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Mimnesota's Ste Croix River

Hogen~wauke-kin, the Sioux called the

St. Croix, end tiny and flet, it drifted south from
its lake through great pines, through another leake,
gathering its creeks and its streems: +the Yellow,

the Kettle, the Sneke, the Sunrise, swelling across

e wilderness of bogs, trees and brush that reached
ewaey and eway, unbroken, lonely, forever desolate and
immenses The current quickened with repids. The dark
plunge of falls drove the stream between torm rock
masses, into deeps that caught it and held it, then

let it wander through pine-covered hills. The

shores widened to haze, And the trees faded toward

prairies, and the water swept south in a lake that
gradually narrowed and fumnelled through more hills,
through forests again, through silence and distance
end solitude, until et length it merged with the
great Mississippl where the far shore gleamed in

e bend end diminished, leaving the points clear,

scarred with many camp fires end moccasined feet.
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and their bodies marked the trails to their homes where all
winter long they suffered and starved.: Vainly the hunters
scoured the forests for game. The last dog was eaten. There
was no rice, no fish, no pemmican, and night after night the
children and squews set up their wailings, dreaming of the
piles of food decaying far away on the St. Croix. Thus the
supplies which they had hoped would keep them all winter were

almost their doome

But weather and men's inefficiency contrived to cheat
them of the pittances which they had received for their lands,
and their degradation went on in some form or other. The ex-
ploitation of the fur trading period was small compared to the
era that followed. The mill at St. Croix began to teke shape;
another was started the next year at Marine, and squatter out-
fits moved in to cut government timber. Lumbermen proceeded to
preempt thousands of acres of wvaluable pine. Their cruisers
ranged over the valley, selecting end marking, and their camps
started rising, and the Indiens, seeing their hunting grounds

about to be desolated began voicing protest. One operator was

told not to cut down the trees; another was commanded to go

back where he came from; but the operations went on. Settlement
was underwey at Prescott and Hudson, at Marine, Chengwatena and
St. Croix Falls, and at Lake Pokegama the mission was flourishing,
with many Chippewa lodges clustered sabout it. Under the Rever=-

end Boutwell the Indians prosperede.

A number of familes built houses and adopted a more or

less stable mode of existence. Gardens and fields were pleanted
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end reaped, and in 1839 Jeremiah Russell was named by the
government to teach the Chippewa improved methods of farm=

ing, and the same year the bands from Pokegeme and Crow

Wing, from Mille Lacs and the St. Croix Velley assembled

for their emnuities at Fort Snelling where they were told

that paymen£ would be mede from their own egency et La Pointe
in Wisconsin)and where they found a large body of Sioux camp-
ed near the posts TFor a time the authorities had all they
could do to prevent an outbreak. But at length the peace pipes
were smoked; the tribes fraternized freely; there were foot
and horse races; & ball game was played in which eighty Sioux
athletes contended against the same number of Chippewe; and

the enemies pledged themselves not to meke war for e year "or
longer if practicable,” and after & month of feasting and danc~
ing, the Chippewa left for their homes, the St. Croix group

accompanied by a trader, William A, Aitkin with plenty of whiskey.

But two braves from the band of Chief Hole-in~the-dey,
stayed behind ostensibly to mourn at the grave of a reletive who
had been killed in & brush with the Sioux some time before.

They wept there until dark, then made their way to a Sioux camp
on the banks of Lake Harriet where they hid and killed a Sioux,

Nike, at sunrise. They ripped his scelp off end fled, and the

alerm whipped through the encampment. Word went to all the vill-

ages. Rummers sped through the Sioux country; signal fires
blazed; the cries for revenge swelled in & war dance; and two
expeditions were instantly formed. One, consisting of e hundred
braves from Little Crow's village of Kaposis a few miles south

of St. Paul, followed the St. Croix Chippewa who halted at Still=-
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water in the ravine where the old State Prison now crumbles
to dust. The lodges were pitcheds And at dawn, as the first
bleze of the sun flamed over the river, the Sioux looked down
from the bluffs at the camp stilled in the sleep of a drunken
debauch. The traders linen tent gleamed incongruously in the
midst of the wigwams. The wind brushed gently through the

