VIII. THE COUNTRY ROADS OF MINNESOTA

Within very recent years a resident of a Minnesots
community not long past‘the frontler era comuiented that
Hall of Amerlca was devsIOped by people who lived in
imperfect houses, lacked proper tools, sufferq__Pla&ues
of mosquitoes, tolled over boggy roads and in general
had to put up with a whole host of annoyances and in-
conveniénces." 1 he pldneers'df a new country accepted-
the fact that upon them fell the burden of laying the
foundations for soclety in a new setting. The genera-
tions that came after them accepted no less stolcally
the tesk of improving what the ploneer sge had bequeathed
to them. They had to tear down the log houses of the
frontier and erect on their foundations the frame of
brick homes of permanent settlemsnt, They had to fence
the fields and level the forests which the hurrylng
frontiersmen had not had time to conguer, All ths tem-
porary pioneer structures had to be replaced by the
permanent equipment of the new age.

The program of change and 1mprOVement extended to
the highway structure of Linnesota as well 28 to the
rest of the~organization built up in the pionser_stage.

The winding treils of the frontier_wers straightened

1. Bemid]l Deily Pioneer, July 10, 1935.
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‘and madeiﬁo followvthe}conventional 11nes'6f;c1§ilizé~:».
  tioh. Where a hastily built'corduroy had been thrown
"aéross a swaﬁpy area which. could not be circumvented,
”.a'permanent grade was bullt, Where the piloneers had
crossed a‘stream.by means of a hazardous ford or a
tricky ferry, the new age bullt a bridge. -

In spite of improvements, the roads of Minnesota
- were far.from ldeal throughout the nineteenth century,
Even as travelers over the ploneer tralls had found them
obstructed by stumps or boulders, so the travelers of
the later age_found the highways to be “frost laden and
wet and soft and‘sogéy in spring end fall, dry eand dusty
in summer, and rough the year round," The experlence
was as regular as the season., The summer traveler k@ew
when he started on his Jjourney -~ whether it was to be
& mile or two to an adjacent ﬁeighbor or town, or two »
hundred miles to the new frontier --'that the rcads would
be dusty, or, i1f a hard thundershower came ﬁp, unpleasant-
‘1y muddy. One summer traveler complasined of "the roﬁgh
'and dlsaéreeable condition of the roads" after a period
of heavy rainfall. He went on to explain that "during
the recent unparalleled wet spell, the roads had been
badly cut up by the passing vehlcles, and now belng
measurably dry, the deep ruts and hardened clods make
}them gorry passages for elther pléasure-riding or moving
heavy loads." His sympathles went out to the drivers

- of the forty or more loads of wheat he encountered-on
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= his trip. 'That'rain and mudiinterfeféd with thé conduct
of businesé 1nvthe rursl cqmmunities 18 evidenced by a
statement of a representative of the McCormick Hervest-
ing Company at Rochester,‘madé in August, 1867, to ex-
‘plein his inability to sell his quote. of harvesters:
#A11 the beginning of the seasoﬁ up till the last of

~ June, was of raln, breaking up the Rall Road and making
the wegon Roads almest 1mpaséable 80 thaﬁAall traveling = .
or most of it -- & canvassing have been suspended. For
awhile both Farmers -and Merchants looked blue." The )
plaint was echoed by the firm's representative in Hast-
ings, Occasionallf\u traveler was found who reveled in -
summer travel, A Rochester man, for instance, wrétevof
a summer trip from that town to Owatonna: "Staging ié__
endurable, rallroad riding is enjoyable, but for thé beét
way of getting o?er a country commend us to a covered_v
buggy and & span of good horses, It is luxury to ride
along at this season and en)oy the !swegt fields dressed
in living green.’"8 ‘
The traveler over those selfsame roads in the fall .

of the year knew thet he faced similer conditions, or

2. Northwestern Agriculturist, 9: 210 (July 15, 1894);
Rochester Post, July 14, 1866, May 13, 1871; letters of
Jobn Rhodes and John Edgar to the McCormlck Harvesting
Company, dated June 10 and August 8, 1867, respectlvely.
The originsls of these letters are in the possession of
the McCormick Historical Assoclation at Chlcago. The
Minnesota Historical Soclety has microfilm coples of

" them, S ‘ ,
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worse. If the roads were hardened by frbsi before they
had a chance_to dry after the autumn ralns, he could
- eXpect to find them "turned into nutmeg gfaters on a
large scele which rasp the feelings . . . to the last
‘degree;“ He eeuldﬁrestvassured that such "fough and
rugged" roads would "cure dySpeps;a and make_business
for wagon and blacksmith shops." If the weather re-
malned cold and dry, however, he knew that the deepest
“ruts would be worn to a semblance of smoothness before
snow fell, and if 1t chanced to be an election year, he
could jJokingly attribute the good'conditlon'of the roads
to the politicians who "have kept them smoking hot for
the paet-few days." If he was young and zestful, he
might think that "there was never a nlcer day for rid-
ing. . . . It was the perfection of autumn weather;
Just cold enough to make overcoats and buffalo robes
comfortable and the roads were faultless," 3
Winter brought problems ali its own, for the snow,
drifting before the wind, altered the topogrephy of the
country to a dismayingidegree. Where a 1little cut
through a hillside mede a depression, or where fences
or hedges or trees lined the sides of the road, the snow

" plled up in drifts through which teams could not pass,

3., Preston R_publican, November 4, 1880 October 6,

November 17, 24, 1881; Rochester Post November 9, Decem-
- ber 7, 1867; Renvllle Star Fearmer, November 6, 1896
Freeborn Countj Standard (Albert Lea), October 27 Novem-
ber lO, 1881 December 5, 1888, _ _ , ‘
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while 6n an adjacent hillt§p th§‘éutumn stubblevmight
be exposed'to view. Then, “the tra§e1ed roads through
_ the country do not follow the highways, but-wanderrgcross
the flelds in about as crooked directions a8 a Virginia
 worm-fence. Riding\over the plowed ground is not 80
pleasant as fancy plctures a wlnter sleigh-ride.” >A
1ittle less fanciful, but equally graphic, was the fol-
lowing description of winter roads, "From all accounts,
the condition of the rqéds_throughout thevcountry is |
anything but desirable, -In fact, the roads proper, in
'mény localities, are absblutely 1mpassable, the late,
&1nd storm packing them completely full of hardéned 
gnow, and compelling travelers to plck thelr way over
fields and 'across lots,! Taking. the hgrd and 1rregular
snow formation together with thé patches of bare gfdund,
rough and frozen; a smooth and easy sleigh track 1s out
of the question,” 4 $

If the drifts were deep enough, hardship might en-
sue for farmer and villager allike, for ihe'farmer‘could
not get to the village to buy hils 5r§cer1es, énd the_
villager often found that his woodplle, to replenish
which he had to depend upoﬁ the farmer, faded away.be-
fore the onslaughts ﬁade necessary by the cold. But
beyond this danger of exhausted fuel and food supplies

lay the grever one of death by freezing. The traveler

- 4, Preston Renublicen, February 24, 1881 Rochester
g“gx, January 18, 1873. .-
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- might set out- from his home on & bright winter day, to
- be overtaken without warning by the blinding cold gray
_ cloud of snow and wind which so often spelled death to
those who were unable to find shelter from its fury.
‘The blizzards were the peculler and dreaded danger of
the western prairies; and countlesé travelers perlished
in t.hem._5 |

The approach of milder weather brought more trouble
to the traveler, for the warm sun of mid-February worked
havoc with the winter roads. Where the runners of many
slelghs had passed, the snow was packed into 1icelike
tracks which ylelded slowly to the rays of the sun,
while on either side of and in between the tracks the
unpacked snow melted rapidly. The result was that the
winter roed stood out in bold relief, a foot or two

feet higher than the adlacent snow., Then "gettlng into

. 5, FPillmore County Republican (Preston), January 17,

. 1873; Preston Republicen, February 16, 1883; L. O. '
Laxson, "Some Early History of This Vicinity," in the
Harmony News, December 13, 1928, The latter 18 a remin-.
1scent account. The dlary of John Cummins, a farmer
1iving near Eden Prairie in Hennepln County, describes
in numerous places the difficulties of winter travel.

