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In recognition of his work, he was presented with the first three
volumes of Dr. Folwell’s History of Minnesota.

From the time my parents were married in 1915 to 1924 they
had six children, of whom I am the youngest. The growing family
was not too much disturbed during the First World War. Father
was active in the Red Cross supply division in the Twin Cities, and
he received citations for his fine work in administrating such a
complete task. Medical science was not advanced quite far enough
in 1929 to prevent my father from succumbing to complications
which followed an appendicitis operation. I was but four years old
at the time, so I remember very little of his personality and ways.
From his friends and my mother, I have learned to think of him
as a man one attempts to be like.

Years of struggle followed 1929. My mother was obliged to work
and run the household at the same time. As the children grew older,
Mother’s work lessened, and by 1941 three of her children had
married. Today Mother can look back to Minnesota and sigh with
relief. Her working days over, she has joined four of her children
in California. The oldest child, Peggy, has moved with her family
to Neenah, Wisconsin, and I, George, receive frequent letters in
which my mother describes the new and old scenes in this, her na-
tive land, Minnesota and the Northwest.

MY BRITISH BACKGROUND—-WITH
VARIATIONS

Dorothy Townsend

Tue Townsenp or Townshend family is of mixed Saxon and Nor-
man origin and is of great antiquity in the country of Norfolk,
England. The first Townsend in my family about whom we have
any information is my great-grandfather, Edward Cutts Townsend,
who was born in Warwickshire, England, about 1810. We do not
know when he came to America, but he was a widower at the time
and left two sons in England. The only members of his family to
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join him here were two nephews whom he ultimately sent back be-
cause they were too wild.

His wife, Josephine Koeplar, was born in Lucerne, Switzerland.
Her family was originally from Bavaria, but her mother married in
Switzerland. Her husband’s father had received a large castle and
estate in the Alps in return for services to the government, but the
younger Koeplar dissipated the entire family wealth. At the time of
the birth of my great-grandmother, the seventeenth of eighteen chil-
dren, her parents were living in one wing of the crumbling castle.
They were very superstitious, and one day when her father’s face
swelled abnormally, they concluded that the trouble was caused by
ghosts in the old chapel of the castle, which they used as a potato
cellar. A moat surrounded the old building, and it was necessary to
cross it on a drawbridge whenever the Koeplars went down the
mountain.

At the age of seventeen my great-grandmother married a wid-
ower named Busch, but soon afterward he helped a Jesuit priest
escape and then was forced to leave the country himself. Her family
had disapproved of the marriage in the first place and kept all his
correspondence from her, but when it became obvious that she was
going to follow him to America, they produced a few of the letters.
She made the trip alone sometime in the 1840’s on a sailing vessel.
It took six weeks, and many of her fellow passengers died before
the voyage was completed.

Upon reaching New York she could speak only German, and
she had no idea where to look for her husband. It was a year before
she found him, and during the interval she worked in the home of
a wealthy family. Just a few months after she did locate Busch (we
do not know his first name), he was killed in an accident. Not
long after that she married Edward Townsend, an expressman and
hotelkeeper.

Joseph Edward Townsend, their only child, was born on Novem-
ber 20, 1853, on Canal Street in Albany, New York, near the steam-
boat landing on the Hudson River. Young Edward was three years
old when, in 1857, his parents disposed of their hotel in Albany and
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set out to search for gold in California. They traveled by rail to the
end of the line at Galena, Illinois, and there joined a covered-wagon
train to cross the plains. At Independence, Iowa, they were stopped
by members of the United States cavalry, who persuaded them not
to go on to California because of the danger of Indian raids and
massacres on the western trail.

