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Preface

hen we think of history, what we studied in school usually
comes to mind. There we encountered the deeds of great men and
women, the historical facts of wars, and the spreading of inventions
that had tremendous impact. But our personal histories are those that
are far more relevant to us, even though most are never recorded. Certainly, most, thankfully, don’t have the great drama that makes for a
good novel, yet there is meaning in how people lived their lives, the
mundane routines that are no longer practiced, the stories that have
been passed down about people long-gone, and an understanding of
who our forebears were and where they came from. This book attempts
to address all of these areas of life.

In starting a writing project, one needs to bear in mind the question, “Who is the intended audience?” For a family history, the obvious
answer is immediate family members and their descendants. But one
might also hope to broaden the audience a bit by including material
of possible interest to the extended family not so directly related. And,
by including general historical material related to the times and places
of the main subjects, one may even appeal to non-family interested in
getting a feel for what life was like “back then” and in that place. I’ve
taken the latter approach in an attempt to locate the family within the
broader historical context of US history.
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Chester Township and the adjacent
village of Trail are located in northwestern
Minnesota near the eastern edge of
the Red River drainage basin.

Oscar Flateland and Helen Reitter were products of rural northern
Minnesota in the 1920s and 30s,
one of the character-building environments that helped to produce
what Tom Brokaw has called “The
Greatest Generation”. In Chester
Township and the village of Trail in
northwestern Minnesota, where Oscar and Helen grew up, characterbuilding activities abounded. These
included milking the cows and
cleaning the barn, heaving hay bales
in the summer, shocking grain in the
fall, shoveling knee-deep snow in
the winter, scrubbing floors, hanging out the wash, and helping to
manage a business.

Walking to school in the winter in sub-zero temperatures was common and battling mosquitoes in the summer was the norm. But hard
work was relieved by visiting the neighbors, going fishing and hunting,
and attending dances on the weekends.

Various bits and pieces that remind us of family members' lives over
the years have accumulated in albums, shoeboxes, scrapbooks, written
and oral memories, and even audio and video recordings. In attempting to organize these remnants into something resembling a coherent whole, I feel like I've come to know, at least in a small way, the one
grandma and two grandpas and others that passed on before my own
memories could form. And, in fact, it's even helped crystallize a better
understanding of my own parents, even though our lives intersected for
many years.

Since this history centers on Oscar and Helen, the majority of material deals with their lives growing up and progressing through young
adulthood to marriage, then on to raising their two boys, and finally advancing to the ends of their lives. But with my wife Jill’s expertise with
ancestry.com and other sources, we’ve also sought to delve back as far
as possible into the lives of their forebears, including those who came
from Norway and Germany to the extent that very limited information
allows.
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Being a family history, this book won’t read like a novel and won’t
even read like a well-crafted biography. Some parts are quite detailed,
others more cursory, depending entirely on the information available.
Certainly, it contains all the family tree information we could collect,
together with the dry recitation of birth, marriage, and death dates,
and relevant photographs and significant documents; indeed, in parts
where narrative is lacking, pages may merely look like a family photo
album. (If anyone wants copies of family photos at no charge, please
request them using the contact info on the copyright page.)

Some minutia may be of interest only to immediate family members
or the most meticulous of historians, but this book has attempted to
collect all such historical items together in one place to make them easily accessible to all who wish to look, even if some will be of marginal
interest. But we’ve also put forth the anecdotes and stories that were
available to try to illuminate the personalities and quirks of the protagonists and characters encountered along the way, and to provide a
bit of a feel for living in those times and places.
Many thanks to aunt Leona Brekke, cousin Audrey Bergerson and
her daughter Bonny Cote, cousins Bonnie Pettersen and Bruce Tinnesand, brother Myles Flateland, and several others who contributed
photos and recollections. Thanks also to other family members who assisted in gathering and editing the material, especially to my wife Jill
who is an inexhaustible source of constructive criticism and inspiration. A thoroughgoing list of sources is included in the appendix.
Byron Flateland
October, 2016
Arvada, Colorado
USA
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Playing Videos in This PDF
Videos in this pdf file may not play in some browsers. If they won’t
play in your browser, you will need to download ftb.pdf and open it in
Adobe Acrobat Reader DC, available for free at:
https://get.adobe.com/reader/otherversions/

Other Websites for
Farming, Teaching, Building
Reading Directly on the Web
You may read Farming, Teaching, Building (FTB) and view the embedded videos directly on the web at:
http://www.flateland.org/ftb

Each chapter is a separate file, so you may experience a bit of delay
when you click into a new chapter or move on to a page containing a
large graphic, depending on the speed of your connection.
Viewing Videos Directly on the Web
If you’re reading a version of FTB where you cannot play the embedded videos, you can view the videos directly on the web at:
http://www.flateland.org/dvd
Book & DVD
You may purchase FTB as a printed book or as a Kindle eBook and
a DVD of FTB’s videos at Amazon.com. Just type in “Farming, Teaching,
Building” to see prices.
Please email any questions or suggestions to:
byron@flateland.org
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I
Oscar Flateland Birth to World War II
(1914 - 1942)

O

scar Flateland was born on a cold, cloudy day (just a guess, but
what February day in northern Minnesota isn’t cold and cloudy?) in the
winter of 1914, February 4 it was. In those days, women in remote rural
areas didn’t go to hospitals to give birth, so Oscar was birthed at home
on the farm.
Home was a two-room log house with an upstairs for sleeping. The
house had no foundation. In the summer the area around the house
was left open so the air could circulate underneath for cooling; in the
fall Ole and the older boys would haul in dirt to bank it up around the
house to provide some protection against the cold of the winter coming
up through the floor. The kitchen was built of lumber, not logs, and was
freezing in the winter.
The stove was fired with wood and to stay warm, one had to sit close
to it. Oscar recalled later, “…as you got further away it got colder, that
was the thermostat.” A tea kettle with boiling water sat on the stove. In
the morning it was frozen solid, so one had to get the fire started in the
stove to melt the water to make coffee.
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Oscar remembered later, “We were always afraid the house was going to blow down when a storm come up, but that darn thing was solid,
yeah, it was put together with pegs between each log. No, that wouldn’t
blow down so easy.”
In 1914 life in rural northern Minnesota was much different than today. Farm work was done with horses rather than tractors, cows were
milked by hand, electricity to the farm was still more than 30 years in
the future, and roads were primitive. One traveled locally either by foot
or by horse and wagon. Longer distance travel was to be had only by
train.
The only concession to mechanization on the farm was the use of a
threshing machine, usually powered by a stationary steam engine, at
harvest time in the fall. Henry Ford had introduced the Model T late in
1908, but his first moving assembly line only began in 1913; it was still
several years before Model Ts began to become commonplace in farm
country.

Woodrow Wilson was president. The Titanic had sunk less than two
years before Oscar was born and the crossword puzzle, very significant
to Oscar in later years, was invented only the year before, in 1913. The
Panama Canal wouldn't be opened until six months after his birth, and
of course, World War I began a few days after that. Commercial radio
was still almost ten years in the future.
Life expectancy in 1914 for men was only 52 years and for women
57 years; more than half the population of the US still lived in rural
areas. The prices of gasoline, if you had any use for it, and milk were
about equal (12 cents a gallon), as is still the case today (roughly $2.00
a gallon in 2016). Bread was 6 cents a loaf, although most people would
never think of buying it when they could make it cheaper at home.
Oscar joined four older siblings: Knute, who was born in 1901;
Birgit or “Birdie” as she was always called, who was born in 1903; Ole,
born in 1905; and Ted, who came along in 1911. After Oscar came one
more sister, Tarjer Olivia, in 1917; she always preferred to be called by
her nickname, Lola.
The farm was that of Ole and Anlaug (Anna) Flateland, Oscar’s parents. It was located on the eastern edge of Chester Township in Polk
County, northern Minnesota. The accompanying map shows its location
and that of Ole’s brother Svein, which later came to be owned by Oscar.
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1-1. Ole K & Svein Flateland’s 160 acre farms lay in
eastern Chester township, Polk County, Minnesota.
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Little is known of Oscar’s
pre-school years, although
the accompanying photo exists from about 1918 when
he would have been four
years old.

His earliest recollection
is from this age when his
uncle Halvor Bjugsson, his
mother’s brother, left for
service during World War
I. He said, “I remember it so
plain. I don’t know how he
got it. He came home with
a big box of candy, about
that square, single layer. I

1-2. Standing, L-R: Bert Kvasager (cousin), Ted Flateland
Sitting, L-R: Lola & Oscar Flateland
1918

remember that box of candy. I don’t
know, I suppose I got some out of it, I
imagine. And I think I remember when
he left, when they took him to the station (train station in Trail) because I
remember that bell, ding, ding, and I
thought that was kind of funny, that
bell ringing.”

1-3. Oscar’s uncle Halvor Bjugsson,
not long before he was drafted
into the Army in 1918.

Oscar spoke only Norwegian until
he entered first grade in 1919 or 1920.
He recalled that he and the other kids
picked up English fairly easily. They
were all in the same boat as it was a
Norwegian community … Loilands,
Moens, and others.
8
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Oscar retained the ability to speak fluent Norwegian throughout his
life, which came in really handy when he visited Norway for the first
time in 1988. He conversed easily with first cousins and other newlydiscovered relatives, and people told him that he sounded like he had
lived around there all his life. His early Norwegian left its traces as a bit
of a brogue in speech throughout life, as heard in the video below, in
which he relates how the official reporting of his birth was overlooked
because it was very cold when he was born.

1-4. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:19): Oscar Flateland talks about how it was so cold when he was
born that his birth was not reported to the county right away and was overlooked later.
(Click to play.)

His father, Ole K, had wanted the family to switch to speaking English at home since they had been in America for many years. But, “No!”
his mother Anna said, “Jeg vil ikke høre det!”--“I will not hear of it!”
She read and wrote in Norwegian, too, and Oscar could read Norwegian when he was a bit older. Anna could speak some English, but it
was broken. He said one time she was going to dye some cloth, so she
was reading the directions and was heard to say, “Take any large weasel
(vessel).”
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Ole K, on the other hand, could read and write English fluently. He
must have been self-taught after he came to America since he had had
no English instruction while growing up in Norway. Oscar recalled later the V-Mails he would receive from Ole K while stationed overseas
during WWII. They had been micro-filmed for shipment and reprinted
at the destination, so they were smaller than the original. “But,” Oscar
said, “I could read his on that small thing just perfect. Yeah, so he wrote
good. And he always ended up, ‘May the Good Lord hold his hand over
you.’”

Oscar entered first grade at Pleasant View School, a little one-room
white schoolhouse located one mile west of the farm where he was
growing up. In those days, of course, there were no school buses, so
the kids went by foot across the fields to school, rain or shine, sunny or
snowy. In winter they went on skis.
At its peak, some 50 pupils in grades 1-8 attended
school there, all at the same
time. Oscar later said, “I
don’t know where the heck
they put ‘em, hung ‘em on
nails…”

When Pleasant View
closed in the early 1940s,
the building became the
Chester Town Hall. There1-5. Pleasant View School was converted into Chester
after, it was used mainly as
township’s town hall after school was discontinued.
Photographed in 1989.
a polling place for elections.
During the 1960s, when Byron Flateland, Oscar’s oldest son, was a boy, he recalls accompanying
Oscar to the building and seeing barn swallow nests built inside and
old ballots laying on the floor where the wind had come through the
broken windows and had blown them asunder.

Another of Oscar’s earliest recollections is about threshing in the
fall of the year. The threshing machine was a stationary device powered
by an external steam engine. It took three men to keep a steam engine
running: the engineer to tend to its operation, another man hauling
straw to keep the fire going to heat the water to produce steam, and
a third man hauling water as a lot of water boiled away during the engine’s operation.
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Oscar fondly recalled
those days: “I used to like to
sit on the toolbox and listen
to it (the rhythmic sound of
the steam engine). I still like
to listen to a steamer. We
mostly started threshing at
dawn and quit for the day at
dark. We were fed five times
a day as it was hard work.
But it was fun as we were always a lot of men there.”

1-7. Many a boring moment
was spent turning the crank
to separate the cream
from the milk.

1-6. Video, July 29, 2011 (00:16): The rhythmic sound
of an old-time steam engine produced by a carefully
restored machine. (Click to play.)

In addition to grain farming, Oscar’s parents, Ole and Anna, kept a number of milk
cows, usually about 18 or 19. The nearest
creamery was in Trail, about 3-1/2 miles
south of the farm. Rather than transporting
the milk from all the cows that far without
a truck, the cream would be separated out
by a hand-cranked separator, and only that
higher-value product would be transported
and sold. Twice a week the cream would be
brought to the creamery. There, a pair of butter makers would turn the cream into butter
for sale to the local community.

Sometime in 1918, Ole K bought his first
car, a Model T Ford. When he was eight years
old, Oscar would be sent to deliver the cream to the creamery driving
the family’s Model T. It had three pedals: the brake, a pedal to put it into
low gear, and a pedal to put it into reverse. One could drive it at 25 mph,
but if you went faster for any length of time, it would burn out the motor. It had a top speed of about 40 mph, but only for a few minutes.
There was no requirement for driver licenses back then (about
1922), so it was perfectly legal for an 8-year old to be driving. Oscar
had to use wooden blocks under his shoes in order to reach the pedals.
The Model Ts were tricky to drive. If you hit a little loose sand (or other
irregularities on the road), it would take the wheel out of your hands.
11

Oscar Flateland - Birth to World War II (1914 - 1942)

Sometimes after a rain
there would be ruts in the
road. Quite often, as Oscar
said, “I would let the wheels
get in the ruts, then I would
drop the wheel, and it would
follow the ruts.”
It would be 1937, after
he’d been driving for nearly
15 years, before Oscar bothered to get a driver license. It
cost him a dollar and didn’t
require any test.

1-8. The Ford Model T, introduced by Henry Ford in

Most roads in the 1920s
1908, had evolved to look like this by about 1920.
and 30s were quite primitive, particularly those in the rural areas. Even the road through Trail,
which today is paved tarmac, was gravel in those days. In many places it
would become “washboardy” which forced the driver to take it slowly;
even so, the usual experience was “d-d-d-d-d-d”. Alfred Anderson had
the contract to maintain the road, but he only had a horse-drawn blade
which didn’t have enough power to smooth out the ridges. He could
only fill in the troughs with gravel, but of course after a few cars had
passed it was right back to being a “washboard.”

The road straight south from Ole K’s farm to Trail, called the Range
Line, went through a swampy area that was riddled with springs. The
solution was to lay logs crosswise as the driving surface; this was called
“corduroy.” Surprisingly, these logs lasted for many years. Eventually,
there was enough ditching done in the area that the road route dried up
so a conventional road could replace the corduroy road. Oscar recalled
as a young man that he and his friends went hunting in the area and
that they could lay down and sip clean fresh water from the springs
there.

In the winter when Oscar was a youngster the roads were generally
blocked with snow, so the only transportation was with horses and a
sleigh. Oscar wrote, “When we had our Christmas program at the church
in Trail, Dad would take the team and sleigh and take us to the church
which was three and a half miles, let us off at the church, then take the
team uptown to get them sheltered. Then he’d walk to the church to
take in the program, walk uptown again to get the horses, come back
12
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to the church and bundle us into heavy blankets to keep us warm, then
drive home. Mother would take in the program also.”

Mail was delivered to farms
even in those days. In the winter the mailman had a car with
tracks on it, so he could drive
on top of the snow. Before that
innovation, mail had been delivered in the winter by horses
and sleigh.

In addition to delivering
cream when he was eight years
old, Oscar raised his own steer
1-9. Necessity being the mother of invention,
which Ole K had given him. He
the Model T Ford became one of the first
was very pleased when he was
“snowmobiles”.
able to sell the fully-grown animal to Melvin Dahl, store owner and cattle buyer in Trail, for $28.00.
He spent $8.00 of it to buy a bicycle. Then an older (and heavier) friend
wanted to try it out, so he took it for a short ride, but crushed the back
wheel. Oscar recalled, “It doubled right up. I had to get a new wheel;
that cost me another four bucks!”
For recreation, kids in those days invented their own games; there
were never any “boughten” toys or games. Baseball, tag, and riding
horseback were popular. In the winter, kids would go down to the river
and skate on the ice. Oscar recalled, “We’d go down on Sunday and stay
all day, come home hungry as bears, jeepers. We could take a dry piece
of bread and eat it and enjoy it.” And in school they played a game called
“King” where one kid was the king and he had to try to tag somebody
else.
Of course, scaring the wits out of the teacher at school was always
great fun, too. In the winter, the teacher would send a couple of kids out
to fetch wood. They could always find a wormhole in one piece, so one
kid would insert a .22 shell (rifle cartridge) in it and throw the wood
in the stove. It would take awhile before the fire reached the shell, but
after some time, “Bang!” Oscar recalled one such incident: “I remember
one time Albert Gunstenson put a shell in there, ‘Bang!’ Alfred jumped
and looked around, ‘Who the hell did it?!’” And one morning, the kids
were all standing around the stove before school trying to get warm,
and some kid threw in a shotgun shell: “Ka-boom!”
13
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Farms were small in those days, generally 40 to 160 acres, so there
were plenty of neighbors close by. One in particular that Oscar remembered was Svein Homme, a bachelor who had come from Norway as had
Oscar’s father Ole. Svein lived just down the road to the east, a quartermile away, so Oscar and several of the other kids would go over there
in the wintertime and sit by the stove. He recalled, “We thought it was
so cozy. All he had for light was light from the stove, and he’d sit there
and sleep.”
Being an old Norwegian bachelor, Svein’s housekeeping skills were
marginal at best. Oscar recalled, “When he’d eat, whether it was supper
or dinner, he’d take a bowl, pull it from the middle of the table over to
the edge here and break up a bunch of Ry-Krisp, take some sour milk
and pour it and he’d eat, and when he was done he’d push the bowl
back and the flies would take over. There were flies and fly shit. Later
he’d pull it back out (for another meal), but he lived to be 87 years old,
so it couldn’t have been too bad.”

1-10. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (00:59):
Oscar talks about the eating habits of neighbor Svein Homme.(Click to play.)
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Oscar recalled years later, “I helped bury him, helped dig the hole
and we covered him up over in that basement church. There’s no
church now, they had a basement at that time, now it’s just a cemetery.
It was Mount Olive, a mile and a half north (of our farm). That’s where
all the Strands are buried, all the Hommes, all the Tveitens and they’re
all lined up, all the Strands are lined up here, all the Tveitens are lined
up here, and the Hommes over here.” The “basement church” that Oscar mentioned was also called “West Valle” to distinguish it from Valle
Church which was built a half-mile east in 1911 after the two congregations had split and the “West Valle” people had founded Mount Olive
church in Trail.

Life on a farm in the 1920s was a lot of hard work for kids as well as
adults. When animals must be tended, it’s a 7-day-a-week job. The daily
routine consisted of having an early breakfast, then going out to the barn
and feeding the horses and milking the cows, all before a mile walking
cross-country to school. And, he wrote, “You didn’t sit down when you
got home from school,” which lasted until about 4:00pm. There were
more chores to do, milking at 6:00pm, and in the winter, hauling wood
into the house. They’d be done with chores around 8:00pm, at which
time the kids were finally free to do what they wanted, that is, if they
had any energy left. If they wanted to do anything inside during the
winter, it was by the light of a kerosene lamp.
In addition to the daily routine, there were the weekly and seasonal
routines. Oscar wrote, “…the barn was made of logs so every fall one job
was to mix up some plaster and seal up the opening between the logs.
One end of the barn housed the horses. The east end was for milk cows
and between them was a large pen for young cattle which every Saturday when there was no school our job was to clean the manure out of
the pen, mostly an all day job.”
Oscar recalled once, when he was older, that he had been left alone
to do the milking of the family’s 18 cows. So, for the fun of it, he said,
“I was going to see how fast I could do it, so I rushed to beat the band,
rushed out and emptied, rushed back, and I was done in an hour and 20
minutes, them 18 cows.” That was all by hand, before the era of milking machines. He said, “You get an awfully good grip, as you’re sittin’
(demos milking with hands). God, you could squeeze.”
But as he got a little older, there was still time to take on additional
work to earn a little spending money. Oscar wrote, “In 1923 Knute was
attending the AC (agricultural college) at Crookston so Ted and I had
15
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to drive a team in threshing. I was nine years and Ted was 12. We had
$1.50 per day each, as the wages for a man were $3 per day. When we
finished the run we got paid about $14 each. We cashed the check and
got 14 silver dollars, quite a load to carry for a nine-year old. I sure felt
rich though.”

Another year, during the summer, neighbor Arnold Homme and Oscar took a job cutting brush for the township at 15 cents per hour. Work
ten hours and you had $1.50 (about $14.00 in 2016 dollars)!
Commercial life revolved around Trail, and
for farmers that was principally the creamery and
the stockyards. At the
creamery, as a by-product
of churning butter, large
quantities of buttermilk
were produced and this
was auctioned off to the
highest bidder. Ole Flateland was generally the
1-11. The Trail Co-op Creamery was organized
and built in 1906 by a group of farmers in the
highest bidder as he had
surrounding area. It was used continuously
a fair number of hogs to
until it burned down on March 3, 1938.
which to feed it. So, when
Oscar was 11 or 12, it was his job to hitch a team to the wagon to haul
five barrels to Trail to bring back the buttermilk. It took about half a day,
twice a week.

When Oscar was delivering cream to the creamery with Ole K’s
Model T, he would sometimes stop in at George Reitter’s garage to buy
a dollar’s worth of gas which was about five gallons at the time. That
was half a tank on the Model T which got something like 18-20 miles to
the gallon.
Such stops were his first recollection of meeting the Reitter girls,
Leona and Helen, who would be playing around the garage. Oscar was
about eleven at the time, Leona would have been seven and Helen about
four.
Clement Christianson, the Reitters’ neighbor, would often be hanging around the garage, too. He’d tease Oscar, saying, “Hey, go and sit
with the girls.” Of course, Oscar was too bashful to do that.
16
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Oscar’s first recollection of meeting
Clement was when he
was four or five years
old. Oscar recalled,
“Clement Christianson, he was a neighbor there, had a little
shack by Reitters
there. Yeah, he was
cross-eyed, whiskers,
looked rough. I was sittin’ by Dad into town, I
1-12. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:42): Oscar tells about
suppose 4-5 years old,
his first recollections of meeting the Reitter girls.
(Click to play.)
and I thought he was
the most (dangerous
looking) man I had ever seen. Yeah, he’d turn to kids and he’d kind of
look down at ‘em cross-eyed and (sort of grunt). ‘Christ,’ I thought, ‘he
looked kind of ‘ogre-ey’!” I think he liked to scare kids that way.”
When Oscar’s father, Ole, sold some cattle, they had to be delivered
to the Trail stockyards for shipment by train to St. Paul. Oscar and his
brothers would herd the cattle into town. Oscar wrote, “Then the cattle
buyer would always send us uptown for coffee and a sandwich which to
us kids was a big treat.”

The border of the Red Lake Indian Reservation was a little more
than ten miles northeast of Ole K’s farm, so occasionally people from
the reservation would come by. Oscar recalled, “I remember Indians
coming to the place, traveling with a team of horses, wanting something
to eat, eggs or something, and I suppose if no one was around, they’d
take it but they never did when we was around.”
By 1925 the old log barn was due for replacement so Ole hired Gust
Wiberg of Trail to build a new one. All the excavating for the foundation
was done by hand. The trench was two feet wide, six feet deep, and 232
feet around. Backhoes did not yet exist, so every spare moment was
spent digging the trench with shovels.
The gravel for the concrete was hauled from Trail from what is now
Northern Sand & Gravel Co. Every time someone went to town with the
team, they would return with a load of gravel. When there was snow,
they used the sleigh. Oscar wrote, “We had several planks on the sleigh
17
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and a couple on the sides to unload. To unload just take and tip the
planks upside down and dump it. I don't remember how many loads
we hauled but it must have been over 100 as it took a lot of gravel for
all that concrete.”
Gust Wiberg, the carpenter, poured concrete for many days. One day
the motor on the concrete mixer would not start so he called George
Reitter who had a garage in Trail and whose daughter, Helen, Oscar
would later marry. After George got the motor to run he asked Gust,
“How does that thing work anyway?” Gust said, “You will soon see and
you can have the damn job too!”

1-13. The barn built in 1925 by Gust Wiberg of Trail for Ole K Flateland. A foundation
six feet deep was necessary to get below the frost line and the foresight to use tile blocks
for the lower eight feet kept it from succumbing to rot. In this photo from 2006, the
building is being used to store machinery and it still appeared to be structurally sound.

Oscar was 11 years of age in 1925 and remembered Gust Wiberg
sawing all the pieces for the rafters by hand. Oscar got the job of painting the barn when it was finished and it took him nearly all summer. It
was a real piece of quality construction as it continued to stand into the
second decade of the 21st century.
To put up enough hay to feed the livestock through the winter after
the barn was completed in 1925, the family would haul hay into the
upstairs of the barn. Hay was loaded using a set of ropes called slings,
18
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a half a load at a time. The barn held 90 full loads of hay. Then in the
winter they wouldn’t have to go outside to get hay like they did with the
old log barn.

Anna had a habit which Ole K frowned upon—she liked to occasionally smoke a pipe. The best way to sneak a puff or two, she found, was to
slip into the little milkhouse next to the barn, shown in the photo above.
When Leona Reitter worked at the farm for Anna in the late 1930s, she
observed Anna more than once enjoying her illicit little pleasure.

When the barn was built, Ole, Anna and family still lived in the old
log house with the drafty kitchen built of lumber. Anna longed for a new
house. Ole told her, “Vell, vell, don’t you worry! The new barn will pay
for the new house.” Alas, Anna didn’t get her new house until some 15
years later, in 1940, eight years before she passed away at the age of 70.

Oscar wrote about the old house. Since it had no foundation, “There
were a lot of rats under there and if you happened to leave your socks on
the floor at night they would be gone in the morning, I suppose nesting
material for the rats. Some nights the rats got so noisy running around
that I would get up and light the lamp and sit there with a 22 rifle. When
I seen one peak out I shot it. That generally quieted them down for the
rest of the night!”
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The year 1925 was also notable for something other than a new
barn. On July 11th they and their family celebrated Ole and Anna’s 25th
wedding anniversary. They commemorated the occasion with the accompanying snapshot of the family.

1-14. The Ole K Flateland family on or about July 11, 1925,
the occasion of Ole & Anna’s 25th wedding anniversary.
L-R: Birgit, Ole K, Anna, Lola, Ted, Oscar, Knute, Ole Flateland.