For example, his entry for January 13, 1873, 1is as fol-
lows: ™"Cloudy, rather cool. Went over on the road to
Minneapolls to see the chance to get to town., The rosds
- toward town 1is drifted for half a mile at least s8lx feet
deep.," On March 6, 1874, he records a bllzzard that
effectively prevented travel until March 10, The Cum-
mins Diary is in the possesslon of the Minnesota Histor-
icel Soclety., See also the entrles for March 7 to 10,
1874, E. N. Brooke of Red Wing, in a letter dated Feb-
ruary 10, 1868, to the lMcCormick Harvesting Company
says: "The rosds are full and deeply drifted [with]

- snow, meking traveling with a load very difficult,”

See also Rhodes to the McCormick Harvesting Comcany, Jan— -

;'uary 5, 1867



293
and out of town as 1s commogly practiced in sleighs 1is .
a labor of difficulty, . . ..The"roads are from six
inches to two feel above the'sndw yet, and the loads
that'get here without an upseﬁ, over some of them, are
the exception. Geo, Fisher, -~- and he 1s a good team-
ster, too, turned over hils load of wheat seven tlmes
coming in from . . . five miles south of the village,"
'The alternate melting and fr?ezing and the not-infrequent
winter rains covered thé roads with ice. Then, 1ndéed,
" was the traveler in difficulty, for even travel-wise
"horses shod with sharp~calked7shoes found the footing
uncertain, and sleighs and cutters slued and skidded
over the glary surface, The wise man stayed home 1in
such a season, going out only when necessity required.

It was'the.sprihgtime, however, which brought the
greatest woe to‘travelers. Each year there were from .
four weeks to three months during which teamsters dreaded
‘the thought of venturing on the roads. It wes the season
of the "mud blockade," which began as soon as -tae shOw'
left the/ground, and often lasted untll the spring sun
had dried the mudholes in which the water from melting
snows and rains had gathered. "The weather has been in

6. Preston Democrat, February 5, 1885, On March 10,
1873, Cummins recorded in his dlary: "Hauled a load of
wood  roads none of the best, as the track on the N,
slde cuts off, making the goling rether bad." His entry
for February 11, 1880, records a rainstorm. . The fol-

lowing day he complained that "everywhere there 1s lce,
meking the travelling very‘difficult.?'
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the melting mood fbf-the*laSt week," said the editoxr of
8 southefn Minnesota hewsbaper in thé,Spring of 1866,
Mand the rapldity with which drifts have changed to
puddles 1is wondérful. . . . In the country, those who
have had the herdihood to try them, say that the roads
_are provokingly horrible, glving the traveller his
cholce of mud, snow or water." Another southern Minne- .
sota reporter declared that the warm weather wh;ch came
unseasonably in February, 1882, Yhas not only brought
the snow to grief, but has also brought grief to the

hearts of those who are obliged to drlve over the roads.

. The ‘goling! Saturday was bad, and Sunday made 1t worse."

Jane Grey Swisshelm, edltor of a St. Cloud newspaper,
tells of a Journey that she made at the end of March,
1862, from St.-Péul to St. Cloud. 'Her stagecoach started
out "tinrough the snow drifts which appeared to defy
ﬁheels, and the mud which sel runners at deflance," When
the Journey was partly completed,'the_stagecoach was
" exchanged for a sleigh, but the -sleigh bogged down 1h
the rapldly melting snow; and the passengeré were
obliged to, spend the night on the road; walting for a
rescue:party to force 1ts way through‘five mlles of
knee-deep slush, 7 |

7. Rochester post,,Mafch 3, 1866; preston Republican,
February 16, March 2, 1883; Arthur J. Larsen, ed., Cru-
‘sader and Feminist: Letters of Jane Grey Swisshelm,

1858-55, 153-158 (Minnesota Historical soclety, Narra-
. tives and Documents,.vol. 3 - St., Paul, 1934).




As the snow melted away, the frost left the ground,
end warm spring rains flushed away,thé-debris of winter,
Then brooks and rivers becanme ragihg torrents, which
wrought havoc with bridges and roads and everything eise
' within their reach, The 1ncéﬁt1§us'tfaveler'might find,
as did a Mankato physibian, thét’no bridge spanned the
stream he sought to cross, although a sturdy one had
been there a few bours before, Hé counted himself lucky
that he escaped with his'lifé, end doubly so that he was .
eble to rescue his teém.’ It was a commonplace event,
in some places almost an annual affslr, that the spring
freshets swept away the wooden bridges, and that new
ones bhad to be buiit. & |

The dangers end inconveniences to travelers from
weshed out bridges were minor troubles for theltraveier'
in the spring of the year. It was the mud =~ "the beauti-
£ul mud" —. that vexcd him most. "A steady thaw of
forty-elght hours has melted the snow, and setlit running
towards the Mississippl river, and the teamsters are
unhappy," observed one editor during the spring of 1882,
The following week; he voiced the opinilon that "the roads
are most awfully utter," and s short time later he de-

- fined the conditlion of the roads as "almost a mud block-
rade." Another editor, after gazing at the.April scene,
8, Mankato Dally Free Preés, April 8, 21, 1888; Preston

Republican, March 3, 1871; Glencoe Begister, June 16, Au-
gust 18, 1870; Mapleton Enterprise, Merch 10, 1893. ‘




- 296

:_declared “This part of the world 1s one vast sea of
mud, - Mrs, Swisshelm, on a tour of southern Minnesota
.fduring the Sprins of 1860, found that "about half the

" road [from Chatfield to Preston] was so bad we had-to

- get. out and walk around the worst places, but, 1t was

.»‘only 15 miles and we got there before dinner. The
stage had left Chatfield in the early morning, - 9

For weeks after the snow had left the ground “mud,
measels [sic] and puzzles" were M"staple articles" as the
| mu@dy.roads held treffic:to a minimum.. iNobody in these

'perts has found out Just how deep the mud 1is now," a

correspondent for the Preston Republican declared after

the country had expefienced a slege of rainy weather,
and more tnan one tesmster sympathlzed with the dis-
igueted driver of a stagecoech'plying between Chatfield
Aand the near-by town of Fountein; who threatened "to
“trade off" his "stage for a steamboat," if that vicinity

10wy report has

wes visited by another raln that week.
_reached us that 1t is quite muddy about Amboy," wrote

' the editor of the Mapleton Enterprise 1n the Spring of

1891. "The stuff 1s also reported quite plenty in and
around Minnesota lake. As for our own swéet locality -
“why a good four horse team seldom gets stuck on business
9. Pieston Renublican, March 2, 9, 23 1882; Hutchin—
gon Leader, Anril 28, 1893 Larsen, €d., Cruaader and

~ Feminlst, 75,
10. Preston Reoublicen. April 8, 1880. .
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streets."” 11 >A central Minne8ota‘resident, returning.‘
from a tflp to Albert Lea and the southefn portion of
the state, declared that he had seeh "enough mud to run
& dozen old~fashloned pdiltlcal campaignse . » Teamsﬁ
become mired in the maln streets, farmers cannot leave
their homes and travel except by foot or horseback 1s

suspended, 12 pnhe edltor of the Blue Earth City Post,

describing the roads in the vieinlty declared that
8The roads in the country surrounding Blue Earth Clty
are in a very bad cbndition;‘ Pérhapé not as bad as théy
were last season, but they are getting there as fast
as possible." And this followed in close successlon
his boast that "never in our recollection has winter
vacated the lap of spriﬁg with greatex alacrity'than
he di1d during the ?ast week, The alllance 1s“appéréntly'
declared'off and there doesn't seem to be much mud-
slingling in connectlon wilth the affalr elther, In fact
the roads that usually have a gréat deal to do with the
_'1apf11nger1ng' buslness have effectively dried up."” 13
Even whea spring definitely had arrived; the troubles
of the travelers were not over, for, durihg'the'monthior
two months that hed intervened between the dlsappearance
of the snoﬁ and tke arrlval of sumﬁer weather, the passage
11. Mapleton Enterorise, April 17, 1891, Amboy 1s a
village in Blue Ezrtk County, and Minnesota Lake 18 1n
_the nelghboring county of Faribault, '