They therefore decided to take a steamboat up the Mississippi to
St. Paul. There they looked over some lots, but were not very well
satisfied with them. When acquaintances told them of a town called
Belle Plaine City, about forty miles up the Minnesota River, they
debated whether or not to abandon St. Paul for an unknown place,
but they were persuaded to try Belle Plaine City. On the way up the
river the captain told Edward, Sr., that he did not believe Belle
Plaine City would ever amount to much, but if the Townsends
would remain on the boat and go a mile farther upstream, he would
let them off at a new town that was just being laid out, Belle Plaine.
The captain’s advice was followed, and Belle Plaine City, which a
few years later reverted to pasture land, was passed by. In his recol-
lections, my grandfather tells about the ghost town of Belle Plaine
City and the planning of Belle Plaine by Judge A. G. Chatfield.

In Belle Plaine the Townsends established a hotel half way down
the hill on the way to the river landing. In paging through some old
copies of the Belle Plaine Inquirer, a newspaper which expired dur-
ing the Civil War, I came across the following advertisement:

“TownseNp House oN THE BLuFF
“This new house is nearly completed and will be open for the
reception of guests in a few days.
“The proprietor will endeavor to make all those that call on him
comfortable at reasonable rates.
“E. C. TowNsEND December 1, 1857”

A curious thing about this advertisement is that it ran with ex-
actly the same wording all through 1858 and 1859. Even if it was a
lot of work to change type in those days, they might at least have
said the place was open. It was also known as the Mechanics Hotel
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because so many people who worked in the local foundry stayed
there.

Young Edward’s school days were spent much like those of other
children of his time. The schools were mostly short-lived private
ones, and his formal education carried him through about the pres-
ent sixth grade. Books were few, and the teachers were strict be-
lievers in the proverb “Spare the rod and spoil the child.”

The following is taken from my grandfather’s recollections of
the Sioux Indian uprising of 1862: “When news of the Indian out-
break reached Belle Plaine it was probably on August 1g, for I know
that on the same evening a volunteer company of about twenty men
was organized at once. They selected John O'Neill, one of our
merchants, whom it was said had some military training, for their
captain, and were put through a hurry-up training on Main Street,
marching back and forth between the O’Neill store, where the
Weibeler corner is now, and about where the Presbyterian church
now stands. [This now is a distance of two blocks.] Teams were
very scarce in those days and my father had a good span of horses
and a wagon, so he joined the company, being so well provided to
haul provisions and ammunition.

“The whole outfit left for St. Peter early next morning, where
they were met by recruiting officers from Fort Snelling and were all
drafted to serve, except my father, E. C. Townsend, who was be-
yond the age, being fifty-two at the time. However, when his
horses, which he thought so much of, were drafted, he informed the
officers that wherever they went he was going with them. On ac-
count of his team, which was needed so badly, he was among the
last to get home that fall after the Indians were driven into Dakota.

“Shortly after his arrival home one of his horses died and the
government paid for it. My father, however, broken in health after
his experience, had to take to his bed and died the following April.
But there was no pay for him or pension for my mother because he
could not be drafted and went of his own free will to look after his
horses.”

Edward Townsend wrote the following letter when he was haul-
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ing provisions between St. Peter and Fort Ridgely. It was found in
1913 among some old documents and is still in a good state of preser-
vation, although my great-grandfather’s old-fashioned handwriting
is not easy to read. He dated the letter at St. Peter on September 7,
1862, and addressed it to “Dear Wife.” It reads:

“I now write to you, hoping this will find you in good health and
the dear boy which I left behind. We are in great trouble in this
part of the state, having many difficulties to contend with. I am
happy to say that I have been well in health since I left home but
have seen hard times. I have not slept on a bed but once since I left
and that was at Keyser’s, St. Peter. Henry Crossen is boarding with
him and they all send their respects to you. I am writing this in his
house.

“We have fifty-five teams here today for Fort Ridgely. We left
the fort yesterday at ten o’clock and got to St. Peter at eleven o’clock
last night. We loaded up store goods from the warchouse and
steamboat for the fort and start back tomorrow, Monday. I have
tried every way to get back but cannot at present. Expect the horses
will not stand the work much longer. The Covington horse I had
given up once but is now at work again. I have him here with
Charley. My horses are getting very poor, you can see their ribs at a
distance. They find the difference in being tied to the wheel of the
wagon and eating oats in the straw as we have no hay or oats nearer
than Le Sueur to haul from.