Ole K’s bachelor brother Svein lived about a mile and a half west of
the family’s farm on 160 acres that he had homesteaded in 1896. When
they were kids, Oscar and his brothers would go over and work for
Svein, helping to pick potatoes in the fall. To feed the kids, Svein would
have canned goods such as canned peaches which the kids didn’t normally get. Oscar recalled, “Jeez, I thought that was a treat, store-bought
stuff.”
Oscar estimated that Svein had about three acres planted in potatoes. Svein would borrow Ole K’s potato planter in the spring, and the
two brothers would exchange other equipment back and forth.
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1-15. A Model T converted into a tractor
with a special attachment and lugged wheels,
pictured in an early advertisement.

For plowing, Svein would
convert his Model T into a
tractor using a set of large
wheels which you could buy
for the purpose and which
would be installed in place
of the normal rear wheels.
Rigged this way, a Model T
was capable of pulling a plow
with two 14-inch bottoms,
which was the same as a Ford
tractor was capable of pulling.

Oscar remembered riding with his Uncle Svein on his tractor when
he was plowing. Under the heavy load, the motor was boiling all the
time, so Svein had a can of water for adding to the radiator as often as
needed.
Sadly, Svein passed away from stomach cancer on August 10, 1927,
at age 56. Brother Ole K inherited Svein’s 160 acres and the little log
cabin Svein had built for himself which he called home.

Sometime probably in the mid1920s, Oscar got
his first exposure
to radio. The family didn’t yet have a
radio, but neighbor
Olaf Homme had
gotten a batterypowered one, so
the kids would go
over there to listen.
Oscar recalled, “We
were over there
1-16. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:12): Oscar tells about his first
to listen to it and
experiences listening to a radio at a neighbor’s house.
we thought it was
(Click to play.)
quite a thing, yeah,
he’d sit there (makes motions of turning dials), ‘…boop, beep, beep,
brrt, brrt, tweet, tweet, bzzt…’ Then finally you’d get a word or two.
And Ed Homme, he was full of BS. He’d put on them headphones and
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sit there, ‘Oh, Jesus Christ! Do you know what I heard over the radio?’ It
was some cock and bull story.”

When other neighbors finally got radios, people used to compete for
bragging rights:
“Oh, yeah, yeah, I got St. Louis last night.”
“Oh, yeah, I got Texas.”

“Oh, yeah,” one guy said, “I just turn a lid (makes motion of opening
a snuff can) and I get Copenhagen!”

In May of 1928, the 14-year old Oscar completed his course of “reading for the minister” at Sand Valley Evangelical Lutheran Church in Trail
and was confirmed on May 27, 1928, by the Rev. V.O. Aaker.

1-17. Oscar’s Certificate of Confirmation from Sand Valley
EvangelicalLutheran Church in Trail, Minnesota, May 27, 1928.
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Sand Valley Lutheran Church
Today’s Sand Valley Lutheran Church sits on a hill in the southeast corner
of the village of Trail overlooking the town. The congregation was formally
organized in 1914 as the Sand Valley Norske Evangelisk Lutheraske Menighed
(congregation), but its beginnings go back a couple of years before then.
After the railroad came to Trail in 1910, many people, mostly of Norwegian
extraction, began settling in the vicinity. At that time, the nearest Lutheran
church was the Lund church in Gully, about 4 miles east of Trail. But because
of poor roads and transportation, people in the Trail area began holding services in various homes.
On April 2, 1912 at a meeting of interested people, it was decided that efforts to organize a Norwegian Lutheran Congregation should be undertaken.
Rev. Stensgaard from Gully was elected to draw up a Constitution and Bylaws. On May 10, 1914, the Constitution, signed by nine men, was formally
adopted and the congregation organized. Later nine more men signed it, including Ole K Flateland. Rev. Stensgaard was called to serve as the first pastor
and was paid $125 per year.
The congregation joined the
one in Gully to form a parish.
As the congregation grew
in numbers, they held services in the old school house,
then the new one which was
built in 1915. About this time,
the congregation decided it
needed its own building, so a
building committee was organized and fund-raising began.
In 1916 they purchased land
and made arrangements with
Gust Wiberg, local carpenter,
to build a basement. By this
time, the building fund had
collected $3092.86. The covered basement was used for
services with the first pews
being planks set upon nail
kegs; a barrel stove provided
heat.
Sand Valley Lutheran Church, Trail, Minnesota,
as it appeared in 2014.
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The cornerstone for the rest of the building was laid on Oct. 31, 1917.
Sand Valley was the name chosen because it described so well the location of
the church. The church bell, altar chairs and pews were purchased from Trinity Church in Hayfield, Minnesota in 1921. By 1923 the interior was complete.
The total cost of the building and fixtures was $8,433.62.
In 1931 the word “Norwegian” was omitted from the name and it became
known as the Sand Valley Lutheran Church. The completed church was dedicated on July 9, 1933. The sermon was based on Psalm 84: “How lovely is Thy
Dwelling Place, Oh, Lord of Hosts.” In 1940 it was decided to hold two English
services to one of Norwegian; later the Norwegian was discontinued entirely.
On Dec. 31, 1960, Sand Valley became a member of the American Lutheran Church. In the summer of 1964, a 50th anniversary festival was held,
and the congregation celebrated its centennial in 2010.

Sand Valley’s altar and railing is widely admired as
being one of the most beautiful among churches in the area.
Photographed in 2014.
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Also, in about 1928 Oscar had completed all of the schooling that
Pleasant View made available, and he graduated from the 8th grade. It
was decided that he would then attend high school in Fosston, about
20 miles to the south. He stayed on a farm half a mile south of Fosston
owned by a fellow named Chris Gunnoose and worked for his room and
board. But, he never liked it very well. He could go home only every 3rd
weekend and while there had to work like a hired man. The first Saturday he was there, the wife came and asked, “What did Chris tell you to
do?” Oscar replied, “Oh, he said to clean off the corn binder.” “Oh,” said
the wife, “is that all he told you? Well, you come with me…” She had the
jobs. Another time he and two other fellows had to make two trips hauling hay from 20 miles south. So, feeling they were taking advantage of
him, he decided to quit school after the 9th grade.

It was about this time that Ole K traded in his old Model T for a
1928 Model A Ford. But it didn’t run very well, so he didn’t keep it. The
next year he traded it in for a 1929 model and that car ran reliably for
a number of years. The ability to trade cars twice in two years seems
to indicate that the family farm was doing OK as the era of the Great
Depression approached. The Model A was a big improvement over the
old Model T. Whereas the Model T could only be driven for an extended
time at 25mph, the Model A would cruise at 60mph if one could find a
road that was smooth enough.
In 1930, when Oscar was 16, he got a summer job with Birkeland
and Torkelson, who were road builders at the time. Oscar wrote, “That
summer we built the Trail road, also the road going north from Gully.
I was what we call a flunky, I guess, as I was in all kinds of jobs. Some
days I picked rocks and grubs. Then Ted Omlid and I cut logs just north
of Trail and skidded them north with the model A car. We tied them
together with a cable to make three mats for the drag line to sit on as it
was too soft to carry it otherwise. Then the dragline always sat on two
mats and the third one was moved ahead so they could move up.”
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“Then we were supposed to blast out the
stumps but they kept
splitting for us so one
day Steen (Birkeland)
drove up and asked
how the blasting was
going. I told him our
troubles; he said, ‘I will
fix that.’ He had a heavy
chain we wrapped
around the stump and
took up the slack with
1-18. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (02:04): Oscar describes his lack
of success in blasting out stumps with dynamite at age 16.
a heavy bar and tied it.
(Click to play.)
At that time a 16-yearold could monkey with dynamite, so I loaded it with six sticks of dynamite and set it off. We seen that chain and bar go up ‘til we lost sight
of it. We stood still and listened for it to come down. We never heard a
thing so I kind of think we were the first to put an object in orbit. Maybe
one of these days one satellite may collide with a log chain. So I guess
we had to give up on that and they had to get the bulldozers in there.”
“Then one of the oilers on the drag line had
to take a couple days
off so I was the oiler
for a couple days. One
morning Steen told me
to take a horse to Oklee
and bring back another
that he had traded for.
We were north of Gully
at that time so I took
off with the horse and
1-19. A dragline fairly typical of those used in the 1930s.
I thought I would ride
him to Oklee but he had such a sharp backbone that that was out. Coming back with the other horse I was going to ride him but he wouldn't
let me get on his back as I was getting tired. So I had to walk all the way
back too, and almost dragging the horse as he didn't lead very well. I got
back to camp about ten o'clock that night. I had $10 a week which was
good pay at that time.”
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The trucks hauling gravel those days didn't have a loader to load the
gravel. They shoveled it on by hand. Oscar wrote of a friend who lived
near Trail, “I guess Ed Nepper used a number 14 grain scoop to load
with. He must have been strong. He weighed about 250 pounds.” Later
people began using what was called a trap. It was built up so a truck
could back under it. Then horses and a scraper would be used to load a
heap of gravel it. The trap would then be tripped so the gravel would fall
onto the truck. That was the common solution until the motor-operated
loaders came into being.

In 1932 Oscar and
his two older brothers,
Knute and Ted, bought
a tractor and plow.
The tractor would pull
four bottoms which
was a pretty goodsized tractor for the
time. Oscar wrote, “We
rented more land. So I
was generally on the
1-20. A two-bottom plow that likely resembles
tractor and that was
the plow the brothers bought in 1932.
before power steering. It was very hard to steer. Instead of rubber tires it had steel wheels
with lugs on the them. In the spring we were quite busy so we hired
Oliver Omlid to drive the tractor in the daytime and I drove nights.”
“One night while
plowing we didn't
have what they call
a spring hitch then,
we had wooden pegs.
When we hit a rock
the peg would snap
and you had to put in a
new peg and couple up
again. One night I was
whittling out a new
1-21. The lug-wheeled tractor the brothers bought
peg in the dark when
probably resembled this tractor from the 1930s.
a dog came and sniffed
of my face. I let out a yell as I thought it was a bear. The dog took off at
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breakneck speed. Now with spring hitches, when the plow hits a rock
the bottom that hits the rock just snaps back in place.”

“In the spring we generally had two 4-horse outfits in the field to
put in the crops. Quite a few days I walked behind four horses and a
drag in the dirt all day. It was rather strenuous exercise.”

When the crops
were ripe it was time
to cut the grain with
four horses and a
binder. The binder cut
the grain and bundled
it into sheaves. The
sheaves had to be set
on end in bunches
of six or eight called
shocks, so they could
dry before threshing.
Shocking the grain
1-22. A binder with a 3-horse team.
was hard work and it
was generally hot, 90 or better, and involved a lot of stooping to pick up
the bundles.
When the sheaves were dried sufficiently for threshing, six or seven
farmers would get together to form what was called a thresh run. A
threshing machine would be hired to come and thresh one place after
the other. The thresh run used about eight teams of horses and men to
haul the bundles from the field and pitch them into the thresher and
two teams to haul away the grain.

On the first day of threshing it was hard to get the team of horses to
go beside the thresher as they were scared by all the noise. To unload
the bundles, one man would hold the reins while the other would pitch
the bundles into the threshing machine. After one or two loads the
horses became accustomed to the noise and it was no longer a problem.
But there were still unexpected instances of excitement. Oscar wrote,
“One horse on my team switched his tail into a belt. It got caught and
jerked all the hair out of his tail; must have been painful.”
The noise of the threshing machine was not the only thing that
frightened horses. Hauling grain to town with a wagon was quite an
excitement if the train happened to come at the same time. The horses
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1-23. Looking west at the Trail depot and elevator where
Oscar used to deliver grain with horses and wagon.

rear up and whistle
through their nostrils.
Oscar wrote, “I was at
the Trail elevator with a
load of grain waiting to
get in when I heard the
train coming. I tied up
the lines and got off and
held them by the bridles. I had a hard time
to keep them from running away. Now trains
and cars don't bother
them at all.”

“Back when the
Model Ts were becoming popular it was customary when you met someone with a team of
horses to generally stop the car till the frightened horses got by. The
horses would rear up and buck from fright anyway.”
Oscar wrote about one threshing experience: “One time a farmer
asked me to pitch in the field. We were threshing flax. Field pitching
is when you went from one team to the other to help load. I started
about 12:30 and about 4 o'clock I was looking for a team to bring me
some sandwiches but I guess they forgot I was out there, so I worked
till about seven in the evening when it got dark. So I went in and when
I got close to the house I could smell the food. I was practically drooling
I was so hungry but after I had eaten I could have gone right out again.”

Feeding all the men on a threshing crew was quite a task for the lady
of the family, so Anna and Ole hired the Reitter girls, Leona and Helen,
from Trail to help during threshing season. The photo below was taken
during a quick break, perhaps after delivering food to the men in the
field.
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1-24. L-R: Leona & Helen Reitter, Anna Flateland,
George Reitter, Ted & Oscar Flateland, Sept. 12, 1937.
The writing on the top is Helen’s.

When threshing was finished in the autumn, it was time to fill the
silo with corn for the cattle. Five or six teams would haul the bundles
of corn stalks in from the field to a stationary silage cutter which was
powered by a tractor. One man would stand by the cutter to keep the
bundles going in. The silo was 36 feet high. Some years there was
enough corn to get it full. Silage needed to be wet as it was packed into
the silo, so it would ferment in the absence of oxygen properly, as a
means of preservation. It was best to fill the silo in the rain, so no water
hose would be needed to wet it down.
During the winter the silage would be pitched down each day to
feed the cattle. One winter Ole K was about 20 feet up in the silo throwing down silage when his fork stabbed a rat nested in the silage. How it
got up there is a mystery. Winters were also busy with hauling hay and
cutting and splitting wood for the coming year.

Even with all the work of farming, the boundless energy of youth still
left time for having fun. During the winter, playing cards with neighbors
and going to dances was popular. Oscar wrote, “On moonlit nights we
would walk into town for an evening. One Saturday night a friend and I
took one horse and a small sleigh called a cutter and went to Gully for
a dance. It was seven miles to Gully and it was minus 20, so we walked
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behind the sleigh most of the time. I walked to Trail for a dance several
times during the winter.”

In the summer on many Sundays, “…some of the neighbor boys
came over and we would play ball in the pasture or catch a steer in the
pasture and try to ride him. Also we rode a lot of horseback bareback as
we had no money for a saddle.”

For an older kid, an old car provided a lot of opportunity for entertainment. Oscar wrote, “There was a Model T body that my uncle had
so I found a motor and fixed it up so I had a car of my own, no top and
only half of a windshield, but it was transportation. In the fall it got cold
so I covered it with a horse blanket (propped up on some sticks), so it
was nice and cozy in there. We would roam around in it on Sundays and
hunt skunks as then we would get up to seven dollars for a skunk hide.
They were tricky to skin in order to avoid getting all stunk up.”
When he was a
little older, Oscar
and his brother Ted
would borrow Ole
K’s
wine-colored
1934 Chevy, go pick
up a few friends, and
drive to a nearby
town, usually Trail,
Gully, or Oklee, to attend a dance. Since
not too many people
1-25. 1934 Chevrolet sedan.
had cars during the
Depression, their provision of transportation made them quite popular.
It wasn’t unusual to have eight or nine people at a time in that overloaded car, often including the two Reitter sisters, Leona and Helen.

Before the boys left for the night, Ole K would write them a check for
$5.00 for their work on the farm during the week. In those days, $5.00
went a long way—25¢ to attend a dance or go roller skating for 3 hours,
10¢ for a can of beer, 25¢ for a cold hot dog and coffee. That $5.00 would
last them the whole weekend!

When the dance was over, probably well after midnight, it was up to
them to see that their passengers made it safely home. Many times their
riders had had quite a lot to drink, so they were fast asleep. When they
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came to drop them off, it was often difficult to wake them and Ted and
Oscar were reluctant to get too rough with them, so they had to sit and
wait until they began to wake up. With bitter cold temperatures in the
winter, they couldn’t just shove them out unsheltered either.

Oscar recalled once trying to deliver a friend named Kenneth Krogh.
He reminisced, “I had to leave the car up on the road, and we’d have
to walk across (to home). And one time I parked the car and Kenneth
wouldn’t get out, and I said, ‘You can’t sit here, we’ve gotta go home.’
No. We argued awhile, finally I said, ‘By God, I’ll get you out!’ and I got
out of the car and went around to the other side and ‘Click!’, he locked
the door!”
Oscar and Ted would invariably return home well into the wee
hours of the morning and, since Ted usually drank more than Oscar,
Oscar would need to escort Ted to bed. Since dances were very popular
in the ‘30s, this would often happen two nights in a row. And they’d
still have to get up bright and early to help with the milking, threshing,
or other chores, no excuses. Their dad, Ole K, had a favorite expression, “Holy Kripe!” he would exclaim, “You’re burning the candle at both
ends!” Once in awhile they would return so late that Ole K was already
on his way out to the barn for milking.
In 1936 Oscar was 22 and his older brother Ted was 25. They decided to go into the hay business as a lot of places in North and South
Dakota were suffering from drought, and there was a shortage of hay
for livestock. They bought hay, baled it, and shipped it west by rail.

Oscar wrote, “We had a baler on a set of sleighs. The baler was operated by a six horse gas engine. Then we hired a couple guys to pitch the
hay over to my brother who was feeding the hay into the baler. Then
I tied the wires on the bales and carried the bales and stacked them.
I had to watch, too, so I got the block in the right place that separated the bales. These blocks had grooves on both sides so wires could
slip through to tie around the bales. The bales weight was around 200
pounds each. Then it was to haul these bales to the railroad and load
the cars for shipment. In the winter when the snow was too deep for
the tractor to pull from stack to stack we used four horses. That is one
winter that went down in the records. We also baled and shipped out
any kind of straw. Quite a change baling then and now, I guess that's
what we call progress.”
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Bitter cold in northern Minnesota winters, of course, was quite
common. Lows of 35 and even 40 below zero were not unusual. But the
winter of 1936 set records, as Oscar mentions above. The lowest he saw
was 54 degrees below zero. Helen recorded in her diary on January 22,
1936, “-53 degrees F” and on February 6, “-46”. The depth of snow in
the woods that year was three feet.
Another winter, to make some money, Oscar and some others cut
100 cords of wood (a cord is a stack of wood measuring four feet high,
four feet wide, and eight feet long) on some land south of the home
place and sold it to the creamery in Trail.
Oscar continued to stay on the “home place” with Ted, Lola, and his
parents until he joined the Army in early 1942. With money tight during the Depression, there was no hope of buying a farm of his own, so
he and Ted rented a small amount of land some years to raise their own
crops to sell.
One winter, he arranged to rent some land from Svein Homme and,
when spring came, he wanted to plant flax. “No, no,” said Svein, “It’s
gotta be buckwheat. Buckwheat or nothing.” So Oscar scouted around
and found some buckwheat seed. It sprouted a
bit, then froze, so that was
the end of that.
Oscar’s oldest brother
Knute had married Etta
Anderson in 1932, and
they lived on the farm that
Svein had homesteaded,
now owned by Ole K. For
the first five years of their
marriage, they lived in the
little log house that Svein
had built and began raising two children in it—
Arley (Ordean), born in
1932, and Howard, born
in 1934. In 1937 Knute
bought a farm of his own
in Gully township just
east of Ole K’s farm.

1-26. Oscar’s older brother Knute, circa 1930.
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When Etta was growing up, her family, the Alfred Andersons, lived in
Trail not far from the Reitters’ house, so she was well-acquainted with
Leona and Helen Reitter. When Knute and Etta moved to their own farm
in 1937, Helen noted in her diary on March 27, “House party at Etta’s
new place.” When Etta’s two boys were small, Helen and Leona would
often babysit them. Arley’s nickname at that time was “Punky” and on
August 12, 1937, Helen recorded in her diary that “Punky” turned five
years old that day.

Oscar
remembered once when
Howard was three or
four years old, he was
over at Ole K’s farm
and he was trying to
lift something that
was too heavy for him.
Oscar said jokingly,
“Oh, no, you should get
your big brother to lift
that,” and thought no
more about it. But ap1-27. Knute’s sons Howard (left), age 4, and Arley (Ordean),
parently Howard had
age 5, with Knute & Oscar’s sister Lola, 1938.
taken Oscar seriously,
so he had started walking toward home to get his big brother Arley. On
the way he had met Helmer Christopherson, the mailman, so in hearing
about it later, Oscar asked Howard, “What did he say?” “Nothin’,” said
Howard, “He just laughed at me.”

34

Oscar Flateland - Birth to World War II (1914 - 1942)

The second oldest brother, Ole, had moved away to
Milwaukee in 1928 after completing high school. At some
point he had contracted tuberculosis, so he spent some
time in a sanitarium in Milwaukee. In the early 1940s,
he married Ida Schnitzler
who was a widowed nurse
he might have met during his
sanitarium days.

1-28. Oscar’s older brother Ole in tuberculosis
sanitarium in Milwaukee, circa 1930.

Oscar’s older sister Birdie
was working in Grand Forks
where she met and married
Ole Gunderson in 1933.

Oscar’s early adulthood
in the late ‘30s through 1941
was spent farming and doing odd jobs around the area,
as described, but it also included a lot of dancing, roller
skating and partying in the
company of friends, very often with Helen Reitter. They
more or less began “going
together” in 1935 (when she
would have been 14-15!), off
and on, attending dances and
roller skating at the Reitters’
roller skating rink in Trail

1-29. Bergit & Ole Gunderson on
their wedding day, July 1, 1933.
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and in other locations to which the Reitters traveled with their skating business. The only photos of Oscar which exist from this period are
ones taken in photo booths which were popular at the time.

1-30. Photo booth pictures of Oscar with Helen Reitter
and a couple of buddies at three different times in 1937.

Oscar first tried roller skating one Sunday afternoon at the Reitters’
new rink in Trail and, once he got the hang of it, liked it so much that he
kept skating well into the evening. With his muscles never having experienced such abuse, he said he could scarcely step over a matchstick
the next day. But, eventually, he became so accomplished that he could
waltz while on skates.

1-31. Photo booth pictures of Oscar with an unknown buddy on the left
and with Norris Brekke on the right at three different times in 1938.
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Oscar’s younger sister Lola married Marvin
Tinnesand on June 21,
1941. Lola was the last
of Oscar’s siblings to be
married. Oscar’s own
marriage would have to
wait until after World
War II, which was just
around the corner.

1-32. Marvin & Lola Tinnesand on
their wedding day, June 21, 1941.
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II
Helen Reitter Birth to College
(1921 - 1940)

H

elen Elsie Reitter was born on August 20, 1921, on a farm near
Goodrich, North Dakota. She joined the family of mother and father
Maggie and George Reitter and older sister Leona, who had been born
on November 18, 1918--exactly one week after the World War I armistice had been signed.

We don’t know why her parents selected the names ‘Helen Elsie’ for
her, but sister Leona speculated that her names ‘Leona Margaret’ were
chosen as variations of her grandmother Lena’s name (Lena Huff) and
that her middle name was a variation of her mother Maggie’s name.
Since Helen was the youngest, Maggie always referred to Helen as
“Babe” and to Leona as “Sis.”
For as long as “Babe” was living, the two sisters remained very close,
even having houses across the street from each other in Oklee, Minnesota, after retirement. Leona and Helen always called their parents
“Mama” and “Papa.”
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2-1. George and Maggie Reitter with Maggie’s parents, John and Lena Huff, in 1919,
probably at John & Lena Huff’s house near Goodrich, North Dakota.
L-R: Lena Huff, Maggie Reitter, Leona Reitter, John Huff, George Reitter.
In this photo, George looks quite tall, but his height is likely exaggerated
by being closer to the camera than the others; his height was 5’8”.

Helen was delivered by a neighbor lady who was a midwife, as was
the usual practice in those days, either at home on the farm or at the
home of Maggie’s parents, Lena and John Huff, who lived nearby. Midwives had no formal training then, so they just learned from experience, likely apprenticing with another midwife in the community.
The formality of a birth certificate wasn’t a priority back then, so
when Helen went to apply for a job doing defense work at the beginning
of WWII, the required birth document didn’t exist. Fortunately, mother
Maggie was able to track down the delivering midwife, Mrs. J. Moser,
who attested to the birth and they received a birth certificate from the
North Dakota state capital, Bismarck, dated June 11, 1942, almost 21
years after Helen’s birth.
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2-2. Helen Reitter’s birth certificate, issued June 11, 1942.
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George and Maggie farmed for
several years in the Goodrich area. At
harvest time, before Helen was born,
Maggie would be in the field, too, so
older sister Leona would ride in a
box mounted on the grain binder.
After Helen was born and a little
older, some of the care of baby Helen fell to older sister Leona at the
tender age of only four or so. At the
age of 96 in 2015, Leona could still
remember being alone in the house
with Helen in the crib she was supposed to be rocking, and she could
still picture the kerosene lamp on
the table while the folks were out
milking cows.

2-3. Helen’s older sister,
Leona, about 1920.

2-4. Video, Mar. 24, 2015 (01:02): Leona Brekke talks about taking
care of younger sister Helen as a small child. (Click to play.)
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The next summer while the folks were out hauling hay, she can remember being left alone with Helen, and her job was to keep her from
crawling off a quilt on the floor. At about that age, she remembers, “…
one time I was sitting there holding Helen when she was just really tiny,
and she rolled off my lap. I think I did more crying than she did!”

In addition to being a farmer, Helen and
Leona’s father, George
Reitter, owned a Rumely Oil Pull 30-60 farm
tractor. He used it to
do contract threshing
around the Goodrich
area at a time when
most threshing was
still powered by steam
engines. The Rumely
2-5. George Reitter, standing on right, with
his Rumely Oil Pull 30-60 tractor, about 1920.
was a very large tractor for the time powered by a kerosene-burning engine. Also known as the Model “E,” it was
manufactured from 1911 to 1923.

2-6. George Reitter’s Rumely Oil Pull 30-60 tractor in action powering a threshing machine
in the vicinity of Goodrich, North Dakota, late 1910s.
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The Rumely Oil Pull
Rumely Oil Pulls were a line of tractors built by the Advance-Rumely
Thresher company of LaPorte, Indiana, starting in 1910. In 1909, Edward Rumely had been the first to succeed in building an oil pull tractor. For the next
20 years, Rumely Oil Pulls were some of the most respected among farm
tractors. The reputation was built on three factors: they were reliable, very
powerful, and used kerosene which was inexpensive. Oil Pull tractors were
much lighter and easier to run and maneuver than their steam-driven predecessors. They were typically belted to a threshing machine that separated the
grain from the straw.
The Model ‘E’ 30-60 was made from 1911 until 1923 and was one of the
first “heavyweight” models to appear. The ’30-60’ referred to the drawbar
horsepower and the belt horsepower, respectively. It had a two-cylinder
engine with a 10-inch bore and a 12-inch stroke. It operated at 375 RPM,
weighed 26,000 pounds, and in 1918 sold for $4,300. Forward speed was 1.9
MPH.
The Rumely Oil Pull was the first tractor to use an oil cooling system, which
kept the engine at a steady temperature no matter how heavy the load was.
The carburetor automatically fed kerosene and water in the proper mixture
to the cylinders. The use of water was to prevent pre-ignition and combustion
“knock,” so the cheapest, lowest-grades of kerosene could be used.

