
 To gather information for 
an introduction to the articles in 
this newsletter, I sought advice 
from my Advisory Council and 
contacted most of the people men-
tioned.  I have read and have in-
cluded information from three dif-
ferent publications about St. 
Hilaire.  They are the 1965 History 
of St. Hilaire by Mrs. Arvid Dahl-
strom, the 1976 The Big Mill by 
John L. Brekke, and the 1983 St. 
Hilaire Centennial published by 
the centennial committee.  At one 
time St. Hilaire was a larger city 
than Thief River Falls.  It had been 
opened for settlement as part of 
the Old Crossing Treaty in 1863.  
Unfortunately, the mill, which was 
opened in 1896, relocated to 
Bemidji in 1906.  The farming in 
the area kept the town going, but 
the population continued to de-
cline.  All of this happened before 
Pennington County broke away 
from Red Lake County in Novem-
ber 1910.  Consequently, it is a 
generation too late to locate oral 
history that reflects the height of 
St. Hilaire’s history. 
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   Today is a very difficult time for non-profit organizations.  The economy is strug-
gling everywhere, and the City of Thief River Falls is working to finance the completion of 
the Ralph Engelstad Arena, with extensive cuts to all the budgets.  At the beginning of this 
year, I asked the Board of Directors of the Pennington County Historical Society to donate 
$500 to the arena fund.  I asked that the money come out of the adopted budget from the Di-
rector’s discretionary account.  The Board agreed that the new building will change the his-
tory of this city and county and that this Society wanted to be a part of that history.    
 I realize how many directors of organizations are pleading for your donations every 
year, and I am one of them.  Of course, I want to have a safe and dry facility to store our 
more fragile artifacts.  I even want a bathroom that is usable in the winter.  I have not given 
up on my five-year goal of raising $100,000 for an improved archival area.  We already have 
$20,000 designated for that project.   
 Most of us give where we feel our money is needed and where we have an interest.  I 
personally donate locally to my church, the Historical Society, the Northland Foundation, the 
Friends of the Library, the TRF Education Foundation, and the Humane Society.  I do not 
have large amounts to contribute, but these organizations all get some part of my charitable 
giving.   
Please do not hear me saying that I don’t want your money for the Historical Society.  I do, 
but I believe this current arena project will benefit all of the city--its children, employees, 
employers, and charitable organizations.  Send us your annual membership, but please also 
support the completion of the Ralph Engelstad Arena in any way that you are able.  

������

Postscript:  Because I am, by choice, unpaid and without contract and because I am getting 
older, I am allowed to speak my thoughts in this column.  The opinions that I express are not 
necessarily those of the Pennington County Historical Society Board of Directors.      

Lower Dam at St. 
Hilaire 
 
Photo from the 
private collection 
of Dr. Padilla 
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Editor’s note:  The following description of early St. Hilaire is based on written reminiscences 
that Alice gave to Jim Dalager.  They are not reproduced in their entirety.  An attempt was 
made to include the portions that reflected the history of St. Hilaire and pride in the school and 
community.  The original wording and spelling were retained wherever possible. 

The Old Wooden School House 

 To most of the “old-timers,” the old wooden 
school house, surrounded by its big oak trees, is 
more memorable than the new brick school house.  I 
hope that some one will have pictures of it, showing 
the high wooden steps leading up to the big front 
doors, the big bell used to signal that school had be-
gun, and the out-door toilets in the rear.  There were 
long woodpiles where my dad, Mike Fricker, sawed 
wood for the stoves to heat the cold, drafty rooms during 
the winter.  There was a board side-walk from Main Street 
downtown to the school house, with a rickety wooden 
bridge over the creek.   In the spring with the melting of the winter snow, the bridge 
would often be slightly under water.  After removing their shoes and socks and pulling 
up their pants, the men teachers gallantly carried lady teachers over the bridge while 
pupils laid planks down and splashingly crossed, not caring about wet shoes and 
clothes.  