12, Hutckinson Leader, May 13, 1893.
13. Blue Eerth City Post, April 6, May 11, 1893.
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of.numerous vehicles had cut deep ruts in the roads,
Mudholes, which were formed 1ln every depressicn; linger-
ed on for weeks after the remainder of the road became
passable, and vehlcles churned the mud into & gluellkeJ
substence from which teams scarcely could extricate them-
selves when hauling an eﬁpty wagon, and in which they
were hopelessly bogged whenldrawing a load,

During the piloneer period of Minnesota's develoo-
ment,_badvspots of this kind had been avolded by passing
around. them, With the growth of settlement, however, |
the government lénds were transferred to individuals,
end farmers took full sdvantage of thelr rights to the
land by éultivating it almost to the limits of the wagon
treck, or by fencing off the o0ld trails which led around
the bed spots, leaving the traveler "to make his way"
as best he could "through and around sloughs, often
getting hié tea@ down in tke mﬁd, and suffering great
inconveniences otherwise." One abomination to travel-
ers could have been eliminated if grass had been planted
along the slde of the road, for they féﬁnd 1t very
"annoylng to have to travel along witk maln track a sea
of mud, and both sldes made ﬁp of freshly plowed land,

g 14

which 18 even worse to travel over, More than one

of them agreed with the poet who gave volce to this
14, MclLeod County Register (Glencoe), June 4, 1868;

Glencoe Reglster, way 8, 29, 1873; Carver free Press,
June. 4, 1885; Hutchingon Leader, ilsy 5, 1863.
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lJament over the conditiqn of the roszds:

The psthway of 1life may be narrow and steep
But the road through the country 1s steeper

The pitfzlls and snares that beset us are deep
But tke mud that surrounds us is deeper,

There are fence ralls forbridges and mudhele[s] fordrains,
And hard heads and bowlders for gravel;

And broken down buggles, on hillside and plalns,
Give warnings, like ghosts, =28 we travel,

It was not that Minnesotals pibneers féiled to ap-
preclate the value of good roads. As a matter of fact,
they thought that the roads oirer'whic_h they_tré.veled
were, generally spesking, good .ones, They had no éqn-
cept of any different kind of roads, save only the still
rougher roads of an earller era, A;pioneér of southern_
¥innesots describes the situation in these words:»

The first roads were laild out where they could go -
without doing any work on them, But when the coun-
try became more settled the roads were put on the
lines, Enough work was done on the side hills and
the roughest places to meke them passable. Where
they went thru a grove the tlmber was cut clecse to
the ground and that made a very rough road. The
stumps were hard, the ground between them soft,
so the wagon cut a deep hole or rut between the
stumps, Over that kind of road it was pretty hard
- to rock along st the slowest pace., But after a few
years the stumps were grubbed cut and the road
plowed. And that we called a great 1mprovement
which it was,

In another account of ploneer roads, the following-deécrip—

tion 18 glven:

15, The poem, entitled "The Country Road" and writ-
ten by Wilder Grehame, appears in the Altkin Age for
December 17, 1892, where 1t was reprinted from the Good

Roads mqéazlne°
16, Leruon, in HarmonL.News, December 6 1928

\
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The first settlers . . . knew that to build a good
road, drainage was a first essential. But . . . what
can be done to make roads when there is no money, and
a dollar is as big as a cart wheel. . . . To grade,
and f111 and bridge across the many sloughs texed
to the utmost the energies and pocket books of the
gettlers. . . o We thought we had done a greeat thing
. <« o when we were able to lay down a stretch of cor-
durcy and get a thin streak of dirt across 1it. Then
we kept filling 1t from year to year as we could. 17

These two accounts show the attitude of Minnesotans

towerd the roads of the post-Civil War period; they felt

that they were makling as good roads as thelr facllitles

peiﬁmltted° ‘The eviles of winter snow'énd‘lce, of spring

and autumn mud and water, and midsummer dust were ac-

'cepted with as much equanimity as wes the weather, They

were heaven—-sent, and as the farmer accepted the effect

of the weather upon his work in the flelds, so he ac-

cepted its effect upon the roads. "Went to Minneapolis,'

commented one farmer in his dlary. "The rain yesterday

did not interfere with the roads.," A short time later

“he wrote, "Quite a heavy raln this morning, got started

to town but was lucky enough to get under shelter, The

* poads were very muddy." 18 fThat was all he had to say

on the subject, It was»the townspeople who were incllned

to be most critical,. _The farmer, on his part, considered

‘the country roads as his roads, They were taken from

his land; he worked on them and traveled on them, If

17. Wadens Ploneer Journgsl, December 15; 1927,
18, Cummins Diary, June 5, July 8, 1874,

 taxes were levied for thelr upkeep, they were paid from
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his pocket, and he excused the condition of the foadé by
| comparing the large area over which hié money and labor
had to be distributed with the reétricted_area of the city
streets, 1° S | =
If the roads of Minnesota were béd,,it must be remem-
bered that very real difficu1£1es beset those who sought
to lmprove them, Minnesota in ﬁany respects was in the
earlliest of the post-frontlér stages, and ﬁuch of its
area was in a wlldérness conditlon unﬁil the end of the
nineteenth century, Such a region"scarcely couid héve'
been expected to be wealthy, and the poét-frontier prob#
lems of "putting the roads onvthe lines;" involving the
expenditure of comparatively large sums for thevpayment
of damages to the owners of property affected bj’the
changes, and of building bridges over tﬁe‘numerous éhd
troﬁblesome streams of the state exhausted the available
funds, | | | |
It cannot be sald that the local units of gdvefn-
ment 4id not use.thcir power to tex, The editorvbf the

Mapleton Enterorise in Blue Earth County, revieWing thé

tax history of his community, found that the only tex -
ever levied had been for roads and bridgés; All other
revenue csame from license fees. A citlzen of Alexandria,
in Douglas County, boasted in 1872‘that‘"the people of

Alexsndria taxed themselves liberéllyvfor_roads;" In

19, Hutchinson Leader, 4pril 15, 1892,
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'1878, when the county commissloners votéd a county tax
for roads and bridges amounting to fifteen hundred dole

‘lars, the edltor of the Alexandria Post pralsed them,

saying, "The actlon of the County éommissloners in mak-
"ing sundry appropriations . . . for the imbrovement of
‘the principal roads leading to the county sesat, commends
itself to the publics . . . Good roads are a primelﬁeces;
slty, ho longer to be overlooked," The people of Altkin
County, Just emerging from the frOntier‘stage in the
early elghtlies, likewlse appreclated the need for spend-
ing money liberelly for roads, "Of equally as much ime
portance to Altkin as her raillroeds and stesmboeats,"
sald one of them, "are the wagon roads which are now
being bullt into the country in every direction, It
tekes btoth time and money to bulld good wagon roads.™
In McLeod County the action of the county coﬁmissioners
in increasing the road and bridge tax from onefthousand
to three thousand dollars was halled aé»a manifestation
of good sense-to which "farmers wlll say amen."lzo
The road tax was not a heavy burdeh in itself o«
the law carefully preséribéd 1ts maximum -- and a cer-
tain amount of cash 1ncome was always flowing in from
'delinqaent 1abof poli.tax payers. Yét'to poverty-
stricken, debt—fldden farmers who were beset at not
20, Mapleton Enterorise, April 24, 1891; Alexandria