Around 1921 or
1922, after farming in North Dakota
for several years,
George and Maggie Reitter moved
with their young
family to Frazee,
Minnesota, where
George’s
father,
John Frederik Reitter, had invested
in some land. The
2-7. The George Reitter family in 1922.
two snapshots here
from 1922 were likely taken in the Frazee area as was the accompanying studio photo from 1922.
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2-8. George, Leona, Maggie, and Helen Reitter in 1922.

Around this time, George had an accident in which three fingers on
his left hand were severed in a buzz saw. After this, he decided to quit
farming and in the winter of 1922 went to Kansas City to attend school
to become a mechanic. While there he worked for the Kansas City Star
newspaper, probably handling big rolls of paper. Maggie and the girls
stayed with Maggie’s parents, John and Lena Huff, in Goodrich during
this time.
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When George finished school, he found a garage for sale in Trail,
Minnesota, so he bought it and a house as well and moved his family to
Trail in March of 1923. The building was called the Jefferson Highway
garage; it had been a livery barn for horses in the days before automobiles. This building played a large role in the lives of the Reitters for
many years, and thereafter, a significant role in the life of the Trail community to the present day as the VFW hall.

2-9. Business appears to be booming at George Reitter’s new garage
business in Trail, about 1923.George is sitting in the tractor seat.
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Trail, Minnesota
The origins of Trail date back to 1906 when the farmers of the area formed
an association to build a creamery on a site that was one-half mile west of
what is now Trail. An entrepreneur named Joney Wichterman also built a
store by the creamery. Joney named the busy area Trail because of the Indian
trail that passed through on the south ridge close by. The Chippewa Indians
from Lower Red Lake, Bemidji and Cass Lake areas used this trail in the 1800s
to travel out west to the prairies to hunt buffalo and to visit other tribes in
the Dakotas. After the store was built, they would stop in to replenish their
supplies; they were generally known for being very friendly.
In 1910 the Soo Line Railroad was built through the area and a depot was
erected not far from the creamery. An elevator for grain storage and shipment was also built in 1910. In 1912 the Soo Line Railroad acquired 80 acres
of land and platted it for the present-day village of Trail a half mile east of the
creamery/depot area.
Soon after the Dahl brothers—Melvin, Adolph and Otto—built a general
store, and Joney Wichterman expanded his business by constructing a new
general store.
In its heyday, Trail had three churches, grocery stores, elevator, depot, gas
stations, tavern, liquor store, hotel, café, lumberyard, hardware store, meat
market, barber shop, creamery, locker plant, bank, post office and school.
The first school in the area had been built in 1897 and a new one which survives to this day was built in 1915. A telephone exchange started by Joney
Wichterman served the village, and daily passenger train service, except for
Sundays, allowed people to go to Bemidji and shop for a couple of hours, then
return on the same day.
Alas, as farms grew larger and rural populations dwindled, Trail shrank.
Today only two businesses, a tavern and the post office, continue in Trail and
population has dwindled to 46.

Main street of Trail, Minnesota, looking north, July 3, 1915.
The large building on the left was known as the P.G. Peterson
building in later years and the building on the right was Dahl’s store.
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As is evident in a number
of photographs, George liked
to wear a big old floppy version of a cap that was popular
during the 1920s and ‘30s--the
so-called “newsboy” cap. It was
also known by a number of
other names, among them the
“cabbie cap,” “longshoreman’s
cap,” “duffer cap,” and “driving cap.” It came into use in the
1890s in the US and began to
fall out of style in the 1930s.
Among working men, it was
worn most commonly by dockworkers, high steel workers,
shipwrights, farmers, artisans,
and tradesmen of many types.

George also ran a business
selling electricity to the village of Trail before electrical
utilities had reached the rural
2-10. George Reitter at work
towns. He had a gasoline powoverhauling a Model T in 1924 or ’25.
ered stationary engine at his
garage which ran an electric generator. He would run the generator
only in the evening, so people could have the benefit of electric light. It
was Maggie’s job to go out and read the meters and, presumably, collect
payment.
People in Trail didn’t have electrical appliances yet then, with the
possible exception of an occasional electric iron, so the load was not
heavy. He provided service until 10:00 pm, then the generator would be
shut down for the night. Just before 10:00 pm, he would blink the electrical service a couple of times to warn people that shutdown was imminent, so they had time to light their kerosene lamps if they planned
to stay up after ten o’clock.

Otter Tail power connected the village to the grid sometime in the
early 1930s, so George discontinued his generator business. With the
new commercial power, residences paid a flat $1.00 per month for electricity up to a certain limit while businesses such as George’s garage
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paid a flat $5.00 per month up to a certain amount. With electric irons,
ironing was a breeze compared to the old flatirons heated on the stove,
so Leona would beg to do the ironing (she said she really didn’t have
to beg that hard!). They did all their ironing down at the office in the
garage to avoid going over the limit at the house, as George’s business
would never use its full allocation in a month. With everyone wearing
dresses in those days, there was a lot of ironing to do.

The house that George and Maggie purchased in Trail in 1923 had
only two rooms, and it would be 1936 before they could afford to add
on space. The front room served the dual purpose of kitchen and living
space, and the back room was the bedroom where the whole family
slept.

2-11. Maggie Reitter with Leona, Helen, and a doll
on the front porch of the Reitter house, about 1924.

George and Maggie slept in the big bed and when Leona and Helen
were small they slept in a smaller bed that slid under the big bed when
not in use. When they were older, they had a leather Davenport sofa
that opened up into a bed which made space even tighter. In addition to
the beds, the room contained an organ and a radio.
Leona recalls that somewhere around age ten she apparently was
sleepwalking and wound up in the kitchen, unable to find her way back
to the bedroom. So she pulled two chairs together and slept there until
morning.
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The front room of the house contained a big wood stove used for
cooking and heating, a table and chairs, a cupboard, and a closet containing a big trunk and all of the family’s shoes.

Leona was in high school, and Helen was 15 before they expanded
the house, so growing up in such cramped conditions even informed
patterns of speech. As an adult, Leona was in the habit of saying, “Let’s
go sit in the other room.” Her grandson, Jamie Wishard, asked one time,
“Where is this ‘other’ room?”

2-12. George and Maggie Reitter’s two-room house with the garden and large pile
of wood ready for winter, about 1924. The Reitters almost bought the house in the
background in the early 1930s (the “Erickson” house), but a closing scheduled
for Friday the 13th spooked Maggie and the deal fell through.

As the girls were growing up, Maggie spent a lot of time down at the
garage helping George with his business. Women didn’t wear slacks in
those days, so Maggie would make herself big black aprons that would
slide over her head and snap at the waist to cover her dress while working. The girls would spend quite a lot of time in and around the garage,
too, playing. They remembered the rack that held the tires and crawling
inside and over it.

The Reitter family generally wasn’t active with church when the
girls were young. Maggie had been brought up Catholic and George had
been brought up Seventh-Day Adventist, so they left religion aside for
the most part. Nevertheless, one Sunday night in the spring when the
girls were still small, Maggie for some reason decided to attend Luther
League (an organization for youth) at Sand Valley church. George was
working down at the garage, so the girls were left alone in the house.
Maggie sometimes got very concerned for the girls’ safety, so that night
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she locked them in the house so they would be safe from any outside
threats.

2-13. Video, Mar. 24, 2015 (01:44): Leona Brekke talks about being locked
in the house when a swamp fire was nearing. (Click to play.)

At the same time, some men were burning off the dead grass in the
swamp just north of town, and the flames were leaping pretty high. Leona was only about five and, of course, her job was to watch Helen. Leona
could see the flames clearly from the house and, even though they were
at some distance, little Leona thought for sure that they were going to
burn up. She pounded on the door and screamed and screamed, and
this went on for some time. She said she was so scared she was about
to go insane. Finally, Maggie returned and felt very bad about causing
Leona so much panic.
Maggie’s father, John Huff, had been a drinker and got violent when
drunk, so when Maggie was growing up she learned fear; sometimes
the family would sleep in the barn to hide. This learned dread sometimes irrationally dogged her even as an adult. After her husband
George passed away in 1941, she was very uneasy staying by herself in
the house.
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When it came to feeding the family, as Leona said, “Cooking wasn’t
a big thing in our family.” But they always had meat, potatoes, a vegetable, and dessert two times a day, with extra for any company that
happened to drop by; and they baked bread regularly. Helen said, “My
mother wasn’t too hepped on cooking, although it was always prepared
well.” Leona added, “She gave us the basics.” So cooking of the evening
meal was often left up to Leona, the oldest daughter.

2-14. Audio, Jan. 1, 1986 (01:26):
Leona & Helen talk about cooking
when they were growing up.
(Click to play.)

Every night at 5:00 pm, from the
time she was six years old, no matter where she was, Leona had to start
preparing for supper. She would go
down to the garage to find out from
Maggie what was planned for supper,
and since they didn’t have a refrigerator, she had to go to the store to buy
it. The garage didn’t have a cash register, just a drawer under the counter
protected by combination buttons,
so Leona would need to punch in the
combination and take out the money

Dinner vs Supper

The use of the words “dinner” in some families and “supper” in others to
describe the evening meal can be confusing. “Dinner” is generally considered
to be the main or largest meal of the day. Whether it takes place at noon or
in the evening is mostly a cultural thing.
On farms people traditionally ate the larger meal at noontime to give
them the strength to keep working through the afternoon, so the second and
third meals of the day in rural areas and villages were “dinner” and “supper.”
In cities, where people generally worked away from their families, the noon
meal was lighter and the big meal of the day was usually in the evening with
family, hence the terms “lunch” and “dinner” were used.
To further confuse matters, when farmers worked in the field from early
in the morning to late in the afternoon or evening, they would often have
coffee and a snack in mid-morning at 9-10:00 and in the afternoon around
3:00, often delivered to the field by another member of the family. This snack
was referred to as “lunch,” so the sequence of nourishment on many farms
in the upper midwest was “breakfast,” “lunch,” “dinner,” “lunch,” and, finally,
“supper.”
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2-15. Video, Mar. 24, 2015 (00:45): Leona Brekke talks about rounding up younger
sister Helen for supper when they were children. (Click to play.)

needed for the store. She would then buy bologna or whatever else was
planned, bring the change back to the garage, and trudge home to make
the meal.
When it was ready, she had to go out to round up her younger sister,
Helen, who “never knew what time is was.” She was usually found playing at the Wibergs, a neighbor family who lived a couple of blocks away.
One time, though, Leona looked in all the usual places and couldn’t find
her. The pre-school Helen turned out to be playing on the second floor of
the hotel downtown where railroad section men and truckers boarded.
There were some cupie dolls up there which apparently had attracted
her attention. After supper, Helen’s part in the cooking endeavor was to
do the dishes.
After the hotel caper, Maggie tied Helen to the clothesline with a
rope, so her range was limited to the length of the clothesline and a bit
more. With Leona busy inside and Maggie at the garage, it was the most
practical way to keep track of the energetic pre-schooler, at least until
she bawled enough that she was set free.
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Maggie relied on Leona a great deal to help care for the young Helen
while Maggie was at the garage. Maggie once remarked, “You had more
sense in your little finger when you were three than the kids nowadays
have in their whole hand at twelve!”

Having the freedom to roam about the small village was not without its mishaps. As they were growing up, the girls liked to play over
at Gust Wiberg’s house, just a block up the hill and a half-block east
of where they lived. Their boy, Orvin, was Leona’s age, and their girl,
Evelyn, was a year older. When Leona was five or six, she was playing
over there, and Orvin was chopping at an old grub stump in the ground
with a double-bitted axe. Another bunch of kids were playing there, too,
so he called them over to see what he was doing. Leona was going to
be nice and let the other kids see first, so
when they were done, she bent down to
see just as Orvin swung the axe down on
her head. While it was mayhem for a moment, Mrs. Wiberg cleaned Leona up and
used adhesive tape to patch the wound on
her scalp. She turned out to be fine.
Helen started school at a younger age
than most kids. Her birthday was in August, so just after she turned five, she was
sent to first grade at the Trail school, where

2-16. Helen Reitter at age 5,
a first-grader in school in 1926.

2-18. The Trail school, put into service January,
1915, where the Reitter girls attended grades
1-8. Photographed in 2010.

2-17. Older sister Leona,
nearly 8, as a 3rd grader in 1926.
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2-19. The Reitter girls walked east on this road
through Trail to school, which was two blocks
ahead and two blocks to the right.
Their father’s garage was on the left, just a little
ahead of where the photographer was standing.

Gilbert Nelson would show up on
the doorstep promptly at ‘Little Orphan Annie’ time—5:45 pm. He was
about Helen’s age, too young to tell
time, so Leona and Helen surmised
that the dog must have had an uncanny sense of the clock. Gilbert’s
father was unable to work because
of asthma, so the family was quite
poor. His mother made the family’s
living as the village’s telephone operator, connecting calls on the plugboard in her house. She also milked
a few cows so chores took up what
little time she had away from the
telephone business. Thus, Gilbert
received little supervision and care.
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older sister Leona would have
been a third-grader. So, even
though they were separated by
nearly three years by birth, in
school they were separated by
only two. Helen was tall for her
age, and with Maggie working in
the garage most of the day, it was
a practical decision.
School or not, one thing was
for certain—‘Little Orphan Annie’ every night at a quarter to
six. The family had a very nice
cabinet radio which was really
special in those days, likely the
centerpiece of the living room/
kitchen much as a television is
the centerpiece of many living
rooms today.
Every evening during the
winter, a neighbor boy named

2-20. Gilbert Nelson, childhood
friend of Leona & Helen Reitter.
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Gilbert was a resourceful little fellow, though. He had rigged up a
harness so his dog could pull him on his skis. He also knew that the
Reitter family ate supper immediately after ‘Little Orphan Annie’ was
done, so he invariably stayed to eat with them, too, receiving a level of
nourishment he perhaps wouldn’t have received at home. But the family didn’t mind as he had become good friends with the girls who enjoyed playing with his dog. In later years, he would take them hunting
and they would go skiing together, much as they would with a brother.
In December, the three of them would go out and harvest the family’s
Christmas tree together.

With this kind of looking-after in the village of Trail, Gilbert turned
out just fine (ancient African proverb: “It takes a village to raise a
child.”). As an adult, he married, moved to Chicago, and when retired,
moved back to the area, living just south of Gully. So the girls were able
to renew their friendship and acquaintance in the later years.
Another close neighbor was an elderly one-eyed bachelor named
Clement Christianson who lived in a house next door. Helen recalled
that he always kept his shades drawn, but occasionally she’d be looking
in the direction of his house, and he would suddenly pull up the shade
to look out, and they would startle each other by suddenly being eyeto-eye.

She surmised that he must have slept on an old feather tick mattress
because he would come out of his house in the morning with a feather
stuck here and there on his clothing. He never wore stockings, and for
shoes, he only had a pair of rubbers which appeared to be too big for
his feet. As he shuffled by the kids in his oversized rubbers, he’d occasionally do a little jig for them, or he’d say, “I’ll jump rope for the kids
in Trail.” So he’d jump rope, this old man, and his rubbers stayed on his
feet, but it was a mystery how they did. Helen recorded in her diary that
on February 9, 1937, Clement died.
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Helen’s mother, Maggie, had an older brother named Nick Huff. He
was born quite a number of years before Maggie, so she really never
got to know him well. As a young man, after he was married, Nick had
moved to Cuba. In the 1920s and ‘30s, he would send pictures of his
family to Maggie and, judging from their appearance, Nick had done
quite well for himself. In later years after the children were grown, his
first wife died. He remarried and he and his second wife would come to
Trail to visit Maggie and her family. Nick and his second wife returned
to the US in 1947 and lived in North Dakota the remainder of their lives.

2-21. Nick Huff and family in Cuba in the 1920s.
Back, L-R: Doris, Norman;
Front, L-R: Nick, Clarence, Nick’s wife Helena Alvina, known as ‘Line.’.
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Maggie also had a sister, Lena, who still lived in the Goodrich, ND,
area, and was married to Isaac Allen. Lena was a teacher and Isaac
farmed.

Nehi Sodas

Nehi was a line of fruit-flavored sodas introduced in 1924 by the CheroCola company. Nehi proved to be so
popular that the company changed its
name to the Nehi Corp. Later, they reformulated Chero-Cola, naming it RC
Cola and that sold so well they renamed
the company RC Cola. In 2008, Nehi had
become a brand of Dr Pepper Snapple
Group.
The original
Nehi advertising
logo was a picture of a seated
woman’s legs,
in which the skirt was high enough to
show the stockings up to the knee, suggesting the phrase “knee-high” to illustrate the correct pronunciation of the
name.

Every summer Maggie,
Leona, and Helen would
drive out to visit Lena and
family for a couple of weeks.
The girls had fun reading the
roadside signs. One common
sign at the time advertised
Nehi flavored soft drinks.
When they would spot the
sign, one girl would sing out
“Nee-hi!” The other would
respond,
“N-a-a-a-y!”

In addition to teaching,
Lena Allen had a side business of caponizing roosters.
Caponizing is a surgical procedure to neuter the rooster
and is done so they grow
larger and are more tender

to eat after slaughter. Lysol is typically
used to sterilize the wound, and when
Helen got even a whiff of it, she would
invariably pass out.
All four Reitters would drive out to
Isaac and Lena’s farm near Goodrich at
Thanksgiving time, too.

Christmas was usually celebrated
back in Trail. Santa Claus always came,
but since the Reitters had no other relatives in the area, it wasn’t a large family occasion. They would sometimes
invite neighbor Clement Christianson
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2-22. Lena Huff Allen, Maggie’s
sister, who lived on a farm
near Goodrich, ND, 1920s.
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over for a meal, and they also enjoyed socializing with other neighbors
such as the Ray Simonis family and the Alfred Andersons.

In fact, the Reitter household was often abuzz with company. In
those more sociable days, people would think nothing of just dropping
in on a neighbor to visit for the evening, sometimes arriving even as late
as 9:00 pm and staying until 11:00. Many a night Leona had written in
her diary that once again she didn’t get any studying done because they
had company until 11:00. George would bring people over from his garage, too. If he was working on their car, he’d often invite them along
when he went home for dinner at noon.

In just over a month in the first days of 1937, Helen recorded in her
diary the following visitors to the Reitter house: Oliver & Gilbert Nelson,
Helen Anderson, Hazel Moy, Helen Wiberg, Joe Platchet, “Puncky,” Mr. &
Mrs. Alvin Wiberg, Mrs. Stenvold, Mrs. George Johnson, Mrs. Joe Dahl,
Roy & Alfred Hovelsrud, Darlene Senum, Mrs. Alfred Anderson, Jeanette
Anderson, Buddy Moy, Mrs. Angela Halvorson and two children, Dennis,
Charles & Dwayne Wiberg, Jane & Mrs. Paulson, the Gilbert Thompsons,
Mr. & Mrs. Fred Schmunk and children David, Dorothy, and Alton, Helen
Lund, and Clara Griffin.
When not going to school, studying, or engaging with visitors, much
of Helen and Leona’s time was occupied with chores. Helen recorded
that many times they mopped and cleaned all four rooms (after the
1936 expansion to the house), washed the dishes and clothes, spent
three hours ironing clothes, fixed on some of her brassieres, pumped
water, carried wood and water “as usual,” milked the cow, fixed Leona’s
hair, sawed wood and chopped, split or carried it, “washed our heads
and had them fixed,” ironed hankies, helped Leona and Mama churn
butter (“Did I ever sweat. We got butter at last.”), hung out the bedding
and made the beds, patched clothes, baked bread, picked wild berries
in the summer, canned fruit, vegetables, and meat, washed walls and
ceiling, washed the cream separator, and, later, milked the goat twice a
day. And, after the garage was remodeled into a dance hall, they would
clean and wax the hall floor.
Even with all this going on, there was still hours to be filled with
other entertainment at home in those pre-television days. Popular pastimes included playing cards—whist, 500 rummy, and Pit were common, playing the game “Buttons,” playing Monopoly, reading “True Story” magazine, sewing and embroidering, playing anti-i-over outside in
the summer, and listening to the radio. Programs favored by the girls
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included Major Bowes’ Amateur
Hour, Kiddies Club, Fairmont
Old Timers, Dinner Bell Time,
Ma Perkins, Little Orphan Annie,
Fibber McGee and Molly, Guiding
Light, and the Lucky Strike Hit
Parade on Wednesday nights.
Quite often, Helen and Leona
would dance in the front room to
tunes on the Hit Parade. Looking
through the Montgomery Ward
catalog was also a favorite pastime, imagining what one would
look like in this or that article of
clothing or shoes.

In 1929 the Great Depression had descended upon the
2-23. 1936 Philco console radio,
country. But, at least from the
typical at the time.
perspective of the Flateland and
Reitter families, the rural area
around them didn’t fare too badly. People didn’t have much money, but
most had enough to eat.

A few families were hit harder than the average, though. The family
who owned the hardware store, the P.N. Moens, lived above the store
as was common in those days. But the family couldn’t afford a boiler
to heat water for washing clothes, so the wife would bring the clothes
down into the hardware store to do her laundry where she could heat
water in a tub of some sort.
One neighbor, Gust Wiberg, was a carpenter who had been hurt in
an accident, so he was laid up for some time. He and his wife had five
children closely spaced, and the wife’s mother lived with them, which
made a total of eight mouths to feed. The oldest daughter, Evelyn, who
played with Leona and Helen frequently, was panic-stricken that they
would starve. But the family kept a few cows, so the wife would go down
the hill twice a day in her long dress to milk them, then she would bottle
the milk and sell it around town. Helen recalled that it was nice and
cozy in the barn. And the family’s Grandma would knit and do the cooking. So the family scraped by.
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The Great Depression
The Great Depression was a severe economic slump in North America,
Europe, and other industrialized areas of the world. It began in 1929 and
lasted until about 1939. The failure of many banks caused a general loss of
confidence in the economy which led to much-reduced levels of spending
and demand, especially for big-ticket items such as cars and trucks.
The well-being of small rural villages like Trail, Minnesota, was tied directly to the health of farming. Farmers had struggled with low crop prices all
through the 1920s, but by the depths of the Depression, prices had fallen by
as much as 60%. For example, the price of a bushel of corn fell to just eight
to ten cents. Some farm families began burning corn rather than coal in their
stoves because corn was cheaper.
In some ways, though, farmers and rural villages were better off than city
and town dwellers. Farmers could produce much of their own food while city
residents could not. Almost all farm families raised large gardens with vegetables and canned fruit from their orchards. They had milk and cream from
their dairy cattle. Chickens supplied meat and eggs. They bought flour and
sugar in 50-pound sacks and baked their own bread. In some families the
farm wife made clothing out of the cloth from flour and feed sacks. When
the season came (or not?), deer hunting was popular and sometimes people
would share meat with some of their less-fortunate friends. They learned
how to get by with very little money.

Maggie kept a cow for many years--a nice big white Guernsey that
lived in a little barn out back behind the woodshed; one side was for
the cow, the other for hay. She gave so much milk that she needed to be
milked three times a day; when she was fresh (soon after giving birth
to a calf) she’d give an eight-quart kettle at noon. When Maggie and
the girls would make butter out of the cream, it was so rich and darkcolored it looked like American cheese.
When the cow was fresh, she’d give more milk than the family could
use, so they shared it with neighbors such as the Alfred Anderson family who lived on the west side of town toward the depot on a street nicknamed “Pigtail Avenue.” They later had another Guernsey cow named
Topsy that they had bought from Wibergs. This cow was sort of gray
and white striped, almost what one would call brindled.
Since George had only two fingers left on one hand after the buzzsaw accident, he couldn’t milk, so Maggie would go out first thing in
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the morning and milk the cow. While she was doing that, George would
be inside fixing oatmeal and raisins for the girls’ breakfast before they
went off to school.
Leona and Helen helped with the milking, too. They would sit one
on each side of the cow so all four teats could be milked at once. Helen
recalled that the cow had very large horns, but was very gentle, so all
went well. The family kept a hand-cranked cream separator which was
operated while sitting on a little stool, so the cow provided them with
milk, cream, and butter.
The family would also raise a pig for slaughter, and they would
butcher the cow’s calf after some growth. The meat was smoked and
canned for preservation, so the Reitters were more or less self-sufficient when it came to dairy
and meat.
A few years later, in 1937,
Helen recorded in her diary
that she went out to milk the
cow, but the cow wouldn’t
get up. Papa went out, and
he couldn’t get the cow up
either. A few days later, she
mentioned they were canning
meat. On July 16, they went to
the town of Lambert to buy
a goat. Subsequently, they
bought several more nanny
goats that they could milk. But
cream from goat’s milk is very
difficult to separate, so they
just used the milk.

During the winter, to save
2-24. Leona & Maggie Reitter
money during the Depression,
with their nanny goats in 1939.
Maggie would stitch together
quilts from old samples of suit material and do other sewing rather
than working down at the garage. She would get a large book or catalog
containing samples of cloth, each no bigger than about 2-1/2 x 4 inches.
The samples were glued to the pages, so she had to pull them off, then
soak them in water to remove all the glue and remaining cardboard.
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Then she would laboriously sew together the small samples into a
quilt top, put wool batting underneath and sew on a flannel back. After
tying it in numerous places, she would press it with a flatiron to produce a finished quilt. Most suits of the day were made of wool, so the
top, as well as the batting inside, were wool which can be quite scratchy,
but the quilts were warm. The girls would get old sample books of wallpaper, too, and would use the samples to line their dollhouse.

2-25. The George & Maggie Reitter family, about 1931:
Clockwise from back: George, Maggie, Helen, and Leona.
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The school in
Trail only accommodated grades 1-8, so
after Leona graduated from the 8th
grade in the spring of
1932, she began attending high school
in the fall in Gonvick,
Minnesota.
Helen
graduated from the
8th grade two years
later, in 1934. They
2-26. The Reitter girls’ school pictures,
rode a bus back and
1931, Leona (L) & Helen (R).
forth which stopped
right in front of Dahl’s store downtown.