The New School House  

 In late summer of 1920 when the new school was almost ready for use, 
“moving-time” began.  Dad transferred the supplies, records, books, and furniture to 
the new building.  It had a large furnace with a boiler and steam-radiator system.  The 
toilets, gym, and manual training room were located in the basement.  The main floor 
had four classrooms and the teacher’s lounge.  On the second floor were the large as-
sembly hall, two recitation rooms, the home economics room, the physics and labora-
tory rooms, and the principal’s office.  There was an old couch in the boiler room 
where Dad could catch a little sleep when he had to stay at the school all night to stoke 
the furnace and keep the pipes from freezing.  After thirty-two strenuous years, he re-
tired and bade farewell to “his school” that he loved and cared for so well. 

  

A 1923 St. Hilaire High School graduate 

Old Schoolhouse 
Photo from the private collection of Fern 

Williams 



A Catholic Church, a Creamery, Meat Market and Vill age Well 

 Past the bridge over the creek stood the big Catholic Church.  It closed for lack of 
parishioners about 1900.  I recall that the children of that neighborhood were afraid to 
go by the old church because ghosts were rumored to be inside.  As the basement crum-
bled and holes were formed, it became a favorite home for skunks, rabbits, foxes, and 
other animals.  The church was torn down about 1925. 
 The “old creamery” was a very important place of business in the early years.  It 
was located north of the old school house near the creek, west of the railroad tracks.  Mr. 
Head (married to one of the Gigstad girls) operated it until the new Co-op Creamery was 
built on Main Street.  You could go to the creamery on churning days and get cups full 
of sweet, creamy, delicious buttermilk for nothing if you brought a cup.  A gallon cost 
five cents, and you could have all you wanted for nothing to feed your pigs. 
 Another important business was the meat market, the only one in town.  A. S. 
Wilson and his son operated it.  Their home and slaughter house was located beyond the 
creamery near the railroad tracks and furnished their shop with wonderful fresh meats.  
 Then there was the “Old Village Well,” located beside or in front of the Mer-
chants’ State Bank on Broadway and Third.  What wonderful, cold, pure water came 
from that ever-flowing artesian well!  It was right in the center of town and furnished 
drinking, cooking, and bathing water for most of the folks who didn’t have their own 
wells or cisterns.  Farmers arriving in town brought their teams of horses to drink from 
the large wooden trough before hitching them to the posts by the markets where they 
traded.  There was a pump if you wanted to fill containers or have a drink. The large 
horse-drawn fire truck was also filled at the well.  The fire truck was kept beneath the 
hall used as the town meeting place for business meetings and social gatherings.  The 
Odd Fellows and Rebekah lodge met there and were very active in the early years of the 
town. 
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2003 Memberships 

 A membership envelope is included in the centerfold of this newsletter.  The total So-
ciety and Village budget for 2003 is $28,530.   While the county and city continue to con-
tribute to the success of the Society and Village with funds and services, the largest sources 
of money are memberships and donations.  The benefits of your membership are more than 
free admission to the Village.  Even though the Village closes on Labor Day, the work of 
the Society continues throughout the year.   Your tax-deductible membership and gifts make 
possible the ongoing preservation of the history of the county.  Please mail your payment 
now.    
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2003 SCHEDULED EVENTS 
May 17 - Saturday - Pitch-In Day 
May 26 - Monday - Village opens for the sea-
son 
June 28 - Saturday - Family Festival 
July 9 - Wednesday - Park & Recreation Pio-
neer Day 
August 23 - Saturday - Bountiful Harvest 
September 1 - Monday - Village closes for the 
season 

CONTINUING VILLAGE NEEDS 
David Race donated a small table, but we are 
still looking for small kitchen chairs for the 
Hamre House.  We also need turned posts, 
spindles, gingerbread, fretwork for the peak, 
and bric-a-brac for the porch on that house.  
The following items are things that we can al-
ways use: 
 Light fixtures and lamps,     
  White coffee cups   
  Ice cream pails 

Bookcases     
  Wooden screen doors 
  Mannequins and dress forms 

  
  Folding chair carts (We did get 
   2 last year.) 
  Glass or plastic jars with covers 
   (for storage of screws, 
   nails, etc.)  
  An electric kitchen stove for the 
   church basement 

PRIVATE PHOTO COLLECTIONS 
Recently James Dalager allowed the Historical 
Society to scan his extensive collection of pho-
tographs of the students and schools of St. 

