building a bridge lost at the annual
meeting, but later that year a most interesting
entry in the clerk’s minute book appears.
“Tollef Olson, a poor person, was sent back to
Norway”. Cost was $60. Bridge work in 1887
cost $329 but there is no indication where this
amount was spent. 135 votes were cast at the
spring election and voters decided to hold their
next meeting at Finstad's Hall.

Good news came from up the river. Osseo
citizens had induced N. C. Foster to build a
railroad spur to their village. The first train
came into their town on June 30, 1887. Six
carloads of produce were unloaded and more
was promised. The name of the railroad, the
Fairchild and Mississippi, had all the
indications that it would be extended down the
valley.

Township authorities had been busy. 118
votes were cast at the spring, 1890 meeting.
P. B. Williams offered a Canada thistle

resolution and a “particular bastard case” was
left to the town board. In 1891 the vote rose to
134 and the poor appropriation rose from $50
to $150. The growing town must have
impressed the board to provide some safe-
keeping equipment. A safe was bought at a
cost of $48.70, freight included. It followed
the residences of various town clerks as they
served through the years until it reached and
served E. N. Kleven for his many terms. It was
very heavy so when the present sheriff’s wife
remodeled a room, she covered the unsightly
thing. Future posterity take note, it is still
there.

In 1892 153 votes were cast, the depot was
built and the community had a telegraph wire
connected to the outside world. Not much is
recorded in 1893 but the next year brought 160
voters to the Unity annual meeting that was
now held at the newly built Temperance Hall,
the township home for the next 80 years. The
river bridge finally received a major overhaul.
Sivert Rekstad supervised the job and Clement
Thompson bought the old planks for $15.00.
The tax roll totalled $2,406.09 of which
$600.00 was township tax. 177 votes were cast
in 1895. A move to buy a grader lost and
records show that men working on their poll
tax were credited $1.25 for working a ten hour
day. It should be mentioned that Unity had
been divided into 4 road districts with a super-
visor and timekeeper for each. Reports were
due in Demember of each year. The town
board rented a grader from Sumner at $4 per
day until they finally purchased one from the
C. Aultman Co. for $130.25 in 1897. That was
also the year Dr. Torkelson moved in, records
showing his appointment as health officer of
the township.

About this time, 1888-89, farmers had
decided to recognize the cow as having a
future in their plans. Two small buildings
were erected just beyond Finstads blacksmith
shop to serve as a creamery. It was a co-
operative effort, but after a year or two the
business closed its doors, only to be reopened
through the private efforts of Kittleson’s new
partner, Hans Willumson, Feeling the
crcamery served a need, he bought cream,



hired a buttermaker and put the business on a
sound footing. Willumson then called a
meeting and gave the operation back to the
original owners who reorganized and ran it
successfully until it was liquidated over 80
years later.

The annual town meeting in 1889
appropriated $250.00 to build a new bridge at
the St. Paul’s crossing, then amended the
action for lower bids. It was this year that Ole
Kittleson oiled up his paint brush for a final
adornment. He crossed out “Tilden” and
reapplied “Strum” on his post office shingle.
(see story on Names). The Fairchild &
Mississippi Railroad, now operating as the
Sault Ste. Marie and Southern, had decided
the Beef River Valley needed a railroad and
reached Carter’s Crossing during the last days
of December, 1889. Tracks reached Eleva a
few days later and Mondovi later the next
year. There was actually no village at its
present location when the rails were laid.

Someone influenced the railroad officials to
lay two loading spurs and received immediate
use loading hay and livestock. The men respon-
sible for these shipments are unknown but the
activity prompted N. C. Foster to unload a
stock of lumber during the next summer with
Sivert Rekstad in charge. A town began
springing up. Holden moved his small store
building to the present Robbe Store site,
Kittleson & Willumson erected a new business
place near the present Post Office building,
and Dahl and Clemenson began operating a
general store on what is now the corner of 5th
Avenue and Birch Street. In a matter of two or
three years the Northern Grain and Seed
Company had erected an elevator. John
Clemenson was manager and the Cargill
Company followed with a like facility with
Ole Thomasgaard as operator. What had once
been a couple of sandy wheel ruts leading to
Carter’s Crossing was now a busy street of a
growing village.

