














THEN, THERE WAS strange Oliver Hud-
son Kelley, the tramp telegrapher and
printer, who ranged all over the Midwest
before he settled near Elk River and
thought he was a farmer. Farm he did, too
— a little — but he preferred to report about
farms and farming. Before long, the bureau
of agriculture in Washington was receiving,
unasked, marvellously clear and detailed
letters from this homesteader of Elk River.
Astonished at the knowledge of a region
hardly settled, coming from the very back-
woods, the bureau men had the good
judgment to invite Kelley to Washington,
then sent him throughout the South to
report on conditions following four years
of devastating war. He did so ably.

But Kelley was also a dreamer, and the
vision which he and a handful of friends
conjured up bhecame the Patrons of Hus-
bandry, or the Grange. This was his great
contribution to rural America.

It was a sore time for farmers, in the
1870’s. They were the forgotten men. No
one had been able to organize them. Their
voice was lost in the clamor of industrial-
ists. In the Grange they were to find the

strength that started them on the way to
their comparatively pampered present. Yet
they were most diflicult to organize. Kelley
did the job. He swept out of Washington,
then across the intervening states, like a
prairie fire, to arrive in the Midwest with
the torch in his hand. Wherever he went,
Granges sprang up in his wake, until
thousands of farmers in Minnesota and
elsewhere felt they had become a genuine
brotherhood.

Politicians began to pay heed to their
plaints, and presently the railroads, which
had become arrogant, were under the first
concerted attack they had ever known.
“We'll put a ring in their noses!” shouted
Kelley, speaking beside water tanks and
grain elevators and haystacks ‘way across
the nation. And they did. It was magnif-
icent drama. The Grangers taught the
railroads better manners, and tamed them
somewhat; and if this had been their only
achievement, they had not done their work
in vain.

The story of Kelley, who was called the
“Human Engine” because of his restless
energy, is the story of his many adventures
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while ranging the United States and organ-
izing the rural folk, of making them respect
their own occupation as tillers of the soil.
Jack London could have written a rousing
novel on the life of Oliver Kelley. Had the
subject interested Sinclair Lewis, which I
happen to know it did not, the Nobel Prize
man of Sauk Centre would have made a
national hero of some fictional character
very much like Kelley.

JAMES JEROME HILL is of course one of
the truly great characters who are properly
identified with Minnesota. It would be
presumptuous to do more here than to
mention his name. His work is too well
known. He might appear in a novel either
as hero or villain, for he is still a contro-
versial figure. What nobody can doubt,
however, is that Hill, with his one good
eye, saw more and farther than did most
men of his time with two; or doubt that
he was one of the greatest influences in
the settlement of the West. He had half a
dozen novels in him hefore ever he got
as far west as the Red River,

Of less influence than Hill, but an even
greater “character,” was George Stuntz, the
0Old Nestor of the Head of the Lakes. This
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frost-nipped, fly-bitten, yet genial soul was
the man who put a horseload of iron ore on
his back and packed it overland from Lake
Vermilion to Duluth —the first such ore to
be brought into that town. Nor was that
all he did, before or after. It was he more
than any other one man who put Minnesota

into the iron ore business. His rewards
were eight dollars a day, when he worked,
and the naming of a town for him. It was
probably all the reward he wanted.

George Stuntz has appeared in at least
two novels I have read, but he came to
life in neither of them, nor were the novels
very good. They were forgotten at once.
Stuntz still awaits a storyteller of the first
mark. I could wish that Walter O'Meara
would do something about Stuntz.

Another figure awaiting fictional treat-
ment is Victor L. Power, the so-called
fighting lawyer of Ilibbing. I have never
studied his life and influence; thus T am
not competent to assess them. Yet I have
spent enough time on the Mesabi to know
that Power is already a legendary charac-
ter, hence material for a novel. Every
legend is ripe for fiction. I'd venture a
guess that Victor Power would make an
exciting novel.