“If we stay here or leave for Redwood we must have oats or corn,
or the horses will all die soon, as the flies are so bad and the grass so
short that they cannot live long. I drove forty-five miles yesterday,
and all the teams but mine got here today, Sunday, and this is the
first day’s rest since I left home.

“I have seen quite a change in life since I parted with you and
the dear boy. Give my love to him and yourself receive the same.
hoping to see you again but cannot say when, unless my horses fail
in their work. I have the prairie for my bed and the buffalo robes
for my pillow and quilt. I expect my pants at St. Peter on Sunday
week and got a pair of overalls on board the new Graham Bell.
They reached a little below the knees and were covered with grease
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but had to wear them all week. I got an old pair from Crossen today
so I can get along. I bought two pairs of socks so I can have
changes. Having shoes on so many hours my feet sweat. I sent by
Mr. Guion for a clean shirt but he has not returned yet. I will get
away the first opportunity I can. If I would leave my wagon and
horses for someone to drive I could get a furlough for a short time,
but they would cry shame on the Belle Plaine company for anyone
leaving their place in the company after making such a determin-
ation to fight the Indians and be so frightened by the smell of a few
dead bodies.

“I wish to send you a little account of my travels. I left here on
Saturday and travelled through the Swede settlement which is fif-
teen miles from Henderson. There we found houses, and stacks of
hay and grain in flames, houses deserted, murders committed and
no inhabitants left in that part of the country. I have not time to
give you the particulars now, but will do so if I live to see you once
more. It is the flower of this part of the country. There is at present
thousands of acres of wheat and barley not stacked and all the peo-
ple left the country, many leaving everything they had. We went
from there to St. Peter, having traveled about fifty miles. The next
day we left for the fort [Ridgely] which took us three days. There
the buildings were, many of them burned to ashes, others robbed,
and desolation was seen for forty-five miles through as fine a coun-
try as anyone would wish to travel, but now left with all its grain of
the best quality, potatoes in abundance, turnips and all vegetables.
We got to the fort and the smell at the foot of the hill was very bad
from dead bodies. Some were Indians and others white inhabitants
that were killed at the fight they had there. They burned all the out
buildings, store houses, stores, wagons and everything they could
outside the main buildings and fired through the windows of the
latter.

“I left the fort with forty-four teams Friday for St. Peter, with
two hundred and upwards of men, women and children, most of
whom had seen hard times and heavy troubles. They went to the
fort for safety, having fled from their homes, many with nothing on
but their chemises and some with frocks, many nearly naked. The



264 MINNESOTA HISTORY AND THE SCHOOLS SEPT.

dead and murdered I shall not give you an account of at present.

“The cavalry left the fort the same day I got back to the fort.
Hearing no account from them, the artillery and infantry left the
next evening and we got to the field of battle in time to save many
of our men who were being surrounded by the Indians, but before
we reached them they had shot all the horses and completely rid-
dled them with bullets. Out of one hundred and two horses only
two returned to the fort, the one was the horse Smith, the bugler, rode
and this one had two flesh wounds. The other, a gray horse belong-
ing to the St. Peter cavalry. Smith received two wounds in the arm
and one in the thigh but is out of danger. Hallbrook and Hubert
Schmitt were shot dead instantly. There were seventeen died on the
battlefield and five since they came to the fort. Sherwin had a frac-
ture of the ribs but is out of danger. There are forty-five wounded
in the hospital in the fort, the particulars you will get if I live to see
you.” The letter is signed, “In haste from your affectionate husband,
E. C. Townsend.”

My grandfather tells what went on in Belle Plaine while his
father was away. “Our most exciting adventure at home was after
my father’s departure. He left my mother to run the hotel with
what assistance she could get from the hired girls and boarders from
the mill and foundry,” he writes. “Then came the rush of refugees
from up the river. Those coming through Henderson and from
there down would take the bottom or river road which would land
them at our hotel on Grove street, while those fleeing from the Le
Sueur direction and southwest would reach the center of town over
the Le Sueur road. A great many women and children left Belle
Plaine for Shakopee, Fort Snelling and St. Paul, which were the
destinations of about all who reached here from up the river.”