Pioneer Life

Early settlers in most all areas of the
midwest had a tough life. Most of their early
homes were hastily constructed with pine
boards usually and usually had two small
rooms lined with paper to hold out drafts.
Heating fuel was scarce, especially in this area.
A load of alders or willow which took all day
to gather was consumed hurriedly in sub-zero
temperatures. Men worked in the pineries
during winter months and left families alone
until spring.

Medical aid was nonexistent. Old records
show that diptheria raged during the winter
1877-78. Four children of Hans and Dorothia
Hammer, all they had, died during the
Christmas season. It was the first interment at
St. Paul’s cemetery. Pastor C. J. Helsem told
of conducting a funeral service at Chimney
Rock where three children and a worn out
mother were laid in the same grave. Anton
Dahl, an early settler in Rognlien Valley,
endured increasing abdominal pains for
several years. Dr. Bodum of Blair described
future symptoms and predicted death for his
patient within a short time. Doctors had yet to

- 5~

L-R Nysven, Mark Rice, Helfred Matson. This picture
was taken about 1900 just as the men came out of the
woods, finished for the season. They worked near
Winter, Wisconsin.



Annual delivery of Champion Binders, H. A. Field, agent. In the background can be seen the soon to be completed
Colpits home which was built by Hans Willumson and still stands at 205 Elm St. The white house barely visible over the
roof of the implement shed is the Carl Frodahl home. It was later moved to the entrance to the park and was torm down
just a few years ago. The Temperance Hall can be seen in the background at the right. This picture was probably taken
about 1895. It is probably the oldest multi-building picture of our town.

learn of an appendectomy.

Much bartering took place those early days
as cash was scarce. Interest was 10% on
loans, subtracted at the borrowing date. If
payment was made by bank notes another
10% for exchange was subtracted.

Norwegians were good woodsmen and had
little difficulty obtaining work in the pineries.
Pay was up to $15 per month those first years,
bed and board included. Work began at day-
light and ended at dusk. Compensation
insurance was unheard of. Even Holte's
brother was killed by a falling branch on a
Christmas Day. The woods boss bemoaned
the time necessary to remove the body. It was
a harsh life.

After a shelter had been provided the firt
objective of an 1870 settler was to break the
virgin soil. As mentioned earlier there was
little timber because Indians had burned the
hills periodically to insure a good blueberry
crop. C. E. Wenberg, the first Chimney Rock
settler, made a special mention of hilltops and

knolls having a blue haze when this crop was
ripe. The small brush was not too difficult to
clear. Two span of oxen hitched to a breaking
plow and tended by two men would turn an
acre a day. A seed bed for wheat was usually
planned because it was the only cash crop.
Markets were far away prior to 1870 but the
Western Wisconsin Railroad (WWR) reached
Eau Claire that year and provided Beef River
farmers with a one day trip. Return trips were
risky as hold-ups occurred frequently. Settlers
would travel in a group if possible. The
amount of wheat raised was stupendous when
one considers the equipment used. First tales
tell of men using a cradle to down the grain.
Just about everyone learned to tie the sheaves
and shock, afterwhich came stacking so the
grain would cure. Then some small hand-fed
separaters were used to thresh the wheat,
Reapers had been in use since 1835 and
undoubtedly the New Englanders had these
implements. Esten Johnson was the first
Norwegian to obtain one. Horsepower sweeps



furnished power for threshing machines with
steam making its debut about the mid 1880's.
The Flaten brothers owned the first of these
engines. Elsewhere is pictured Horace Fields’
binder delivery day in Strum. This piece of
equipment came into use during the early

1890%s. Nels Kleven was an early owner.

According to the Tucker map of 1877,
Sumner township, which included Unity at
that date, had over 4800 acres of wheat that
year. Only 47Y: acres of rye were reported,
and 68 acres of corn.

