


to Bemidji and then sent by rail to International Falls 
for sawing. Freight volume on the Minneapolis, Red 
Lake and Manitoba reached record levels during this 
period of hca\-\ tonnage. After rising sharply in 1916 
and 1917, tonnage reached a peak in 1918 when 
245,020 tons were transported. Shipments continued 
at high rates in 1919 and 1920. Nearly 1,000,000 tons 
of freight were shipped during the five-year span from 
Januar)- 1, 1916, to December 31, 1920, making this 
the busiest era in the entire history of the railroad. In 
the economic mobilization for World War I the Minne­
apolis, Red Lake and Manitoba did its part by trans­
porting \-ital raw materials on an expanded scale. Like 
other railroads, the Red Lake line was controlled by 
the government during the \var. Railroad employees 
subscribed to bond drives, and the company itself 
bought $10,000 worth of Victory Bonds in 1919. Gen­
eral manager Molander was elected president of the 
Beltrami Countv Safety Association in 1918.*^ 

In 1917 the Minnesota Commission of Public Safety, 
of which John Lind was a member, authorized com­
mercial fishing in the Red Lakes as a wartime food con­
servation measure. According to the former governor's 
biographer, Lind was instrumental in having the com­
mission take this step. He believed that the fishery 
would not only benefit the Red Lake line of which he 
was a director but would also offer the Indians work 
which \vould be familiar and appealing to them. Lind 
had long had a benevolent concern for the Indians' 
welfare, according to his biographer.*" 

About 500,000 pounds of fish were shipped on the 
Red Lake line in 1918 from the fisheiy at Redby to 
Bemidji and sent on to various parts of Minnesota. After 
the war the fishery continued under state direction un­
til 1929 when the Red Lake Fisheries Association was 
organized. Each \ ear during the 1920s several hundred 
thousand pounds of tasty Red Lake walleyes went in 
refrigerator cars over the Red Lake line en route to 
the Chicago market.-''" 

Another Red Lake Reservation enterprise which 
provided employment for the Indians and freight busi­
ness for the Minneapohs, Red Lake and Manitoba was 
a new sawmill completed and put into operation in 
1925. Lind also was interested in this project which 
would gi\'c the Indians congenial work as well as fur­
nish traffic to the railroad. Older sawmills had been 
located elsewhere on the reservation, but the new, 
larger one was built at Redby because it bad a rail­
road connection with Bemidji. A spur from the Red 
Lake line was laid to the sawmill. Lumber shipments 
from Redby during the years 1924 to 1930 fluctuated 
between 9,554 and 1,423 tons. In 1931 the volume 
dropped sharply to 865 tons. In some years of the late 
1920s, lumber constituted a significant proportion of 

the total volume of forest products freight. During 
the last two years the railroad operated, when its im-
nunent abandonment appeared likely, lumber ship­
ments rose shaiqDly because large stocks on band were 
transferred while railroad service was still available.-"'' 

DURING T H E 1920s forest products continued to ac­
count for the lion's share of the freight business of the 
Red Lake line. Timber comprised more than 90 per 
cent of the freight tonnage c\'ery year until 1924 when 
the percentage of forest products dropped to approxi­
mately 75 per cent of the total tonnage. In 1925 they 
amounted to 82 per cent of the freight hauled. But 
1924 and 1925 were years of low freight volume; the 
lower ratios were more the result of relatively small 
timber shipments than of any significant increases in 
the amounts of other items hauled, which included ag­
ricultural products (chiefly potatoes and milk) and 
some manufactured goods and merchandise. ' -

The last period of heavy freight traffic was in 1926 
and 1927, with forest products again making up more 
than 90 per cent of the tonnage. These were years of 
large-scale logging in the Red Lake Indian Forest. In 
1928 the freight volume was about one-fifth of that of 
the preceding year, and there was an almost uninter-

" Thirty-third Aimual Report, 383 (1917); Thirty-
fourth Annual Report, 415 (1918); Thirty-fifth Annual Re­
port, 417 (1919); Thirty-sixth Annual Report, 281 (1920); 
Thirty-seventh Report, 554 (1920-1922); "Minutes Book," 
30, 32; Robert Drescich, "The Home Front in Bemidji in 
World War I," (unpublished master's thesis, Bemidji State 
College, 1971), 74, 120. 