scattering trees. The Sioux fired,

And the Chippewsa, coming slowly out of their stupor,
jerked to their feet. The guns crashed again. There was a
great falling and screaming, and Aitkin and his white helpers

fled wildly into the brush. But the Chippewa rellied. Caught

in a withering fire, they sought all available cover. Crawl-

ing from boulder to tree trunk, from pot hole to brush clump,
they returned shot for shot, and the Siocux soon retired with
small loss, leaving the field to the Chippewa who had twenty-
one killed and twenty-nine wounded, and who paddled on to the
Falls, carrying their injured. There the whites gave them
medicine, fed them and looked after their wounds, and when they
learned that the second Sioux expedition had slsin seventy of
the Mille Laes Chippewa et Rum River, their grief overwhelmed
them. For deys their moans, the throb of their tom-toms,

their cries echoed over the settlement,

Then they dispersed to their homes and eivilization
went back to its worke More timber workers moved in. Build-
ing continued on the mill at the Falls, and by autumn the one
at Marine was menufecturing lumber, using in part the logs

which Boyce had tried to raft down from the Snake and which he
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had lost in the high water. Thus the exploitation of the
valleys rescurces got a good start, and save for the Indiens
would have proceeded with greater rapidity. After the battle
of Stillwater, however, fear of an outbreak was general among
the white settlers. Wandering bands of Sioux stalked the
forests, and the Chippewa weren't any too friendly. Demands

for whiskey and food grew during the winter, and in the

spring of 1840, aféer Ste Croix County had been nemed in the

Territory of Wisconsin, Russell the farmer at Lake Pokegema,
sent two Chippewa down to the Falls for supplies. Fifty Sioux
breves immedistely surrounded the settlement. The whites
secreted the Indians and waited, with the Sioux watching and
with fright closing in on the villege. No one stirred from

his cabin; guards were kept; the Sioux appeared to be prepar=-
ing for battle. Captain Frazer, Reverend Ayer end W. H.

Folsom held a conference with the two messengers end decided

to sacrifiice the Chippewa who Folsom claimed were ready to

leave in order that attack might be averted. At any rate the
Indiens moved on in broad day, pushing north over the ridge,
through the brush where they discovered two of their emnemies
whom they instantly shots The gun~ncise echoeds The Sioux
quickly cleosed ing the Chippewa started to run; one escaped,

but the other was killed, and the Siouxz hacked his body to
pieces, scattered it to the wind and hung his heed in a keftle
before his two vicetims who had been placed in a sitting position,
with a gun planted between them, facing the enemy country from a
ridge where the mill dam was built. The wind stirred through

the ribbons and moss with which they had been ornamented. The




trees swayed.

And the wilderness moaned as if mourning. The Falls
murmured and grieved, the repids swirled, corying, the river
swept through the Dalles that cragged and towered like a glor-
ious monument to the unknown dead, and the canyons, the rocks,

the crevices seemed imbued with the immemorable sadness of time,

with the spirit1gorgotten miseries, the ghosts of all the hunger,
A

all the grief and the agony, and the promise of generations of
pain clung like a threat, spreading over the region the certainty
of achievement and hardship, of exploitation and sorrow, of sacri-
fice and desolation and wealths The Indien forays went on.
Shortly after the skirmish above, the Sioux returned to bury their
dead and swooped down on the village, surprising the whites.

The Indisns prowled at will through the town, searching for the
gun which was missing, and appropriating all the available food.
They retired however, without molesting any of the inhabitants
whom they held respomsible for the theft of the weapon, pointing
out that Indiens never bothered dead, and after e demonstration
close to the settlement they went to Fort Snelling and complained
to the commender. He ordered e search by Captain Frazer at St.
Croix Falls and the gun turned up under the false bottom of e
settler's chest. So the trouble passed over; the Sioux let the
village alone, and for & time there was a kind of peace in the

valley.