This photo dates back before 1897 and after 1890. The railroad came into Strum in December 1889. We see a box car on the
track at the Northern Grain elevator and a faint line at the right indicates its roadbed westward. The St. Paul's Church was
drastically remodelled in 1902. Here it is still untouched. Note at the right the first school was a one room affair. A second
was built on in 1897. Only 6 little buildings are on the west side of main street. Three homes are visible: Carl Frodahl's
residence, later moved to the park and torn down. Hans Willumson's residence, now 205 Elm 5t., and the Kenyon house,
which stood where Hulbergs store is now located. The long building furthest east is the Cargill elevator before a head
house was constructed. The headhouse on the Northern Grain elevator hides the residence on the Skovbraaten property.
The small, dark building at the east edge of the Frodahl residence is the Temperance Hall. The large, white building on
Main Street is the Central House hotel. In the distance are the faint outlines of Nysven's, Kleven's, Olson’s and Nick
Rognlien’s farm buildings.

The Coming of the Railroad

Present day youth have a bare memory of
the railroad. To them it is an abandoned grade
that provides a short snowmobile ride during
winter and is intended as a bike trail some
summer soon. Time is not too long passed
when meeting the train four times a day was a
daily adventure for several elderly people, not
to mention salesmen calling on local
merchants, real estate men buying and selling
land or relatives arriving for a visit. In fact,
almost any traveling required use of railroad
service.

The Beef River Valley was handicapped for
some thirty years without a railroad. Farm

produce was delivered for shipment at Eau
Claire and Augusta or at the Green Bay line in
the Trempealeau valley. Herding cattle
twenty miles was difficult so it was small
wonder that wheat provided what cash a
settler in this valley could produce. Attempts
to have the Green Bay line build a spur up Elk
Creek Valley, Chimney Rock and into Eleva,
then westward to Durand met with no
response from railroad moguls. Then in 1886
some influentual men in Sumner and Osseo
sold N. C. Foster, a Fairchild lumber baron, on
building a spur to that village. They pledged a
township bond issue amounting to $10,000



payable in gold at the Augusta bank, interest
at 6% as enticement. Foster organized the
high sounding Fairchild & Mississippi Railroad
Company and Sumner citizens were promised
one seat on the board of directors. Ed
Matchett was promptly elected to fill that
position in 1888.

The first train rolled into Osseo from Sault
Ste Marie on June 30, 1887.  Six cars were
filled with outgoing freight and more were
promised. Foster had secured a mail contract
and planned two trains per day.

It was a start and when the line continued its
building program down our valley two years
later, the name had been changed. It made no
difference. The rails were greeted with great
enthusiasm because it meant a closer market
for any produce and the value of land rose
whenever this service was available, It was a
great year for the Beef River Valley.

Carter’s Crossing was reached during the
last days of December, 1889. The assessment
roll of that year shows A. J. Lyons owning
about all the land on which Strum now lies.

The St. Paul's church, Holden and Kittleson's
stores, a blacksmith shop and two small
creamery buildings were located north of the
river. It is often said that the town moved but
such is not the case. Holden moved his small
store unto the present Robbe Store lot.
Kittleson, with a new partner, Hans
Willumson, erected a new store about at the
present Post Office site. These two merchants
were the town, but many people became
interested in the possibilities at once.

Eleva had its first train a few days later and
held a day long celebration. Mondovi held its
observance later in 1890 and provided a large
trade area for the new line which had been sold
to the Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis &
Omaha Railroad.

No one who worked with the grain business
is now alive and no records are available, but
William Kromroy, who came here in 1919,
commented that even at that later date he had
dispatched 14 carloads of produce in one day
and 30 per week was not an uncommon
number to be shipped from Strum,

Election Returns By Wire

The coming of the railroad spur down this
river valley brought an interesting canvenience -
telegraph service. All depot agents were
operators and the single wire was an
unbelievable connection with the outside
world. Market prices of farm produce were
available daily, messages to relatives could be
sent and received and watches could be
checked for correct time. Best of all, in 1896
the depot agent let it be known that general
election returns would be received the same
evening, if anyone was interested.