2-27. Gonvick High School in the
mid-1930s, attended by Leona and
Helen Reitter for four years each.

In those years Helen preferred a short haircut style known
2-28. Helen Reitter’s 8th grade diploma from
1934. Trail’s school fell under the auspices of
as “wind-blown,” as shown in the
the county, so the diploma was actually issued
photo below. Since her hair was
in the county seat, Crookston, Minnesota.
pretty much carefree, Helen was
carefree in other areas getting
ready for school, too. Leona, on the other hand, put great importance in
arriving to school on time. Maggie didn’t let Leona leave without Helen, saying, “You have to wait, you have only one sister, you can wait for
her!” This often drove Leona to tears, but if she did leave without Helen,
then Helen would be in tears. Helen would say, “Well, I just have to go
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back and get a handkerchief,” so Leona would leave and be downtown
(a block away) before Helen would come running. This drove Leona
“goofy,” as she said.
The family had a
dog, Dewey, for about
ten years. Dewey
joined the family by
happenstance. When
the girls were younger, some kids from
Oklee, perhaps the
Lambert kids, had
walked all the way
to Trail with a puppy,
apparently for sale.
So George bought it
from them for $5.00.
Shortly
thereafter,
Dewey got distemper,
so they had to take
him to Thief River
Falls periodically for
shots. Dewey traveled well, but when
they got near Thief
River, he began shiv2-29. L-R: Helen Reitter, Evelyn Wiberg, Dewey, and
ering, so he could
Leona Reitter, 1934. Evelyn was a year older than Leona.
sense where he was
and could anticipate what was to come.

As the Reitter girls were growing into their teens in the early 1930s,
space was becoming increasingly cramped in their two-room house, so
George and Maggie had planned for several years to buy a larger house
in Trail. A house known as the “Erickson” house in later years was put
up for sale, so Maggie and George decided to buy it for $3,000. It had a
barn and a little acreage for the cow, too. The purchase was to be consummated on Friday the 13th. Being superstitious, Maggie thought it
wasn’t a good idea to do business on such a day, so she wanted to delay
the deal. The owner apparently lost patience and so instead sold it to
Gilbert Nelson’s mother, the telephone operator.
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The Reitters continued to live in
their small house until they got word
in 1935 that Maggie’s parents, John
and Lena Huff, had sold their farm
near Goodrich, ND, and needed to
move in with the Reitters over the
winter. With this impending expansion in household size, George and
Maggie decided they would build on
to their existing house rather than
trying to buy a bigger one.

So, by winter of 1935-‘36, they
had added two rooms to the east side,
2-30. Maggie Reitter’s parents,
John & Lena Huff, in 1935.
a kitchen and another bedroom, and
had expanded the space upstairs for
a bigger attic. The walls of the addition were constructed entirely of
4x4s stacked one atop another. The “front room” was then converted
from combination kitchen/living space to a full-time living room.
After staying with the Reitters through the winter, Grandma Huff
returned to the Goodrich/Hurdsfield area in North Dakota in March,
1936, and in May Grandpa Huff followed. John and Lena always drove a
horse and buggy; they never owned a car.

2-31. Maggie, holding Dewey, and
Leona Reitter, winter of ‘1935-’36,
in front of the new house addition
before it had been painted.

After the remodeling was complete,
the old wood-fired stove remained in
the front room to provide heat and the
family purchased a gasoline cooking
stove for the kitchen, which was considered to be very modern and even
“deluxe” in 1936. It stood on legs and
had four burners with an overhead
oven. Unfortunately, the gas stove was
only large enough for cooking, so the
kitchen went unheated in the winter.
The stove operated much like modernday gasoline camping stoves, where
one pumps in air to pressurize the
tank, forcing a gas/air mixture up to
the burner.
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By 1935 the effects of the Great
Depression had begun to crimp
George’s garage business. People
would buy gasoline on credit, and
some were not able to settle their
balance on time.

To supplement income, George
did logging work in the winter of
1935-‘36 near Effie, Minnesota.
The family referred to his work as
2-32. The Reitter house after expansion to
“going into the woods.” While there
four rooms and an attic, summer, 1936.
he drove truck and a Caterpillar.
One weekend he came home with a bad burn on his back from the exhaust pipe of the Cat, so he had to miss work for a week.

2-33. George Reitter hauling pulpwood with a new Chevy V-8
truck near Effie, Minnesota, in the winter of 1935-‘36.

The garage business was slow sometimes, but dancing was popular throughout the 1920s and ‘30s, so George and Maggie decided they
would convert their garage into a dance hall. This is somewhat ironic
as George had been raised in a strict Seventh-Day Adventist family that
forbade dancing and other forms of “frivolous” recreation. As an adult,
though, George was no longer observant, although he never did take up
dancing himself.
Maggie had been raised Catholic, though, so she knew a thing or two
about dancing, having learned at house parties as she was growing up.
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So she taught the girls how to dance polkas, schottisches, and waltzes.
And Maggie could do an Irish jig, too, although there wasn’t too much
call for that in Scandinavian northern Minnesota.

To refurbish the garage into a dance hall, George went to Minneapolis and bought used birch or maple flooring. Since it was second-hand,
it was covered in linoleum that was glued on, so George and Maggie had
to scrape it off by hand and clean it up before they could lay it over the
concrete floor. After the flooring was installed, they got a power sander
and sanded it down to make it smooth. The floor still survives to this
day in what is now the VFW hall.

2-34. George and Maggie Reitter’s new dance hall/skating
rink after conversion from a garage, about 1936.

George continued his mechanic/garage business by moving it to a
garage building a block and a half east of the hall. Here, he continued to
fix cars and tractors occasionally and to sell gasoline. In later years, this
building was known as the “Aakness” garage.
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2-35. The old garage which George & Maggie Reitter purchased in 1936 after converting the
old “west” garage into a dance hall/roller rink. They referred to this one as the “east” garage.

2-36. George Reitter pumping gas into a 1928 Ford Model A
at the east garage, sometime after 1936.
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By 1936, Leona and Helen were in their
mid to late teens, so they would help out at
the east garage by selling gas. Once, when
Helen was at the garage alone, she got word
that Gypsies were coming to town, so she decided to close up. That time, they never materialized, but when they did, they generally
had a reputation for causing trouble.

Gypsies traveled the countryside in cars,
generally two to three dozen in a band. They
had a reputation for stealing chickens, eggs,
milk, and anything else they could get away
2-37. L-R: Leona & Helen Reitter
with. The children were poorly dressed and
in the summer of 1936.
would relieve themselves anywhere. They
would descend upon a town and would tell fortunes if you “crossed
their hand” with a few pennies. They would swarm into stores in numbers too big to keep an eye on, so they could shoplift, too.

Oscar Flateland recalled that once a band of Gypsies came and
camped for about two weeks just south of where they lived on the farm.
One day the Flateland men were haying and were taking their dinner
break in the middle of the day under a tree in the yard. A group of Gypsies came, and one approached Oscar’s dad, Ole, and began feeling him
up and hugging him, probably trying to pick his pockets for any money.
Ole pushed him back and exclaimed, “Get away from me!”
Gypsies aside, as soon as George and Maggie had completed the remodeling of the garage into a dance hall, they began hiring local bands
to play for dances on Saturday nights and occasionally on other nights
of the week. This proved to be very popular, and there was always a
good crowd. It provided a much-needed venue for young people to socialize, and the dances drew people from the surrounding communities, so business was brisk.

George and Maggie would contract with a band either for a commission, where they got a certain percentage of the box office or for a fixed,
guaranteed amount. Admission was 25 cents for local musicians and
35-50 cents for more well-known bands from a distance. Some of the
leading orchestras that played in Trail included Shorty Davidson from
Thief River Falls, Lem Hawkins from Fargo, ND, Fairmont Old Timers
from Fargo, and Olaf Roisum from Grand Forks, ND.
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Helen reminisced fifty years later that she could still picture the
Shorty Davidson band arriving and how impressed she was by their
crisp coordinated outfits of white jackets and slacks. This would have
been quite a spectacle in pre-television days in a small village. Once
when Olaf Roisum played in Trail, on September 4, 1937, Helen recorded that they sold 370 tickets! Knowing the size of the hall, one would
have to conclude that some 2/3 of them must have been standing outside, perhaps taking turns dancing inside. On June 8, 1940, they topped
that, selling 393 tickets.

2-38. Audio, Dec. 23, 1972 (03:25):
Livet I Finnskogen
(Life in the Finnish Woods)
Olaf Roisum Orchestra,
KFJM Studios, Grand Forks, ND.
(Click to play.)

Olaf Roisum’s orchestra was still
playing in 1972. Oscar and Helen’s
son, Byron Flateland, attended the
University of North Dakota (UND)
in Grand Forks during that time and
recorded Olaf Roisum’s band while
working at UND’s radio station,
KFJM. A sample from that recording
session on December 23, 1972, is included below. Oddly enough, neither
Olaf nor Byron realized at the time
that a prior connection had existed
between the orchestra and the Reitter family.

Lem Hawkins (real name Earl L.
King) from Fargo, ND, led another
very popular dance band in the 1930s. Through radio promotion and
other effective publicity, Lem’s band was always in demand and their
dances always commanded premium ticket prices.
Some of the other orchestras that played in Trail and throughout the
area included Willie Whistle, Slim Thompson, Johnny Nicholas, Charles
Schmidt, Carl Myher, Ray’s Red River Harmony Boys, Kay Knight, Charley Smith, Dixieland Jazz Band, John Roth, Al Duncan, Alden Clemetson,
Rudy Sten, Scotty & his Rocketeers, Albert Aakness, Ken Melby & his
Cavaliers, Vince Kelly, the Moonbeam Serenaders, and the Red River
Ramblers.
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Lem Hawkins
Earl L. King, known throughout his career as
Lemuel Q. “Lem” Hawkins, was a popular radio
personality in the Fargo-Moorhead area for 40
years starting in 1931. He had come from Missouri where he had been a country music entertainer, so that likely accounted for the slight
southern drawl that softened his speech into a
friendly patter, a sound otherwise unheard in
the upper midwest.
He had long-running programs on WDAY and
KXGO (later KFGO) radio. In addition to a winning
personality and an ability to sell like few others,
Lem had an orchestra.
In the early 1930s he began playing barn
dances which were popular in Depression-era
farming areas. Since electricity hadn’t arrived
yet, farmers would light the haylofts with kerosene or gas lanterns. In a wood barn with hay all
over, Lem knew this was very unsafe, so he started bringing his own electric
generator with lights and wires. Other bands would lose bookings to him because they didn’t have this equipment.
People said he was quite a character, in the good sense. He also had
sleight-of-hand skills, so pulling a quarter out of a kid’s ear always went over
well. He was born in 1904 and passed away in 1974.
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By 1937 roller skating as well as
dancing had become quite popular
across the country, so George and
Maggie decided they would offer
their dance hall as a skating rink
also, charging a modest admission
to listen to recorded music as skaters went round and round. They
bought 200 pairs of skates to rent
out, a portable phonograph, a case
of records, an amplifier, and two
speakers. One of them would “DJ”
the music to which the customers
skated.

2-39. 200 pairs of roller skates ready
to haul to another town for rental.

While dances with a live orchestra were usually held on Saturday nights, skating was generally offered
on Sunday afternoons and evenings.

2-40. The adjustable-length
clamp-on design of roller skates
that made it practical to rent
out and fit skates on the spot.

Skating proved to be quite lucrative,
so the family traveled to other nearby
towns as well, and rented halls where
they would offer skating, sometimes as
many as 3-4 times a week. Some of these
towns included Bemidji, Kelliher, Solway,
Mahnomen, Fertile, Winger, Fosston,
Plummer, Brooks, Red Lake Falls, and
Grygla. Helen recorded in her diary on
September 3, 1938, that in Fertile they
had 140 skaters—“largest crowd ever.”

Helen recalled that unloading all the
skates and carrying them into the hall
was quite a job. And the skates would accumulate a certain amount
of grime, so they had to put on old jackets to protect their clothes as
they carried the skates. They would sometimes recruit friends to help,
among them Dennis Griffin, Norris Brekke, and Oscar Flateland, the latter two of which would later marry Leona and Helen, respectively.

In addition to helping to run the business, the Reitter girls got a lot
of time to skate themselves. They recall several of the regular customers, among them Dennis Griffin who was so tall that he could pull the
girls through underneath his legs so they would come out the other
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side. Then there was Kenneth Krough who would show off to the girls
by skating with his hands in his pockets. When he would fall, it was not
a pretty sight.

They usually skated in one direction, for example, counterclockwise,
so it was common to get blisters on the feet. Trail’s hall was smaller than
some, so the effect was more pronounced. Sometimes the DJ would call
a reverse to the other direction, but it wasn’t as easy for people’s feet to
track in that way, so there would be more falls. Blisters or not, people
would keep skating, even to the point of exhaustion.
Business was slow
in the east garage after moving, and since
the roller skating business only took up the
evenings, George also
partnered in a road construction business during this time. His partner
2-41. George Reitter with
Wichterman-Reitter Contractors’ pickup truck.
was Ray Wichterman
from Plummer, and they
formed Wichterman-Reitter Contractors.

Since they were small, they only worked on township roads. That
had a Cat and an elevated grader. The grader would run along the side
of the road being built, elevating dirt up to make the road from the side
which became the ditch.

2-42. George Reitter in the middle, working on machinery,
probably while working on road construction, about 1937-‘38.
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George and Ray also had the opportunity to buy some old freight
cars when they became available from the Soo Line Railroad, so they
hauled these to area farms where they were put to use as toolsheds,
woodsheds, workshops, and other buildings.

2-43. Towing old railroad cars. George Reitter on the tractor
and probably Ray Wichterman walking, year unknown.

In the summer of 1938 or ’39, George worked as the mechanic with
Pahlen Construction of Plummer, Minnesota, which was a larger company. But that effort didn’t seem to pan out financially. George was a
quiet and easy-going fellow; it’s been said that Maggie “wore the pants
in the family.” When Maggie would examine the checkbook of the Wichterman-Reitter Construction Co. every week, she’d see that George had
written a check for cash for $5.00 every day. The company supplied all
the gasoline he needed, and there was a cook shack at the construction
site feeding the men, so it was never clear where the $5.00 was going.
George wasn’t a drinker, so that wasn’t the case. So, with little net contribution to income, Maggie discouraged him from continuing in that
venture.
In the 1930s the photobooth was popular for taking instant photos.
Pop in a quarter, take four poses of yourself and have your prints in a
minute or two. You could even squeeze two people into the shot if you
really “put your heads together.” Entrepreneurs would take portable
photobooths around to the small towns, and they were as popular in
Trail as elsewhere. Such little snapshots provide us with some of the
only close-ups of people at that time.
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2-44. The Reitters having fun in a photobooth in 1936.
Helen on the left, George & Maggie in the center three, and George on the right.

In August of 1936 Helen turned 15
and was a regular on the dance and
roller skating circuit, helping the family business. This gave her the chance
to meet a lot of young men at this stilltender age and one in particular she
spent a fair amount of time with was
Oscar Flateland who was 22. The first
mention of Oscar in her diaries was on
May 9, 1936, “Went with Flatelands to
2-45. Audio, Jan. 1, 1986 (01:41):
Gonvick to the wedding dance. Had
Helen & Leona talk about early
Oscar for partner…didn’t have such a
dating and why Helen always
seemed to be ahead of her age.
bad time. Got home at 3:00 (am).” On
(Click to play.)
May 15, she noted, “Leona & Earl &
Oscar & I went to Oklee to the dance.”
By Oscar’s name, she had inked in “!!!!!!!”

She was already a junior in high school that fall and, as mentioned
before, was tall for her age, so she tended to spend time with men older
than her. In the intervening years before she went off to college in 1940,
there were also other men with which she was friends. Oscar seemed to
be a recurring favorite, although on June 10 she had supper with Lyman
Cantwell and noted, “Is he ever a swell person(!)” On July 25, still at age
15, she was having a beer with Lyman. Later, on many Saturday nights,
usually with Oscar and friends, she recorded getting home at 2:30 am,
3:00 am, even 4:00 am. Maggie and George must have been very tolerant parents to allow their 15- and 16-year old daughter to routinely be
out so late.
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2-46. Helen Reitter & Oscar Flateland in 1936 & 1937.
Helen got her first glasses for nearsightedness on May 14, 1937.

The friendship/romance with Oscar would continue through 1938
and 1939, with ups and downs along the way. On September 29, 1938,
Oscar had an operation at the Fosston hospital for a burst appendix and
in those pre-antibiotic days, he apparently was in the hospital for three
weeks or more. Helen notes visiting him on at least six different occasions. But on December 7, she notes, “Went to show with Oscar, broke
up again.” On New Year’s Eve, though, “Came home with Oscar.” But
there was no more mention of Oscar in 1939 until an April 22 dance: “I
was with Oscar!!!”

When not out dancing or skating, movies were very popular. Many
times Leona and Helen would join a carload of friends, and they would
take in a movie in Oklee, Gonvick, McIntosh, Red Lake Falls or other
towns close by. Once in 1937, Helen recorded in her diary, “Only 11 in
the car going up.” In 1938, her diary summarized that they had been to
47 movies.
During these years, two
other young men whose
names kept popping up were
Gordon Nelson and Erwin
Becker from Mahnomen. Leona and Helen had met these
two young men when they
worked the family’s rollerskating business in the hall
there. Leona was actually
2-47. Leona & Gordon Nelson, left,
engaged to Gordon for a year
Gordon Nelson & Erwin Becker, right.
and a half and Helen went
with Erwin, off and on, for about two years.
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Dancing, skating, movies and
dating were not the only forms of
recreation for the two Reitter sisters in the last half of the 1930s.
Skiing was also popular, but unlike
today, it was a strictly do-it-yourself
affair. Some people made their own
skis or bought them from someone
locally who made them. Skis were
also much longer than modern ones.
And there were no ski lifts, so skiing
was great exercise, mostly in the upward direction.
2-48. Helen (L) and Leona (R) Reitter
with the oversized skis of the day.

People from Trail would
drive out to “Straw Stack Hill”
about a mile west of Trail to ski.
This hill no longer exists as it
was cut when the road to Fosston was straightened a number
of years ago. The more daring
would ski down a steep hill
just on the south edge of town
behind the Halvorson house
called “Toboggan Hill.” In the
early 1960s, this hill was used
for a motorcycle hill climb during a big celebration. George
would also take the girls skiing behind the car, towing them
with a rope.

2-49. “Straw Stack Hill” west of Trail.

Leona graduated from Gonvick High School in June 1936. During the
summers of 1938 and 1939 she worked out at the Ole K Flateland farm,
3-1/2 miles north of Trail, helping Anna with farm work and household
chores. The work was not hard; she would deliver lunch to the men
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working in the field, wash the dishes,
and sometimes darn socks. When
the men were still out in the field, Leona would help Anna with the milking; Anna could milk three cows to
Leona’s one. The hardest work was
probably trudging over to the edge
of the Flateland property, near Ole
Stenvold’s farm, to get potatoes. But,
she got a nap every afternoon and
$3.00 a week. She later remarked
that Anna Flateland was very good
to her and was a “very sweet lady.”
2-50. Leona Reitter, 1937.

Leona also worked at the Gully
telephone office and both she and
Helen worked at the Gonvick telephone office for Alice Nyland (later
Alice Brievold) for two years, earning
$3.00 per week plus room and board.

2-51. Helen Reitter, about 1936-’37.

2-52. A telephone plugboard for connecting calls,
similar to the ones that Leona & Helen would
have worked on in the 1930s.
Note the hand crank on the lower right.
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Switching was still done by
the operator using a plugboard. But, unlike the smaller
offices such as Trail, where
the operator needed to turn a
crank to generate a ring down
the line to someone, Gonvick
was equipped with more
modern technology where the
operator only needed to push
a button to generate a ring.
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When there was little
calling activity, things could
be quite boring, so Leona
and Helen would take turns
by the week minding the
board. Lack of activity even
drove Leona to start reading
the Bible there, although she
doesn’t recall how far she got.
When Helen got bored,
she used the back of telephone office forms to compile a list of radio stations she
could find on the dial and a
list of her favorite programs
each day.

2-53. Telephone office form
used to record long-distance calls.

2-54. List of radio stations compiled by Helen on the back of telephone office forms, about 1937.
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2-55. The George Reitter family, December 24, 1937.
Rear: Helen, Leona, front: Maggie, George.

Leona also worked at Dahl’s General Merchandise Store for nearly three years, earning
a hearty $5.00 per week. Helen continued to
work at the telephone office off and on after
high school until she started college in the fall
of 1940.
2-56. Leona & Helen Reitter,
photobooth, 1937.
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2-57. Helen Reitter’s report card from her senior year at Gonvick High.

Helen
graduated
from Gonvick High
School in June 1938, at
the age of only 16 since
she had started school
at a very young age.
Apparently, she hadn’t
found school all that
stimulating. She noted
many times in her diaries, “Thank goodness
it’s Friday,” and “It’s
Monday again.” Interestingly, she took an entire year of French, but
no one ever recalled
hearing her use it or
practice it. Some of the
Bs and Cs on her report
card may have been As
and Bs by today’s looser grading standards.

2-58. Helen Reitter’s high school diploma, June, 1938.
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In the summer of 1938, she found work as a housekeeper working
for Mrs. K.E. Flaskerud, over by Fosston. Duties often included milking
some of the cows. She noted at the beginning she could only milk 1-1/3
cows, but she eventually worked her way up to six. At once point, she
had milked four cows and noted, “…wish I were home.” She quit after
seven weeks, having been there from July 11 to August 27.
Helen was a dedicated diarist. The earliest one we have is from 1936,
and they stretch all the way to 1959. Her diary from 1938 was missing. But in 2012, it was found under most unusual circumstances. Judy
Seyller and her husband had bought the old Reitter (later Van Tassel)
house in Trail and were remodeling it when they found Helen’s 1938
diary inside one of the walls. She contacted Helen’s son, Byron, and sent
it to him shortly thereafter. Coincidentally, Judy is the daughter of Howard Flateland, whom Helen had cared for when he was three years old,
together with his brother Arley “Punky” Flateland, in that very house.
Helen’s handwriting was always quite good and became quite exemplary by the time she graduated high school. This would serve her
well in later years as she became a teacher of second-graders who were
learning cursive. Her 1938 diary was astoundingly small, but she managed to squeeze in quite a lot of text in a very tiny space. The diary is
shown below, together with an example page. Interestingly, the inside
back cover was stamped, “Made in Japan.”

2-59. Helen’s 1938 diary, measuring only 4-1/8 inches high, with sample pages.
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In those days, if a woman wanted a career, there were three choices—nursing, teaching, or administrative office work (flight attendant
as a career was just being invented during the 1930s). Leona chose the
latter, so she attended French’s Business College in Bemidji, Minnesota,
graduating in 1939. Helen decided on a teaching career and enrolled at
Bemidji State Teacher’s College in the fall of 1940.

2-60. Helen Reitter’s high school graduation pictures, 1938.

Perhaps in a quest for future direction or just out of mild curiosity,
Helen submitted a handwriting sample for analysis to the Eagle Pencil
Company about this time. She received the cordial reply shown below.
Her handwriting was always exceptionally well-formed and neat.
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2-61. Reply to submission of handwriting sample for analysis, about 1938.
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2-62. Maggie and dog Dewey, Leona, and Helen Reitter, around 1938,
except middle photo, about 1936. Maggie enjoyed gardening, so attractive
flower beds and shrubbery always graced the front of the Reitter residence.
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2-63. In 1939 (photo apparently mislabeled), the family
took an excursion to the North Shore of Lake Superior.
Clockwise from upper left, L-R: George, Maggie, & Helen Reitter, Norris Brekke;
Leona Reitter; Helen Reitter; George (standing), Helen (highest), Norris Brekke, Leona.
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2-64. Oscar & Helen, Leona & Norris in 1939.
Things could be getting serious! But the War would get in the way.

Life was idyllic and optimistic in 1939 going into 1940. The family managed several excursions in their 1936 Buick. Leona worked
locally after graduating from French’s Business School, and Helen would start college at
Bemidji State Teacher’s College in the fall of
1940.
2-65. Helen Reitter, 1939,
possibly in portable studio.

After the girls had graduated from high school, they
had been periodically “reading for the minister” of Sand
Valley Lutheran Church in
Trail, where they had been
attending church for a number of years. On July 29, 1940,
both girls (women now) were
baptized.
2-66. Helen in the middle with friends Minnie &
Sylvia on August 20, 1939, Helen’s 18th birthday.
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2-67. 1940-’41, clockwise, from upper left:
A 1941 Buick parked in front of Maggie & George’s house; Reitters’ 1936 Buick;
Leona Reitter at Rugby, North Dakota, monument;
Maggie Reitter (left) & sister Lena Allen & children and ??? in foreground.
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2-68. Summer, 1941: The Reitter residence and Maggie with Pegs out in her front yard.

Unfortunately, this comfortable, if hard-working, way of life would
not last. In the summer of 1940, George Reitter took sick and was diagnosed with kidney cancer. Surgery at a hospital in Grand Forks, ND, was
scheduled for 9:00 am on August 27. George, Maggie and Helen each
had their blood typed in the event a transfusion was needed. George’s
was “AB,” Maggie’s was “O,” and Helen’s was “B.” “Mom’s matches Dad’s,”
Helen noted in her diary.
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George had one kidney removed and recuperated enough that he
was able to build a one-car garage next to the house that fall, which was
still standing in 2015.

2-69. Garage in Trail built by George Reitter in 1940, shortly before he died.
Photographed in March, 2015.