Hilaire.  Those pictures are now available on 
our website and can be found quickly by put-
ting in Jim’s last name in the donor box or by 
putting the words “St. Hilaire” in the descrip-
tion box.  Many people have private collec-
tions that record the history of the county and 
the cities in the county.  Because people wish 
to keep their photographs in the family, they 
are not willing to give them to the Historical 
Society.  We can now scan private collections 
and return the originals to the owners without 
any damage to the prints.  We can even receive 
scanned pictures by e-mail and add them to our 
files.  Those pictures will then appear on the 
Pennington County Historical Society’s web 
site (www.pvillage.org ).  Please contact the 
Society to enable us to include your pictures in 
our collection.  

YEARBOOKS, TELEPHONE 
BOOKS, AND CITY DIRECTORIES  

We use the yearbooks, telephone books, and 
city directories in the archives almost daily.  
We have all the Lincoln Prowlers with the ex-
ception of 1934, 1997, and1998.  It has come 
to our attention that Goodridge High School 
has a yearbook, and we do now have a few of 
those on file.  We hope to learn what years 
there was a yearbook published and begin to 
collect copies of them.  We are trying to find 
out if St. Hilaire had a yearbook.  We have 
copies of the early city directories but need 
directories from between 1938 and 1960.  In 
that time frame the only directories we have 
are those from 1945 and 1957.   

VILLAGE USE 
The Village belongs to the citizens of the 
county, and use of the grounds and facilities is 
encouraged.    
For the first time in the history of the Village, 
the public schools incorporated the Village 
into the curriculum.  On September 10 and 11 
of 2002 all the fifth graders visited the Village 
as part of their graduation standards.    
 

SNIP
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Our church has a basement kitchen that lends it-
self to meetings and gatherings during the sum-
mer.  The church may also be used for weddings 
and recitals.  The piano in the sanctuary is tuned 
annually.  
ALUMNI REUNIONS  
It is the practice of the Society to make admission 
to the Village free to Lincoln graduates and their 
families when they are in town for their reunions.  
Tours are also available by appointment.  Use of 
the church for reunion services is also free al-
though a goodwill offering is encouraged.  
OUR TECHNOLOGY 
In addition to our own Wikstrom-
sponsored web site (www.pvillage.org), 
information about the Village appears 
on many web sites (Thief River 
Falls Chamber, Explore Minnesota, 
Visit Northwest Minnesota, Wiktel 
and Sjoberg front pages).  We also have 
Sjoberg internet access 
 (pchstrf@mncable.net).  Because we are on the 
genealogy page for Pennington County 
(www.rootsweb.com/~mnpennin/mnpennin.htm), 
we are getting many more genealogy questions.    
ANDY CLICKS IT UP ANOTHER 
NOTCH! 
Over the past winter, Andy Filer has added fea-
tures to our website, including a general search 
capability.  A person searching for a particular 
surname may find photographs, the location of 
gravesites, dates of newspaper obituaries, and en-
tries in the 1909-10 Thief River Falls City Direc-
tory and in the 1911 landowner list for Penning-
ton and Red Lake Counties.  In addition, the 1923 
maps for Wylie, Rosewood, Mavie, and Hazel are 
available.  Andy has also added picture tours of 
the Emmett Mousley signs and the 1950 Mystery 
Farms.  The website is being used over four hun-
dred times a day.  The site has all the “bells and 
whistles” that make it one of the most usable sites 
for historical research available today.  Check out 
www.pvillage.org . 
FAMILY FESTIVAL - SATURDAY - 
JUNE 28, 2003 
Each year the Historical Society honors a family 

in our county as a pioneer family.  The previous 
families honored have been the Noper, Mostue, 
Muzzy, Asp, Christensen, Beito, and Lee fami-
lies.  The family is chosen by the Board of Direc-
tors, based upon  the recommendation of the Di-
rector.  Consideration is given to families who 
made significant contributions in the early years 
of the county and who still have family members 
living here. The family to be honored in 2003 is 
the Engelstad family.  The impact of the entire 
Peder and Mathilda Engelstad family has been 
very evident in Pennington County.  There are 

twenty-two living direct descendants of the 
children of Peder and Mathilda,  including 
Don, Vivian, Arne, Dennis, and Fern who 

currently live in Pennington County.  The 
Board made its selection before the deaths of 
Jim and Ralph Engelstad. Watch the local news 
media for details of the celebration. 