. Post, May 4, 1872, July 26, 1878; Ailtkin Age, December
29, 1883; Hutchinson Leader, July 23, 1893,
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1nffequent intervals by fihénbial pgﬁics,'drouths, hail-
storms, or grasshoppers, any tex at all often was re-
garded as too much. On}j tﬁe year'before the cltizen -
of Douglas County boasted of the highvtaxes levied, thb

editor of the Alexendria Post had declared that only six

townshlps in the county "levy any road taxes," and dur-
ing the year in which he spoke there were but five of

the twenty townships 1ln the county that“asseésed an& |
money tax at all, During the decade-of the_sevénties,

in fact, no township except Alexandria appears to have
levied a money tax every year, and for most'of-them road
taxes were assessed_during.but three dr four years of the
decade, while three townships falled to exact any fqrm of
money tax for roads and bridges, The esmount of the tax
veried widely 1n the different townships, wlth- threen_
tenths of a mill being the smallest recorded assessment
in Douglss County for that.period, and slx mills, the
highest., That was typlcal of the state. One township,
a8 was the case in Preston Township of Flllmore County
in 1880, might levy a cash tax of six hundred dollars,
while its next doof nelghvor, with simllar problems,
sought to raise only a hundred and fifty_dollars, or,
concelvably, nothing at all. ﬁo townéhip taxed itself
for roads and brildges unless it had to, and, unlnss

- emergencles arose in the form of bllls for materials for

bridges, or for tke payment-&‘ damage claims because of



304

; the-lodatidh‘of roads, it was the usual prabtice to levy
no téx; 21 | | |
| When ordinary tax avenues were insufficlent to pro-
" vide the funds for necessary/roads or bridées, a community
.sqmetlées got legislative sanctlon to levy a tax for such
purposes, Thus, flve townships 1n Fillmore County were
. authorized 1h 1885 to levy a Speciallslx-mlll tax for
constructing a bridge over the Root River at.Rushford; 23
Township and county often worked hand in hand to provide
the needed facilitles. In Douglas County, for example,
when a new bridge =-- 360 feet in length -- was to be
bullt over the Chippéwa River at a coét of eight hundred
dollars, the county contributed a hundred and fifty dol-
lars of the cost, and the township ralsed the remaining
sum by taxation of 1ts own property.. Sometimes the
emount availabl? through téxation fell short of that
required for road or brldge construcﬁion, and in such.
cases the township or county, or both, not infrequently
contributed a portibn of the cost, and left the remalnder
to be ralséd by private subscription,  In 1882, when &
new bridge was constructed over the Root River in Flll-
more County at Peterson, the county contrlibuted three
hundred dollars toward the cost of a twenty-five hundred
- 31, Alexendria Post, February 4, December 16, 1871,
December 4, 18%3, November 329, 1873 November 27 1874
- December 3 187&, December 15, 18786, December 14 1877,
December 20 1878, October 3, December 12 1879; Preston

Republiczn, April 3, 1880,
"~ 22, Bpeclgl Laws, 1865, p. 178.
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dollar structure, and the balance was raised by sub-
scriptlon° When funds were not avallable in either town—
ship or county treasuries, the expedlient to which the
frontlersmen had resorted -- COnstructlon-entirely'by
private contribution -- was again brought into use. Mc-
Leod County afforded an illustration of that practice
as late as 1891, when almost three hundred and fifty
dollars was contributed to build a road for wnich no
town or county funds could be obtained 23
The major ltem in the -cash road and bridge 5111 of

tne local unitsdof government in Minnesota was the cost
of bullding end repairing bridges.'vThe structurés tufown
'across streams by the frontiersmen were generally make~»
_shifts, which lasted but a year or twe, or at most a-
dozen years, They were made of wood with foundations
. 80 insecure that the first spring flood was likelj to
wash them away. The next generation built bridges,a
little better to look at, but with understructures as -
. erude eand makeshift as those made by the ploneers, Be-
cause wood continued to be the principal material used
for brldges, they were not a great deal more durable
than those thrown hastily ecross the streams 1n the
hurrying frontier age. But wood was cheép and plenti-
ful, and in many cases the beami for a bridge might be

33. Alexandria Post, December 10, 1870 National

Republican (Preston), November 20, 1888 Hutchinson
Leader, July 24, 18391, o o :
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taken from a farﬁer‘é wood lét for the asking. Farmers,
working out their road taxes, could erect a wooden bridge
.of sorts without difficulty, and they could renair such-
s structure readily. #Culverts and bridges were bullt
in the simple ways of the backwoodsmants art," one veter-
an of early road-building days recalled., The type 6f
- structure was built .which could be put up with the least
initial cost end which could be maintained with the least
trouble and expense, Even 80, the cost of materials for
bridges 1n many portions of .rural Minnesots must have
been great. One townshlp in Blue Earth County -- Medo --
had no fewer than seventeen bridges to bulld and maln-
tain. Two of them were more than eighty feet long, and
the average length of the remaining flfteen was thirty
feet. 3%
The 1nad¢quacy of thé type of Bridge‘erected during
 the early-years’of Minnesota's history was not overlooked
by the peoples The matter of expense, however, was the
deterrent factor in the construction of better ones,
In the United States as a whole, however, the use of
iron 1in sdme form or other as a materlal for bridge con-
strﬁction had 1ﬁoreased during the nineteenth century,
" and after the middle of the century 1t was used exten-
sively. Iron bridges did not appear in Minnesota untll
the early seventles, but durlng 1872 at least two brldges

4 24. Maoleton Enterprise, March 10, 1893; Farm, Stock
~and Home 18° 264 (June 1, 1903).




Built in 1880.

MINNESOTA BRIDGE BUILDING BY POLL TAX LABOR
[From State Highway Commission,
Reports, 1912-13, p. 1€).]
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with 1ron frameworhs were put up in the state, and by
the end of the decade the more substantial material was
used in lleu of wood in almost every 1arge structure
that was bullt, °° Experience showed that, while the-
- initial cost of the new materlal was greater, the dur-
ability of iron bridges, the cheapness of thelr malinte-
nance, and thelr reslstence to the ravages of floods
more ikan made up for the difference in flrst cost.
Yet, advocates of iron bridges constantly had to fight
not only those who honsstly favored wood because of its
initlal cheapness, but “narrow-minded political dema-
gogues, who, assuming that a large portion of the public
are not posted on the subject, are trying to make politli-
cal capital out of 1t, and a hobby upon which to ride
into public favor.® One adherent of iron brldgés made
& comparison between the two types of bridges in these
words:
In 1866 -~ just 19 years ago -~ the first bridge
was built over Crow river in that town [Frankfort
~Township in Wright County]. Since then the the town
alone expended in repalring and rebullding these
" bridges nearly, if not quite, one~half of the en-
tire cost of the projected iron bridges, and even
then was part of the time without safe or passable
bridges. . . . Substantially built wooden bridges
. « . would cost more than thelr advocates clalm,

and with the necessary repairs during the 10 or
12 years that they would last at the utmost, would

25. Encyclopedia Britanéhca, 4; 131 (fourteenth edi-
tion -- New York and London, 1939); Isaac Atwater and
John H. Stevens, eds., History of Minneapolils and Hen-
nepin County, l: 351 (New York and Chilcago, 1895),

post, p. 308n. v = : '
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be nearly, if not quite, equal %o the}cost of-1ron_
bridges,when the latter would be as safe and as good
as when first bullt., In all well managed towns,
citles end countles, wherever the means admit 1t,
iron bridges teke the place of wooden ones, from
the fact, no doubt, that they are -safer, more durg
able and in the end cheaper than wooden bridges. 26
The practice of building lron bridges spread rapld-
ly. During the seventles and early eightlies, for example,
Blue Earth County engaged in a2 campalgn of bridge build-
ing which involved the expendliture of almost $163,000.,
During the slxteen-year period from 1869 to 1885, twenty-
nine bridges were. bullt by the county, five of which
were wood, and the remalnder, 1iron. The first iron bridge
was completed in 1872 at a cost of $5,558, and during
every year of the perlod, with the exception of 1871,
at least one bridge was built, The program involved the
levyilng of a speclal one-mill tax, authorlzed by the
people at a special spring electlon in 1869, and 1t gave
the county the "largest and best system of bridges of
any county in the State," If other countles failed to
~engege 1n programs as extensive as_this,_it‘was because
 thelr needs were less, for few countles had to cope with
topogrephical difficulties as great as those in Blue Earth

County. 27

26, Delano Eagle, May 31, 1885.