'" Stephenson, John Lind, 351; Merle Sherman, "A Geo­
graphic Study of the Red Lake Chippewa Band of Minne­
sota," in Proceedings of the Minnesota Academy of Science, 
vol. 30, no. 1, p. 64 (1962). For an early view of the Min­
nesota Commission of Public Safety, see Folwell, Minne­
.sota, 3:317-319, 556-575. For more recent and more criti­
cal comments on that body, see Carol Jenson, "Loyalty as 
a Political Weapon: The 1918 Campaign in Minnesota," 
in Minnesota History, 43:42-57 (Summer, 1972), as well 
as numerous references in Carl H, Chrislock, The Progres­
sive Era in Minnesota: 1899-1918 (St. Paul, 1971) and in 
Robert L. xMorlan, Political Prairie Fire: The Nonpartisan 
League, 1915-1922 (Minneapolis, 1955). 

'•"Bemidji Pioneer, August 30, 1918; Bemidji Sentinel, 
Februai-y 20, 27, 1925; Bergquist inteniew; Mittelholtz 
and Graves, Red Lake Reservation, 88; Sherman, in Pro­
ceedings, 65. 

'"Bemidji Sentinel, February 27, 1925, cited in Fol­
well, Minnesota, 4:311; Stephenson, John Lind, 351-352; 
Sherman, in Proceedings, 6.'3; Mittelholtz and Graves, Red 
Lake Reservation, 49; Thirty-ninth Report, 647, 763 (1924-
1926); Fortieth Report. 376, 504 (1926-1928); Forty-first 
Report, 386, 531 (1928-1930); Forty-second Report, 520, 
668 (1930-1932). 

'•"Thirty-ninth Report, 620, 630, 635, 734, 758, 763 
(1924-1926). 
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rupted decline ever\- Near thereafter until the railroad 
ceased operating.-'" 

From 1909 through 1917, when passenger totals 
\'aried little from one vcav to the next, the annual av­
erage number of passengers carried was approximatel)-
20,000. During the next three )'ears, howe\'er, there 
were marked increases. The record )ea r for passenger 
traffic was 1920 when the total was 30,571. This was 
also the time of heaviest log shipments which suggests 
that there was some correlation between large volume 
of freight shipments and increased passenger traffic. 
Passenger numbers declined after 1920, except in 1926 
and 1927 when log shipments rose sharply. It seems 
evident that a significant proportion of the railroad 
passengers consisted of woodsmen and others engaged 
in logging operations. An expansion of the industr\', 
therefore, increased the number of its emplovccs rid­
ing the trains.-'* 

Although passenger trains ran slowb- and made 
numerous stops, the scheduled running time for the 
thirt\-three-mile, one-way trip between Bemidji and 
Redby had been cut bv 1929 to one hour and fort\-
minutes from the earlier two and one-half hours. Pas­
senger trains carried mail and express and local mixed 
freight as well. Sometimes fish cars also were hauled 
along with the passenger coaches. Depots \\'ere located 
at the terminal points and at Puposky and Nebish. At 
various smaller places were shelter sheds for passen­
gers and freight awaiting trains. Frequent stops were 
made to take on and drop off passengers, to throw off 
or pick up mail sacks, to deliver fight suppfies to log-

"''Fortieth Report, 3.35, 364, 463, 492 (1926-1928); 
Forty-first Report, 386, 388 (1928-1930); Bemidji Pio­
neer, October 19, 1926, p. 1. 

' 'In the 1909-1917 period the highest annual passen­
ger total was 21,959 in the year ending December 31, 
1916; the lowest was 18,478 in the year'ending June 30, 
1915. See Thirtij-.second Annual Report, 307 (1916); 
Thirty-third Annual Report, 377 (1917); Thirty-seventh 
Report, 548 (1920-1922); Fortieth Report, .350, 464 
(1926-1928). 