Interested! Many years later an elderly man
told of that evening. He was a young boy at
the time, had heard of McKinley running
against a many named Bryant and begged and
received permission to accompany his dad and
a couple of uncles for a most interesting and
important evening.

The depot was full, he recalled. Besides
village men a contingent from every valley
seemed present. A scoreboard was up and

after every clicking of a little machine the
agent handed a vote to be posted. Ohio,
Illinois, Maine, Virginia . . . the list of states
reporting was like a fairy tale to this interested
boy. Long after midnight came the word:
McKinley was the winner. All agreed the
service was unbelievable,

All headed for home and the boy remembers
it was a cold, moonlit early morning. He was

_ of the Johnson Valley group that would walk

south and east. First to part were several from
Rognlien valley. Then a mile east came a
parting at the Johnson Valley corner. GOP
enthusiasm ran high and one fellow suggested
the 15-20 men present give nine hurrahs for
McKinley before parting. All agreed and nine
hurrahs rang out, waking every dog in the
valley that cold, still morning, and maybe a
few wives. Everyone felt it had been a fine
evening except Elland Flaten. He was a
Democrat,



1900-1950

The turn of the century marked quite a
change in the thirty year old community. The
church, blacksmith and creamery were located
north of the river but all other business
endeavors were located south of that stream
near the tracks. The Carter Creek Road, laid
out by Evenson, became the main stret of
Strum and village activity was beginning a
couple decades of growth.

Rural Free Delivery of mail came in 1900.
O. E. Hogue was the carrier and he traveled
north to Norseville and Nix Corner, postal
stations at that time. Rural residents had
much apprehension about free delivery the
first years but this feeling soon abated. In 1905
Ben Borreson began serving route 2 south of
town.

Around 1900 the Modern Woodmen, and
insurance lodge, were active in this area and
sold residents on building a hall large enough

for community-wide meetings and events. The
Temperance Society building was small and
that group forbade dancing or most entertain-
ment. The MWA hall was built and served the
community for over fifty years. It seemed to
be refinanced and under new management
about every fifth year. (see MWA Hall).
Growth of the village affected membership
of the St. Paul’s church. In 1902 a major
remodeling and expansion was done. Sivert
Rekstad was the prime mover of this job.
About that time records show that steam
engines used by threshermen were crashing
through bridges in the township. The town
board passed a resolution ordering these
operators to carry heavy planks when traveling
town roads which crossed streams. No sooner
had this been posted when Mark Rice and his
Minneapolis steamer fell through the river
bridge, necessitating a major overhaul of that

Fred Lyons and crew putting the finishing touches on his new elevator in 1904. The Northern Grain & Seed elevator is on
the right.



span.

In 1904 Fred Lyon completed his grain
elevator and Strum had four such operators
buying grain, hay and straw. Freighting in big
cities depended on horse power and required
great quantities of such farm produce to feed
the teams.

At this time nearly all small towns had some
sort of telephone connection. T. C. Johnson’s
hardware store had a phone hooked onto the
Osseo-Mondovi line that could provide an
emergency call. In 1907 the telephone
company hung lines throughout the country-
side and everyone began to know their
neighbors’ whereabouts at all times, besides
having a second connection to the outside
world.

The Beef River Bridge, about 1910.

During 1905 John J. Dahl erected two brick
buildings on the west side of main street. In
the fall a bank was organized and opened for
business early the next year. It was a most
welcome service to the whole area. Also, the
new druggist moved in next door.

In 1907 the town business men promoted a
July 4th celebration. Druggist Grove Pace was
parade marshall and a local men’s band
furnished music during the day.

Another bit of tax money was spent on the
river bridge in 1910. The steel cylinders were
sunk into the Beef another foot or two and that
strengthened the span. Times were fairly good
and there were no complaints about various
bridge expenditures.

The first automobile rolled into town in
1909. No one could foresee how this noisy,
smelly invention would change transportation,

living habits, taxation, and, well, would affect
about everything about the whole nation.
Henry and Nels Robbe were the proud owners
of a two cylinder Buick sporting a chain drive
that would clog most anytime. Roads were
horrible, the engine had little power and any
grass in mid-road would result in a call for
help.

