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Not all were so successful, however. 
Ahern's comments upon one veteran who 
had reached his termination date indicate 
that there were failures: "One rehabilitated 
trainee at this place . . . has paid $450 of 
tbe $1200 due on his forty acres. He has no 
income from his land. In addition to his 
debt on the land he owes $117 on his insur­
ance. He had brushed ten acres of his land 
and plowed one acre. His only income is 
derived from his compensation $12.50. He 
has applied to the St. Paul subdistrict oflfice 
for retraining. He is a typical result of con 
ditions as brought out in the main report." 

Of the men at Veteransville Ahern wrote: 
"This group . . . includes quite a number 
of unusually fine men with aU the fighting 
spirit that made our great West what it is 
today." Tbe problem of clearing the land 
was so difiBcult, however, that discourage­
ment and physical breakdown were botb 
frequent. Nowhere is tbe personal tragedy 
involved in the colonization experiment 
more clearly brought out than in a partial 
list of the men who had left Veteransville 
within the first year. Four had quit in dis­
couragement— three to relocate in other 
projects. Of four who bad dropped out be­
cause of health problems, one was dead, 
two were in tuberculosis sanatoriums, and 
the last, an epileptic, told Ahern that the 
work had been so heavy he "broke down 
several times and could not carry on." ** 

THIS, however, was only the beginning. By 
1930 the dffector of district ten estimated 
that more than seventy-five per cent of tbe 
Minnesota settlers had abandoned their 
holdings. Many had left their farms at 
the expiration of the training period.*^ 
Without suflBcient income and unable to 
obtain long-term credit, they had little 
choice. One more blow of fate had been 
added to those under which they had al­
ready suffered. 

The reasons for this failure are to be 
found in nationwide economic trends and in 
the blunders, false assumptions, and mis­
management by the oflBcials charged with 

directing the settlements. By the tune in­
vestigation had revealed the latter, httie 
could be done to correct them. 

The first and most crucial mistake was 
locating the settlements in undeveloped 
cutover country. Ahern's query, "Why were 
disabled veterans placed on such lands?" 
is not only a haunting question, but is an 
essential key to understanding the collapse 
of the colonies. As Professor Black pointed 
out, "none but the physically fit should start 
on cutover land." **' Clearing it is backbreak­
ing, time-consuming, and expensive. Yet the 
men who were supposed to accomplish this 
development during a relatively short train­
ing period were without capital and were 
in varying degrees disabled — often men­
tally and emotionally as weU as physically. 

Another major stumbhng block was the 
absence from the outset of low-interest, 
long-term credit. The veterans' limited 
training allowances covered no more than 
subsistence, and local bankers made a profit 
not only on their land contracts, but on loans 
to the trainees for seed, equipment, and 
other supplies. These advances were carried 
at eight per cent interest and were therefore 
more lucrative than the credit extended to 
tbe veterans on their farms. District oflBcials 
of the bureau reported that interest rates 
were generaUy reasonable, citing the six 
per cent charged on real estate contracts 
and neglecting to mention the higher rate 
on equipment loans. Ahern was not so com­
placent. In one case be pointed out that the 
First National Bank at Lakeville, when lend­
ing the Argonne Farms trainees each $100 
for the purchase of raspberry bushes, had 
contracted for repayment of the loans by 
nine-dollar installments over twelve months. 
The men thought they were paying eight 
per cent but were actually being charged 
nearly twelve per cent.*'' 

" Ahern Report, Exhibit 8. 
" Ahern Report, Exhibit 9. The hst of men who 

had left is an unnumbered page attached to Exhi­
bit 9. 

'" Hartman, State Land-Settlement Problems, 46. 
"• Ahern Report, Exhibits 6, 9. 
•"Ahern Report, Exhibit 7. 
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Between high interest rates, the inflated 
prices they had paid for land, and theff 
own unwise expenditures, most of the vet­
erans were soon carrying an impossible 
burden of debt. Meanwhile the district of­
ficials persisted in a futile hope that more 
federal assistance would be forthcoming at 
the end of the rehabilitation period. None 
was. Some of the settlers — especially those 
at Argonne Farms — were aided by the 
Minnesota Depar tment of Rural Credit, but 
this was not enough.*^ 

Although based in theory upon the Lane 
idea of community soldier settlement, the 
agricultural rehabilitation of disabled vet­
erans in Minnesota fell short of the actual 
outlines of that plan. A serious weakness 

** Hartman, State Land-Settlement Problems, 
45; Legion Report, p. 10. 

'"' Hartman, State Land-Settlement Problems, 
30-46. 

THE PICTURES of clearing cutover land are from 
the collection of the Minnesota Historical Society. 
The cartoon on the title page is from the Septem­
ber, 1918, issue of Carry On, a magazine for dis­
abled veterans published by the American Red 
Cross. 

would have been avoided if the prede-
velopment feature of tbe Lane scheme bad 
been put into effect, but this was impossible, 
since Congress refused to pass enabling 
legislation. 

Yet one may fairly question whether even 
the best conceived of rural settlement pro­
grams could have succeeded in the 1920s. 
During those years of low commodity prices 
and a declining farm economy, not only the 
Minnesota veterans' colonies bu t the six 
state-sponsored plans and numerous private 
land settlement ventures ended dismally.*^ 
All were based on the assumption that the 
demand for farm products, which had 
reached a peak in the years of World War 
I, would continue to increase. In tbe Lake 
States there was also the persistent faith 
that soil which had produced vast stands 
of pine timber could, merely by clearing 
and plowing, be turned into productive 
farm land. Both ideas proved mistaken, and, 
as the grip of depression t ightened across 
the nation's farm belt, the little colonies of 
disabled veterans in Minnesota were not 
alone in facing the bleak reality of failure. 
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An '''unexpected calamity" in 1822 

WHAT may have been the first recorded dam­
age caused by the flooding Minnesota River is 
revealed in a letter written by Colonel Josiah 
Snelling, commandant of Fort St. Anthony, to 
Colonel George Gibson, the commissary gen­
eral, on July 12, 1822. The communication has 
been preserved in the National Archives. SneU­
ing, then struggling to complete construction 
of the isolated frontier fort which was later to 
bear his name, was also expected to see that his 
troops supplied a good share of their own ra­
tions. In reporting on this efort, he wrote: 

Sir/ 
It has heretofore been my misfortune to fall 

far short of your expectations in relation to the 
cultivation of the Public Lands in this vicinity; 
the present season I exerted myseff to the ut­
most of my means to raise the vegetable part of 

the ration, and with some prospect of success, 
but an unexpected calamity has in a measure 
disappointed me again; the spring was unusual­
ly wet and for the first twelve days in June we 
had a constant succession of thunder storms, on 
the 13*'̂  the S* Peters having passing it's [sic] 
banks overfiowed all our fields and gardens on 
the Bottom, after rising eighteen feet above its 
ordinary level, it remained stationary three 
weeks, by which every trace of vegetation was 
destroyed. 

Our losses are twenty acres of com, six of 
Potatoes, five of Peas and Beans sowed for the 
commissary, and sixteen laid out in lots for the 
use of the Officers and Soldiers; if the black­
birds do not renew their ravages, I still hope 
however to do something in aid of your depart­
ment, although I cannot at present venture to 
state the amount. 
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