51



MOST, if not all, historical societies, as I
know well enough, do not consider murder
within their province. T think this attitude
is stuffy. T would not urge learned groups
to collect material on just any old murder,
for most murders are rather dull to read
about.

Yet, once in a long time there comes a
crime that has about it certain qualities
that make it a classic. Such was the death
of pretty Kitty Ging, the dressmaker of
Nicollet Avenue, who rode in a covered
buggy to her doom near the shore of Lake
Calhoun. The murder was preceded by
romance, but what sets it apart from the
common run were the elaborate and dia-
bolically careful preparations of the man
responsible for the crime, not the killer.
These put the Kitty Ging affair into the
category that murder story fans reserve for
the classic.

Before ever I heard else of Kitty Ging,
I listened to a former Minnesotan, then
working as a logger in far-off Oregon, who
sat on a deacon seat in a bunkhouse and
gave forth with a doleful ballad of many
verses entitled “The Fatal Buggy-Ride.”
The ballad concerned none other than Kitty
Ging, who had left the gorgeous West Hotel
on Hennepin Avenue, the pride of old
Minneapolis, for a ride into eternity. When
a person, or a crime, or an event of almost
any sort is made the subject of a folk bal-
lad, it is proof that the matter has become
legendary, and is ready to take form in a
play or a novel. Witness Jesse James, Jim
Fiske, Casey Jones, the Johnstown flood,
Paul Revere’s ride, and the jam on Garry's
Rock.

Has Kitty Ging been the subject of a
novel? I asked the question of several old
friends and acquaintances in Minnesota.
None could say that she had. Nor do I
know if the society has collected the
material about this celebrated case. What
I do know is that poor Kitty’s story con-
tains every element needed by an author
who is in search of material for the perfect
tragedy.
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FOR SIXTEEN vyears, off and on, I have
occasionally had the pleasure of working
in the society’s collections. Each time I
have marveled at the extent of the material
I was seeking. (A single scrapbook, made
by the second wife of Ignatius Donnelly,
kept me busy and fascinated for two whole
days.) And although I have seen or used a
mere fraction of the immense storehouse of
history in St. Paul, I have sufficient knowl-
edge of it to judge it to contain the sub-
stance for a thousand novels, to use a
good, handy figure.

So, let no Minnesota writer of fiction go
afar looking for suitable material until he
has spent at least a few days in his own
back yard. That is the place where Russell
Conwell, once a famous author and lecturer,
said there were “acres of diamonds.” Con-
well’s type of lecture has long since gone
out of fashion. His implied criticism has
not. Our own back yards are often filled
with symbolical diamonds. Lydia E. Pink-
ham discovered as much when she specu-
lated in an alleged gold mine near Monte
Cristo  Mountain in Snohomish County,
Washington. She forgot, temporarily, the
gold mine in her own back yard in Lynn,
Massachusetts.

I hope no writer of Minnesota will go
searching for a Forever Amber in some
taraway place until he has considered poor
Kitty Ging, or look for a Scarlett O'Hara
until he has reflected on the tall blond girl
in the smoke-filled clearing near Cloquet,
hugging her high white kid shoes and
letters. I hope, too, he will not go prospect-
ing for new David Harums until he has
thought upon the Sage of Nininger, or any
other of perhaps a score of Minnesotans
who contain the very stuff of fiction.

THE PHOTOGRAPH of Cloquet on page 46 was
supplied by the Weyerhaeuser Sales Company of
St. Paul; that of refugees from the fire of 1918 is
published by courtesy of the St. Paul Dispatch-
Pioneer Press. The view of Donnelly’s study on
page 47 was photographed by Howard W. Crosby
in 1905. The print of the Vasa Church is repro-
duced from Mattson’s Reminiscences, p. 305; and
that of a Grange room comes from John G. Wells,
The Grange Illustrated (1874).
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