' 27. Review (Mankato), November 237, 1883, March 31, 1885,
The latter lssue contsins the report of the county commls-
sloners for the year ending March 1, 1885, 1n which is pub-
1ished en "Appendix Showing Cost of Bridges Bullt in Blue
Earth County up to March 1, 1885." The eppendix shows
- when bridges were constructed, their locations, thelr cost,

“end the type of material ueed in building them, See also

Vankato Unlon, April 2, 1869, March 24, 1871. '
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_Although numercus toll bridgglcompanies;were'organ-
‘1zed‘to build bridges, most of ﬁhe bridges in Minnesdta
were bullt andvpaid for by the people themselves, and

for the most part ‘it was tﬁe counties and toﬁnships

" which had to assume the burden, forvtﬁe staté constitu-
tion forbade the state to engage in works Qf internal
improverent or to contract debts for that pufpose. Con-
gress, however, had not been unmindful of the difficul-
ties which beset new states in making internal lmprove-
ments, = When statehood was granted to the territory, -
the government agreed to glve the state five.per cent

of the proceeds from the sale of public lands withlin

the stete, if the.state would promlse never to tax lands
within i1ts confines owned by the fedéral government. |
That money was to be spent for the congiruction of roads
and other 1n£erné1 1mprovéments., The 1dea.beh1detnis
grant wss not a new one, Every state which had‘been
admitted to the Unlon from the:time Ohio becamewa state
‘had made a similgrubargain_w;th the fedéral 5overnment.
In.some instances the amouht allowed the stateé was re-
duced to twc or taree per cent, but it waé an established
procedure thet Congress used to forestell the taxihg ofA
unsold lands, On the part of the state, ihe bargain was
a good one, for the amounﬂ\of revenue to be geined from

texing wild 1ands_wbu1d have been inconslderable, 2°

28. Thomas Donaldson, The Public Domaln, 238 (46 Con-
- gress, 3 sesaslon, House Executivse Documents, no, 47,

part 4 -~ sgerial 1“7‘).
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In addition to the five per cenv fund there was
another source of income which potentially was avail-
able for internal improvements. As a part of the grand
gesture made by Congress upon the attainment of state-
hood by Minnesots, the title to all overflowed or swemp
lands within its borders paséed to the state. The only
string attached to the gift was that the proceeds of the
sale of swamp 1ands should be devoted to making them
erable, It was estlmated &t the time that more than a
million acres of Minnesota lands would be eliglble for
selection under the terms of thils grent. Governor Ram-
sey, in his message 1o the legislature in 1860, advised
that at least a portion of the proceeds from the sale
of these lands be set aside as a road fund for the coun-
ties, "in proportion to the amount of the fund received
therefrom,” His recommendation was not followed, but
it provided the germ of an idee, and in 1862 ten thous-
end acres of swamp lands were offered in payment for
opening a road from Madells =-- then on the frqntier-——.
southwestward to Sioux Falls, The road was opened, but
the contractors never receilved theilr full pay, for only'
slightly more then forty-five hundred acres of swamp
- lands could be located within the 11mits of +he grent
along the right of way. That was the only swaup land
grant made by the legislature to ald in opening wagon

roads. Most of the balande_was deeded to.railroad'cqm—
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panies andlcorporatiohs which, presumabiy, pfdmised ﬁo
make the lands arable. 29 | | | |
Minnesota recelved 1ts first payment from the feder-
al government under the terms of the five per cent grant
' 4n 1861 after Governor -Ramsey had urged the leglslature
to taie steps to see that the payments were macle. 30 Tne
first payment amounted to a little more than_thirty;five
hundred dollars, and when the second payment was made 1n
1863 1t added less than a thousand dollars. Thereafter,
an snnual lncome varying from a little over a tho@sand
dollars to almost siity—five thousand dollars.came_to‘the
state from this source, At first it was restricted to
“a payment of five per cent from the proceeds of lahds,
sold for cash, Minnesota and other states recelving the
same sort of payments fiiz, howeVer? that the perCehtage
should epply to éll lands sold, whether for cash dr‘for
land warrents. They also contended that, when lands .
formerly included in Indian reservatiohg were sbld, the
states 1n which the lands were.locatcd shouid receive.
29. Statutes at Large, 9: 519, 12: 3; messages of Gov-
ernor Remsey to the legislature, January 9 and 26, 1861,
in Minnesota, Executive Documents, 1860, no. 1, p. 233,

no. 14, p. 12; Special Laws, 1862, p. 315; reports of
the state audltor, in Minnesota, Executive Documents,

1874, vol. 1, no. 4, p. 51, 1876, p. 334; Folwell, Minne-

gsota, 3: 119n, In 1881 an amendment to the state constl-
tution provided that the income from the swamp lands
should be added to the school fund of the state. Ander-
son and Lobb, History of the Constitution of Minnesotle,
183, , - v

30, Message of Governor Ramsey to the legislature,
January 9, 1861, in Minnesota, Executive Documents, 1860,
no. 1, p. 13, o o '
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‘the reguiér fivé‘per'cent payment.A.In:lé74 the leglslé-
ture authorized'Governof Cushmén'K, Dévis to appoint an
agent.fo negotiate wlth the federal government for these
"funds, He appointed General John B. Sanborn of St, Paul
’ énd contracted to pay him five per cent of the money thet
he could‘cgtain wlthout contest from the government, and
. fifteen per cent when peyments were disputed, In all,
during the thirty-five years from 1861 to 1896, Minnesota
recelved from the federal government as a royalty on
lands sold wlthin the state a total of $361,263, To a
state but 1little beyond the frontiér stage, the sum was

& very respectable nest egg. 31

31, The recelpts by Minnesota from the flve per cent
fund from 1861 to 1896 werc:

1861  § 3,555,17 1879 $ 4,144.68
1863 948,07 1880 ' 4,121,10
1866 4,595,19 : 1882 17,938, 39
1867 2,500,53 1884 31,507.06
1868 . 2,475,687 1885 64,416,03
1869 - 3,710,79 1686 46,804,873
1871 14,801,87 1888 33,213,54
1872 .  13,009,58 | 1889 11,898,09
1873 18,861, 50 1890~-91 17,500,822
1874 14,413,681 . . 1892-93  14,961.09
1875 5,067,93 | 1893-94  7,677.60
1877 3,940,832 1894-95 13,100.53
1878 1,154.70 1895-96 = 5,944.69

: Totel $361,263,28 :
The figures for 1861 through 1880 were obtained from
Statement of Appropriations and Expenditures for Public
Bulldings, Rivers and Harbors, Forts, Arsenals, Armorles,
and Other Public Works, from March 4, 1789, to June 30,
1882, p. 306, 307 (47 Congress, 1 sesslon, Senate Execu-
tive Documents, no. 196 ~- serial 1992). The figures
for 1882 through 1896 were obtained from the reports of
the state gsuditor, in Minnesota, Executive Documents,
1882, vol., 1, p. 2320; 1883-84, vol, 4, p. 25, 43, 1886-
87, vol. 3, p, 643; 1888-89, vol. 1, p. 389; 1830, vol.,
1, p. 305; 1893, 'vol. 1, p. 85; 1894, vol., 1, p. 200; '

- 1896, vol, 1, p., 362, 377, The sum reported by the state
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The first use of the five per cent fund was made in
1863, when the legislatare distributed the proceeda among,
the counties in amounts proportional to the tasxes asses-
sed in 1851, On that basis Ramsey County received the-
‘lion's share ~- a little more than'$6061~~'while Jackson
County, .on the remote frontier, got thevleast - $1.,70.