July 4, 1907. Grover Pace was Uncle Sam. The bass
drum says “Osseo Band” on it.

Auto owners everywhere were demanding
better highways, government authorities at all
levels were besieged with petitions for action
regarding this. Unity had spent considerable
sums for construction of stone bridge
abutments but all were so narrow no two
vehicles could pass simultaneously. Very few
road beds had any gravel or crushed rock for a
foundation.

The county board appointed Ed Matchett,
an Osseo contractor, as their first county high-
way commissioner in 1912. Appropriations
were small and the first inventory of highway
equipment made in 1916 was very limited.
However, expenditures for roads and
equipment kept rising for many decades.

There can be some debate about the
beginning of fire protection for village residents.
An artesion well in front of the T. M. Olson
building served as a watering place for horses,
the means of transportation at the time. At
least three large cisterns were built and this
well provided the water to fill each for use in
event of fire. One was located on the corner of
Elm St. and 2nd Avenue, another on Maple
and 5th Avenue and the third somewhere on
6th Avenue. Fred Lyons was the driving force



behind the purchase of a hand pumper some-
time around 1912.

A fire of major proportion for a small
village took place on the evening of December 2,
1914. Sixty-five years later Clarence Knutson
vividly recalled that evening. It beganin]. A.
Call’s building next to the depot. The alarm
brought men and equipment immediately, he
recalled. The blaze was about under control
when the artesion well went dry! Another
water source was obtained only to have some
firemen cut the nozzle off the hose in a smokey
room. After that the flames consumed five
wooden frame buildings and was stopped by
the two story brick structure belonging to T. M.
Olson. J. A. Call was the first to rebuild.
Seven places of business now occupy the
burned over area.

Three local men formed an agency handling
Dodge automobiles in 1914. A year later H.
George Peterson bought his partners interests
and secured the Ford agency from Fred Lyons.
He and his family operated the business for the
next forty years.

A new creamery building was erected by the
farmers in 1912. It was located next to the
railroad track in the east end of town and
operated there for 65 years. Paul Moltau was
president at that time.

Another scene from the 1907 4th of July parade. The
building belonged to Sever Rekstad. The Marsh (now
Skovbraaten) Home is in the background. The steam
engine is a center crank Case and was owned by Mark
Rice.

In 1915 an Independence contractor erected
the two story, four classroom school building
on the north side of the river and after
completing it was given a contract to build the
present Immanuel Lutheran church, at the time

known as the Norwegian Lutheran Synod.
The cost of this structure was $20,000.

World War I began in August, 1914. In
1917 the United States entered the fray. Several
young men from this area enlisted and fought
in muddy trenches. The war ended November
11, 1918.

For many years there had been much
agitation to end the sale of alcoholic beverages
in this country. Temperance unions had been
active for 40 years in this area and were strong
supporters of the Volstead Act named for the
North Dakota congressman. The 18th
amendment was finally passed and became
effective on January 20, 1920 with states to
decide the enforcement policies. Although
several local municipalities granted no traffic
or alcoholic beverages, this prohibitive
amendment resulted in a sprouting of beer
joints and an occasional still for manufacture of
cheap alcohol. With it also came lawlessness.

In 1919 the mighty Beef flexed it early spring
muscles. With the winter ice about to go a
warm rain speeded the flood and the usually
placid, winding stream swept the ten year old
bridge down river with a roar. Records show
bank loans were immediately made, contracts
let, and a 90 foot span with overhead bridge-
work of riveted steel was installed. It was the
6th such bridge job at that place and cost
$8,000. It stood until it was removed in June,
1979.

Two buildings went up on the east side of main
street during the early 1920's. Ed Thomasgaard
had his Liberty Hotel ready for occupancy in
1920 and Otto Rognlien moved into his new
drugstore a short time later. Dr. L. R. Svoma
has had an office in the hotel building for
many years. Gary Monson operated a tavern
in the Rognlien building.

Cheese manufacturing had its beginning
about 1922 and K & L Oil Company erected a
service garage in 1923. Otherwise there was
no major change about the town.