•"Interviews widi Bergquist, Dickinson (Februarv 20, 
1972), and Dahl; The Official Guide of the Railways and 
Steam Navigation Lines of the United States, Porto Rico, 
Canada, Mexico and Cuba, 1328 (New York, Januarv 
1929). 

^•"Interviews with Bergquist, Dickinson (February 19, 
1972), Dahl, Hook, and Mrs. Bert Weinberg (a daughter 
of Andrew Bergquist, she rode the train frequently in the 
1930s while attending school in Bemidji, where she now 
resides); Bemidji Pioneer, November 18, 1909. 

'" Thirty-.seventh Report, 472 (1920-1922); Fortieth 
Report, 435 (1926-1928). Before 1917, the largest amount 
of total net revenue was $21,986.03 in the year ending 
June 30, 1912. Twenty-eighth Annual Report, 215 (1912); 
Thirty-third Annual Report, .326 (1917); "Minutes Book" 
22, 24, 25. 

ging camps, and to shunt freight cars to and from 
sidings. Milk cans were picked up almost everywhere 
along the line for delivcr^• to Bemidji creameries.'- ' 

\^'oodslnen cn route to logging camps, Indians trav­
eling to and from the Red Lake Reservation, men on 
business errands, drummers with sample cases, settlers 
on shopping trips, and sportsmen with hunt ing or fish­
ing gear all rubbed elbows in the dingy coaches. The 
number of Indian passengers jumped when a per 
capita pa) ment was made. One of the cars was a 
smoker; all were heated with coal stoves. Sometimes 
jacks fortified themselves against the rigors of the jour­
ney b\- visiting a saloon beforehand. If the\- became 
unduh' loud and boisterous, the conductor would es­
cort women passengers to the baggage compartment 
out of earshot of the coarse language. At terminal 
points the conductor casually held up the train's de­
parture for any stragglers known to be making a 
round trip. During the late 1920s and early 19.30s, Be­
midji High School pupils from places along the line 
rode the train on week-end visits home. They said the 
initials of the railroad realb- stood for "Molander's 
Rotten Line of Misery." Less critical were their elders 
\\'\\o traveled over the old rough wagon roads before 
the railroad was built. '" 

Until 19.30 the Red Lake line's operating revenues 
usuallv exceeded operating expenses, but onlv bv rela­
tively modest margins. The record year was 1927 when 
net re\-enues totaled $.52,298; 1920 was the only other 
\-ear in the company's history when the net revenues 
were over $50,000. Between 1909 and 1929 net oper­
ating revenues averaged approximately $21,000 annu­
ally, yet interest alone on the bonded indebtedness of 
$700,000 was $35,000 a year. Hence the company was 
able to pay the interest on the bonds only irregularly 
and at reduced rates. In September, 1909, for exam­
ple, payment of the semiannual interest coupons due 
was authorized on condition that they be surrendered 
on payment of V'-i per cent interest instead of 2*-{' per 
cent. Again, in 1913, a payment of I per cent on the 
outstanding bonds ^\-as authorized, if all unpaid inter­
est coupons were surrendered for cancellation.''^ 

The bondholders, a relatively small group, also 
were the stockholders of the company and hence con­
trolled it. Not surprisingly, they elected to accept re­
duced interest payments and continue operat ing the 
railroad rather than liquidate it. For one tbincr, there 
was the prospect that the tributary timber on the Red 
Lake Indian Reservation might be opened to market, 
and this did occur in 1916 when the Red Lake Indian 
Forest was set aside. Then, too, there was the agree­
ment with the Crookston Lumber Company for the 
shipment of its logs on the Red Lake line. There was 
also the potential of the railroad as a common carrier 
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as the forests gave wa)' to farms and the region served 
by the railroad dexeloped.' ' ' 