Edward C. Townsend was buried in the little graveyard of a
country Episcopal church. His wife remarried a few months after
his death, and she left the community. Her third husband, another
widower, was a Swiss named Swingler, but he died almost immedi-
ately and the following year she returned to Belle Plaine. In the
short interval, my great-grandfather’s grave had completely grown
over, and it has never been found. The old, abandoned church and
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perhaps half a dozen headstones are still there, but there is nothing
to indicate the grave of Edward Cutts Townsend. After her third
husband’s death, my great-grandmother again used the name of
Townsend, probably because it was her son’s name.

When word reached my great-grandmother’s family in Switzer-
land that Swingler was not a Catholic, they disowned her, and
therefore I have no record of my Swiss ancestors. Apparently they
never learned that her second husband was a devout member of the
Church of England.

The Mechanics Hotel burned to the ground shortly after the
death of E. C. Townsend, leaving the mother and son practically
penniless. My grandfather started working at the age of fourteen as
water carrier for a construction crew engaged in building the rail-
road between Belle Plaine and Le Sueur. In 1869 he worked for a
time in a stave factory, and also in that year and in 1870 he ran a
photograph gallery in Belle Plaine. Then for two years he clerked
in a general store. In the fall of 1872 he went to Ottawa, where he
manufactured hickory hoops for the Chicago market.

Always there had been the thought that he wanted to make
printing his life work. That had been his ambition ever since, as a
boy, he had watched the typesetters working in the office of the
Belle Plaine Inquirer. Finally, he arranged to go to St. Peter, where
he could pay the weekly paper a small monthly amount for allow-
ing him to learn the art of printing in its shop. In 1874 he started
his independent career as a commercial printer. The greatest craze
in the country at that time was for calling cards, and he engaged in
the business of printing them. By advertising in the big eastern liter-
ary papers, he obtained orders from every state in the Union and
from Canada, Mexico, and England. The fad was quite the thing
until 1878 and 1879, when it began to die out, and then ceased com-
pletely.

In November, 1877, J. E. Townsend returned to Belle Plaine,
which he had always considered his home, and there he continued
his job printing. Friends began to urge him to start a weekly news-
paper in his office, and toward the end of 1881 he had all the arrange-
ments made for the first issue of the Belle Plaine Herald, which
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appeared on the first Thursday of 1882. For fifty-seven years his name
was associated with the ownership of that paper.

In 1933 and 1934 J. E. Townsend wrote a series of reminiscences
of life in early Belle Plaine. They were printed in the Herald and
kept in a scrapbook by his daughter. One of his longest articles des-
cribes the store business in the 1870’s. My grandfather started clerk-
ing when he was seventeen, and he was a “counter jumper” for two
years. He tells how eggs, butter, and meat were purchased from the
farmers, describes the appearance of a general store, and records the
current wage scale. He worked about eighty hours a week, and his
salary was twenty-five dollars a month. In subsequent articles he
describes some of Belle Plaine’s other industries — hoop and hoop-
pole making, flour milling, lumber sawing, stave manufacturing,
brick making, the local breweries, the foundry, the hop yards, and,
of course, farming.

He wrote an article on a controversy between the Belle Plaine
merchants and the property owners over raising money for a bridge
across the river, and he reported the efforts to influence the vote of the
nontaxpayers. He devoted one piece to Le Sueur County’s war over
the location of the county seat and he described the marsh that, as a
result of this battle, became the city of Le Center. He tells two
rather amusing stories about the early railroad. One concerns a
group of Bohemian immigrants on their way to New Prague; the
other reveals what the obstinacy of one man could do to a railroad,
temporarily, at least. Unusual, to me, is his account of the circuses
that came to the littde town of Belle Plaine. Among those which
were to become known nationally were P. T. Barnum’s, Bailey’s,
and Ringling Brothers. In another article he writes about the nation-
ality groups in the Minnesota Valley. The first to come were the
Yankees, who were displaced by the Germans. The series includes
some very extensive articles about the Indians and wild life in the
Minnesota Valley.