SOME NUMBERS 
Each year the Society is given “artifacts,” which 
include any picture or object donated.  Each one 
is entered into a database file.  The record for arti-
facts donated for the past five years is: 
Year:  Artifacts donated: Donors: 
1998   1456    104 
1999  1038    90 
2000  1647   110 
2001  794   109 
2002  1289   89 
Use of the Village has increased over the past few 
years.  The number of signatures in the guest 
book were 524 in 2000, 857 in 2001, and 1058 in 
2002.  Breaking down the 1058 visitors, 34% 
were from Thief River Falls, 29% from elsewhere 
in Minnesota, and 37% from other states.  Paid 
admissions for those years were 308 in 2000, 422 
in 2001, and 582 in 2002.  These figures do not 
account for everyone, however.  People who at-
tend such events as the National Night Out, which 
drew over 1000 people, are not counted nor are 
the school children who toured the Village.  Since 
members of the Society do not pay for admission, 
they are usually not included either. 
 
 RALPH’S GIFT TO THE VILLAGE  
Before his untimely death, Ralph Engelstad con-



tributed $100,000 to insulate the building that he 
had built in 1993 at the Village.  The entire roof 
was lifted in April and early May and the walls 
and roof insulated.  White steel sheeting was 
added to the walls, and large skylights were put 
into the ceiling.  This gift will give the Society a 
running start on other needed improvements to 
the building.  The Society also hopes that funds 
collected earlier will eventually be used for reno-
vations that will facilitate use of the building dur-
ing the winter and provide safer storage of arti-
facts. 
ADVISORY COUNCIL  
The Pennington County Historical Society Board 
of Directors have given a name to the group that 
meets each week to assist in identification and 
interpretation  of artifacts.  The group, is now 
called the “Advisory Council” and the members 
are: Art Buringrud, John Jaranson, Inez  Mostue, 
Stuart Nelson, Marion Prichard, Eileen Reierson, 
Milt Reierson, and Fern Williams. The group has  
worked this past year on a document found in the 

Viking Depot by Stuart.  The document is be-
lieved to have been written in 1932 in prepara-
tion for the “Pioneer” celebrations that year.  It 
contains anecdotal information written in cursive 
about early settlers in this area.  The group has 
found almost all of the first names of the past 
mayors and council members for the city of Thief 
River Falls.  The results of their labors will be 
made available in the future on the Historical So-
ciety web page.   

 AUGUST PCHS NEWSLETTER 
The theme for the August 2003 newsletter will be 
“Recipe Preservation.”  Please send PCHS those 
recipes that only a few would make today be-
cause they are too complicated or  impractical in 
today’s world.  Do not modernize the recipes.  
For example: characteristics of older recipes 
would be “add flour to make soft dough” or 
“thicken to desired consistency.”  It is hoped that 
the recipes are from the early 1900's.     
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Broadway from the north to the south:�
 the east side: 
  Brink Apiaries 
  Volden house 
  Rosendahl Cream Station 
  Livery barn - Lumberyard 
  Post Office 

Young-Olson Garage & Gas 
Station 

   Pearson Meat Market 
behind the Young-
Olson Garage 

  Sande Café 
  St. Hilaire Spectator 
  Jackson Store 

Creamery & Winter Barber 
Shop upstairs 

  Bilden-Olson Gas Station 
  Tobin Seed Co. 
  Lindquist Gas Station  
  Christiansen Garage 

 
 the west side: 
  Olson Blacksmith Shop 
  Jackson Gas Station 
  Schantzen Garage & Gas�
   Station 
  Biskey Grocery - maybe on�
   east or on west and east 
   at different times. 
  Grovum Bar 
  Huff Bar 
  Drugstore 
  Olson Bar 
  Dew Drop Inn 
  Larson General Store 
  IHC Sales �
 