Elght countles received more than $200, and seven, in-

32

cluding Jackson, received less than $5.00 each. In

the years that followed, tbe leglslature méde a practice
of making appropriations for Specific'roads and br1dges,
rather than distributing the funds on a pro rata basls.
During years when £ e proceeds were gréat, much moré could
be done to ald the construction of roads sand briﬁgeé than
during lean years, Whenever there was money in the fund

to be appropriated, there was a race to see which portion

auditor for 1882 does not agree with the total reported
by the United States secretary of the treasury for that
year because of the differences in the fiscal years of
the state and natlonal governments., The total sums from
1861 to 1880 as reported by the two officers, however,
do agree, and the figure reported by the secretary of the
treasury for 1880 is the same as that reported by the
state auditor as having been recelved, In 'the report
of the state auditor for 1885 and 1886 a clerical error
evidently was made, for the years are indlcated as 1883
‘and 1884, According to the stste auditor's report for
1881-82, the state recelved $31,633,04 from the federal
government as a five per cent payment from the sales of
Indlan lands under the clalm prosecuted for the state
by General Sanborn, This money, however, was placed in
the general revenue fund of the state 1lnstead of bDeing
added to the internal improvement fund, - Report of the
stete auditor, in Minnesota, Executlve Cocuments, 1882
vol, 1, p. 320, 331,

32. General Laws, 1863, p. 93-35; report of the state
auditor, 1in Minnesota, Executlve Documents ; 1863, p. 448,
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of the state could obtain the largest share, 1In avsense,
the internal 1mprovemeﬁt fund developed into a "pork
barrel" from which ambitious politiéians'could draw to
obtain the political support of their constituents, and

' the'rural statesmaﬁ who could Upoint with pride® to the
great number of brldges which he had made 1t posslble
for hls supporters. to build with state aidvhad a much
better chance of gaining the favor of the populace than

had the one whose rivals "viewed with alarm" the meager

6ld that the state was giving the dlstrict, o0

An informal understanding appears to have existed
whereby the approprlations‘from the internal lmprovement
fund shkould not exceed one—half the cost of the proposed

bridge or road, 34 one purpose that such a scheme served

33, The comment of one Minnesota political observer
11lustrates the uncertainty of an annual income from thils
source: "Those who are expectlng Bridge apoproprlations
are likely to have thelr hopes dh%ﬁppointed, a8 the ap-
propriations of last year cover all that 18 in the fund
to date.," Alexandria Post, Jasnuary 21, 1876, In 1893
the fund was again low, and on April 26 the editor of
the Freeborn County Sitandard remarked that '"nelther Free-
born nor any other county wlll recelve any {funds] through
the legislature," The same year Robert C, Dunn, Trepre- ‘
penting Mille Lacs County in the legislature, wrote nome
to hls constlituents that i1t was doubtful that the seven
‘thousand dollars which they sought for a road from lMilaca
to M1llle Lacs could be obtained, "but if there 1ls any
money approprlated for roads and bridges Mille Lacs coun-
ty will have its share." Princeton Union, February 18,
1893, , . :

34, A typlcal illustration of the distribution of the
cost of bullding bridges between the state and the coun-
ties 1s that of & bridge in Bergen Township in McLeod
County, for which the state appropriated three hundred
dollars, or one-fourth of the total cost of twelve hun-
dred dollars, Hutchinson Leader, May 7, 1897,
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was that 1t prevented oommun¢t1es from drawing indis-
criminately upon the funds° It 1nsured that each road or
bridge built was actually needed, for a community would
think twlce before 1t would tax 1tse1f needlessly. In
particular, the internal 1mprovement fund was & blessing
to the newer oounties° They were oohfronted with the
problems of‘constfuctlng roads and bridges durlng tilmes
when their financial resources wore 1nadequate for the
task, and state ald, though often small, ‘meant’ the d1f~
' ference between bullding roads and bridges and not builu-
ing them, The- fund, however, was not used entirely for
the frontier countles, Every county shared to some
extent in its-benefits, though the Share of the older
countles was less than that of the frontier countles)
considering‘the~popu1ailon and the value of the taxable
prooerty° In 1881, for exemple, the legislature disirib— |
uted & 1ittle less than §31,000 for roads and‘brldges,
Of the fifty-five acts providing for this dietribuﬁion;
about twenty-five appropriated funds for work in the
older countles, while the remaindef‘applied to frontiér
areas and those 1n the carliest stages of post—frontier
development, In 1885 the legislature 1n»eighty specific
grants apprortioned more than $80,000 for roads and
 bridges for the next biennium,r'Thirty—one of thenm,
totaling a 1little less than $15,000, were for work in
the counties Whioh had»paQSedithe frontier stage before

- statehood was achieved., The_largest share went to the
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newer districtg, although many of the western counties
were no longer helpless frontler commuﬁities. The sluple
Justice of this form of distributlon was recognized by
most persons, for the five per cent fund came from the
sale of lands in those countles which likewise contributed
the greater share of the lends selected for rallroads,
swamp lands, and other special grants., The editor of

the St. Paul Dispatch in 1870, when a bill had been in-

troduced 1nto the 1egislature to eppropriate five thous-
and dollaré for building a bridge scross the Minnesota
River at Redwood Falls, remarked, "Many of the older
countles desiring the benefit of the Internal Improve-
ment fund contribute no land and none as much as Redwood,"
The application of the proceeds of the internal 1lm-
v provement.fﬁnd to the qonstruétion of roads and bridges
was not unaccompanled by protests. As early as 1874 the
state audltor advocated that "aﬁonon a8 practicable this
fund should be devoted to some object that will generally
benefit the whole State." In 1880 he relterated his be- .
1ief that "the circumstances Justifying this distribu-
tion . . . no longer exist, and the fund should be de-
voted to some general purpose." The rapld disapoearance
of.publlc lands within the state for.some time had been
a cause for concern on the part of those who wished to
35. Reports of the state auditor, 1in Minnesota, Execu~

tive Documents, 1881, p. 439-444, 1886, p. 873-885; St.
Paul Daily Disvatch, February 19, 1870.
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perpetuate the fund.  In the seventles it was affirmed
that the internal 1morovément.fund “Will never amount to
very much more, though formerly 1argp sums were annueally
received n 36 This pessimism was not Justified, however,
for it was durlng the eightles and.nineties that the fund
recelved its largest annual increments. In fact during.
the first score of years that the payments were made the
United States paid the state less'than‘$160,000; during
the sixteen years from 1881 to 1896 the payments from the
United States government reached the tétal.of'almost
$265,000. By the middle of the ninetles, however, 1t
was becomlng evident that the public 1ands‘rémaining 1h
Minnesota soon would be sold, But,”though'the'ingdmew
from the internal improvement fund migh§ end, 1t had
made en indelible merk on ¥innesota, Tanglbly, 1t had
enabléd the people of the state to build many of tﬁé
badly needed roads and bridges. Its intanglble contribu-
tion was no less impprtant. .Foxr forty years”MinnESOta's
citizens had been accustomed to the exlstenée-of a.fund
upon which they might draw when they were faced with
the necesslty for Euilding the avenues of communication.
It was that hablt of expecting ald whlch helped the
epostles of the good roads movemegt-to aéhieve one of

thelr aims -- & state rosd end bridge fund. 37

26. Reports of the state auditor, in Minnesots, Execu—
tive Docurments, 1874, vol 1, no. 3, p. 36; 1878 vol. 1,
" p. 27€; 1380, vol. 1, D. 199,