The press for better roads was continuous.
No major change had been made about snow
removal during winter months. The policy
was to hire a county-owned caterpiller snow
plow to clear blocked highways prior to spring



thaws. Owners were putting their autos on
blocks as late as 1927-28, about the time that
main county trunks received some winter
maintenance.

Business was fairly good for the farmer in
rural Wisconsin during the mid 1920s. A
county agricultural agent had been hired and
one of his first programs was an introduction
to alfalfa hay. Local merchants were doing
well and overflow crowds crowded the village
on Saturday evenings to shop and enjoy the
weekly concerts by the ladies band. Things
were not so well on the national scene,
however. President Calvin C. Coolidge refused
to sign a bill authorizing an increase of about
$4.00 per month pension for the fast dimin-
ishing number of Civil War veterans, saying “it
would break the country.” He finished his
term and Herbert Hoover succeeded him.

No supervision governing security invest-
ments could ever pass Congress in these years
preceding the Great Depression, being always
defeated or delayed by a group of Senators
crying infringement on free enterprise. The
over burdened stock market enjoyed its Black
Tuesday on October 24, 1929. Banks began
closing a year later. These institutions had
been liquidating farm loans for several years
but as there were no other lending agencies
these attempts moved slowly. The local bank
held off until September 29, 1931. It was a
hectic day. Autos would drive into town at
high speed, skid to a dusty stop and the driver
would run to the bank door where a signed
sheet told all. There were no demonstrations,
but merely a sober assessment and a “now
what?” attitude. In the days that followed just
ordinary business was difficult. Coins were
hard to find and credit was a questionable
topic.

Business slowed drastically in 1932. A
man’s wages dipped to $.15-.25 per hour.
Butterfat at the creamery brought a farmer
$.15 per pound. Shipments of cattle could
bring little above freight costs. Butchered hogs
were purchased at $.02 per pound.

1933 can be said to have been the low year
economically here in this community. Tax
records were of high delinquency, living

seemed to be hand to mouth. Work was scarce
and business activity seemed to concern
necessities only. It was the year Unity
Creamery officials decided to burn wood
instead of coal and gave farmer patrons an
opportunity of furnishing 10 cords of wood for
which they were paid $2.50 per cord, delivered.
Patrons were happy for this decision. H. George
Peterson was a sound business man and was
an elected director of a newly organized bank
at Eau Claire. His Ford agency sold far over
100 new cars in 1929. In 1933 he sold four.
Added to this blue picture was a drought, the
worst the oldest settler could remember. Many
farmers able to afford the expense trucked
their young cattle to northern pastures where
they existed on marsh grass and leaves. A note
relating the problems of the town board during
these years certainly bears mention. Jim Olson,
town patrolman, told of waiting several
months for a $75 labor payment. Unity had
borrowed $400 from the Farmers Bank at
Osseo prior to the local closing. When the
upriver bank failed to open, the Unity account
mas moved to Whitehall. Later the township
transferred their business to the newly formed
American Bank & Trust at Eau Claire. Olson
finally was paid.

A close look at this picture indicates all four grain
elevators and the brick bank and drug store buildings
which means this picture was taken 1905 or later. No
telephone poles are visible downtown indicating the
picture was taken before 1907.

Roosevelt had defeated Hoover in the 1932
presidential election and took office as Pres-
ident on March 4, 1933. There was immediate
action. All banks received orders to “close”
their doors. The moratorium, labelled as a
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An aerial shot taken about 1940, judging by the cars.

“bank Holiday”, lasted a week or ten days until
a quick examination had taken place. Some
remained closed while several small banks in
this area merged after a time. Others opened
with depositor restrictions that were lifted
after a few months. In June the FDIC Act was
passed and a sort of confidence restored.

Here in Wisconsin a $25,000,000 issue of
script was proposed. Cities where banks had
failed had ordered such issues printed with
future redeemable dates. It was later learned
that up to 10% were never presented for
payment.

The community was certainly not prospering.
Unity creamery was paying about 60 cents a
hundred for milk, butter was 18 cents per
pound, oats were 14 cents, heavy hens 14 cents
per pound. The Chicago market quoted eggs
at 9 cents per dozen. At times there was no
quote on either wheat or barley.