But in early 1941, he relapsed and became bedridden in February.
He had a steady stream of visitors from friends and acquaintances he
had made over the years in his garage and with the roller skating business. He passed away on June 4, 1941. And, of course, later that year,
the events in Pearl Harbor would set the country on the course toward
World War II which altered everyone’s way of life for many years.
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III
Oscar Flateland World War II to Marriage
(1942 - 1946)

W

ith the nation having declared war on Japan on December 8,
1941, most men under 30 years of age were pretty certain that they
would be drafted into the armed forces. So it was with Oscar Flateland,
who was 27 at the time. After thinking it over, he decided he would
enlist in the Army Air Corps, thinking he would get a better deal than
if he waited to be drafted. Alas, not so. After enlisting in Fargo, North
Dakota, he was inducted into the Army at Fort Snelling, Minnesota, near
Minneapolis, on February 16, 1942, having just turned 28 on February
4. He was immediately assigned to the infantry with the rank of private
(no stripes on the sleeve), making $50.00 a month.
After spending about four weeks at Fort Snelling, he and a trainload of other troops shipped out to Camp Forrest, Tennessee, near Tullahoma, for five months of basic training. He was assigned to Company
G, 2nd Battalion, 129th Infantry Regiment, 37th Division, although the
129th was part of the 33rd Division while in the States.
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3-1. Not too long after enlisting, Oscar, in uniform, joined the rest of his family for
this portrait while on leave, probably taken at a studio in Grand Forks, North Dakota.
L-R, back: Ted, Lola, Birdie, Knute, Oscar, Ole; front: Ole & Anna.
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The 37th Division &
Army Command Structure in World War II
The smallest infantry unit is a squad consisting of about ten men plus a
corporal and staff sergeant. Four squads constitute a platoon led by two officers. Four platoons equal a company (some 200 men). This, of course, varies
due to loss of, or wounded, soldiers. Four companies are a battalion (Companies E, F, G, and H made up the 2nd Battalion, for example). The 1st, 2nd, and
3rd Battalions made up the 129th Regiment, along with a headquarters unit
and certain supporting units, such as air support, engineering, and medical
personnel. A division such as the 37th Division is the next largest unit, followed by a corps (two or more divisions with supporting personnel). Two or
more corps are an army, such as the Sixth Army.
The 37th Division, then, would have consisted of several thousand men. It
was a unit of the Ohio National Guard and was nicknamed the “Buckeye Division” after the state’s nickname of “Buckeye State,” thought to be connected
to the Ohio buckeye tree.

When Oscar had heard they were bound for Tennessee, he was looking forward to the warmth of the sunny south he had heard about. But
when they arrived at Camp Forrest in March 1942, it was 28 degrees
and raining and snowing. In the back of the camp, grenade pits and
bayonet courses had been set up. A parade ground in front of Regimental Headquarters would be the site of many drills and parades as part
of the training. But with all the recent weather, the ground they were
training on was sloppy and muddy. Conditioning marches were a big
part of the program, and the troops attended classes on rifle marksmanship. Later, known-distance firing was conducted with an effort to
qualify all personnel.
One of the troops’ “favorite” training exercises was what was called
the “water discipline march.” They had to march a long distance without
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taking any water along. Oscar recalled on one occasion on the way back
they encountered a spring, but the commanding officer posted a guard
on it, so no one could drink. Oscar recalled, “You could see that water
bubbling up, but you couldn’t drink it. Yeah, that was water discipline.”

Back at Fort Snelling, Oscar had become good friends with a fellow
named Glenn Dreher from Carrington, North Dakota, who was inducted into the Army at Fort Snelling just three days after Oscar, February
19th, 1942, and was one year older. This friendship would last through
most of the war and, indeed, continued at a distance after the war.
At Camp Forrest, Private Dreher acquired the nickname “Speedy.”
He would stay in bed until the second bugle blew, jump up, pull on his
clothes, and be outside with the rest of the unit only just in time. He
was invariably the last one to form up at reveille in the mornings, so if
he was there, the sergeant figured everyone else was there as well. He
had a hard time sleeping at night, so the extra few minutes of rest were
most welcome.

Author’s Note

“Speedy” Dreher passed away in 1988, but in 1995 his daughter Rosemary
embarked on a three-year project to document her father’s service during the
war. She drew from a number of sources, but two of the most important were
the official history of the 129th Infantry, The 129th Infantry in World War II,
and three of Speedy’s Army buddies—Oscar Flateland, Florian Wysocki, and
the wife of Sgt. George Andrey. On June 11, 1998, she published A Record of
Service in World War II of Glenn Oliver Dreher PFC, Serial No. 37 162 990 Automatic Rifleman, Co. G, 2nd Battalion, 129th Infantry, 37th Division, a document of some 25 closely-spaced typewritten pages.
In describing Oscar’s time in the Army, particularly the movements and activities of the 129th Regiment overseas, I’ve drawn liberally from Rosemary’s
excellent history since Oscar’s Army history was very similar if not identical
to that of Glenn Dreher’s. In interspersing Oscar’s own stories with the larger
history described in Rosemary’s document, I have shamelessly lifted much
of the historical information word-for-word from Rosemary’s history without
attempting to attribute each instance, in the interests of seamless continuity.
This note is the acknowledgment of a big debt of gratitude to Rosemary
in making the work on this chapter much easier. Unfortunately, it will not be
possible to deliver this ‘thank you’ in person as Rosemary Dreher-Boggetto
passed away in 2012 at age 57 in Valley City, ND.
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3-2. Oscar at Camp Forrest, Tennessee, showing off his new
army uniform and a couple of moves for the folks back home.

In early July, the troops were ordered to vacate Camp Forrest, where
they had lived in barracks, and to lay out a new camp, which became
known as Tent City. There were no lights or showers initially, but eventually the lighting situation improved. Passes to Tullahoma were issued, but were intended primarily as bath tickets. In between passes,
the men took bucket showers (probably not with warm water) in camp.
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On August 16-18, 1942, the 129th
left Camp Forrest for a staging area at
Camp Stoneman, California, on a series of troop trains which left under
cover of darkness (apparently out of
concern for spies). The trip took about
ten days as they would often have to
pull over and wait on a sidetrack for
regularly scheduled trains to pass. The
men slept two in each lower berth and
one in each upper. There was no dining car, so the KPs (“kitchen police” –
soldiers assigned to kitchen or “mess”
duty) brought paper plates and cups
3-3. Newspaper clipping,
perhaps at the end of basic training.
to the men, while others followed
with marmite cans filled with food.
On some trains the GIs would need to bring their own eating utensils
and canteen cup. These were washed in containers of hot water carried
down the aisle.

Six trains consisting of 40 to 50 coaches each traveled two routes as
a precautionary wartime measure, one northern and one southern, to
the Pacific coast. Oscar was on a train on the southern route which went
through Tucson, Arizona.
After arriving at Camp Stoneman, the men were given physical exams and then were allowed to celebrate; some received passes to go
into San Francisco. Two chaplains, a Reverend Thomas and Rev Andy
Skavich, were out all night helping drunks get back to their barracks
and into bed. They would roam around, and when they’d see one straggling in, they would assist.

On the night of August 31, the unit moved to Pittsburg, a town adjacent to camp, then under cover of darkness, they moved by train to the
docks of Fort Mason in San Francisco Harbor. They embarked on two
ships – the USAT Torrens (USAT = US Army Transport), a Norwegian
ship, and the USAT Clip Foentaine, a Dutch ship; Oscar was on the Torrens. These ships had both escaped their native countries when Germany invaded, so they were assisting the US in its war efforts. This was
very fortunate as the US was in dire need of ships after the disaster at
Pearl Harbor.
96

Oscar Flateland - World War II to Marriage (1942 - 1946)

During the early hours of September 1, the ship shoved off. During the night, a number of men became seasick, only to find when they
awoke the next morning, they were still in the placid waters of San
Francisco Bay, almost directly under the Golden Gate Bridge. Nonetheless, Oscar recalled, the First Sergeant said, “Well, you’re veterans now.
If you went back to the States, you’d be veterans.”

In the misty, rainy afternoon of the next day, the two ships set sail as
part of a convoy which consisted of four or five ships with a destroyer
as an escort. Some men stood on deck wistfully watching the Golden
Gate fade into the distance, while others sat on deck shooting craps
and playing cards. Oscar and his friend “Speedy” Dreher were there.
Speedy’s daughter Rosemary later wrote, “It wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out which one Dad was doing.”
As the Golden Gate receded, word of the ship’s destination still
hadn’t spread. Oscar talked to a guy who said, “We’re going someplace
called the Fishy Islands.” Oscar replied, “Fishy? Well, there’s no such…
was it Fiji?” “Yeah,” the other guy said, “it could have been. But I thought
they said ‘Fishy’.” The Army was building up forces in the Fijis as they
expected the Japanese to attempt an invasion before long.

3-4. The Fiji Islands are located about 5400 miles from
San Francisco and about 1700 miles from the coast of Australia.
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Reaching the open sea, the convoy immediately began its submarine evasive tactics and took a zigzag course all the way to Fiji. Daily
routine for the troops included calisthenics to keep the men in shape
and various drills such as ‘Abandon ship’, ‘Fire’, and ‘General Quarters’.

At one point in the journey, there was a submarine scare. The convoy’s destroyer, which could travel at about 40 knots (about 45 mph),
dropped several depth charges, causing water geysers of up to 50 feet.
The other ships in the convoy could travel only about half that speed –
18 to 20 knots.
Another incident happened one night when the troops were asleep.
All the lights were out on the ships due to wartime, so it was a complete
blackout. One of the other ships in the convoy had veered off course and
was headed straight for the Torrens. The Torrens blew her whistle full
blast just in time to warn away the other ship. One of the men on watch
said later that he could have reached out and touched the other ship.

On another occasion, an announcement came over the ship’s loudspeakers, “Fire in the hold!” Oscar recalled, “That was where our ammunition was stored, so it gave us a few anxious moments till they announced the fire was under control.”

As they made their way across the Pacific, Oscar recalled that he had
seen sharks alongside the ship quite often. Flying fish were also a common sighting. He said they came out of the water and would fly for a
couple rods or so. (A rod is a surveyor’s unit of distance equal to 16-1/2
feet.) At night, many men slept in hammocks suspended in the sleeping
quarters. Oscar apparently took quite a liking to this style of repose as
later on the farm he would often rig up a hammock between a couple of
trees during the summer.
They crossed the International Date Line on September 17th. On
their 18th day at sea, the men got their first glimpse of land since leaving the US. They were off Suva Bay on the island of Viti Levu. The red
roofs and cream-colored buildings of the Fijian island were colorful on
the hillside amidst the surrounding jungle. It was September 19, 1942.
While the ship was anchored, the Fijians rowed their native canoes
out to the ships to sell their wares at high prices. Unable to board the
ships, they exchanged goods from their canoes. Coconuts and bananas
were in the greatest demand. The Fijians spoke good English, which
surprised the soldiers. From a distance, it was difficult to tell which
were the women and which were the men, because both wore skirts
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and had long bushy hair.

Oscar recalled looking over the back of the ship and seeing a shark
laying there, probably waiting for a garbage dump. Some sailors took
a rope with meat tied to it and dropped it by the shark, but he had no
interest in it.

The ship stayed anchored in Suva Bay the rest of the day, but that
night slipped out of the harbor in total darkness, bound for Vatia Point
on the northwest part of the island. They spent the night on the ship.
Oscar recalled he was sitting on the edge of the ship dangling his feet,
swinging them back and forth, so his heels were hitting the bulkhead
making a loud sound, “Boom, boom, boom, boom…” He said some guy
looked around and thought the Fijians were coming…”Boom, boom,
boom!”

3-5. Suva & Vatia Point on the island of Viti Levu in the Fiji Islands.

The next day the Fijians did come; a group of native men came on
board to unload supplies and equipment from the holds. Watching the
natives walk barefooted on the steel deck, fiery hot under the tropical
sun, the soldiers were not too surprised when one native dropped a
cigarette butt and casually stubbed it out with his bare foot.
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Upon arrival at Vatia Point, the 129th Regiment was assigned to the
37th Infantry Division, known as the “Buckeyes” from Ohio (they had
been part of the 33rd Infantry Division up until this point). The mission
assigned the 37th Division and the sector of defense assigned to the
129th on the northwestern part of the island, was important – much
more important than most people realized. Viti Levu’s future was dark
at this time, as the Japanese were steadily moving southward unopposed. Everything to the north was completely exposed. Furthermore,
the Navy was not able to assure complete protection due to the losses
at Pearl Harbor. The Japanese wanted the harbor at Suva Bay to cut the
Allied supply line to Australia and New Zealand and stop any offensive
action. Also, controlling Suva would protect Japan’s left flank if Japan
decided to launch any spearhead toward Australia or New Zealand
against an interception force from the United States. Enemy submarines were constant threats in the early days and were successful in
sinking and damaging many Allied ships.
The Signal Corps intercepted some radio messages sent in Japanese
by someone located on the island; later investigation revealed they
came from two stations located in the 129th’s sector. The radios were
silenced by 129th personnel before any damage was done to Allied
forces, and the operators were apprehended.

When the Marines landed on Guadalcanal early in August 1942, it
had relieved some of the pressure on Viti Levu, but if Guadalcanal had
been lost (it was nip-and-tuck for months), Viti Levu would probably
have been next on the enemy’s list.

The first few weeks in Fiji were spent digging beach defenses, and
each man had a foxhole next to his bunk in case of an air raid. There
must have been 40 to 50 thousand holes dug on the northwest side of
the island during the six-month occupation. The soldiers got their fill of
digging foxholes. Although the defense was never tested, the time spent
was not wasted; the knowledge gained in establishing defensive positions paid dividends later at Bougainville.
The climate was excellent and the country much more beautiful
than anyone expected, but after the first few weeks, time began to drag.
Food became monotonous—Spam, powdered eggs, Vienna sausage,
and occasionally Australian mutton. Kava, a non-alcoholic sedative
drink made from the roots of the kava plant, was popular among the natives, but to the men it tasted like dishwater. Oscar wrote that it tasted
like vinegar to him. There were only candles for light.
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Oscar received his first letters while overseas in late October. He
wrote to his sister Birdie, “…you can imagine I was pretty glad to get
them.” He continued, “We have plenty coaconut [sic] nuts to eat and
drink milk out of. Also bananas. I am getting kind of tired of coaconuts
[sic] though. I was in the ocean swimming a couple days ago, the water
sure was warm. There was so many sharp sea shells that it was hard to
walk and I even cut my feet several places, not bad though. It’s an ideal
place to learn to swim though as a person floats easier in salt water.”

While there was no immediate enemy threat to keep the men awake
at night, mongooses often did the job with their screeching and running
around. Planters had brought in mongoose years before to control the
rats in the cane fields and, with no natural enemies, they had proliferated.
In November the 2nd Battalion moved to an area about three miles
from Navutu in the south central part of the island. It was felt that this
area was more vulnerable to a hostile landing than the northern sector.
(So much for digging all those foxholes!). Preparing a plan of defense
and training became priorities, with simulated battles a frequent exercise.
Small patrols, usually 25 to 30 men, were sent into the jungle to
live off the land. The trips lasted about four days, and one K-ration was
taken along for emergency use only. The K ration was about the size of
a Cracker Jack box, containing a tuna fish can-size of some kind of meat
and potatoes, cigarettes, toilet paper, chocolate candy, a packet of instant coffee or lemon juice, and a bouillon cube. It was typically used in
an attack situation. Having a rough time living off the land, the patrols
sometimes got lucky and managed to get themselves invited into native
huts for lunch.

In living off the land, they often relied on finding bananas and coconuts. When they could, they would supplement this diet by finding a
small palm tree and cutting away the outside. On the inside they would
find a chunk of edible flesh that Oscar said tasted a bit like cabbage
(hearts of palm, today considered a delicacy, also called “palm cabbage”). For water, the GIs would find a vine, cut off a length of six or
seven feet, and tip it to drain about half a cup of water to drink. And
when they could find bamboo, cutting a hole into the inner hollow part
was a reliable source of fresh, clean water, too.
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Oscar recalled that
once he and friend
named Layman went
down past an outpost to
a guy working in a banana patch. Oscar said
to him, “You got any
bananas?” The fellow
replied, “No good, four
days, good. House—no
good.” Oscar recalled
that he had under3-6. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (02:16): Oscar relates some
stood that the bananas
experiences in the Fiji Islands during WWII.
weren’t ready, that it
(Click to play.)
would take four days
before they were good, and he had some at the house that were not ripe
either. After they left, Layman said, “I don’t give a damn if his house is
no good!”
Oscar recalled that the Fijians were nice people, but that the Indian
Hindus were rogues. He said, “If they’d catch a soldier, they’d beat him
up, take his money, yeah, and they’d steal. The Fijians, they were real
honest people. We’d hire ‘em to carry our stuff, give ‘em a dollar and,
boy, they’d work their head off. There was a, what would you call ‘em, an
albino Fijian, he was pink in the eye and white, yeah, he looked tough!
One time we were on outpost and a fellow by the name of Gentry and I
heard some scuffling, and I seen this albino come from behind Gentry
there and finally he said, ‘Bula!’ (‘Hello!’ in Fijian). And Gentry was, ‘AH-H-H-H-H-H-G-G-G-G!!!’ He sure scared the hell out of him!”
During this time, the regiment scheduled a series of marches beginning with four miles in 50 minutes and extending to 25 miles in eight
hours. The men were doubtful the latter was humanly possible, but
they were all given a chance to find out, carrying 85 pounds of gear and
receiving a lot of sore muscles and stiff joints for their effort. Oscar and
his friend Speedy were called “old men” as they were eight to ten years
older than most of the guys, but the hikes separated the city boys from
the country boys. Oscar recalled one hike when they moved camp 28
miles, carrying all of their equipment, rifles and everything, weighing
about 100 pounds, in the tropical heat. “Oh, boy, that was a tough one,”
he said. And they didn’t get to wear shorts or lighter clothing, either;
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standard dress was olive drabs, named for their color of grayish to dark
brown olive.

V-Mail

V-mail, or Victory Mail, was the primary means by which soldiers overseas
during WWII communicated with their loved ones back home. To reduce the
cost of transporting an original letter through the military postal system, a
V-mail letter would be photographed (after censoring) into a thumbnail-sized
image on negative microfilm to be sent and it would be printed back to paper
stateside before being delivered to the recipient.
The writer’s V-mail sheet measured only 7x9-1/8 inches and when its
image arrived in the states on microfilm, it would be printed at 60% of its
original size (4-1/4x5-3/16”) for delivery. By using microfilm, the weight of
150,000 one-page letters could be shrunk from 2,575 pounds to a mere 45.
The shipping capacity saved could then be used for transport of vital war
materials.
Frequent communication with home front loved ones was considered a
vital morale booster. The postal dept. said that it “strengthens fortitude, enlivens patriotism, makes loneliness endurable, and inspires devotion…”

As
Christmas
approached, Oscar dispatched
greetings to Helen and family
members via V-Mail. The GIs
could choose to send a preprinted V-Mail “Christmas
card” to which they could
add a few lines of personal
greeting. One such mailing
from Oscar in December of
1942, to his sister Mrs. Bergit Gunderson (Birdie), is
shown here
Before V-Mails could be
mailed, they were reviewed
by Army censors who would
obliterate any comments
that might prove detrimental

3-7. Christmas greeting sent by Oscar from Fiji
to his sister Birdie on December 20, 1942.
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if they should make their way into enemy hands. Comments about the
heat were one subject that the GIs could be sure the V-Mail censors
would let pass. Oscar began his V-Mail of February 20, 1943, “I am trying my best to dash off a few letters today even though I have to have
my hanky in one hand and a sheet of paper under the other to keep the
main paper dry. I do mean it’s warm.”
The company lieutenant colonel at the time was a guy that was not
very well liked and was partial to drink. Someone tried shooting the
lush colonel but missed, putting a few bullet holes into his jeep instead.
Everyone thought the shooter needed more practice. The company
commanders were changed quite regularly, but Colonel John D. Frederick was commander of the regiment from May 1942, to August 1945,
and General Douglas MacArthur was commander over all of the Army
in the Pacific Theatre.
During the nearly six
months on Fiji, Oscar got
leave several times and was
able to go into the capital
city of Suva. He and a fellow named Sorenson went
to Suva for three days once
and stayed in a hotel, which
was a real treat. He recalled
that the food was pretty fair,
eating fish and other things.
The waitresses were barefoot, so they walked silently.
He later wrote in a V-Mail
to Helen, “You can imagine
I went for that good Australian beer they had over
there. I got slightly tipsy
there, but not too much. I
also tried some native home
brew (called kava) which
3-8. One of the lovely South Pacific islanders
tasted like vinegar, so I
whom Oscar said had “lots of curves
(and I do mean curves).” His assessment of “not
don’t care for it. The natives
beautiful” was likely a tease for Helen’s benefit.
are very friendly and nice
people. The men are Charles Atlases, most of them very well-built. The
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women have lots of curves (and I do mean curves), but outside of that,
they are definitely not beautiful, ha!”

On another occasion Oscar wrote, “The natives here are all black,
but even at that, I have heard some of the boys have found girlfriends.
(ha) That’s a laugh.”
He also wrote “I have
started to raise a mustache too now, as it hurts
to shave there. I know
you don’t like them, but I
suppose you won’t mind
when we are miles apart,
and of course I will take it
off before I get home. (ha)
If it was allowed I would
raise a goatee too.”

3-9. Oscar in the middle with his newly grown moustache.

3-10. Some of the south sea islanders Oscar encountered, probably on Fiji.
Note the severed head being carried in the upper right photo.
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GIs usually had to wash their own clothes, but occasionally they
could hire one of the native ladies to do the job for them. Oscar wrote in
a V-Mail in February 1943, “A native was just here so I was able to send
out my laundry, which will save me a lot of work.”
In addition to appreciating
the Australian beer, Oscar also
became fond of the way the natives sounded when they were
singing. In a V-Mail to Helen after
they had left Fiji, he wrote, “I wish
you could have heard them sing, it
sure is pretty. I got a copy of a native song.” The song was “Isa Lei,”
the Fijian song of farewell, and Oscar copied the lyrics in both Fijian
and in English. His copy of the Fijian version is shown here.

3-11. Oscar’s handwritten copy
of the lyrics to ‘Isa Lei’ in Fijian.

Isa Lei

Isa Isa you are my only treasure
Must you leave me so lonely and forsaken
As the roses will miss the dew at dawning
Every moment my heart for you is yearning
Chorus
Isa Lei the purple shadows fall
The sad tomorrow will dawn upon my sorrow
Oh forget not when you are far away
Precious moments beside dear Suva Bay

His handwritten copy of
the lyrics in English are shown
here. To a homesick farm boy,
the words must have had special resonance.

Isa Isa my heart was filled with pleasure
From the moment I heard your tender greeting
Mid the sunshine we spent the hours together
Now so swiftly those happy hours are fleeting
Oer the ocean your island home is calling
Happy country where roses bloom in splendor
Oh if I could but journey there beside you
Then forever my heart would sing in rapture
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3-12. Audio (02:14):
Performance of ‘Isa Lei.’
(Click to play.)
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As it became increasingly clear that the Japanese would not invade
the Fiji Islands because of the progress the US was making in other
places such as Guadalcanal, the GIs were treated to a bit of entertainment. One of the semi-regular events was
the showing of a movie in a tent, which was
always especially hot because it was closed
in.
On February 20, 1943, Oscar wrote, “We
had quite a surprise last week when Joe E.
Brown came to entertain us, along with him
was a noted song composer, who sang a few
of his songs. If I remember right, his name
was 'Merril,’ or something like that. One of
the latest of his songs he sang was ‘Coral Sea’.
I don’t know if it was made public or just for
us, ha, maybe you have heard it. Joe made a
speech of a few jokes, and dialogues. He was
pretty good even if he just made faces and
talked. (ha) I got a few laughs anyway.”
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3-13. Joe E. Brown (1891-1973),
one of the most popular
comedians in the US in the
1930s and ‘40s. He is remembered for his amiable screen
persona, comic timing, and
enormous elastic-mouth smile.

Oscar Flateland - World War II to Marriage (1942 - 1946)

Entertaining the Troops:
USO Shows in the Pacific Theatre
During WWII
The United Service Organization (USO) was formed in 1941 in response to
a request from President Roosevelt to provide morale and recreation services
to US uniformed military personnel. Although chartered by Congress, it is not
a government agency, but rather a nonprofit organization that relies heavily
on contributions of funds, goods, and services from various corporate and
individual donors.
During World War II the USO became the GI’s “home away from home.” In
addition to showing movies and making other entertainment such as books
and magazines available, it became particularly famous for its live performances in theatres of war and on the homefront called “Camp Shows.” Many
famous celebrities joined the ranks of USO entertainers and it was a real
break in the monotony of military life to see a famous entertainer in person
on the stage, an experience most GIs would not otherwise have had. One of
the main objectives of the USO was to remind soldiers, sailors, and airmen of
home and all that they were fighting for.
According to historian Paul Holsinger, between 1941 and 1945, 702 different USO troupes conducted 293,738 separate performances. Comedian Joe
E. Brown was the first celebrity to tour front-line bases starting in 1942 and
Bob Hope was probably the most famous USO performer of all time.

In early March of 1943, the decision was made to detach the 129th
Regiment from the 37th Division and ship it to Espiritu Santo (‘Holy
Spirit’ in Spanish), the largest island in the New Hebrides archipelago.
Today it is part of the island nation of Vanuatu. After the attack on Pearl
Harbor, the island had become a major military supply and support
base, naval harbor, and airfield supporting US operations in the Pacific
Theatre. The 129th was transferred there to construct beach defenses
to repel any Japanese attempt to annihilate the base. Location of Espiritu Santo is shown on the accompanying map of the 129th’s route
through the Pacific in World War II.
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3-14. Route of the 129th Infantry Regiment through the Pacific Theatre in World War II.

The regiment sailed from Suva Bay on or about March 10, 1943, on
the transport ship USS American Legion. After the journey of about 800
miles, they arrived in the Segond Channel on the southeast corner of
the island of Espiritu Santo. This was close to the US bases on the island, so the men landed amidst a mass of other ships. Most of the island
was covered with dense jungle, but areas along the coast outside of US
bases were planted in endless rows of coconut trees. The regiment was
now called the 129th Combat Team, assigned to the IV Island Command
located there.
The 2nd Battalion of the 129th Regiment was assigned to the southeast corner of the island; their campsite was just outside of the areas
that had been somewhat developed. Living conditions were poor because of mosquitoes and flies. Dengue fever (from the dengue-carrying
mosquito) was more prevalent than malaria (transmitted by the Anopheles mosquito), but both posed problems. The medical personnel were
constantly trying to improve sanitary conditions, and it was at this time
that atabrine was first administered to combat the effects of malaria.
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On April 12, Oscar finally had some time to write a V-Mail to Helen.
While the troops were stationed in a particular location, they were prohibited from revealing in letters
where they were,
so it was only on
this date that Oscar was finally
able to say where
they had been before. He wrote, “I
suppose you are
still
wondering
where we were
before we came
here, we were in
the Fiji Islands.
I kind of liked it
there, although it
was quite hot.”

3-15. A V-Mail dated April 12, 1943, written by Oscar to Helen
while he was on Espiritu Santo in the New Hebrides.
This is an example of a V-Mail that has been microfilmed for
shipment and printed in the States for delivery. Note the
censor’s stamp of approval in the upper left corner.
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Meanwhile, back at
home, the Ole K Flateland
family stood for a photograph in the summer of
1943, shown here. All of
Ole K and Anna’s children
were present except, of
course, for Oscar, who was
in the New Hebrides.