In 1880 J. E. Townsend married Julia Harty, who was born in
Freeborn County, Minnesota, of Irish parents. We know nothing
further about her family. In 1882 their oldest child, my father, was
born. They planned to name him Edward Charles, but when he was
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baptized an uncle known as “Lady Dan” Callahan refused to be his
godfather unless the name was changed to Daniel Charles. So
Daniel it was, although Dad always goes by the name Charles. Just
after giving birth to another child —Mary Josephine — Julia died,
and the baby soon followed her. A few years later my grandfather
married Josephine Mares, who brought up Charles and seven more
children.

The family lived in the older section of town at the top of a hill
above the river and the railroad tracks. The houschold of three
adults, eight children, and numerous pets was completely dominated
by my great-grandmother, and until her death at the age of eighty-
eight her influence was felt in every family activity.

After a short illness J. E. Townsend died of pneumonia in Belle
Plaine at the age of eighty-five. Age did not impair his mind in any
way, and he always loved to tell the family about the things that
happened in his youth. He was a staunch Democrat and he served
as postmaster during Cleveland’s second administration. He was
borough clerk for thirty-six years— Belle Plaine is Minnesota’s
only borough and it does not like to have that little distinction over-
looked —and for many years he was a trustee of Sacred Heart
parish. His second wife died five years after his death.

Of my grandfather’s eight children, only two, Charles and Grace,
stayed in Belle Plaine. Of the others Mayme is in Nampa, Idaho,
Edward, Jr., Josephine, and Archie are in Minneapolis, while Clara
and Ann live in St. Paul. There are eighteen grandchildren.

My father attended the public school in Belle Plaine, completing
the eleventh grade. Then the school board decided that there were
not enough students in the class to make it worthwhile to continue
the more advanced classes, so they simply removed them from the
curriculum. A year later father took a combination of high school
and college courses at St. Thomas College in St. Paul, but he did
not complete his work there because he was needed at home. My
grandfather intensely disliked the part of the newspaper business
which required him to answer letters, write editorials, and compile
local items, so at the age of about eighteen father partially took over
these departments. About 1905 the masthead of the paper was
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changed, naming D. C. Townsend editor, and J. E. Townsend pub-
lisher. It remained that way until the death of my grandfather in
1938 left D. C. Townsend as editor and publisher.

Charles Townsend married Genevieve Gillrup, and in 1914 their
daughter Mary was born. About three years later the mother died
and the little girl spent most of her childhood in the home of her
grandparents. In 1925 he married Pearl Forslof of Crary, North
Dakota, and they have three children, Dorothy, Jean, and Edward.

On the Forslof side of my family we do not have much definite
information. My maternal grandmother was Elizabeth Soby, who
was born near Oslo, Norway, in 1874. Her parents died when she
was a baby, and she came to America with an aunt and uncle. They
settled in Crary, and there Elizabeth married Andrew Forslof, who
had recently come with his parents from Sweden. They had three
daughters—Pearl, Ara, and Alice. About 1gor Andrew Forslof
bought the first two telephones in his neighborhood and connected
them between his home and that of his parents. Soon their neigh-
bors bought telephones and asked to be connected, until there were
so many that he found it necessary to buy a switchboard and set up
a telephone exchange. He operated it until my grandmother’s death
in 1942.

I was born on April 7, 1926, and was graduated from the Belle
Plaine High School in 1944. I attended the College of St. Catherine
for two years, and then transferred to the University of Minnesota.
My sister Jean was born in 1928 and my brother Edward in 1930.

This is all I know now of my family history. My grandfather
Townsend left more material than can be covered in a paper such
as this, but of the rest of the family there are a number of details I
would give anything to know.
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