37. Ante, p. 312n; post, p. 3'7'z 379
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- In spite of the fact that considerable‘money-and
effbrt‘weré expended upon the roads of Minnesota, the
road system was bad. Its principal fault was to be found
in the method of road making end road meinteining, Little
‘attention was pald to the fact that the soll of the state
varied widely 15 different localities. The black clay.
of southeastern Minnesota.received the same treatment
in the making of roads as did the black prairle soll
of theARed‘Hiver Valley, of'the gumbo mud of the south-
western countles, or the sandy soll of centrel Minnesota,
Along almost any road in the state the traveler was like-
ly t6 encounter short spaces where the soll differed
Aradically from that on the remainder of the road -- a
road through a swamp was made of soil'qulte different
from that on an adjoining'highland, and a grevelly hill-
side varlecd greatly from éither. Yet, rurel Minnesote
felt.thatlit hed achleved the maximdﬁwin road improve-
ment sfter the stumps and boulders had been removed end
the roads plowed, "In the matter of roads our people
.have displayed . . o energy and enterprise. They have
graded hills, bridged streams and dltched swamps and
mershes in order to make the roads more direct, untlil
" now well-greded thoroughfares run ¥n évery direction‘
from the town," bossted one Minnesots resident, °° But
the prectice of relocating the ploneer rcads so that they

38 Letter from a Glenwood, Pope Counuy, resident in
the St. Cloud Journal, beptember 12, 1867.
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followed sectibn lines involved éngiﬁegring problems with
which the lgter rgad makers were unabie.to cope. The
ploneers who, in laying out their roads;'followed the
contours of the land and avolded swamps and precipitous
8lopes were 1nf1n1tely wiser, though, perheps, unwitting-
1y so. - '

The couhtry roads of Minnesota»were undef the care
of elected officials, and in selecting thése officials
the voters of the rural dlgtricts did'notwuse a‘éflterion
of scientific or technical qualification ﬁo perform é
vdifficult‘and lmportant plece of work, Instééd;:thé‘rqad
- supervisors were chosen from among the voters theméelves,
and the basis for election was personal popularity, or
" the absurd but none the less often resorted to pronedur
of finding men who would do the_erk._‘They were smgll
" ‘townsmen, small farmers, or farmers who head famiiies of
grown sons to care for the work of the farm, who seidom
knew any other way of performing the work than the tradi-
.tionel way, &and the only authority to superlntend their |
work -~ the town board -- was equally untrained ana un~'
qualified to perform & technlcal task, 39 |

The rozd law of Minnesota prescribed that at 1eéat
seventy-Tfive. per cent of the road work had to be'per—‘
formed before August 1 of every year. OCustom decreed

that it should be done durlng thatvin~between season in

39. Ante, p. 260-263.
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late spring or.early summer when it would least inter-
fere with the work of the farmer. As a consequence,
almost all the work was concentrated into a two of three
weeks' period durlng the last part of May and the first
of June. During that brief time an attempt was made to
heal the scars left by traffic durlng the long months

when the molsture from melting snows and spring rains

had softened the surface. 40

Accordingly, when the corn hed been plénted, and
the spring work of the farmers completed, the supervisor
sent out his notices to the men of poll tax age -~ that
1s, between twenty-one and fifty years -~ to appear at

a specified time and place with implements to work on

-ihe roads. 41

)

40. Ante, p. 262. References to working on roads in-
dicate that the work was done almos invariably during
the last part of Msy or in June, 1872, for 1instance,
Cummins -worked on the roads on June 3 and 4, altboough he
wes also called to labor one day late 1n October. In
1873 he worked on June 9 and 13; in 1874 he worked only
one day, June 23, In 1880 he worked two and a nelf
days, from May 31 to June 3, end in 1881 the same amount
of labor was exacted from June 6 to 8, See the Cummins
Diarye.

41, A sample of an "Cverseer's Notification," printed
on page 18 of Booth, Township Manual (Rochester, 1873),
follows: .

To Hiram Barnes:

- You are herby notified to appesr on the 14th day of
June, A.D. 1873, at (designate the place of labor) with
a svede and pick (or state the implement needed) to work
on highweys,

And you are hereby required to furnish (at sald time
and place) a plow with a pair of horses (or whatever else
1s required) and a man to manege them., Dated this 1lth
day of June, A.D. 1873, - -

John R, Stevens,

—

Oversesr of Road District No. 4.
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The Supervisor has set the day —-
He did the same last year --

To plow and’scrape, and time to play
At making roads, O dear!

And when the east wind calls for rain,
The work-boss calls for us

To stlr the highway up again
And mske another muss, 428

On the appointed day, the men would appear with & mis-
cellaneous collection of implements, Often thelr shovels
were old and worn, their plows were aged relics which
no longer could be used in the fields, and the wagoha
- were lhe patched-up wrecks such as every farmer bad in
his barnyard. Nor were the workers a great deal more
useful than their tools, One critic of the system comw
mented;
As June approaches the . , . overseer goes around
and warns out the people in his district to work.
The next day, all the way from 7 to 10 o'clock,
you will see all sizes and ages of people assemble.
The preccher's son and school master bring along
their weapons of slaughter. The Irishman brings
his o0ld ox Dime and the colt .(a well matched team)
but #jist the tame fer to work out the road tax.!
After a time the plow and scraper are started,
begin to rend and tare [sic], fill up one mud hole
by making another, . ., . Care is taken that the
oX and colt don't sweat., The sun 1s closely watch-
ed. The other people lean %n thelr shovels while
the 0ld men tell stories. 4 .
Thls descriptlon of road working may be élightly‘exag—
gerated, but the time spent in working out the road tax
‘does seem to have been made the occasion for farmers to
gather with thelr neighbors end spend & day or two in

42, Farm, Stock and Homé; 18: 264 (Junevl, 1902).
43. Freeporn Jounty Standard, Mey 11, 1892,




ewapplng stories,.exchanging political viewé, and,.in

general having & gdod time., "The road ﬁorkers in charge

of pathmaster Is[e]nour," stated a southern Ninnesota news-

.paper, nwere encouraged last week by & generous donation

of a full keg of Yager & Eberlein's exhilerator, presented

by Mr. Pooler." As often eg not, the work was 1nade-

quately and listlessly done. 44 wyncle Charlle McEwen

was in town yestérday and remarked that &s usual the

road workers have succeeded in meking first rate ﬁater

troughs and plecing them right 1in the middle of the

road." That was one man's oplnlon of the work that

was done, 45
In a farm magazine about 1800 a plcture was pub-

‘1ished which bore the expressive title "Too Common 'Road

Working.'"‘ Of the eleven men and two teams plctured,

only one man and one team are workirg, haullng a scraper

full of dirt down the middle of the rosd., Three men

are holding a conference in the road around a plow, and

two other men near by are lcaning 1nd1ffercnt1y on their

ghovels, Three tax payers are lolling in the shade of

a tree, whilé two others watch the proceedlirgs from thelir-

seats unon 2 rall fence. 46  pe fect that this plcture

was published during a period of 1ntonse agltation for

better roads does not detresct from 1ts truthfulness. In

44, Vational Republican, June 19, 1684,

45, Hutcklnson n Leeder, June 26, 1891.
46, Tarm, otock end Home, 17: 72 (Jerusry 18, 1901).
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Fhe seventies.John Cummins, a reticeﬁtbfarmer ﬁho'rarely
confided his emotions to his diary, broke out with a
 condemnation of the labor tax system. "It 1s certalnly
discrgditable to the people of ﬁhis'ﬁdwﬁ," he stated,
-“thgt they are éo siapk in turning out to fix the road."
Another entry records that he was "at work on the road
to‘Minneapolls, There was}noﬂ many‘oﬁp.nor:did théy
wo}k very hard," The day following thils last entry,
however, he remarked that "today we dld gomething better
 than yésterday.n In general, he seemed to.be disgusted
wlth the working of the poll tax system, although his

dlary fails to record any method for improving it. 47

In the spring of 1883 the editor of the Preston Repubii-
can, who likewise disspproved of the way in which the
roads. were ﬁalntained, expressed hils disapproval in no
uncertaln words;' ’ | |

As a rule no money 1s expended by towns or coun-
ties, with so little value receilved as in the usual
method of repaliring hizhways. S

As soon as the ground gets settled in the Soring,
every one scems to forget the embargo under wanich
they were lald for so many weeks, It is 1like the
0ld negro whose cabln leaked so coplously, and on
being asked why he did not repalir 1t, replied that
he couldn't because 1t rained. But why not when 1t
dbn'zsrain? Because then, he replied, it don't need
1tl : :

Most of the criticlom of the roads came, naturally,

when they were in the worst conditlon, Under the head-

ing "Notice!" the Alexandria Post for May 20, 1881, called

47, Cummins Diary, June 3, 4, 1872, June 23, 1874.
- 48, Preston Republican, April 20, 1832.
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ettention to a bad road condition. )

 The town supervisors of the town of Alexandria
are hereby notified that the public road, common-
1y known as the Crooked Lake road, from the polnt
where it leaves the maln road to the town line be-
tween the towns of Alexandria and Osakls, 1is in

a dangerous and almost impassable conditlon., If
repalrs are not made on sald road, damage 1s like-
ly to result for which the town will be held liable.