In constructing their
defensive line on Espiritu
Santo, the men by this
time were veterans at dig3-16. The Ole K Flateland family in 1943,minus Oscar
who was serving in the Army in the South Pacific.
ging holes along beaches.
L-R: Ted, Knute, Anlaug, Lola, Ole K, Birdie, Ole.
Then came a vigorous
training program. The mountainous jungle terrain was excellent training ground for jungle warfare. Maneuvers were strenuous and caused
much wailing. While maneuvering in the bush for sometimes a week at
a time, the soldiers had to improvise stoves, lean-tos, and hammocks.

Helmets were used extensively for washing, shaving, and brewing
coffee (that must have tasted good). Oscar recalled that he got used to
sleeping on the ground with his helmet for a pillow. He said, “I’d lay
down in the dirt and get to sleep pretty good, then, no, there’s a rock,
dig that rock out, yeah, now it’s pretty good…no, there’s another rock,
and I’d dig that one out. Well, pretty soon you’d go to sleep.” Sometimes
the men would have to shave without water and use coconuts and vines
for emergency sources of water. Coconuts were everywhere. Oscar recalled once during training, “The Lieutenant said, ‘When we get done,
we’ll meet over there by the Coca-Cola grove.’ Coconut grove, he called
it the Coca-Cola grove.”
C-rations (two cans a bit larger than soup cans, containing something such as hash or beef stew, biscuits, candy, instant coffee, cigarettes, and toilet paper; it was more substantial than the K- ration) were
supplemented with island fruits such as bananas, coconuts, mangos,
papayas, and oranges. On one such trip, Oscar’s buddy Speedy left without his helmet. The commanding officer spied him, asking him where
his helmet was and if he wanted to get his head blown off. Speedy still
apparently chafed at being told what to do as he said, “It’s my head, ain’t
it?” (If the officer had been on his toes, he might have responded, “No,
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it’s not yours, it belongs to the Army now!”)

While on the island of Espiritu Santo, nothing in the way of combat
action took place other than a fair number of air raids on which the
Japanese would drop bombs, but the men considered them more of a
nuisance than a real threat. Once there was a scare, but nothing really
came of it.
There was some time for recreation; movies topped the list, followed by volleyball and boxing. Boxing was mostly for qualifying individuals who worked out on the team, but the men enjoyed watching the
matches. There was also softball, ping-pong, and stage shows. Movies
could get to be repetitive; Oscar recalled seeing “Hairy Ape” starring
William Bendix and written by Eugene O’Neill, three times while overseas.
The 2nd Battalion, designated as the advance echelon
for the 129th Combat Team,
left Segond Channel on the USS
George Clymer on September
20th and arrived at Guadalcanal two days later (a journey of
almost 700 miles). They were
now in the Solomon Islands.
When the troops went ashore,
they searched and found many
souvenirs of interest and value
on the battlefield, where the
Marines had fought so gallantly
months before.

In the battle for Guadalcanal,
1,700 US personnel were killed.
3-17. Oscar on the left, with a Japanese flag
The Japanese toll was much
they found after landing on Guadalcanal.
higher—23,000 lives lost. Only
10% were killed in combat, though; the rest died from fever, malaria,
and hunger. The Americans had cut the enemy’s supply lines, leaving
the Japanese eating lizards to survive. This was the Japanese Army’s
first defeat in a thousand years.
The 2nd Battalion established camp near the Matanikau River and
the main road. The area was covered with Japanese ammunition and
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equipment that had been left behind. This was fortunate for the Allies
as it enabled the men to familiarize themselves with the firing of all
types of the enemy’s weapons. Other types of training were conducted
also.
Guadalcanal was a 90-mile length of terrible heat and disease, with
air raids being nightly occurrences while the 2nd Battalion was there.
Enemy planes sank two Liberty ships on October 11th; several replacement officers later assigned to the regiment were aboard and had to
swim ashore.
The rest of the 129th arrived on October 31st and within a week
they were on their way to Bougainville. The success in getting everyone
equipped and loaded quickly was due to the 2nd Battalion’s work in
getting everything ready for the arrival of the rest of the regiment (the
men probably wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible).

Prior to the arrival of the 129th, the Japanese had been driven from
most of the Solomons; however they still had strong air bases at Buka,
Bougainville, and Rabaul on New Britain (the most important base). So
in order to effectively nullify Rabaul, Bougainville and its surrounding
island had to be neutralized or taken.
At the beginning of the campaign, there were an estimated 52,000
Japanese on Bougainville and nearby islands. A series of bombings had
rendered Japan’s airfields practically useless. Then in the Navy battle for
Bougainville on November 1, 1943, the United States came very close to
losing the fight. Allied destroyers had only star shells and machine gun
ammunition left to fire at enemy warships, having exhausted their torpedoes. The cruisers had only five minutes of five- and six-inch shells
left. It was the Allies’ good fortune that the Japanese did not know this;
the enemy withdrew, and the Marines were landed to begin securing
the island.
Almost two weeks later, it was time for the infantry to land in Bougainville. The place chosen for the landing was in the Empress August
Bay area on the southwestern coast. The bay was lightly held by the
Japanese. At dawn on November 13th, the 129th entered it on four
Navy transports, two LSTs (Landing Ship, Tank), and a screening force
of destroyers and cruisers. The Navy transports were the George Clymer, Crescent City, Hunter Liggett, and American Legion.
The soldiers didn’t know if they were going to be thrown into a fight
upon landing or not. Getting into the barges, many noticed a smoking
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volcano (what a welcome!). Navy planes were circling to give air support. The troops encountered no Japanese resistance, but the whole
landing still ended up being a mess. Landing on the wrong beach, there
were no Marine guides to help them, and units became separated. The
men finally found the Marines, after walking half of the beach in kneedeep mud. (Oscar never mentioned this incident; he probably wanted
to forget it!) Some of their supplies were landed on the wrong island
(Purata, south of Bougainville) and others were ransacked.
The island of Bougainville, the largest in
the Solomon group and
covered by thick jungle, is
approximately 110 miles
long and 50 miles wide.
There are two steep and
rugged mountain ranges
with peaks ranging up to
almost 9,000 feet in elevation. It was virtually
impossible to cross the island, except by the Numa
Trail.

After
establishing
themselves on the island,
the soldiers cleared underbrush, dug foxholes
3-18. The island of Bougainville in the Solomon Islands.
(not too deep lest water
seeped in) and threw out lizards that fell into the holes and would crawl
up shirt sleeves and trouser legs. Several men were bitten by centipedes
which was quite common. It was hard to sleep due to enemy planes,
anti-aircraft fire, and the hard ground. Oscar’s Company G spent some
time as a security force for an airfield while it was being built.
Two days after landing, the 129th moved to the front lines. The operation was not difficult from the standpoint of enemy resistance, but
keeping contact with adjacent elements and tying in defenses to prevent
gaps in the line were major problems due to the dense jungle. Communication and supply problems were great. They continued to advance
in the days ahead without enemy resistance. In spite of the many problems, on November 23rd, Thanksgiving Day, turkey was served with full
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trimmings and eaten jungle fashion. (That must have been quite a feat.)

The 129th was situated in a central segment of the 37th Division’s
perimeter, so the unit’s segment was of great importance. Dugouts or
pillboxes were constructed to accommodate several men. A pillbox was
typically about six feet wide, ten feet long, and five to six feet deep, all
constructed by the soldiers. Mahogany logs ranging in diameter up to
18 inches were stacked and tied together and were placed on top (cut
by the men by hand). They were then covered with dirt, banana leaves
and other foliage, and more dirt, for camouflage, making a roof that was
a foot thick or more. Oscar said they never leaked. “Windows” about 12
inches high were incorporated from which the men could shoot. Connecting trenches were also dug.

The pillbox
roofs were so
strong they could
withstand a direct hit by a mortar shell. Oscar
recalled that during a later battle
a fellow named
Schumacher was
in a pillbox close
to being overrun by Japs, so he
ordered by field
3-19. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:10): Oscar describes how
telephone to the
pillboxes were built and how sturdy they were.
mortar
squad,
(Click to play.)
“Put ‘em on top of
my pillbox and put ‘em in there thick and fast.” So they did, and they
saved him by getting the Japs off the top of his pillbox, although Oscar
supposes they must have blasted away a good part of it.
The first prisoner of war captured by the regiment was on November 28th. Patrols went out about every other day looking for the enemy,
often clashing with their patrols who were reconnoitering GI’s defenses. One of these early patrols resulted in the first sustained clash with
the Japanese, ending with two officers and one enlisted man killed—
the first members of the 129th to be killed in action in WWII.
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The Infantry Soldier’s Load & Weapons
In addition to his rifle, the infantry soldier in the Pacific in WWII carried
gear weighing about 85 pounds. The equipment included a mess kit, canteen,
spade, four grenades, one web belt of ammunition around the waist, two
bandoliers of ammunition (48 rounds each for those carrying M1 rifles), a
bayonet weighing a pound, and a steel helmet, not a light object in itself.
The rifle used by the infantry was a .30 caliber (the bullet’s diameter is
3/10s of an inch) Garand M1 semi-automatic, weighing 9-1/2 pounds. It was
43.6 inches long, with a rate of fire of 20 rounds per minute; it used an eightround clip of cartridges fed from the top of the gun. The range was 1,200
yards.
Troops were organized in platoons of 48 men plus two officers. Each platoon had one automatic rifleman who carried a Browning Automatic Rifle
(BAR) which weighed 19.6 pounds, including bipod, strap, and carrying handle. It was 48 inches long with a range of 100-1,500 yards. The BAR could fire
in a slow mode (semi-automatic) at 20 rounds per minute or in fast mode
(automatic) at 550-600 rpm.
The difference between semi-automatic and automatic is that the semiautomatic fires a single shot for each press of the trigger, but can continue
to fire quite rapidly because of the continuous feed of cartridges from the
spring-loaded clip. The automatic, on the other hand, continues to fire as
long as the trigger is pressed, like a machine gun.

Oscar recalled being on one such patrol: “One time we were on patrol and we stopped to eat and pretty soon there was a shot. The Lieutenant turned to the man and said, ‘What the hell are you shootin’ at,
man?’ ‘Japs!’ We had a Jeep driver, he was in coveralls, and there was an
order that anything without upper (shirt) was Japs. So he seen this guy
trying to relieve himself, you know, if he had seen his face he shoulda
recognized him, but, no, he hit him right through the head. They took
the gun away from him. Yeah, he felt pretty bad walkin’ back.”
December came and contacts with the Japanese were scattered. Intelligence said there were some 30,000 or so Japanese on the island and
the soldiers wondered where they were hiding.

In December, Oscar’s buddy Speedy Dreher was selected to be the
automatic rifleman for their platoon. As Christmas neared, one of the
guys in the company overheard some of the other guys talking about
Midnight Mass. Thinking they had said “midnight mess,” Oscar and
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Speedy were all geared up for an early Christmas feast. Much to their
disappointment, neither they nor their stomachs were to be assuaged
that night.
On Christmas Eve, Oscar and several others went up on a hill and
sang a few Christmas carols. Oscar recalled, “That was our Christmas. If
the Japs had seen us, they could have strafed us, the whole bunch.” On
Christmas Day, Bougainville experienced a big earthquake.

To relieve monotony, the men would also go up on the hill with the
First Sergeant who had a battery powered radio. They listened to Tokyo
Rose, the name the GIs had given to a series of female broadcasters of
Japanese propaganda who spoke nearly perfect English; the intent of
the broadcasts were to lower morale among the GIs.
Oscar recalled, “Oh, yeah, ‘You guys in the 37th Division, you’re in
for a big surprise.’ They come with that baloney just before New Years.
‘You guys in the 37th, you got a big surprise coming…’ Well, we thought
they were going to attack. So the orders were, don’t fire any shot unless
you have to, unless there’s something to fire at. Well, (on New Years
Eve), one guy thought he’d play a joke, so he took his BAR out there and
‘B-R-R-R-R-R-R-R-R-R!’, he fired the whole thing, hurried up back inside,
cleaned his gun, and laid back down, so he wouldn’t be caught guilty!”
Commencing in mid-February, 1944, patrol contacts became more
frequent with stronger Japanese forces. For a time, Company G had the
job of completing the evacuation of the wounded; it was difficult work
due to the backbreaking terrain and torrential rivers. Oscar recalled
that the jungle was, “…so thick when we went on patrol one man would
take the lead and hack away the thick foliage so we could get through.
The lead man would change off with others, as hacking away was rather
tiring. If we run into a Jap encampment, we would scout around it to see
how many there were, probably too many for a small patrol to attack.”

117

Oscar Flateland - World War II to Marriage (1942 - 1946)

The Japanese knew they had to capture the airfield that the Americans had built, or it was all over for them on Bougainville. So they were
going to hit the Americans with everything they had. On February 24th,
an order was published to the troops of the Imperial Japanese Sixth Division on Bougainville and intercepted by the Americans:
To avenge our mortification since Guadalcanal
Will be our duty true and supreme.
Strike, strike, then strike again
Until our enemy is humbled forevermore!
Brighten with the blood of the American devils
The color of the renowned insignia on our arms.
The cry of our victory at Torokina Bay
Shall resound to the shores of our beloved Nippon.
We are invincible!
No foe can equal our might;
To attain our aims, we must always attack
And our enemies we must smite.
Danger comes soonest when it is despised,
Caution and prudence will bring no grief.
Serve in silence and bear all pain.
The shame of our souls will give us strength
To preserve our nation and our glory.

So this was the kind of enemy mentality the soldiers were up against,
as they prepared for the first battle for Bougainville.

Some men slept in pillboxes overnight, others slept in foxholes they
had dug. Oscar recalled that some nights it was raining so hard it was
difficult to get any rest. And many nights the Japanese would lob in artillery to harass the troops and keep them awake and on edge.

In the jungle it was pitch dark, so if the GIs used any light, it would
give away their positions, allowing the Japanese to target them accurately with artillery. One night Oscar craved a smoke so badly that he
attempted to use his Zippo cigarette lighter to light up. Zippos were
known for their reliability, but try as he might, he just couldn’t get the
darned thing to light. So he finally gave up. In the morning, he tried the
lighter again, and it worked perfectly. He attributed the nighttime malfunction to divine intervention which kept him from doing something
stupid that could have gotten him and his nearby buddies killed.
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Another time he was in his foxhole and woke up feeling something
crawling up his bare leg inside his pants. He realized it was a scorpion,
so he quickly grasped it through the thickness of his pant leg, but then
what to do? He couldn’t maneuver to take off his pants in the cramped
foxhole without standing up and standing up would have risked getting
shot. So he ended up holding the scorpion immobile in his pants until
morning when the troops could safely move around again.

To complicate life for the edgy GIs anticipating attack or infiltration
by the Japanese during the night, there were the land crabs. They stood
about eight inches high and 12-15 inches across. Oscar reckoned they
were big enough to eat, although no one reported trying one.
The GIs had been
warned about Japanese trying to sneak
through to get behind
the lines, so the rustling of the land crabs
moving at night was
particularly unnerving. Oscar recalled,
“You’d lay there and
listen to that rustling—is that a crab or
is it a Jap? So we’d lay
3-20. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:42): Oscar describes what
there listening, sweat
it was like to sleep in afoxhole, ever mindful of possible
started running, hangincursions by Japanese in the blackness of night.
ing onto a knife or
(Click to play.)
something, ready to…
anything that come there, friend or foe, they would have had it. Well,
nothing happened, though. You couldn’t see nothing, you could hold
your hand up (in front of your face), you couldn’t see nothing. It was
pitch dark. You get kind of dizzy when it’s pitch dark, nothing, nothing
to gauge by, you know.”

Navy intelligence intercepted a Japanese radio relay, revealing that
the enemy planned to attack March 7th. As the Japanese approached
down the Laruma River, the US forces knew virtually every movement
of the enemy and his strength. This was due to the detailed and accurate
information obtained from patrols and outposts, helping immensely in
repulsing the attack and saving many American lives. The information
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thus gained by the patrols was so accurate that the Japanese soldiers
who were captured thought microphones had been hidden in the jungle. Patrolling was dirty, dangerous work, the soldiers never knowing
when or where the enemy would be met, having to live and sleep in the
wet, dark jungle.
The enemy was massing his strength in front of the sector occupied
by the 2nd Battalion, 129th Infantry. Of the estimated 12,804 Japanese
troops, 8,134 were concentrated in front of the 129th. On March 8th,
the Japanese began the attack when more than a dozen enemy artillery shells fell in the 2nd Battalion sector. With the battle continuing to
wage, strong Japanese forces were sighted approaching the perimeter
on March 10th and 11th. After numerous clashes resulted in casualties
on both sides, a platoon from G Company went forward to investigate
the results of US heavy artillery fire on the enemy. They were met by
heavy Japanese machine-gun fire. The platoon was forced to withdraw,
fortunately with no casualties. Also on the 11th, enemy documents
were captured revealing the enemy’s intention to again attack the defenses of the 129th the following day.
With the coming of dawn on March 12th, the second battle for Bougainville was raging. The Japanese attacked G Company in force on a
100-yard front. By sheer numbers and cleverness, the enemy forced his
way forward. Under the din of terrific gunfire, G Company men stayed
at their positions even when continued resistance seemed hopeless.
Knowing it meant the sacrifice of their lives, many soldiers took a heavy
toll on the Japanese
by continuing to defend their pillboxes
against overwhelming odds.
At one point during the battle, more
ammunition on bandoliers (probably for
the BARs--Browning
Automatic Rifles) was
delivered to the pillbox where Oscar was
with instructions to
distribute: “You keep

3-21. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:41): Oscar recalled
a close call during combat in Bougainville.
(Click to play.)
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some of ‘em here, take the rest of ‘em to the next pillbox, and have them
take some to the next pillbox.” Oscar and two guys from Omaha were
selected to attempt the deliveries. Pillboxes were spaced some 30-40
feet apart.
The sergeant said, “Well, Oscar, think you’re going to get there?” So,
Oscar recalled, “I loaded on with 13 bandoliers, put some this way, and
some this way (motions across body both ways), that’s 130 pounds, so I
took a couple of deep breaths and I took off, a machine gun opened up, I
could hear it snapping, so I dived into a shell hole and I guess the other
two guys, they thought the machine gun had got me, so they wanted to
know who was going to go get the bandoliers off of him. So I guess they
were pretty thankful when I bounded out of there again. And, when the
machine gun got quiet, I suppose they figured they had got that guy,
so no use to watch. So we get to the next bunker, there was a fellow,
oh, what the hell was his name again, he was from the south anyway,
he was sittin’ down there, he was scared, he was just shivering…yeah…
yeah.”
Oscar recalled that the BARs were fired so continuously that the
barrel would get too hot, so they would have to stop and change the
barrel to a fresh one. Even with the water-cooled ones, he said, “The
water would boil for a long time, and finally they got so damn hot they
had to change them.”

Finally, G Company got some relief. Other units of the 1st Battalion,
made up of A, B, C, and D Companies, were brought forward in support
of G Company—four more companies to help defend what one company was previously doing alone.
The enemy had captured pillboxes and dug in behind the company’s front line positions. Counterattacking, the Americans drove the
Japanese from their positions and restored the lines on the left flank
of Company G. Throughout the night, the two forces engaged in small
arms fire along the entire front of Company G. The last remaining pillboxes held by the enemy were taken on March 13th. The count of enemy dead in Company G sector (and this included only those inside the
barbed wire) was 187. Many killed were at ranges of only a few feet,
along a 100-yard front.

Oscar later recalled, “I guess there was about, between 1,500 and
2,000 dead Japs in front of us, G Company there. And we couldn’t get out
to bury them, so they laid there in the hot sun, and they smelled so bad
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you could taste it in your food, until they managed to get out there and
take a bulldozer, dig a deep hole and push them in there.”

There was close coordination between tanks and infantry on the
part of the US. Prisoners of war later revealed that it was extremely effective and greatly feared by the enemy. Many Japanese, realizing their
predicament, committed suicide. The US troops had little if any sleep
for over a week. There were continued attacks and harassing artillery
fire by the enemy on March 14, 15, and 16. On March 17, 1944, the Japanese hit again, following the usual pattern of starting at 3:15AM. The
next two days (the 18th and 19th), there were a number of clashes and
losses on both sides. From the 20th to the 23rd, patrol action continued.
On the night of March 23rd-24th, the enemy made a final suicidal
attempt on the perimeter. Machine-gun and mortar fire literally piled
enemy dead in a small creek at the bottom of a draw for a distance of
200 yards beyond the front lines. Despite this, the Japanese made some
penetrations, conducting a frenzied drive on the 2nd Battalion command post during the morning of March 24th. The enemy had a superior force; they bore relentlessly to the very edge of the command post.
But after repeated attempts, the Japanese finally failed. With a tanksupported infantry counterattack, the Americans left scores of enemy
dead in their wake.
At 10:15 am, the US tanks were forced to withdraw, because of lack
of ammunition and gasoline. A rifle platoon from Company K continued to fight, but casualties became too numerous, and so it was advised
to delay the advance until the tanks returned. The final attack overwhelmed the Japanese defenses. March 25th brought still more enemy
machine-gun and mortar fire from concealed positions at the edge of
the jungle. During March 26th, enemy fire diminished.
K Company reconnoitered the hostile sector and was ambushed. A
staff sergeant miraculously escaped and returned the next day, after
spending some of the previous day and all night under attack by American mortar and artillery fire. Although wounded three times, he gave
an excellent account of the events and revealed invaluable information
on the enemy.

By the end of the month, contact was made with the rear guard of
the retreating Japanese. During the main action, the Japanese lost 30
men to each American.
On March 16, Oscar had been wounded. He recalled, “It was morning.
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I had been on guard
from four to six, it was,
yeah. We had to be on
guard to watch the
entrance (of the pillbox), so nobody would
come in there. Then
I crawled back in my
(hammock) and mosquito net which we had
stretched inside the
pillbox. There was one
below me, and I was
3-22. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:01): Oscar describes
how he was wounded in Bougainville in 1944.
on the top one. I think I
(Click to play.)
had just gone to sleep,
because I was sleeping when it hit (an artillery or mortar shell). When I
was hit, I kind of rolled over and I rolled, ‘Bump!’, Jesus, I thought, ‘What
had happened?’ when I hit the ground and I bumped. Then I kind of felt
a stinging in the legs, ‘cause shrapnel is real hot, you know, just like a
branding iron.”
Another fellow named Roebuck was hit, too, but a third fellow in
the pillbox named Rajiski, Oscar said later, “didn’t get hit for some lucky
reason, I guess, but he got killed later on, so it didn’t make much difference.”
Oscar was evacuated on a weapons carrier to a field hospital. On
board the weapons carrier was also a fellow named Grace who had
been shot in the stomach, but he was dead by the time the vehicle departed. He had been shot by accident. He had gone out at night and
never told the guard. When he came back, the guard had dozed off but
awoke suddenly and, “Bang!” The guard had shot Grace in the stomach.

In the field hospital, doctors performed emergency surgery on Oscar. In addition to being hit in the left leg and side, he had also been hit
in the head by the shrapnel. He recalled, “I still got that piece, I think.
And, 13 places I was hit. In the hospital they cut out four of them, the
rest of ‘em they said they were so small they had to leave them; they
couldn’t cut all of them out.” A sergeant that was also hit was laying side
by side with Oscar in the operating room. Oscar recalled he watched the
doctor cutting into the sergeant, then the sergeant watched the surgeon
cut into him.
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The field hospital, also called a clearing station, where he recuperated was an excavation in the ground about four feet deep with a few logs
on the sides and ends with a roof over it. Oscar recalled, “When the Jap
bomber planes came over we headed for a bomb shelter by the hospital. When we came in the
rats moved out; when we
left the rats moved back
in.”

In connection with his
getting wounded, Oscar
recalled one of the “funny
things” that happen in
war. “The day before, the
night before, this fellow
had been on guard, and
the sergeant had washed
3-23. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (00:58): Oscar describes
his jacket, throwed it
an odd life-saving coincidence in Bougainville.
over a rock right outside
(Click to play.)
the entrance there and
this guy was on guard and there was a light at night and he seen it and,
‘Bang, bang, bang!’ and he ripped that black jacket all to heck. The sergeant was so mad he cried, over that jacket. All he had to do was get
another one. And they got into an argument, so this fellow, he moved to
another tent. And if he was in the corner where the shell had hit, he’d
have been killed sure as heck. So, it’s kind of funny, you know, how he
happened to be out of there.”

Oscar spent about 30 days in the hospital recovering from his
wounds. He recalled, “These two big tendons (motions to legs), they
were just about cut in two, so they had to wait for them to heal, they
sewed ‘em together, then they had to heal. Then, after I got out, I couldn’t
straighten that leg out, so they put me to sweeping the area for a few
days, ‘til the leg kind of straightened out more.”
While in the hospital, Oscar’s First Sergeant visited and kidded him,
“Too bad you’re in the hospital, if you’re called on rotation, you won’t
get to go now.” “The hell I ain’t, I’m going anyway!” Oscar replied. “Yeah,
he was kidding me.” Oscar was no stranger to field hospitals. Not long
after arriving on Bougainville, he had gotten a hernia. He still remembered the names of the two doctors who operated on him, Major Bell
and Captain Pearson. At that time, they didn’t know if operating in the
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extreme tropical heat would be
successful, but he was the guinea
pig and it worked. He hadn’t had
general anesthesia (ether at the
time), but rather they used a spinal. Oscar recalled, “They set up a
tent in front of me so I couldn’t see
what they were doing, but I could
hear ‘em talkin’, you know. They
didn’t really put me out, just the
lower part.”

By April 16, 1944, Oscar was
feeling well enough to report
to Helen in a letter, “I feel pretty
good now and pretty well healed.”
The letter was on letterhead of the
American Red Cross, so he was still
under medical care. On April 19,
he wrote to his sister Birdie, “I am
out of the hospital now as I wasn’t
hurt so bad.” In a letter on June 13,
he admitted, “Yes, I was wounded
in the shoulder, too, also the side
and thigh and leg and neck. It may
sound like a lot of places, but they
weren’t any of them bad. I was just
plenty lucky, I think.”
After release from the hospital, Oscar went back on duty, but
he missed the cleanup after the
battle. He recalled, “I didn’t get in
on the cleanup, all that smell and
dead Japs and stuff.”

