










THE MERCHANTS HOTEL, a favo­
rite of drummers visiting Wadena, 
offered this fancy letterhead on its 
stationery as well as a contrasting 
businesslike one. Five of Bert's sur­
viving letters were written from this 
hotel, and he died there. 
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travels in turn-of-the-century Minnesota were not the 
stuff of travel brochures. The panic of 1893 affected the 
national economy much of the time that Onion was a 
salesman around Minnesota. In August of that year he 
asks his brother how times are in Rutland and then com­
plains that "they are tough out here. It keeps a fellow 
guessing where he is all the time. I have managed by 
hard work to keep my sales up in pretty good shape until 
now. And what orders I do get now are pretty light. And 
Collections are worse. Every day or two a Bank sus­
pends. There [are] more men out of work than I ever saw 
before. The Railroads are lined with Tramps. "̂ ^ 

Writing in the same vein in October, 1893, Onion 
said ""the outlook in the Northwest this fall is Rocky. I 
have managed to sell goods enough so far to a little more 
than pay Expenses. . . . Already there has been a great 
many traveling men taken off of the road — and I dont 
know how long I can keep my End up. I tell you I do 
some mighty hard hustling now days. And if the mer­
chant is good for any thing, I talk an arm off of him to get 
him to buy."^'' 

Hotel ninnesota. 
J. S. ADAIR, Proprietor. 
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Onion frequently points out how poor crops, espe­
cially of wheat, made it hard for drummers. In January, 
1894, when No. 2 grade wheat brought an average of 
forty-one cents a bushel, Bert writes that "wheat was 
never known to be so low before, so you can see that the 
Farmer is in the hole and he leaves the Country Mer­
chant in the hole, and the Country Merchant leaves the 
Jobber in the same fix."-"' The up-and-down business 
was also dangerous to health. "Indigestion . . . ," he 
wrote from Detroit on March 10, 1896, "is quite com­
mon with traveling men. Irregular meals and different 
kinds of cooking, some of it not fit for a Dog to eat. The 

•'-Albert to Carlos, August 8, 1893, from Brainerd. 
"'Albert to Carlos, October 4, 1893, from Wadena. 
'-^Albert to Carlos, January 12, 1894, fi-oni Wadena. 

THE HOTEL MINNESOTA in what is now Detroit Lakes 
was an ample, four-story establisiiment that advertised 
'open all the year" on its letterhead. Tiie lieiv below was 
made in about 1885. Being in a resort area, it catered to 
vacationists as well as commercial tourists like Onion. 



next day Grub fit for a King. One night a Cold Bed. The 
next a warm one. . . [A] man needs a Constitution like 
a horse to stand it." 

A man must have felt frighteningly isolated, too, be­
fore telephones. Over and over again. Onion writes that 
everyone was well when he left home, but there is al­
ways the suggestion of fear that the situation may have 
changed and the man on the road wfll be unaware of it 
for some time. 

In the end for the Onions, it was the family in Min­
neapohs that got the sad news from Wadena. Bert took 
sick suddenly of peritonitis — probably as a result of 
ruptured appendix — on Tuesday, November 10, 1896, 
in the Merchants Hotel in Wadena. In spite of the atten­
tions of Dr. John J. McKinnon and Mr. and Mrs. M. A. 
Rawson of the hotel. Onion's condition got steaddy 
worse. Attesting to his popularity was the fact that more 
than 100 brother Masons and salesmen visited him at the 
hotel throughout the week. He was conscious to the end, 
and among his last words were an expression of gratitude 
"to the kind friends around him who had so heroically 
done their best to ward off the inevitable." When he 
died on Saturday, November 14, his wife's brother, 
Frank Frear, was at his bedside. Mrs. Onion arrived by 
train two hours after her husband died. Frear and J. M. 
Wiser, a fellow traveling man, took the body to Min­
neapolis, and the funeral service was held at the family 
home, 108 East Twenty-Fifth Street , on Monday, 
November 16, too soon for Carlos Onion to attend from 

'-•'Wadena County Pioneer, November 20, 1896, p. I 
(quote); Wadena County Journal, November 20, 1896, p. 8; 
Minneapolis Tribune, November 16, 1896, p. 5, November 17, 
1896, p. 2; Priscilla [Pattee] Putnam to Carlos L. Onion, 
November 17, 1896; Rose Onion to Mary Onion, Carlos' wife, 
December 11, 1896, Onion Papers. 
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IN LAKEWOOD CEMETERY, Minneapolis, Albert D. 
Onion's grave is marked by this small stone with the 
•simple legend, "Bert 18.54-1896. ' 

Vermont. The graveside service in Lakewood Cemetery 
was in charge of the Masons.- ' 

No relative now alive in Vermont ever knew him, but 
members of the family of the brother who saved the 
letters have recently circulated copies among them­
selves; and they have been moved by a poignant sense of 
what it must have been like to slog around a drummer 's 
route in Minnesota eighty-five years ago. 

THE DRAWING on p. 59 hy J. J. Gould is from Chades N. 
Crewdson, Tales of the Road, 180 (Chicago, 1905). Mrs. Onion 
furnished the photo on p. 60, and those on p. 61, 62, 63, and 64 
are from MHS audio-visual library. Alan Ominsky drew the 
map, Bruce M. White made letterhead copies fi-om the micro­
filmed letters, and Kenneth Carley took the photo on p. 65. 
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