The notice was signed by’a res;dent'of the community,
and was printed in type 1ar5e enough to catch the eye
readily, "Somebody 18 responsible and censurable for
'tﬁe failurevto-keép this road 1n‘propefAcdnd1tion,"
another citizen declared in describing andther road

near Alexandria, 49

-On the other hand, people were
qulte willing to give credit for good work done. The

editor of the Rochester Post wrote in 1873:

From an intelligent and observing cltizen, who

~ has recently made the trip, we learn that the road
leading west from the clty, known as the Town Line-
Road, is in splendid condition all the way to Kas-
son. This route lays over some low, marshy lands,
and through the enterprise, lesbor and good taste
of residents on the road, it has been put in su-
perb condition for travel, It is not only exceed-
ing pleasant to have a good road to travel on, but
it 18 gratifying to note'insggnces of proper im-.
provements of the hilghways. o

| Lavish'pralse,‘however; was hot givén‘as frequently as
damning critlcism, | _

~ Although many people perceived the shortcomings of
the road system, they were 1nd1v1duais battling agalnst
the inertim of custom and tradition, Their only claim

49, Alexandria Post, June 3, 1881,
50, Rochester Post, July 13, 1873.
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to unity lay in their common reCogniiién of the need for
changing the methods of making and maintaining roads,
The editor of an Albert;Lea newspaper heartlly endorsed
en editorial on this problem which was publlished in the

Chicago Inter Ocean durling the elghties, An unnamed Iowa
newspaper editor had remarked that "s town in the west
wlth good wagon roads extendlng thirty miles out from
it in every direction would have a better trade and be
richer than rallroads could poselbly make it." To this
~the Chicago paper replied: | | o
Abating somewhat for overstatement, . . . the truth
remains that the bulk of commerce of the interlor
towns is carried by farmers' wagons over country
roads, - So the question how to secure at-least cost
the best and most servicable wagon roads is a phase
‘of the transportation problem that effects [sic].
the larger number of people, While Congress.is dis-
cussing the inter-state commerce measure town meet-
ings and clty councils would do well to apply their
wits to the solutlon of the country-road question,
At least one Minnesota man had beeh considering‘this
problem two or more years before this editorial appeared,
In the village of Mapleton, a country town wlth a popu-
lation of less than 450 people, Charles Brown, the propri~
etor of a general store, had established a newspaper -
which he published monthly and distributed free of charge.
In the spring of 1885 he began to express his views re-
garding the not too happy road situation in Minnesota.

He started a good roads movement &ll his own, and, al-

ﬂhough 1t was more than a decade before his ideas gained

51, Freeborn County Standard, February 9, 1837,

51
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- any great popularity, he 'succeeded in making his communi ty,
and wherever elselin southern Mlnnesota his paper cifcu-
lated, road conscious. ‘

Brown's first broadside agalnst the road system ap-

peared 1n the issue of the Mapleton Enterprise for June,

1885,

We belleve that the present system of collect-
ing and working out the road tax is wrong in every
particular, It is a relic of the past age and it
is time it was sbolished, We but repeat what is

& well-known and conceded fact, when we say that
men waeéen working on the high way to work out thelr
poll tex or property tax, will not work worth a
continental, and the result 1s that very little is
accomplished We would abollish the/poll tax en-
tirely and levy & cash tax on all p§0perty suffil-
clent to put the roads in each township in proper:
shape. We would have every road surveyed and a

grade established. The contract of making the
roads and keeplng them 1n order we would let to
the lowest bidder, Much might be said on this sub-

Ject, but this brief hint may set some to studylng
the subject, 53

The editor of the Mankatb Revlew cauzht up the subject,
~and in an editorial of his own summed up the obJections
to the poll tax system, which he declared was inequitably
distributed since it fell more heafily upon proéerty
owners than others. The work on the roads, he weht on,
was lli-timed and sulted oﬁly the convenlencse of the tax
payers and the overseers, He advocated the coatract

sysﬁem on the ground that the community would recelve

52. Reprinted in the Mankato Review, June g9, 1885,
A file of the Mapleton Enterprise from 1885 to 1891 1is
in the possession of the publlsher of that paper at
'Mapleton.
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g full return for the moﬁéy expended;“fand that repalrs
would be of an enduring character. "That our}rOads‘are
not in better conditlon is due largely to the systenm,
‘and if we would remedy the complaintsAthat come to us
frbm all parts of the county, and with it the constént
demand upon the county road fund for repalrs that proper=
1y pertaln to the towns, we must first ébolish the defec—
tive and unjust system of townshlp road taxatidn, and.
substitute something radically»différént.”,‘He pointed
out that most citiés had lohg since abolished the.poll
tax system as belng inequltable and unprofitable, and
,asserted thet "many intelligent farmers in thié county"
" favored the abolition of the system. 53 o
The response to these two edltorials was not great
in quantity, but it indicated that many thoughtful citi-”
"zens were making a study of a system which had become |
thoroughly established in the 1ife of the people;. "I
think much good has been derivéd by agltating the sub- -
- Ject," a Biue Earth County farmer deglared. -He ventured
to Questlon-Brown's unequ1v00abie condemnation of the.
system, however, on the ground that "we have a good.deal
‘more road.to bulld then you have in the village, and a

grest deal less tax to bulld 1t with, . This ls"eSpecial-

.1y true of poll tax. . . . No one can deny thet our

present rosd system has been merely a fatlure. It 1s

53. Review, June 33, 1885.



noﬁ nearly thirty years since we commenced te work our
roads and untlil qulte recently, the best roads we have
are those that have been workei@;he least,." 54

Brown's good roesds agltation was premature, for

' Op;nlon'had not yet crystallized sufficlently to unify
~ those who offered positive crlticlism of the exlsting |
system, Hls editorlals and the coﬁments upon ﬁhem,
however, served to bring out the ldeas of the more pro-
gressive farmers of his community. It is not to be doubt-
ed that many road ovérseers; who never before had thought |
of the necessity for providing adequate drainageifor the
roads under their care, surveyed them critically after
reading fhe letters which Brown published on the subject,
It 1s probable also that the thoughtful anélysis of the
réoed problem and the caustlc criticlems of the work of
the foad overseers may have led them to exercise a little
more care 1in wo}king theirvroads, in a detérmination to
disprove the charges. It cannot be seld that the cam-
palgn of the Mapleton editor hed any imuediste or far-
reaching effect upon the road system of Minnesota, Like -
many another prophet, he was ahead of hls times, Whether
he, or any member of the com@ﬁnity reached by his paper,
realized that Minnesota was on the threshhold of a new

era 18 to be doubted, but the fact remalns that other

54, Reprinted, from the Mapleton Enterprise, 1in the
Review, April 27, 1686,



influences were at work which made an lmprovement in the
road system imperative and inevitablie, Those 1nfluences
were broader than the bommunlty; the county, or the state.

They were natlonal in their scope.
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