Enter Into The Discussion 
 This list was started by Rawlins Sande and has been corrected, debated, and discussed 
by a number of people.  Please join the discussion. 
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 My dad was married three times.  He  had 
four children from his first marriage, four from the 
second, and three with my mother.  Dad was in in-
surance and real estate, but by the time I was born he 
was pretty much retired and spoiled me rotten.  I 
was kind of an after-thought.   I remember that he 
read to me and let me sit on his lap when there was a 
thunderstorm.   My brother Clem was involved in 
the creamery in St. Hilaire and later in Thief River 
Falls.  You could go to the creamery and buy cream.  
We brought Karo Syrup pails and got about a quart 
of cream.  The butter from that creamery was sup-
posed to be better than what came from other cream-
eries.  There were prints on the packages so that you 
could tell where the butter was made when you 
bought it in the store.   
 We lived on Water Street right across from 
where the church is now.  The house that we lived in 
has been demolished.  It had hardwood floors but 
did not have an indoor bathroom.  I went to the new 
brick school, and most of the teachers boarded at our 
house.  I think there were seven teachers that ate at 
our house.  We also had one room that we rented out 
to one of the teachers.   I graduated in 1937.  After 
awhile the school had only the lower grades, and the 
older students had to take a bus to Thief River Falls.  
The water in the St. Hilaire school was terrible.  I 
don’t know what was wrong, but we could hardly 
stand to drink it.  We carried our lunches and 
brought something to drink with our lunch.  In the 
classrooms on the first floor there were two grades 
in each room.  When you got to be a freshman, you 
had to go through an initiation conducted by upper 
classmates.  My class had to eat a raw onion and a 
raw egg as part of our initiation.   
 One day my sister Huldah and  I went into 
Lawrence Wilson’s meat market on the east side of 
Broadway.  My sister had just bought me a brand 
new winter coat.  Mr. Wilson was a teaser, and he 
came out from behind the meat counter with a knife.  

Just joking, you know.  I backed right into that lute-
fisk barrel in my brand new coat.   The lutefisk was 
soaking in brine in the barrel.  I don’t know how my 
mother got my coat clean again, but I know that we 
felt real bad about the coat.  My sister became a 
teacher and never married.  She always brought us 
presents when she came home.    
 I remember some of the other stores.  At 
Myles Jackson’s store there were plates of chocolate 
candy under the glass that you could just about taste 
by looking at them.  I don’t know if anyone bought 
any of them because they were more expensive, but 
they just made my mouth water.  When I was about 
twelve, I worked in a confectionary store for twenty-
five cents a day in the summer.   Gunstad’s newspa-
per had moved up the block once, but it was always 
on the east side of Broadway.  There was a black-
smith shop which I could always remember because 
of the smell of the hot coal.  There was the honey 
house where my future husband worked at one time.  
After we married we lived in Thief River Falls, and 
Roy worked for a bee house there also.  Because he 
worked with wax, he was deferred from the draft.  
Later he worked at the City Dairy before we moved 
to Warren.   
 When I think back, there are some things that 
stick out in my memory.  I remember that we always 
had enough food because we had a garden, a pig, 
and some chickens.  I remember coming home to a 
house filled with the smell of fresh bread coming 
from the oven.  It was so good with home-churned 
butter.  During the Depression there were harder 
times, but we always seemed to be able to have 
something good on the table.  It wasn’t all that bad.  
We had a wood stove and had to buy wood.  Some-
times the house was cold because we did not heat 
the whole house, but we managed somehow.     
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P. C. H. S. Board of Directors  
  
  Charles Naplin - President    Phil Hess 
  Pat Swanson - Vice President    Penny Langland 

  
  Jim Dalager - Treasurer     Eugene Rondorf 
  Fern Williams – Secretary    Dave Strong 
         Dale Wennberg 
 

P.C.H.S. STAFF 
 

Volunteer Staff: 
Caryl Bugge - Interim Director 
Matt Langland - Youth Curator 
 
Employed Staff:  
David Race - Village Caretaker 
Hannah Filer - Office Manager  
Stephen Horn - Village Manager�

Newsletter Staff: 
Editor:  Caryl Bugge 
Formatting: Hannah Filer 
Proofreading:  Barb Hauger 
Collating:  Fern Williams 
Reproduction:  T.R.F. Park & Recreation  
 
Telephone : 218-681-5767 
Email : pchstrf@mncable.com  
Web Site : www.pvillage.org�


