






of the scene. 1 determined to sit there until 
morning. Far away be heard the "fearful" cry 
of the loon. Nearby, and coming nearer, he 
heard mosquitoes. 

"1 could bear them calling to each other, 
'Here he is—here he is!' They began to gather 
like ravens to the banquet of the dead." Don­
nellv fled back to the hotise and the bed bugs. 
"By keeping the candle lighted 1 enjoyed a little 
peace." 

In the morning, breakfast was miserable, 
and so was Donnelly, who wrote, "My bead is so 
swollen into lumps and ridges by my insect ene­
mies that I can't get my stove pipe hat on, but 
have to wear it on the back of my head in a 
most rakish style." Meyer harnessed his horses 
and with no lingering goodbyes the travelers set 
off for St. Paul, "putting the sttids to their best." 
Said Donnelly: "1 want to get out of this countr)' 
as soon as possible, never to return to it."''"* 

Back in St. Paul, Donnelly went to bed for 
two days, "feverish and sick" with bug bites from 
his stay with the Swedes of Chisago County. 
Wben he recovered, he and Nininger traveled 
back to Dakota County to negotiate the pur­
chase of some $12,500 worth of lands for the 
townsite. On May 27, inrited by Nininger and a 
list of other sturdy pioneers, be spoke with 
much enthusiasm and an impressive array of 
facts and figures to members of the Minnesota 

Albert Colgicive sketch, about 1862 

A Chisago County settler's cabin, built with hewn 
logs, still standing in about 1930 

Histoiical Societ)-. Celebrating the virtues of his 
newfound state—her splendid resources of 
wood and water, her enterprising people and 
beautiful scener)'—nowhere did he mention its 
hostile bugs.-'"' 

Nei ther did he speak of the Swedes or 
Chisago Count)'. Within the vear Arnold wrote 
an encouraoing letter about Nininarer that 
Donnellv used in promoting his new communi­
ty. Arnold also made a tempting offer to include 
Donnelly in the Chisago County enterprise. 
Although Donnellv predicted that Chisago City 
would "eventually become one of the greatest 
inland towns of the TerritoiT, he declined to 
invest there. And while Bernheimer and Ainold 
promised to aid him in the development of 
Nininger, they were not as eager to promote 
Donnelly's town as he had hoped they would 

34R139, F419. 

35 R139, F419; St. Paul Pioneer and Democrat, May 31, 
1856. 
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be. Considering their Chisago project worthy of 
emulation, however, Donnelly asked Meyer to 
survey and do a plat m a p of Nin inge r and a 
road to it, s imilar to what he h a d d o n e for 
Chisago City. Meyer took part ia l paymen t in 
Nininger town lots and then urged Donnelly to 
help sell Meyer's lots in Drontheim and Chisago 

36 Arnold to Donnelly, Jtme 10, 1856, R2, F336-37; 
Arnold to Donnelly, Dec. 24, 1856, R3, F414-15; 
Donnelly to George Robertson, Oct. 31, 1856, R150, 
F346; memorandum re Meyer, 1856, R2, F99; Donnel­
ly to Nininger, Nov 28, 1856, R150, F318; Donnelly, 
"A Pamphlet in Reference to Nininger City, Dakota 
County" (Philadelphia, 1856), 24, in Donnelly s 
pamphlets, 10:10. 

" R139, F424; Fish, Donnelliana, 21, 23-25. 
''n R133, F305; R150, Ell 7; 'Wliite, Tale of a Comet, 

161-62. 
3-'June D. Holmqitist, They Chose Minnesota: A 

Survey of the State's Ethnic Groups (St. Paul: MHS Piess, 
1981), 250; Taylors Falls Journal, Oct. 4, 1878; R333, 
F305. 

County. Little could thev know that within the 
year a nationwide economic crash would mean 
t ha t few inves to r s w o u l d buy lots in e i t h e r 
place."' 

On May 28, 1856, however full of plans for 
a new home, Donnelly, his vrife, and her cousin 
started back to Philadelphia. Donnell) ' re turned 
to St. Paul in July and again at year's end to sat­
isfy himself that the winter climate posed no 
barrier to the health and happiness of the brave 
of heart . By May 1857, he was ready to make 
Minnesota his pe rmanen t home.-' ' 

M D U R I N G HIS LONG Minnesota career as 

a successful politician and popular lec­
t u r e r , Donnel lv- r e t u r n e d to visi t 

Chisago Count) ' a n u m b e r of times. Despite his 
admirat ion for the Swedish immigrants there , 
be seems never to have developed the easv' rap­
por t with them that he found with Irish and 
German Minnesotans. He failed to gain their 
support in his 1868 campaign, and his political 
address books of "leading" constituents list only 
three of Swedish ancestry in Chisago County. 
He nevertheless r ema ined fascinated by their 
ancient literature and folklore, which is central 
to his Ragnarok: The Age of Fire and C}ravel.'^'^ 

More than two decades after his first visit 
to the count)', Donnelly again traveled throtigh 
what had become perhaps the largest Swedish-
s p e a k i n g r u r a l a r ea ou t s i de of Sweden . H e 
spoke to a "large and attentive audience," and 
his 1878 journal account echoes what he had 
observed more than two decades earlier about 
the Swedes . A l t h o u g h Swedes now h e l d all 
top elective offices in Chisago County, Don­
nelly, oblirious to their growing sophistication 
in political and economic affairs, wrote: 

Drove )'esterdav', b)- stage, from Wvoming to 
Taylor's Falls; a delightful drive; through an 
i n t e r e s t i n g coun t ry . A q u a i n t , p r imi t ive , 
Swedish people , with their log-houses and 
tha tched barns . The lakes full of fish; the 
woods full of game; the soil rich; the people 
out of debt. Thev spin their own cloth, from 
their own sheep, and have lots of chickens, 
hogs and cattle."'-' 

The youthful Don nelly portrait is from the National 
Archives; Edioards sketch, DePauxo University Archives, 
Greencastle, Indiana; Chisago City plat map, Chisago 
County Surveyor; Hull & Associates, Forest Lake. All the 
other images arc in the MHS collections. 
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