Ncx'crtheless, income continued to be insufficient 
even to pay the interest on the bonds, to say nothing 
of accumulating funds v ith \\-bich to pa)' the principal 
on the bonds due to mature on June 30, 1925. At the 
stockholders' meeting of Ma\- 6, 1925, the directors 
were authorized to seek a tcn-\'car extension of the 
time for the pa)'ment of the bonds and of the unpaid 
interest thereon. Because the stockholders of the com­
pany were also its bondholders, the stockholders' ap-
pro\a l of the proposal implied the willingness of the 
bondholders to accept this extension. This acceptance 
was reinforced when the bondholders present at the 
meeting expressly consented to the extension and to 
the surrender of the unpaid interest coupons. '" 

The transaction, howe^'er, onb* postponed the fi­
nancial problems of the railroad. In 1928 revenues 
dropped precipitately, and by 1930 income bad fallen 
below operating expenses and taxes. In Ma)-, 1931, 
after the failure of a proposed merger of the Great 
Northern and Northern Pacific railroads had ended 
hopes that the Minneapolis, Red Lake and Manitoba 
might become part of the contemplated unified s)'s-
tem, the company directors were authorized to take 
action to abandon the line."" 

\ \ 'hile applications to abandon the railroad were 
pending, Molander had secured financial backing from 
the Great Northern, whose officials considered him 
"the only person qualified to run the road." In Januarv, 
1932, Molander offered to purchase all the outstand­
ing stocks and bonds of the company for $50,000. This 
proposition was accepted, and at the stockholders' 
meeting on May 4, 1932, Molander, Hcnr\ ' A. Krebs, 
and Earle A. Barker were elected directors and the 
transfer of the main office of the compan\' from Minne­
apolis to Bemidji was approved. Krebs, a timber and 
fuel dealer, and Barker, a merchant, were both Be­
midji residents. Molander, who owned 994 of the 1,000 
shares of the stock outstanding, was elected president."' 

Despite efforts of the new board of directors to 
stem the tide, the economic situation of the railway 
compan\' continued to deteriorate, mirroring the slug­
gish economy of the 19.30s. Each year income fell be­
low operating expenses. By 1935 operating revenues 
had dwindled to onlv $19,175. In the same vcar the 
average daily passenger traffic shrank to about six 
and freight shipments to 6,0.58 tons. During the 19.30s 
pulpwood, fuel wood, and lumber made up the bulk 
of forest products shipments. In 1932 no saw logs what­
ever were hauled."-

The recurring deficits and the necessity of ex­
pending $18,000 in the near future for maintenance 
prompted the directors on May 24, 19.37, to decide to 

file application with the Interstate Commerce Com­
mission ( I C C ) and the Minnesota Railroad and Ware­
house Commission for permission to abandon the rail­
way line. Local civic organizations and public bodies 
tried in vain to save the railroad. On Februar) 15, 
1938, an ICC examiner recommended that the Minne­
apolis, Red Lake and Manitoba be permitted to aban­
don its entire line of .32.35 miles and 2.94 miles of 
\ a r d and other tracks, as well as operation over 3.37 
miles of trackage rights on the Great Northern line. 
On May 6, 1938, the ICC granted permission for the 
Red Lake railroad to abandon its line and trackage 
rights as to interstate and foreign commerce, effective 
June 15, 1938. Similar authorization with respect to 
intrastate commerce \\'as granted by the Railroad and 
Warehouse Commission on June 20, 1938, the order to 
take effect on or before September 1, 1938. On Sep­
tember 2 the railroad ceased operating."-" 

On September 29, 1938, the stockholders ac­
cepted an offer by the Washington and Great North­
ern Townsite Company to purchase the removable 
propert\- of the Minneapolis, Red Lake and Manitoba 
for $49,073,46. Of this sum, $16,775.18 was used to pay 
in full the principal and interest on Molander-held 
promissorv notes. In addition, $2,298.28 was paid on 
the interest and $30,000 on the principal of the rail-
wa-y company bonds. In 1939 the rails were taken up."* 

-"•'' C. A. Smith and Charles M. Amsden were the largest 
holders of stocks and bonds. The Pillsburys owned about 
20 per cent of the stock and some 15 per cent of the bonds. 
See Twenty-fourth Annual Report, 490 (1908); "Minutes 
Book," 40-42. 

•'""Minutes Book," 41-42, C. A. Smith was president of 
the company until 1920, and John Lind served as president 
from 1921 until 1930. See "Minutes Book," 31, 33, .35. 