3-24. Article in local newspaper, probably
April, 1944, announcing that Oscar had
been awarded the Purple Heart decoration for
being wounded in action in the South Pacific.
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3-25. Photos of dead Japanese soldiers during the cleanup after the Bougainville battle.
These were taken by Oscar’s buddies while he was recovering from his wounds.

Things were far more relaxed on Bougainville now, with the island’s
Japanese having been defeated and the after-battle clean-up having
been completed. There was time for some picture-taking with war souvenirs.
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3-27. Oscar, on the right, trying
on a Japanese flag for a skirt.

3-26. Oscar, lower left, posing with
captured Japanese flag. The “B.”
notation on the bottom of these photos,
likely made by Helen later, indicates
the photo was taken on Bougainville.

3-28. Oscar, third from the left, with some buddies.
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3-29. A couple of more serious pictures, perhaps for the folks back home.
In left photo, Oscar is standing, second from the left.

During the rest of the
months on Bougainville,
the soldiers had training
exercises of various types,
with some time for rest and
enjoyments of one kind or
another, such as baseball,
boxing, USO shows, and sea
bathing. Oscar recalled that
when they went swimming
3-30. Oscar’s buddy Mel Rasmussen with three
natives in Bougainville. Mel was from Madison,
after dark and submerged,
Wisconsin, so their friendship continued
they would come out glowafter Oscar was discharged there.
ing “like a fire” because of
the “phosphorous” in the water (actually “phosphorescence” caused
by bioluminescent plankton and other organisms; it was often called
“phosphorous” in the mistaken belief that it was actually phosphorous
that caused the glow).
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3-31. Oscar and his buddies enjoying some down time
while not training, May-November, 1944, on Bougainville.
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One of the highlights of any day, of course, was getting mail from
the home front. Correspondence groups had been set up by volunteers
in the States to exchange letters with the GIs overseas to boost morale.
One such group was formed by the teachers at the Oklee School. Oscar
wrote to his sister Birdie in 1944, “I had a long letter from Mrs. Quist in
Oklee, that study club sure does quite well in writing letters. She said
I was getting one from Mrs. Andy Knutson (Coya Knutson of later political fame) but haven’t received it yet. I imagine she will write quite a
novel, as she used to be pretty talkative.”
On August 31, 1944, he wrote to his sister Birdie on the subject of
food, which was always a popular topic that was safe from the censor’s
razor. “Your mention of vegetables reminds me to tell you we get a lot
of fresh vegetables over here lately. I imagine a large part of them are
grown over here, and they are real nice too. It sure is a pleasant change
from all the dehydrated stuff we have been getting. I absolutely couldn’t
eat it any longer. I don’t see why it should be so different because it’s
been dried and made wet again.”

As the US continued to make gains in the Pacific, the V-Mail service
became better. Oscar wrote on September 22, 1944, to his sister Birdie,
“I received your letter this afternoon. It took only nine days, that’s pretty good, although I have heard of mine getting there in six days.”

In November of 1944 the 129th Infantry Regiment was being relieved by the Australian 29th Infantry Brigade, so it could be moved to
the Philippines in support of General MacArthur’s campaign to liberate the country from Japanese control. At this point, in late 1944, the
troops fully expected the war to go on yet for several more years. Oscar recalled they had a saying overseas, “The Golden Gate in ’48.” But
earlier in the war the GIs had been far more, if naively, optimistic. In
a Christmas V-Mail to his sister, Birdie, in December 1942, Oscar had
written, “Well I hope that 1943 will see the end of this war and that we
can return back home.”

Fortunately, Oscar didn’t have to wait until 1948 or even the end of
the war. As the regiment was making last-minute preparations to leave
for the Philippines in mid-December, Oscar got some news.
When GIs had been overseas for 24 months, they were eligible to
enter the lottery for rotation back to the States. By this time, Oscar had
been overseas for 27 months—from September 1942, to November
1944, so his name had been in the lottery for the last several months. In
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late November, his name had at last been drawn.

So, come Thanksgiving, 1944, he was on board a ship heading home.
He noted that that was his third Thanksgiving overseas—the first was
on Fiji, the second on Bougainville, and now the third out on the ocean.
He was leaving behind several close buddies, including his friend Speedy
Dreher, who were heading to the Philippines, although he would reconnect with many of them in later years back in the States.
The journey by ship took 23 days. On the way, the convoy encountered a typhoon that capsized four destroyers. Oscar recalled, “The
front end of our ship would rise and fall about 50 or 60 feet. At times
we only managed a speed of two knots (about 2-1/2 miles per hour).”

When they arrived in San Francisco, the ship tied up at
Angel Island, just inside the Golden Gate
Bridge, three miles
north of Fort Mason
from whence they
had embarked 28th
months earlier, and
two miles north of Alcatraz Island. Having
seen nothing but uni3-32. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (02:11): Oscar reminisces about his
forms for the better
journey home after returning to the States.
part of three years,
(Click to play.)
the men were making
fun of the civilians walking by on shore, some in suits. “Oh, my god, look
at that guy…” was a common utterance.
After disembarking the ship, they boarded a ferry taking them under the Oakland Bay Bridge probably to Oakland where they boarded
a train two days later. The troops that were bound for Minnesota had
a car all to themselves. Oscar recalled, “We rode by ourselves, a porter
and everything, yeah, a Negro porter to make up our beds, yeah, we had
it nice then.”
Oscar continued, “So, when we got to Omaha, we had a layover there
of four hours, so we went uptown to get a few drinks and there was that
Indian with us, a Chippewa Indian, and there was one place we ordered
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a drink. ‘Yeah, I’ll serve you guys, but I can’t serve him.’ ‘Well, you don’t
have to serve any of us then,’ so we left. Then, we said, ‘We’ll pretend
you’re from Texas and you come in later, and we’ll say, ‘Hi, Tex!’’ So we
did that, and he sat down with us and he got service.”
Then, Oscar said, “We bought a bottle and took it along back and
gave it to that Negro porter; he couldn’t leave, you know. Oh, he got so
drunk he didn’t know nothin’. The next morning we tried to wake him.
‘O-o-o-h-h-h, a-a-a-h-h-h.’” He never did get up before they got off the
train.

From Omaha, those going to Minneapolis like Oscar boarded a different train. From Minneapolis, Oscar boarded another train which finally took him to Brooks, the closest stop to home. He arrived a few
days before Christmas, 1944. The temperature was -27 degrees F, but
must have felt even colder after having been acclimated to the tropics
for more than two years.
During his stint
overseas, Oscar and
Helen
had
corresponded quite often
via V-Mail and other
letters, so of course he
was looking forward
to seeing her upon his
return. But on his way
to see her in Trail, he
ran into some old acquaintance, and he later wrote, “…somebody
3-33. Article in the local newspaper in December, 1944,
told me, I don’t know
announcing that Oscar had arrived home on leave the
previous week, after having served almost three years
who that was, ‘Oh,
in the Army, more than two of them in the Pacific.
she’s dating hot and
heavy now.’ Oh, well, I
thought if that’s the case I’m not going to be a nuisance, so I didn’t go
back. So I guess she was home all the time waitin’ for me to pick her
up, and I didn’t know that. Yeah, whoever told me that, I should have
knocked him in the head!”
On December 27 the people of Trail had a party for Oscar, and Helen
noted in her diary, “rather fun, but he was so tight (drunk).” At a house
party the next day which Helen attended, Oscar didn’t come. When his
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30-day leave was over,
Oscar returned to the
stateside Army unit to
which he was assigned
which was in Hot Springs,
Arkansas. This was an
Army Air Corps unit since
that was what he had initially volunteered for.

Since housing all over
Hot Springs was tight,
the Army had taken over
most of the hotels to put
the soldiers up while
awaiting their next assignments. During this
time, Oscar had some
dental work done. He
wrote to his sister Birdie
on January 25, 1945, “…
they took out my bridgework and are rebuilding it, so I can’t do much
running around without
teeth.”

3-34. Oscar (left) and a buddy. The photographer is
unknown, but judging from the professional quality,
it may have been a local newspaperman or a
commercial photographer selling prints.

He continued, “I like it
pretty well here, we don’t
do any work, come and go as we please, get up when we please, got a
$7 a day room, so you see I am sort of getting a taste of what it’s like to
be a big shot, ha.”

“They told me here that I was all done with the infantry and that all
I could do now was light duty. I am also disqualified for overseas duty,
and that don’t hurt my feelings one bit. I will either stay here or go to
the Air Corps or maybe Fort Snelling. If I go to Snelling, I could make it
home on a three-day pass.”
“My roommate got shipped out yesterday so now I am all alone in a
room about as big as our whole house at home.”

“I guess I will certainly be catching up on sleep, if I don’t get my
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teeth back.”

“I suppose you read in the paper that my division is in the lead on
Luzon (in the Philippines). I bet old Beightler’s chest is sticking out
now. I am sure glad I am not there.” (Major General Robert S. Beightler,
an Ohio native, commanded the 37th Division all during the war.)

After about a month in Hot Springs, Oscar was given a choice of going to a base in Mississippi or a base just outside of Madison, Wisconsin. Being from Minnesota, he immediately
chose Madison.

In Madison he was stationed at
Truax Field and was assigned to go to
radio school, but there were delays, so,
he recalled, “We loafed around there
quite awhile before they put us in radio
school. So, we were workin’ out, we’d go
to work in a canning factory or something like that, and got $6.00 a day. Or
during the night there, work all night
and get $8.00. So, we worked out for…
well, finally, they put us to school, but
that was at 3:00 in the afternoon ‘til 10,
so we could still go work for a half-day.
3-35. Oscar on the left with his
friend,Mel Rasmussen, Mel’s wife,
We had a Class A pass, we could come
and another friend, in Madison, WI.
and go as we pleased. The others (those
who hadn’t been overseas) had to get
permission.” His friend from Bougainville, Mel Rasmussen, had returned by this time, too.

The lenient treatment of the troops who had returned from overseas combat continued. In May 1945, they were in class when they received word of Germany’s surrender. Oscar said, “We left the classroom.
They tried to get us back to class, you know, but no, we were outside
raising particular heck.”
One Friday, a fellow named Miller said to Oscar, “I got fifty bucks,
let’s go to Milwaukee tonight for the weekend.” “No,” Oscar said, “I’m
broke.” “But I got fifty bucks,” Miller replied. So he talked Oscar into going, and they went to Milwaukee. Oscar recalled, “We were supposed to
graduate from school that Saturday night, but we were absent.” So, after
returning from Milwaukee broke, they got called to headquarters on
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Monday morning. “You
guys were absent for the
graduation,” said the colonel. “Yeah,” the two guys
replied, “we thought we’d
rather go for a good time.”
“Well,” the colonel said,
“Go and get your diplomas.” So, that was all; no
punishment was meted
out.

Civilians were also
very deferential toward
combat veterans and other men in uniform and
were eager to show their gratitude. On another occasion, Oscar and
a buddy hitchhiked into Milwaukee to visit his brother, Ole, who had
moved there from Minnesota years before. Nearby was a bar owned by
a fellow named JJ Jasnick, so they just called him “JJ.” When they walked
in, a guy at the bar apparently noticed they were in uniform, so he said,
“Well, hello, there, you boys, come and step right up to the bar,” and he
bought them each a couple of drinks. Then he said, “Where you stayin’
tonight?” Oscar replied, “We just got into town, we don’t know where
to stay.” So he fished in his pocket and handed over a business card. “Go
and stay here on me,” he said, “and I’ll give you a $25 expense account,
too.” The place was the Athletic Club. “Yeah,” Oscar recalled later, “he
must have belonged, must have been quite a big shot there too. Yeah,
free bed and $25, we never did use the $25, I suppose we coulda got
breakfast.”
3-36. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:36): Oscar relates the
lenient treatment given troops returned from overseas.
(Click to play.)

On April 12, 1945, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had died. Oscar
recalled, “I voted for Roosevelt three times so I was sort of let down
when he died and I guess most of the armed forces felt bad. Then Truman took over as he was the vice president, and he was the one that
authorized using the A-bomb. I think Truman was a great president as I
think he was an honest man.”

Before news of the A-bomb drops in August 1945, every returned
combat veteran had in the back of his mind that, regardless of classification regarding fitness for further overseas duty, he could very well
be sent back over for the upcoming invasion of Japan, which everyone
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expected to be extremely bloody and costly. But, of course, it came as a
great relief to all concerned when news of Japan’s capitulation came on
August 14, 1945.
After the surrender document was signed aboard the USS Missouri
on September 2, 1945, the armed forces began rapidly de-mobilizing.
Even so, it took until October 14, 1945, until Oscar was discharged from

3-37. Oscar’s Certificate of Honorable Discharge from the US Army, dated October 14, 1945.
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the Army. He didn’t even wait for a bus to go uptown, he walked the
whole way, a distance of a little more than five miles.

Oscar’s Separation Qualification Record indicated that his civilian
occupation was “FARMER: 12 YEARS 1929—1942. PLANTED CROPSCARED FOR FARM ANIMALS AND CAN OPERATE ALL TYPES OF GENERAL FARM MACHINERY.” It indicated his rank at time of discharge was
Private First Class and under “Military Education,” it stated, “RADIO MECHANIC SCHOOL TRUAX FIELD STUDIED RADIO MECHANICS FOR 20
WKS LEARNED BASIC PRINCIPLES OF RADIO-BUILDING-OPERATION
AND TROUBLESHOOTING.” Under “Summary of Military Occupations,”
it read, “RADIO MECHANIC: JUST COMPLETED SCHOOL IN RADIO MECHANICS. NO ACTUAL EXPERIENCE DUE TO DISCHARGE. CAN QUALIFY AS RADIO SERVICEMAN WITH BRIEF ON-THE-JOB TRAINING.” But
apparently, being a radio tech was not Oscar’s calling as he never pursued such a position. (Links to Discharge Cert, Separation Qualification
Record, Enlisted Record and Report of Separation)

Oscar’s first order
of business after discharge was to get some
civilian clothes as he
had none. When he had
been home on leave, he
had checked for his old
clothes, but his sister
Lola (Tinnesand) had
taken his two suits and
re-sewn them into suits
for her little son, Bruce.
All the rest of his every3-38. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (00:42): Oscar talks about having
day clothes had been
no civilian clothes while home on leave from the Army.
(Click to play.)
made over, too, so he
had nothing but his uniforms. He later recalled, “I couldn’t go out and help with chores in my
uniform, get that smelling, so I didn’t do anything.” He was reminded of
a neighbor: “Like Old Lady Homme when Inga had a date or something,
she’d tell her, ‘Wash good now, Inga, so you don’t smell like a cow.’”
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In 1997, Rosemary Dreher, daughter of Oscar’s friend Glenn
“Speedy” Dreher, wrote a postscript to her memoir of her father’s service during WWII (“A Record of Service in World War II of Glenn Oliver
Dreher”) which this narrative has quoted and paraphrased extensively.
The postscript, which could probably apply equally well to many
such veterans of WWII, reads:
“Dad came home a Pfc. To some that may not seem like
much, but he did his duty for God and Country and neither
wanted nor sought any personal advancement or glory. His
medals (or rather what he had of them) were in a little box in
the drawer, and in my memory, he never brought them out or
talked of them. Dad never felt he should have received the Purple Heart; I believe this was in part because he had seen many
of his comrades with serious physical wounds, and his did not
compare. He was changed forever, though, a wound deep in his
soul. Dad never spoke of it, but it was there all the same and remained with him. He and I were a lot alike, quick to anger, quick
to laugh. And wherever he may be, I hope he knows I love him,
and that he will forever be my hero, my Dad.”

Oscar, too, had apparently been affected by his war experiences. Before he was in the Army, he and his buddies would go hunting in the
fall for deer as did most young men in rural areas. But after the war, he
rarely or ever went hunting, saying he had gotten his fill of that sort of
thing in the war.
His name had been changed, too, or at least its pronunciation. All the
while growing up, the family’s last name had been pronounced “Flatland” or “Flot-land” as the Flateland area in Norway had generally been
articulated. But Army personnel used a strict phonetic pronunciation
which rendered the name “Flate-land” with the first “a” pronounced according to its long vowel sound mandated by the silent “e” following.
Oscar had become so accustomed to hearing it pronounced that way
that he and Helen and succeeding generations on his side of the family
would use that form, while his other siblings and their families generally still adhered to the original pronunciation.
The next day in Madison after Oscar was discharged, he was walking down a street and a guy working on a building said, “Hey, there, are
you lookin’ for work?” Oscar replied, “Yeah, well, I suppose I could be.”
He hadn’t really thought about it yet. “OK,” the guy said, come back in
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the morning, you can start.”

The work was tending for a block layer. It was hard work even for
a big guy, which Oscar wasn’t, so the guy said, “You better take it kind
of easy, because I suppose you’re kind of soft.” But Oscar couldn’t take
it easy, because he had to keep up to the blocklayer, mix all the mortar
and carry the blocks.

Oscar was pretty stiff after the first day, so the blocklayer said, “My
son has a tank factory, making these 300-gallon gasoline tanks. You
wanna work for him?” So he started there, but couldn’t make a connection with the bus that would get him to work on time, so he was always
a little late. So one day, the boss came and said, “You can’t make it on
time every day, so we’ll have to let you go.” Oscar was glad as there were
three welders going in the little shack where Oscar worked; this made
the air very smokey, and he was having to breathe that all day, every
day.

Then Oscar got a job at OscarMayer, the meat production company.
He was assigned to work in the “inedibles” department. After working
there a few days, the boss came and said, “Today you can go in the hide
room.” Oscar didn’t know what the hide room was, but he went in. The
job involved working with sheep hides. The hides would come rolling
down the chute, all bloody and the job was to take and shake them out
and hang them up on a line. Oscar didn’t like that at all. At noon, he
asked the boss, “What shall I do this afternoon?” “Oh,” came the reply,
“you can go back to the hide room.” “Like hell, I will!” Oscar replied, “I’ll
check out first.” So they found him another job at the plant.
OscarMayer had a company store where the men could buy clothing
and groceries against their paychecks. At the end of the month, some of
them only got a slip of paper stating how much they owed the company;
they had spent more than their paychecks. “So,” Oscar thought, “there
isn’t much of a future here.”

Another day the management had him working where the solids
came out from the rendering facility. Oscar’s job was to shovel them
down into the driers. The supervisor came around and, probably kind
of joking, said, “Hey, hey, you’re supposed to keep that conveyor belt
full.” Oscar was stripped down to the pants, sweating, and working too
hard to be in the mood for a joke, so he handed the guy the shovel and
said, “You keep it full,” and walked out. He never looked back to see
what the supervisor did with the shovel. Oscar recalled later that he “…
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was glad to end all that
butchery.”

He already had a job
lined up with a furniture
retailer, Leeds & Company, delivering furniture
and he was scheduled to
start the next week, so
he had been about ready
to quit anyway. The next
day he went over to
Leeds and told them he
3-39. Video, Dec. 25, 2001 (01:08): Oscar describes
had quit his other job, so
how he quit when working for Oscar Mayer.
(Click to play.)
they let him start there
immediately. He bought
a map of the city and before too long he had memorized the city’s whole
layout, so he didn’t need the map anymore. He would continue to work
at Leeds for nearly a year and a half. His friend from the Army, Mel Rasmussen, also worked there, so they would often delivery furniture together.
In May of 1946, Oscar wrote a letter to his old friend from Trail, Norris Brekke, who had apparently just returned to the area after his service in the Army in Europe. He related how he liked Madison so much
that he was still there after getting discharged (some seven months
previous), but that he was starting to get restless. He was staying at the
Madison Hotel and complained that the pay at the furniture company
wasn’t all that great. He wrote, “I think one of these days I’ll ask for a
raise and if I don’t get it, tell him to shove the job up his bung hole.” He
wrote further, “I would sure like to come back and see all the guys again,
but it seems I can’t make enough money for train fare even.”
He wrote further, “Do you ever hear from our old gals? Are they in
Trail or not. I haven’t seen or heard from either of them for a year and
a half. We have a pretty good supply of gals here, with the University,
etc.” Oscar didn’t know yet that Leona and Norris would be married the
following month, June 15, 1946.
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3-40. Beginning of a letter from Oscar to Norris Brekke,
May 21, 1946, while he was working in Madison, WI.

Not too long after the letter to Norris, Oscar apparently did save up
enough funds for train fare and went back to Trail to visit family. He got
together with Helen again one Saturday night, and they re-started their
correspondence by letter after he returned to Madison. In the fall of
1946, he invited her out to visit in Madison, and she decided to go.
On Friday, October 25, Helen caught the train from Thief River Falls
and the next morning switched trains at Minneapolis, arriving in Madison in the afternoon. Oscar met her at the station, then they joined Mel
Rasmussen and his wife Ruth at Hamachers, a favorite local restaurant,
for dinner. The next day, Sunday, they rented a car and, as Helen puts
it in her diary, “…scoured the town and taverns.” Ruth and Mel had just
bought a house, so on Tuesday the four of them celebrated.

About this time, Oscar and Helen decided to get married. On Monday, November 4, they had their blood tests and took out a marriage
license. On Tuesday, Helen began looking for work and landed a job
cleaning rooms at the Hotel Lorraine. On Thursday evening, they took
in the movie, “Nobody Lives Forever,” and on Friday she noted she “did
15 rooms” at the hotel. The next day, Saturday, November 9, 1946, at
4:00 pm, they were married at Bethel Lutheran Church in Madison,
with Ruth and Mel as bridesmaid and best man. That night they celebrated with Ruth and Mel with a night of dinner and dancing at the
Club Chanticleer. On Monday, it was back to work for both of them.
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3-41. Oscar & Helen’s Certificate of Marriage, dated November 9, 1946.
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3-42. Helen & Oscar Flateland on their wedding day, November 9, 1946.
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3-43. A night of dinner and dancing at the Club Chanticleer, Madison,
Wisconsin,to celebrate Oscar & Helen’s wedding, November 9, 1946.
L-R: Mel & Rosemary Rasmussen, Oscar, Helen.
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On November 20, the newlyweds bought a car—a used 1937 Plymouth for $625. On the 21st, they moved out of the hotel where Helen
was working to live with a family in a cottage on Grove Drive. Helen
would take care of two children, do the housework and cook for the
couple who owned it in exchange for room and board and $8/week.
They stayed there through the winter but come spring, the couple who
owned the place decided they no longer needed the help, so Oscar and
Helen were turned out.
At Christmas they had received their first Christmas card as a couple from Oscar’s parents, Ole and Anna, shown below, and Oscar had his
first chance to refer to himself as “husband” in a note to Helen, probably

3-44. First Christmas card received as husband and wife in 1946 from Ole K and Anna Flateland.

3-45. Note to Helen from Oscar, probably at Christmas, 1946.
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accompanying a Christmas gift.

With the booming post-war economy, housing was tight, and the
only place they could get to stay was a hotel again. They considered the
possibility of buying a house, but the smallest was $10,000 which was a
fortune at the time, so that was out of the question. Instead, they decided to go back to Trail to see what the future would bring, even though
they had liked Madison quite a lot. They drove their ’37 Plymouth and
arrived back in the Trail area on April 25th, 1947.
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IV
Helen Reitter College to Marriage
(1940 - 1946)

O

f the three career
choices that were considered acceptable for women
in the 1930s-40s—nurse,
teacher, or office administration—Helen chose to become a teacher. So, in the
late summer of 1940 she began preparations to attend
Bemidji State Teachers College. In those days, one could
become a teacher with only
two years of college training
which would earn a teaching
certificate.
Sunday, September 1,
1940, was a cold day in Trail,
as Helen got her clothes
ready and packed them. Maggie drove her to Bemidji and,
never one to miss out on a

4-1. Helen with Pegs in front of the Reitter house,
perhaps a “back to school” picture late in the
summer before departing for college in Bemidji.
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roller skating opportunity,
she helped out with skating
that evening.

Bright and early on Monday morning, she went over
to the college and began registering for classes. In those
days when everything was
done with paper, registration
was an all-day affair. She notes
that she was “all tired out,” although she did have time and
energy to go downtown several times during the day.

Tuesday morning included more registration activity,
and the incoming freshmen
had a campfire meeting that
4-2. Helen (left) with a friend in front of the
night at 7:30. By this time, she
Paul Bunyan statue in Bemidji, perhaps near the
had met several new friends,
beginning of her first year in college. Apparently,
including Ruth Hallin of
the social prohibition against women wearing
slacks was beginning to loosen by then.
Bagley. On Wednesday morning, she had a health examination by a nurse and that evening, Leona and Maggie came down to
skate. On Thursday there was still more registration activity, but a girls’
party in the evening. On Friday, classes finally started, although each
was only a half-hour long. This left lots of time for socializing, so she
went to Bagley with Ruth Hallin, then to Gonvick with Gordon Bagne,
before returning to Trail for the weekend.
So it went, the first week for this new college girl. On Sunday evening, she left for Bemidji at 5:30 pm, which left plenty of time for more
skating from 8:30 to 11:30 that evening. Starting class at 6:45 the next
morning didn’t seem to be a problem.
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Bemidji State Teachers College
Bemidji State Teachers College was founded in 1919 as Bemidji State Normal School by authorization of the Minnesota State Legislature. It was the
sixth normal school in the state and opened with 38 students. A “normal
school” is one created to train high school graduates to be teachers. Its purpose is to establish teaching standards or “norms,” hence its name.
The school’s opening had been preceded by ten years of squabbling over
whether Bemidji, Cass Lake, or Thief River Falls would get the school. In 1919
Bemidji had nearly 7,000 residents but still possessed the aura of a rough
lumberjack town with saloons very prevalent in the downtown business district. The new school was located about a mile outside of town, in a twentyacre grove of timber along the shore of Lake Bemidji. This pleased the new
president, Manfred W. Deputy, as he didn’t want his students, nearly all girls,
to become involved with what he called “those rowdies downtown.”
In 1921 the school was renamed Bemidji State Teachers College and it
began offering a 4-year degree in Professional Education as well as the standard 2-year Teaching Certificate that was most common at the time. In 1957
the school became Bemidji State College as its curriculum broadened, and in
1975 it became Bemidji State University.

Going to college on a tight
budget necessitated keeping a
careful record of money spent.
Helen did just that on one page
in the back of her diary, shown
here. Tuition was a whopping
$24.25, but that included a
$5.00 deposit.

Many weekends were spent
back in Trail. Helen noted in
her diary on Sunday, September 29, that she and two others were confirmed (at Sand
Valley Lutheran Church); the
other two presumably were
Leona and Maggie—“us 3.”
Since they hadn’t been regular
church goers, Leona and Helen
hadn’t been confirmed at the

4-3. Helen’s college expenditures for her
first semester at Bemidji State Teachers College.
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usual age of 8th or 9th grade, so they had the ceremony of becoming
members as young adults at ages 19 and 21.