But the following spring, a small party of scalp-hungry
Chippewa, stole down the Mississippi to & point not far from

Fort Smelling, shot a Sioux chief and made their escapes The
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Sioux were furicus. They set about organizing a force that
would drive the Chippewa forever off their borders. In

three bands they moved toward Lake Pokegema: one up the St.
Croix, one overland, and one by Knife River. But only the
latter reached the Chippews village. Leaving a small group

to guard the west side of the lake, the Sioux moved around

to the south end prepared to attack the next morning. However,
some scouts fired on three Chippewa runners, and the alarm
quickly sounded. The battle was short. The Sioux were re-
pulsed, and the Chippewa were left to mourn their small losses
and to conelude that their village was too convenient to
danger, and soon they begen to break camp, deserting the mission,
scattering northward along lonely trails, where there was still
geme to be had. Somehow they managed to live, mostly on their
annuities, on their scanty crops of corn end wildrice, on what

they could pilfer or beg.

Nor were they alone in their sufferings. The whites
too tasted of hunger. Relying for supplies on a steamboat that
came twice a year, they often ren short and barely averted star-
vation, and in the fell of 1842 the two hundred settlers at St.
Croix Falls waited anxiously for the down river boat. Already
deficient of food, they watched September end half of Oetober
go bye It snowed, ice swirled and plunged down the rapids and
massed in the Dalles, and over the land the desclation and dark-
ness of winter seemed like the reflection of hunger. The ice piled

up in the gorge until no boat could get through. The families

were retioned; day folowed days and the men and the women thought

of the long months ahead, thought of the misery, thought of the
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snow piled deep in the forests, of the river impassable and

the wind and the cold and starvation closing in on them.

They watched the sky hopelessly, listening, listening. Then
one day, when the snow clouds were massed at the horizon,

when the sky seemed the stronghold of gloom, and when winter
surged out of the north in a finel, a triumphant blast, a
whistle moaned and diminished, fading like the ghost of a
breﬁih. The people rushed wildly down to the warehouse. But
they saw only the ice and the bluffs and the lonely points of
the cregs. The pines shuddered against the grey heavens. They
streined after the echoes that had already died, and they turn=-
ed back toward their cabins feeling despair smother down on the
wind. There was no hope; another night would bleckade the
river, Their feet dragged heavily over the stones. Then suddenly

a clatter of volces burst in the valley, and the settlers swung

to see the boats' officers and passengers scrembling over the

rockss The cargo was being unloaded a half mile down the river.

The villagers cheered.

And they proceeded to feast. The winter passed merrily,
with plenty of work, and the ring of the axes echoed over the
Dalles. The pines creshed, were trimmed and piled near the river,
ready for rafting. But toward spring, provisions were again getting
short; the people were put on rations once more; now and then e

.deer or a fish was brought in, yet nothing helped much to steave
off a hunger that grew daily more painful, Finally, however,
they got a shipment of condemmed pork from Fort Snelling that
carried them over till the first boat docked at the landing, and

they continued their work. They rafted their outtings dowm to
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length of the valley, until 1854 when Congress appropr-
iated the money for a road from Point Douglas to Superior
by way of Cottage Grove, Stillwater and Mearine, crossing
the Snake River at Lake Pokegama. The first section

wasn't long being finished, and it needed to be.

For the rafts were coming into confliet with the
steamboats on the St. Croix, 1In season, the river was
almost solid with logs. Dead heads, sunken or half-submerged
timbers, spotted the stream, menacing travel, waiting to rip
the bottom out of a steamboat, and the banks, ground slowly
by the constant bumpings and passings of
their trees, began to give way, eroding, rumming into the
channel, The steamboatmen soon started
fights broke out between their crews and those of the rafts,
and a virtual war started along the navigable length of the
stream. MlMore then one river town became the scene of a
were wreckedy steamboats were sunk, early news-
vinst one side or the other; lawyers
brought innumerable suits, and more than one rustiec udge

banged his gavel for order.