The summer of 1933 moved into late fall
with a blue economic outlook. The unvoiced

TRUM

WIS

question on most everyones lips seemed to be
“what now?”. Bank closings had eliminated
cash reserves for many elderly. Work was
scarce and any wages for the able bodied were
very low. The so-called brain trust in
Washington had been working. A fireside
chat by the President had stressed the
importance of “priming the pump” and the first
of the alphabet work projects was launched.
The CWA accepted a school building painting
job, which along with a township road shaling
project were the first attempt to place some
cash into local circulation. Pay was an unheard
of 50 cents per hour and just about every man
able to wield a brush or a shovel was eligible.
J. H. Mathison mentioned in later years that
the sale of men’s underwear was unbelievable
that first Saturday night pay day. This project
continued during the winter and by spring the
CCC camps for youth were ready to go. Tree
planting, dams, soil conservation, etc., made
an impression on area farmers and provided



work for the youth. During the fall of that
year the WPA made its appearance, paying
$12 per week on public works projects.

The spring of 1934 was a continuation of
midwest drought. Dust storms from the
Dakotas and western Minnesota darkened the
sky. No rain occurred until early June.
Pastures were bare and less than a 10% hay
crop caused farmers to market cattle at bare
freight charges. The story is told of a local
sheep raiser who was billed more in freight
charges than he got for his sheep. His scrawled
reply on the bill was “I have no money but do
have more sheep.” Banks that were open had
no money to loan. Sheriff's auctions were
frequent and in many instances friends and
neighbors halted such sales or limited bids at
rediculously low prices permitting the owner
to retain possession. A moratorium on fore-
closure sales was imposed for a time.

And there were other unusual happenings.
One blustery day a delivery truck backed up
to a local business place and a goodly crowd
watched while a keg of 3.2 beer was rolled in
and made ready for dispensing. Repeal of the
18th Amendment on Prohibition had been
voted by Congress on February 20, 1933. The
proposed 21st amendment had been sent to the
states and it became effective December 5, 1933.
In the mean time 3.2 beer had been termed
non-intoxicating, and while this attempt to
evade the ban on alcoholic beverages ended up
in the courts, Unity officials held off any
action. Five places on main street served beer
for a time and Unity, for the first time since its
formation in 1878, was no longer dry.

In 1935 town officials purchased a caterpillar
track tractor and a snow plow for $5,000. The
next year a move began to create a dam at the
bridge crossing on the Beef River. WPA labor
was available and township cost would be
small. Clearing the proposed lake area of
brush began the following year. Putting in the
footings for the actual dam continued through
the winter. In the meantime a park
improvement bond issue of $5,000 was voted
in by a 336 to 81 margin and'in the spring of
1938, the lake was an actuality.

The township entertained another referendum

in 1939. PWA had money available for
construction of a four year high school building.
Contributions by local taxpayers was in kind,
that is site, water, sewer, etc. The vote failed
180 yes to 238 no. (The total vote was one
more than on the dam issue). About this time
town officials paid $400 for the Temperance
Hall to members of that now inactive society.
Purchase of a fire truck was also made. Also
at this time many farms had taken advantage
of the instruction of rural electrification. The
Farm Security Administration was sponsoring
a finance program for your farmers.

Then to the Scandinavian descendants of
this country came news that Hitler had
invaded Norway in April, 1940. European
nations were already involved in the struggle.
It seemed Congress had an awakening coming.
With a world war cloud high on the horizon,
the U. S. Senate passed the Selective Service
Act on September 16, 1940 by a vote of 58 to
31. The Act was extended in August of 1941
by a 45 to 30 vote. Less than four months
later, December 8, 1941, the United States
declared war on Japan. The World War II
effort reached about everyone and only a line
can be spent here. Harold Brian, head of the
VFW Post states that membership in that
group was over 120 after the war ended,
including WWI veterans. He added that not
all veterans belonged and that many local men
never served overseas. Germany signed an
unconditional surrender on May 7, 1945. Japan
followed in August.