"""Minutes Book," 49-51. 
"' "Minutes Book," 51-55; Bemidji Pioneer, May 6, 

19.32, p. 7. 
""Forty-third Report, 495 (1932-1934); Fortij-fourth 

Report, 564, 609, 652 (1934-1936). 
"•' "Minutes Book," 72-75; Bemidji Pioneer, October 5, 

1937; New York Times, February 16, 1938, p. 33; Cer­
tificate and Order, Finance Docket No. 11691, Minneapo­
lis, Red Lake and Manitoba Railway Company Abandon­
ment, Nhiy 6, 1938. A copy of this certificate, obtained 
from the Minnesota Department of Public Service, is 
owned by the author. The copy also refers to the Minne­
sota Railroad and Warehouse Commission Order A-4622, 
authorizing abandonment. 

"' Minutes of the special meeting of the stockholders on 
September 29, 1938, attached to p. 77 of the "Minutes 
Book." An inventory of the buildings, equipment, and shop 
machinery is included. The company continued in exist­
ence, operating the telegraph and telephone line between 
Bemidji and Redby. In 1960 the corporation was dissolved, 
according to information furnished February 28, 1972, by 
Martin R. Sathre, Beltrami County register of deeds. For 
a stoi-y about the dismantlement of the railroad, see Be­
midji Pioneer, May 24, 1939, p. 1, 6. 
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Although the Minneapolis, Red Lake and Mani­
toba succumbed during the hard times of the 1930s, 
the great depression was less the cause than the occa­
sion of the demise of the road. The primar\' cause of 
the doom of the railroad was the exhaustion of tribu­
tary saw timber. Agricultural production in the cut-
over region was much too small even to begin to 
replace the log traffic. With the spread of hard-sur­
faced roads and the concomitant growth of automobile 
and motor-truck traffic — more flexible and con\enient 

EMPTY LOGGING CARS ready to be loaded are vis­
ible (just beyond the pole in the foreground) at far 
right as one of the Minnesota, Red Lake and Manitoba 
trains stops at the Redby depot. A portion of what 
appears to i)e Lower Red Lake can he seen in the 
background. 

than railroad service — the wonder is not that the Red 
Lake line was abandoned but that it survi\'ed as long 
as it did."' 

The storv of the Minneapolis, Red Lake and Mani­
toba is part of the colorful histor\' of Minnesota lum­
bering. The railroad hauled millions of tons of logs all 
or part of the way to the sawmills. Viewed as a sepa­
rate enterprise the Red Lake line was a financial fail­
ure, but in realit\' it was a unit in the huge lumber 
empire of C. A. Smith and the Pillsbur\s. In this con­
text the deficits of the railroad were negligible and 
readib- absorbed. Although essentially a logging line, 
the Red Lake railroad also provided \'astly improved 
freight, mail, and passenger service to the Red Lake 
Indians and residents of the region before the auto­
mobile and motor truck became commonplace. The 
railroad lessened rural isolation and helped brighten 
the social life of the scattered settlers. Today's motorists 
travel o\'cr roads built on portions of the old grade, 
and snowmobile riders jolt along trails where once 
long log trains hauled by two puffing locomotives 
snaked their wa\' to the sa^vmill centers of the North 
Star State, 

"' In 1928, 1,509 tons of potatoes were shipped, and 
milk revenue was .$1,277 — absurdly inadequate substi­
tutes for the former log traffic. See Forty-first Report, 317, 
384 (1928-1930). Both the number of farms and the 
numbei- of acres in farms of Beltrami County decreased 
from 1925 to 1930, See Oscar B, Jesness and Reynolds I. 
Nowell, A Program for Land Use in Northern Minnesota: 
.4 Type Study in Land Utilization, 101-105 (Minneapo­
lis, 1935), 

PHOTOGRAPHS courtesy of the Beltrami County His­
torical Society. Alan Ominsky drew the map. In the pho­
tograph on page 123, railroad employees clown on the 
cowcatcher of the Red Lake line's locomoti\-c No. 1. 
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