1

But the rafts didn't ceases. Instead they grew
swiftly in numbers, sweeping down the St. Croix in a kind
of gigantic chain that wound back through the wval
all the towns, between the bare hills where now the slash=-
e

the clay and the

ings rotted around the great stumps, where y

sand already gullied, and where far houses multiplied dismal

outlines over the slopes and the plains, lonely, bleak, and
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o

forgotten in a land half wildermess, half-civilized,

desolation. The lumbermen cut their way northward.

big men of enter; chartered railro

followed a period of fraud and land grab

ended only by the disastrous pani f 1857 when the

ottom seemed to

was a stoppage. MNills ¢ sed down; camps were ic

boats ceased running; went downj; 1 on‘y was

from the state; hordes of people moved out; hoom

stood, skeletal, ;ed, the brush and

ing the untrodden

che sawdust, broaching the decaying lanks of the wharves

For a time the wilderness seemed about to reconquer the
burned on the ridges and a kind

gloom hung over the earth as if to forete the Indian's

returne.

Then gradually, out of hunger
suffering and hardship, the settlers fought
back to a modi [ se 11 Comme gain plied the
lumbe 5 WeLy owly, and the hemers
began organizing railroads once more to get government
land. DBut the Civil War broke, and the Siaqux outbreak
‘ollowed, and uncertainty again hovered over the St. Croix,

so that the people walked in a tenseness, work slackened,
end at night they watched ti il ps fearful +

would join the Sioux. Mil: companies were q

cruited and men marched to wa to return and take




of building which got under way slowly.
There was still a reluctance on the part of a good many
peoples The country was burdened with an enormous debt
that was felt in the valley, and in addition fear of the
Indians hadn't entirely died down. Two lumber men from
Stillwater had been ambushed, robbed
sunk in Clear Lake in 1864, and tered Chippewa bands
wandered over their old hunting grounds, upset, bitter,
dreaming of their vanished glory, living however they
could...robbing...begging. Their degradation seemed like
a burden on them. Yet they clung to their old homes,
averse to leave the scenes of their fathers. Ior many
years, a band lived at Wood Lake, defying the greed and
threats of the whites, and annually they staged a
celebrating their p nd their customs which
the bands from a _far. Arrayed in their finery, they went

through the rites of their e he tom=-toms

And the fires blazed high through the encampment;
outlining the trees, cutting weird patterns out of the night.
Overhead the sky was blue-black, starred, yfysterious, immense.

The monotonous chant of the dancers rose ¢ | |, timless,

echoing over the forests with an ineffable sadness, with a

plaintive regret for victories already vanished, with a wild

and terrible bitterness that had in it the mad years of

blood, that told, like an incantation of hate, the wrongs

of the red men, that carried a curse and foretold the de-

cline and fall of America. The desert seemed already approach-
ing. Rapidly devastation was sweeping over the valley. The

~ .

big lumber companies enlarged their activities; more camps




were opened, more logs moved down the river, until at
times 1t was literally strangled, and often the jams
completely smothered the channel. In 1865,swept on
by the r floods, the logs plunged over St. Uroix
and swirled through the rapids and
crashed into the rocky and terrific cliffs about Angle
Rock, piling and splintering there in a careening and

shuddering wall that mounted and crashed. Fragments

of wood geysered and fell, blowing madly over the

water. Instantly the gorge w blockaded, and the
vater frothed through tangled log ends, and the drives
grew, and the logs tumbled over the Falls, charging o
toward the jam, hurtling and grinding and driving,

over end, broadside, upthrust, swirling, a wild and

=)

frightening stampede, down the white current that flung

spray and surged, caught between the upreaching rocks.
seemed to shiver with continuing impact. The

» and menacing, in the sun=-shadowed

And the logs climbed and thrust, locking them-

selves, banking higher and solidly in the echoing canyon

where men's cries mingled with the crash and rumble of

3

timber. Lumberjacks scrambled across the heaving face of

the jam, fighting to break it, slashing and jerking at the

0

tself, wedged higher by the

L=

dowvnriver wall that
pressure behind. The logs climbed the rocks as if madly
alive, ascended in layers, rolled onward in gigantic waves

that packed the gorge from Angle Rock to the Falls. The

whole surface heaved and shuddered with the imprisoned
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river weder that spurted and trickled through the matted
tangle of timber. The stream was almost shut off, and
more men tumbled into the gorge, spreading across the