A Union Free High School District including
all of Unity had been formed in 1945. The
vote was 267 to 67. Every nook of the district
#2 building was in use to make this accomo-
dation. Only 6 years earlier voters had rejected
a new building at very low cost. The school
tax for 10 grades had been $2,769.97 in 1935.
12 grades in the new district required $22,840.97
in 1947.

Residents of the village voted to incorporate
in 1948. The population had increased over
the years and a water and sewer utility was
required. Other improvements seemed neces-
sary and a division between the village and the
township seemed desirable to accomplish all of



these. During 1952 the water and waste
disposal lines were laid. During the next

decade residential building outstripped every
small town in this part of Wisconsin.

Schools

Unity has had four schools within its 6 mile
square. Riverview, sometimes called Langer-
field school or #1, the village district known as
joint #2, Brick Riverview district #3, and
Johnson Valley, district #4 formed in 1870.
Prior to the Unity separation from Sumner
these districts had been numbered 5, 6, 7, and
8 by that township.

Formation and early history of these schools
would be an interesting story but safekeeping
of records had not been a priority in the early
years of the districts. The records yet available
should have a central depository. Of the
above mentioned schools only Johnson Valley
has a complete fiscal record. Brick Riverview
has a good part of its history while the village
district can produce only a treasurer’s book
covering the earliest 35 years. Riverview #1
has nothing except for a few notes of the year
1875 now in the Murphy Library files in La
Crosse. As rural schools had comparable
problems with buildings, taxes, teachers, etc.,
Johnson Valley’s story, while told in more
detail than the others, had incidents that were
probably common to all the districts.

Unity township records show the first tax
payments were made to these districts in 1879.
$100 was paid to District #1, $100 was paid to
J. H. Ballerud of District #2. The same
amount was paid to Alphonse Dickey of
District #3 (also called the Howery School),
and $25 was paid to Ole Thomasgaard to
District #4. All of these schools had been
organized in 1870 or earlier but Sumner
records are not available at this time. Without
these books we can only assume early hap-
penings based on a minimum of first hand
sources.

Riverview District #1 The Sumner assessment
roll of 1865 shows a school tax was assessed
against personal property in all of sections 10,
11, 14 and 15. The 1877 Tucker map shows
that the school originally stood on the Langer-
field property in the southeast quarter of
section 11. The building was rebuilt and

moved in 1882 to the P. B. Williams property
north of Highway 10 in the northeast corner of
section 15. It was just west of an old road
leading down the hill to the red bridge.

Village District #2 An old treasurers book
with entries beginning in 1881 is the first
record of a school that later included the
village of Strum. A couple of $40.00 payments
to John Ballerud who owned the Northwest
quarter of section 18 were made before Unity
was formed may be a clue that classes were
taught on his property. The 1870 Sumner
assessment shows $10 levied on sections 18
and 19 of present Unity but that sum would
furnish little education even in those days.
Unless first hand evidence is found we must
merely assume that children attended classes.
No one knows where.

John Ballerud received $271.40 in district
taxes in 1880 and a building must have been
planned because a deed was recorded, stone
for a footing was hauled by Ed Lyons and a
$17.25 painting cost is entered. The whole
amount of monies received by June 5th, 1882
was $285.13. Pastor C. J. Helsum had been
elected treasurer. The teacher’s wage in 1881
was $18.25 per month, but rose to $56.00 per
month in 1882. The inevitable broom cost
30 cents.

$10 was spent for books in 1884. The
teacher’s wages were $120 for two terms and
we learn that Pete Frodahl built a wood shed
for $20. About 1887 there was evidently a fire.
$300 was received from an insurance company
and the usual repair work was expended.
Pastor Helsem had been replaced as treasurer
and record keeping is rather confusing. About
1895 the district had a treasurer who did not
use the letter “H". About this time the district
also purchased a school lot from Pastor
Helsem at the present location of the unused
brick school. In 1897 the one room school was
remodeled. L. Hogue furnished stone for
$81.00, John Nelson was paid $24.95 for
plastering, Severt Rekstad received $32.50 for