base of the jam, swinging axes, prying with peavys, claw-
ing and cursing and sweating to find the key log., Ex-
plosives were useds. Horses toiled along with the men, and
the river rumbled louder each hour, and now and again the
whole tangled face shivered and hurled itself forward,

| P
3

halting with a terrific groan and splintering roare. len
faces went white, and they turned to flee, sobbing from
tortured lungs. But they always returned, end finally
they dislodged the key timber:; the jam gave an ominous and
prophetic shudder; teams and lumberjacks scrambled for
safety; logs hurtled f

the river gushed through; sections collapsed; and the
whole jam, smashing, roaring, splintering with a mighty
and terrible crash that choked the breaths of the onlook-
ers, started to move. It gathered momentum. The furious
water surged from beneath and vomited wave after wave of
tumbling logs and instantly the canyon was a wild and
gushing expanse of whirling timbers end foem. The river
flung itself forward, overwhelming the jam. The people

screeched a kind of prayer of triumphant relief.

And the logs plunged on through the Dalles, swirl-
ing and tossing, with the lumberjacks leaping from one to
the other, toward the boom just above Stillwater. There

they were sorted by brands, going to their separate owners.

Thuslit was every season. The river, however, began to

play a lessening part in the industry, gradually at first
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but nevertheless markedly. Stéﬂ?ﬁggan to supersede water-
power. Engines were installed in the mills, and railroads
came into the region, bringing quick transportation to the
aid of the people. Hemote and inaccessible districts were
opened up for the loggers. One after another the northern
counties were drawn. Hineckley, Pine City, Kettle River and
Sandstone, Balsam Leke, Luck and Grantsburg were founded,
and the engines chuffed through the trees, dragging their
great trains of logs, blowing smoke and sparks over the
slashings, over the miles of great pines. Fires grew more
and more frequent and often the skyline was crimson with
flame. Several towns, Hudson among them were nearly wiped

J

out.

But the ax was the greatest destroyer. Behind
it there was only a wasteland. The embittered earth lay
like an immense vietim gashed, broken and bruised by the
wrack, like a huge skeleton whitening under the sun, rotting
in the rain and the snow. The desolate wind moaned across
its And homeless Indians staggered through it, dreaming
of the whiskey that would help them forget. The red men
saw their own death in that of the land, and every year
they were fewer. Every year their dissipations were
greater. Disease and poor food had their effect, and a kind
of lethargy came over the tribes. 0ld customs and habits
passed into disuse. Seldom was there a festival now. But
in 1880 at Kettle River, the bands gathered as though to
resurrect the dead past, as though to dance a last re-
gquiem to their homes and the St. Croix valley, and even

today, when the wind blows through the canyons, when the




/4

moon stabs out of black clouds at the earth, when the
lightening wavers at the edge of the sky and the owl's
hoot floats over the brush like a promise of death, the
beat of their drums cen be heard, the foot-pound of the
dance shudders the rocks, the painted and sweat-running
faces gleam in the fires, and the bare bodies bound and
weave in the flame-darted shadows where the tepees poin
darkly and the cries echo forever. This is their land:
their ghosts guard it. Yet the white man holds sway, and
after the dance they wandered again. The towns grew.
Each winter the cuttings were greater; each spring the
streams carried more logs; each summer the dry wind
sucked the moisture out of the earth, the heat waves

shimmered over the brush, and the sun baked and shriveled

the crops.

Yet the settlers continued to come. . Red barns
and white houses were strung along the St. Croix like a
colorful and interlaced necklace; the stumps and brush

were cleared from the land; farmers struggled heroically

against insects and drouiiﬂe/and the towns pushed their

ugly streets, their dismal houses and mills further into
the country, each one proud of its heritage, proud of its
progress, its size and existence. Boosters shouted their
praises the breadth of America, and many celebrities
viewed the St. Croix. ©Stephen A. Youglas once spoke from
a hotel at the head of the Dalles. Stillwater boasted of
many of the visiting great. But a kind of Nemesis hovered

over the region. The fear of the fires stabbed like a knife
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