Helen traveled to and from Bemidji by getting a ride with friends,
riding the train, or hitchhiking. Once in awhile, Maggie would drive
back and forth. One weekend when she stayed in Bemidji, the Reitters’
beloved dog, Dewey, passed away; the date was November 17, 1940.
When Helen was at home in Trail on weekends, in addition to studying, there had been plenty of time for skating, going to movies, dancing, drinking beer, and other social activities with friends, among them
Gordie Bagne, Ruth Hallin, Gordie Nelson, Erwin Becker, Norris Brekke,
Gladys Simonson, Dennis Griffin, and Oscar Flateland. On December 14,
Helen wrote, “Gordon came up—we 3 and Norris went to Red Lake—
talk about a night—whew—.” The next morning she confided to her
diary after sleeping until 10:15 am, “didn’t feel so hot today;” On December 19 school was over for the semester, and it was back to Trail for
the winter break.
On January 6 Helen was up at 7:45 and later that day took the train
to Bemidji to begin the new school year the next day. In addition to
studies in the new term, she began observing in classrooms in preparation for her own student teaching in the following school year.

The new year of 1941 would bring several momentous events. Her
“Papa,” George Reitter, had taken sick in the summer of 1940 with kidney cancer. Throughout early 1941 and into the spring he spent much
of his time in bed and in pain. On April 20, Helen wrote, “Dad has much
pain—Mom puts on hot packs all the time.” May 9: “Dad has a lot of
pain,” May 10: “gave Dad several hypos,” May 16: “Dad is quite bad,”
May 25: “Dad couldn’t pass his water,” May 29: “Dad sleeps most of
the time—he hardly knows people anymore.” George passed away on
Wednesday, June 4, 1941. The next day, Helen noted in her diary simply
that, “Dad died yesterday morning at 15 to 6 – slept away.” It was a rainy
day, and it would rain all day the next day and on Saturday, the day of
the funeral at Sand Valley Lutheran Church in Trail.
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Helen completed her first
year of college in early June
and was looking forward to the
summer off.

4-4. A joyful “last day of term” picture of friends
in early June, 1941, on the campus of
Bemidji State Teachers College.

That summer, Maggie and
the two sisters worked in the
garden and finished making a
new set of lawn ornaments.

4-5. The new lawn ornaments
finished in June, 1941.
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By the summer of 1941 Norris Brekke was an increasingly frequent visitor at the Reitter house.

The roller skating business continued with Leona and Helen doing
a lot of the work down at the hall.
On Saturday, June 21, she noted,
“swept that filthy hall—2 kegs of
dirt—25 bottles,” after a Friday
night of apparently good business.
On June 26 she spent 3-1/2 hours
cleaning the hall.

4-6. Leona Reitter holding Pegs,
Norris Brekke,summer of 1941.

Monday, September 8, saw
Helen back in college at BSTC
for her second and final year.
Since it was only a two-year
program, students started
practice teaching at the beginning of their second year
of college. So on September
15, Helen and student friend
Shirley Fisher met Mrs. Guptill
who was to be their supervising teacher. The three of them
went out to Cloverleaf School,
which was a country school
in the area, where Shirley and
Helen observed all day.

The next day, September
16, Helen got a chance to try
teaching for herself for the
4-7. Cloverleaf School, where Helen did
practice teaching in the fall & winter of 1941.
first time. She taught geography and 6th-grade reading
and noted it was “…sorta fun.” On Friday of that week, she noted: “Made
18 lesson plans – whew!!!” At 11:10 pm, she was so tired she couldn’t
sleep at first. By Monday of the next week, she was teaching five classes
in a day and noted it was “fun.” On Monday of the following week, she
noted, “Shirley got a bawling out – I suppose I’m next.” She was right.
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On Wednesday, Oct. 8, she
“got my 1st bawling out from
‘Guppy’.” They remained on
good terms, though; a week
later “Mrs. G. treated us to an
excellent church supper.”

In her second year of college, there didn’t seem to be
quite as much time for socializing. Many nights, Helen and
Shirley stayed up until midnight or later studying and
preparing lesson plans.

4-8. Students at Cloverleaf School
with fellow student teacher Shirley noted.

After awhile, the busy
schedule of classes and practice
teaching was beginning to wear.
On November 26 Helen noted,
“6 days of practice teaching
agony left.” Thursday, December 4, 1941: “…last day of practice teaching!!!” Then she and a
friend, Pearl, hitchhiked home
to Trail where she played whist
‘til well past midnight.

4-9. Maggie in front of the house where
Helen was staying while in college in Bemidji.
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Sunday, December 7, 1941,
was a snowy, storming day in
Trail. Word of the imminent US
involvement in World War II arrived on the Reitter doorstep
in early evening, carried by Oscar Flateland. He had heard the
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news of Pearl Harbor on the radio earlier in the afternoon. When he
told them of the bombing, they hadn’t heard of it yet and didn’t believe
him; they thought he was joking. When he related the reports of the
number of ships lost, the shocking news began to sink in. Over the next
couple of days, people began boasting about how quickly the United
States would subdue the Japanese. But it was not to be. It would take
three years and eight months and would profoundly affect the lives of
almost everyone in the US.
For the time being, though, it was business as usual in the Trail area.
Helen returned to school at Bemidji on January 5. Time off from school
involved more roller skating, taking in the occasional basketball game
in the evenings, and listening to the radio carrying such programs as
“The Fairmont Old Timers” string band on WDAY in Fargo. Weekends
were still generally spent back in Trail. On January 25th, Maggie invited
Ole and Anna Flateland and Oscar to dinner after church.

In January Oscar had decided to enlist in the US Army Air Corps
since he was going to be drafted anyway. So, on January 30, a Friday
evening, there was a farewell party for Oscar in Trail. Helen noted in her
diary, “fun & sad too.” The next day Oscar left Crookston on the train at
11:00, bound for Fort Snelling in St. Paul. By Tuesday, Helen had already
received a letter from him. They
would continue to correspond by
letter for most of the war. At the
end of March, there was a party
for Norris Brekke in Trail as he,
too, was soon leaving to join the
Army. On May 15 Oscar returned
for four days on leave after basic
training.
Leona continued to work at
Dahl’s store in Trail during this
time and by 1942 had saved up
enough for a new fur coat which
she showed off in a playful way
next to a traffic sign on the west
side of Trail where the road
curved to go into town past the
Soo Line railroad depot.

4-10. Leona Reitter with her new fur coat.
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Helen was able to earn small amounts around town in Bemidji in
her spare time, helping with cleaning and household chores – 15 cents
here, 30 cents there, occasionally 45 cents or even 60 cents; an especially good day brought 75 cents spending money. An ice cream cone
was 15 cents, fixing hair at a beauty shop was $2.50, and at the dentist,
teeth cleaning and two fillings came to $4.00. Room rent was $6.20 per
month.
Movies were another area
where a little spending money came in handy. Helen and
friends would go to movies
in Bemidji and, when she was
back home in Trail, she went to
theaters in Fosston and Oklee.
Some of the movies during this
time included “Today I Hang,”
“Mr. District Attorney,” “Moon
Over Her Shoulder,” “’Freckles’ Comes Home,” “Borrowed
Hero,” and “Strawberry Blond.”
And, in the spring, Helen even
went out golfing several times.

4-11. Leona & Maggie (holding Pegs) with a
neighbor girl in front of the Reitter house, 1942.
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By early spring anticipation of graduation was beginning to fill the
air. The soon-to-be teachers of the class of 1942 were in their last quarter and confidence in final passing grades was high. In spite of what was
happening overseas, optimism and a coming sense of completion were
being felt in Bemidji.

4-12. College “daze,” 1942.

Indeed, graduation day did arrive on June 4, 1942. The day before
the seniors had had a rehearsal and had dedicated a tree as a memorial
to their class with BSTC President Sattgast presiding.

4-13. The Bemidji State Teachers College graduating class of 1942 dedicating a tree, June 3.

156

Helen Reitter - College to Marriage (1940 - 1946)

4-15. Helen Reitter’s official
BSTC graduation picture, 1942.
4-14. Helen Reitter in the middle with
friends Gladys (left) and Pearl on graduation
day, June 4, 1942. Helen was quite
near-sighted by this time, so it is
unusual to see her without her glasses.

4-16. Helen Reitter’s college diploma, June 4, 1942.
(Click for full-size view.)
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While all this was happening in Minnesota, future husbands Oscar Flateland and Norris
Brekke had been away at army
boot camp and other training
preparing for their eventual roles
in the war being fought. Both
newly-minted buck privates sent
home photos of themselves in
their crisp new uniforms.

4-17. Private Oscar Flateland, US Army,
Camp Forrest, Tennessee, spring, 1942.

4-18. Private Norris Brekke, US Army,
Camp Barkeley, Texas, summer, 1942.

Picture postcards were popular in that era, so Norris sent a
couple of “just entered service”
cartoon cards to Leona on April 5
which was Easter in 1942.

4-19. Post cards sent by Norris Brekke
fromCamp Barkeley, Texas,
to Leona Reitter, Apr 5, 1942.
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Oscar sent Helen a decorative pillow with the note
shown here for Easter. It
said, “Wish I could be there
to enjoy Easter with you. All
my love, Oscar.”

Helen spent the summer back in Trail, keeping
very busy working part-time doing cleaning and housework, canning
vegetables from the garden, and picking strawberries and raspberries
to can. She also helped Mrs. Wiberg milk cows, rode bicycle, attended
a few parties for other men going away to military service, and wrote
letters to Oscar and other friends. On August 12 she received in the mail
two pounds of candy from Oscar for her birthday. On August 20, she
turned 21, noting in her diary “21 yrs. old – old maid already.” Then she
went delivering lunch to some men out threshing.
Early in the summer Helen had applied to be the teacher at a rural
one-room school about five miles west of Trail, in District 202. In July,
she got a call that she had been accepted at a salary of $85.00 a month.
It was an 8-month contract, and she would have 7-10 pupils grades 1-8.
Tuesday, September 8, was the first day
of school. She had noted in her diary the
night before, “scared about school.” She
was awake at 4:00am the next day, but
after that first day was over, she noted
“11 kids – nothing to be scared of.” On
October 14 she received her first $85.00
check, 1-1/2 weeks late. The college
education was paying off! It was quite a
step up from working for $3.00-$5.00 a
week around town.
To get back and forth to school,
Helen drove the family’s 1928 Model A
Ford or, occasionally, their 1936 Buick.
On mornings in the winter when it was
so cold that the Model A wouldn’t start,
Maggie would go out early and put some
coals from the wood stove under the engine of the car to make a small fire. After
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4-21. Maggie Reitter with
Pegs in winter of 1942-’43,
looking east in Trail.
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20-30 minutes of this, the Model A would be warm enough to start, and
Helen could drive to her school.
When Helen arrived at the school on winter mornings, her first job
was to build a fire in the stove. As the building gradually warmed, it
would go “creak, creak, creak….” Then she would need to pump water
at an outdoor pump and carry it into the school to be used later by the
students for drinking and hand-washing. Toilets were outdoors. Since
the building was made of wood, there were ample opportunities for
little critters to get in and try to make it their home. One time she saw a
mole running along the edge of the room which sent chills up and down
her spine.

4-22. Helen Reitter in winter of 1942-’43.

On December 7, she received a
visit from Ole Sand at her school.
He was the Assistant Rural Supervisor from Bemidji State Teachers
College. BSTC provided a follow-up
service for new teachers and for
the school superintendent to offer
suggestions and provide an overall
evaluation of their effectiveness.
Her diary notes “Ole Sand & Mr.
Anderson stopped in – whew!!” In
spite of wearing a dress or skirt on
many days, apparently, she wore
slacks on that day because of extreme cold.

Mr. Sand’s December 12, 1942,
evaluation letter offered some of the following tidbits:
- helpful hints on how to manage the stove better for more effective
heating,
- “In the teaching profession it is considered proper and advisable
to wear a dress in the classroom rather than slacks,”

- more work to “clinch and vitalize the subject matter” for the children. The first page of his letter is reproduced on the next page.

160

Helen Reitter - College to Marriage (1940 - 1946)

4-23. Helen Reitter’s first follow-up evaluation as a teacher, December 12, 1942.
(Click on figure to see a pdf of the entire letter.)
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On December 7 Helen had also received her first V-mail from Oscar.
He had shipped out to the Fiji Islands from San Francisco in September.

On Monday, January 4, 1943, she resumed teaching at the country
schoolhouse and battling the northern Minnesota winter after the holiday break. She noted on the 4th, “25°F below—cold in schoolhouse; I
was never so disgusted in my life!!!” On January 5 she received another
V-Mail from Oscar which
probably lifted her spirits. On January 12 Rueben Brekke and Elmer
Enerson delivered 4500
lbs. of coal to the school.
January 18 recorded
-37°F and Maggie again
put hot coals under the
car to get it started. The
next day, a Tuesday,
school was canceled
for the rest of the week
because of the extreme
cold.
In early March 1943,
she received a V-Mail
from Oscar dated February 27, 1943, which has
been preserved and is
shown here.

4-24. V-Mail from Oscar while he was in the
Fiji Islands, Feb 27, 1943. (Click for full-size.)

4-25. V-Mail envelope from Oscar,
postmarked Feb 27, 1943.
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In 1942 the dance hall and
skating had petered out with
many young men heading off
to join the various branches
of the armed services. Maggie
had heard of “defense work”
employment opportunities in
Minneapolis, so on May 16,
1943, Maggie, Leona, and Helen (school adjourned on April
30) piled into the ’36 Buick
and drove to Minneapolis to
apply for positions at Minneapolis Honeywell. By the end
of the month, all three had
landed jobs there. Leona and
Helen worked on a line adjusting mirrors on periscopes,
and Maggie worked on the
line cleaning them. Maggie
sold the car after awhile, and

4-26. L-R: Leona, friend ‘Eddie’, Helen,
Minneapolis, summer, 1943. In labeling
the photo, Maggie still called Helen ‘Babe’.

they walked the 12 blocks to work,
which they all considered to be
good exercise.

4-28. Leona, Maggie, Minneapolis, 1943.
Apparently, the quality of photobooth
photo in the Cities was better than the
portable ones that came to Trail.
4-27. Maggie on her bicycle,
Minneapolis, summer, 1943.
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4-29. Helen Reitter, photobooth, Minneapolis, summer, 1943.

4-30. The Minneapolis skyline in the early 1940s on a picture postcard collected by Helen.
The Foshay tower, built in 1929, was Minnesota’s first skyscraper.
It had 32 floors and remained the city’s tallest building until the early 1970s.

Helen continued to correspond with Oscar at least once a week.
In April she had received a V-Mail dated Apr. 12, 1943, in which he
said they had been in the Fiji Islands. Because of wartime secrecy, he
couldn’t say where they were at the present time (New Hebrides), only
where they had been.
On June 18 he said, “I had a letter from you a few days ago, as usual,
I reread it several times. It sure seems a long time between letters from
you, but when I actually count days, I guess it isn’t as bad as it seems.”
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Helen continued to work at Honeywell with Maggie and Leona
throughout the summer, but she was also applying for a teaching position at a number of schools in the Oklee-Trail area. She landed a oneyear contract starting in the fall at Oklee. She quit her job at Honeywell
and returned north; Maggie and Leona continued working at Honeywell. On September 10, Helen noted, “got a $7.00 (per month) room at
Ed Solands—nice people it seems.”
On September 13, the school
year began—“plenty nervous!!”
she said. Helen had the entire
fourth grade class of 26 and nine
fifth-graders for a total of 35 students! Her salary for nine months
was $1125 which worked out to be
$125/month, a considerable step
up from the $85/month she’d been
making at the one-room schoolhouse west of Trail. And, no water
or wood to carry and no stove to
fire up in the morning!

4-31. Oklee School, about 1943.
Grades 1-12 were taught in this building
and the small addition to the right.
The bottom floor of the building was partly
below-grade, so was called “the dungeon.”

On September 28 she received
roses from Oscar—“lovely!!!” At
Thanksgiving she took the train to
Minneapolis to spend a few days
with Maggie and Leona. She did the
same over Christmas break.
4-32. Helen in front of the
house in Trail with Pegs.
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One of Helen’s colleagues in teaching was
Mrs. Andy Knutson—
Coya Knutson, who
taught music and English. The accompanying
photo was snapped by
Helen, probably in the
spring of 1944. Coya
Knutson later went on
to become famous as
the first women to be
elected to the US Congress from Minnesota.
4-33. Adell Lindquist (left) & Coya Knutson, teaching
colleagues of Helen at Oklee Public School in 1944.
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Coya Knutson
Coya Knutson was born Cornelia Gjesdal in
1912 to a Norwegian immigrant father and his
wife in Ramsey County, North Dakota. She attended Concordia College in Moorhead, MN, and
planned a career in opera, attending the Juilliard
School in New York City for a year. But she realized she would never make it in opera, so she
returned to Minnesota, married Andy Knutson,
and taught music and English at the Oklee Public
School. The couple also owned the small hotel in
Oklee.
But Andy was an alcoholic and would often
beat his wife when drunk. Coya began to escape
her domestic problems by becoming involved in local politics. By the late
1940s she was serving in local offices and in 1950 was elected to the state
legislature as a member of the Democratic Farmer-Labor Party (DFL) where
she served 1951-55.
In 1954 she decided to run for U.S. Congress from the 9th congressional
district of Minnesota and bucked the DFL establishment to get the nomination. She was a tireless campaigner whose style was very effective in rural
Minnesota--she spoke Norwegian, she was charming and earnest, and she
would sing and accompany herself on the accordion at campaign events,
weddings, and funerals. She won re-election in 1956, campaigning hard on
farm issues.
In 1958 she ran for re-election to a third term, but grudge-driven operatives in her own party circulated a letter purportedly written by her longestranged alcoholic husband, Andy, pleading with her to "come home and
make a home for your husband and son...come back, come back to our happy, happy home. I love you, honey." Of course everyone around Oklee knew
the truth, but the press had a heyday in going national with the “Coya, come
home” letter, and it was enough to tip the scales against her in the election;
she lost, but only by 1390 votes. She divorced Andy a few years later and he
died in 1969 of alcoholic poisoning, but she never spoke ill of him in public.
Aside from the manufactured scandal, she is best remembered for being
one of the prime movers in passing the first federal student loan program,
introducing Presidential campaign finance reform, and initiating the first federal funding for cystic fibrosis research. In Oklee, a large billboard greets visitors proclaiming its pride as the home of the state's first female member of
Congress.
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In early 1944 Oscar’s infantry unit was on Bougainville in the South
Pacific. The Army had captured a small portion of the 250-square-mile
island from the Japanese, but there remained some 25,000 Japanese soldiers on the rest of the island. On March 8, they counter-attacked. The
battle went on for several days and toward the end, Oscar was wounded
by shrapnel from a mortar shell which exploded on the pillbox he was
in. His wounds were not severe enough to be sent back to the States, but
he spent several weeks recuperating in a hospital. He was able to order
a bouquet of orchids to be delivered to Helen for Easter—she received
them April 10, 1944.
In a letter dated April 16, 1944, he said, “I feel pretty good now,
and pretty well healed.” He also talks about how he and some buddies
had traded a rifle (apparently a captured Japanese rifle) for two quarts
of Schenleys whiskey, which undoubtedly aided in the recuperation. A
portion of that letter is reproduced below.
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4-34. Letter to Helen from Oscar Flateland from hospital on Bougainville, April 16, 1944.
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You’ll notice that a portion of Oscar’s letter above has been cut out
by a military censor. From the context of the next sentence, “I suppose
that’s part of that Buick engine I sold some years ago. It backfired, ha,”
it seems he may have been joking about all the scrap iron the Japanese
purchased from the US before the war and, presumably, used to help
build their war machine, including the shell that wounded Oscar. He
had also joked after the war that he saw an old horse-drawn cultivator
that he had sold being shot back at the troops.
In an earlier letter, Jan. 23, 1944, a large chunk had been excised by
the censor and the next line visible after the excision says, “…hit Japan
and flatten it entirely.” Perhaps he was speculating about some kind of
super-weapon that turned out to be too close to the truth that would
ultimately be revealed.

Censorship of Letters to
the Homefront During WWII

Letters written by soldiers, sailors, and airmen during World War II were
checked by censors before they could be mailed. The government didn’t want
the service person to say anything that would be of value to the enemy, such
as where they were; sometimes family members didn’t even know whether
their loved ones had been sent to the European or the Pacific theaters. Officials also wanted to suppress any clues that would allow the Japanese to
guess troop strengths. “Loose lips sink ships” was a commonly used phrase
during the war. Censors were also on the lookout for any weakening of morale among the troops.
The enlisted soldier was censored by an officer in his unit. It was considered an unimportant job and often someone like the chaplain or the dentist would get saddled with the task. Officers were trusted to self-censor, although they were randomly checked by higher command.
If the disallowed part of the letter was relatively small, the censor would
cut out the offending text with a razor blade or obliterate it with ink. If the
section they wanted out was too big, they would simply confiscate the letter,
and the writer wouldn’t necessarily even know that the letter had not gone
through. If a soldier had repeated violations, he might be warned for carelessness, but punishment was rarely meted out.

While at Honeywell in 1943, Maggie and Leona had applied for jobs
out in Washington state at the Hanford Engineer Works. In March 1944,
they had been accepted, so their employer paid for train tickets to come
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out; they began work in
one of the six mess halls
serving the construction
workers. En route, they
stopped at Trail for four
days, March 11-15.

Hanford was a beehive of activity at that
time, building the secret
Reactor B which would
4-35. Inside front cover of orientation
produce plutonium for
book at Hanford Engineer Works.
the A-bomb project. The
number of construction
workers employed peaked at 44,900 in June of that year. Housing was,
of course, very tight, so the two of them lived in barracks which had
been built for support personnel.

After Helen was done with her school year on May 31, she took the
train on June 3 out to Washington state and joined Maggie and Leona
to work in the mess halls at Hanford. She had decided not to teach the

Hanford Engineer Works

In 1942 the Manhattan Project was begun to develop the world’s first
atomic bombs. Factory complexes with reactors were required to manufacture uranium and plutonium. For plutonium manufacturing, the Army Corps
of Engineers selected a site northwest of the Tri-Cities—Richland, Kennewick,
and Pasco--in southeastern Washington state. The site they defined was 670
square miles in area and required the relocation of 1500 people under the
power of eminent domain. Ground was broken in March 1943.
Construction of the B reactor began in August 1943, and was completed
just over a year later, on September 13, 1944. It went critical in late September and produced its first plutonium on November 6, 1944. Two other reactors, the D and F reactors, were under construction during 1944. By the end
of the war in August 1945, a total of 554 buildings had been constructed in
about 2-1/2 years.
Plutonium manufactured at the site was used in the first nuclear bomb
tested at the Trinity site in New Mexico, and in the Fat Man, the bomb detonated over Nagasaki, Japan, on August 9, 1945. Until news arrived of the
bomb dropped on Hiroshima on August 6, fewer than one percent of Hanford’s workers knew they had been working on a nuclear weapons project.
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following school year
in favor of working at
Hanford.

Despite the hectic work schedule,
the three of them apparently had ample
time for recreation
in nearby Yakima,
about 70 miles west,
which they reached
2-36. Isabelle Erickson with Helen on the
last
day of school in Oklee in the spring of 1944.
by bus. They also visited nearby Prosser and Ellensburg from time to time. During this time,
Maggie met Frank Van Tassel whom she married later that year.

2-37. Frank Van Tassel, 1944 or ‘45.

2-39. Helen shed her glasses for
this occasion in Yakima, WA, 1944.

2-38. More fun in a photo booth,
Helen in Yakima, WA, 1944.
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Rationing was in effect all during the war to try to allocate scarce
goods evenly and prevent black market price gouging. Each person was
issued their own ration book with coupons for the month which they
needed to use whenever they wanted to buy any of the rationed goods.
Helen’s ration book and Mileage Rationing Record for the family’s 1928
Model A Ford is shown below. Oddly enough, while gasoline was closely
rationed in the States, Oscar would later recall that overseas, they regularly used 15 gallons to burn the garbage.

4-41. One of Helen’s war ration books and the mileage
rationing record for the Reitters’ 1928 Model A Ford.
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Rationing on the Homefront
During World War II
During World War II production of consumer goods took a back seat to
military production, so there was a shortage of many common items. The US
Office of Price Administration froze prices on almost everything, and each
person was issued ration books allowing them to buy only limited quantities
of most goods, even if they could afford more. Common items rationed included sugar, butter, meat, coffee, silk, shoes, and nylons.
Gasoline was rationed also, not only to conserve gas, but to limit the wear
on tires because rubber was in desperately short supply. The Japanese had
seized plantations in the Dutch East Indies that supplied 90% of America’s raw
rubber, and synthetic manufacturing of rubber was not yet large-scale. To get
gasoline you had to certify to a local board that you needed gas and owned
no more than five tires. Car owners whose driving was nonessential were
limited to four gallons of gas per week.

Helen’s and Leona’s liquor ration cards were well-punched.
It wasn’t that they were heavy
drinkers or partiers; rather, Frank
would take the liquor and “bootleg” it to the men’s barracks, selling it at a nice premium to what
the girls had paid for it. When opportunity knocked, his entrepreneurial spirit obviously felt obligated to answer the door.

2-40. Helen’s well-punched ration card
for liquor.Yes, it was renewed and
punched for October & November, too.
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Working at Hanford could be tedious, but there were always a few
“wise guys” around who helped to relieve the monotony with penetrating observations of the conditions at hand. The institutional chow
served in the mess halls where Leona and Helen worked was a prime
target. Helen saved this little poem in her scrapbook (Olympic is probably the name of the contractor running the mess halls):
Oh, tell me pal, what is the fowl,
That smells so bad it sickens,
It may be crow, for all I know
But Olympic calls it chicken.

The fowl they serve at mess hall four;
Is buzzard that can buzz no more.
It died of something that it ate,
And now reposes on your plate.

While the validity of the opinions in the scurrilous poem may be
questioned, Helen did note in her diary on November 2 that a friend of
hers, Mary, landed in the hospital with ptomaine poisoning and Helen
noted that she didn’t feel well that day either.
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Another wag had composed a poem about Eleanor Roosevelt, President
Roosevelt’s wife, who was
very outspoken in the media. Though widely respected in her later years, she
was a controversial First
Lady. She advocated for
expanded roles for women
in the workplace, the civil
rights of African Americans and Asian Americans,
and on a few occasions, she
publicly disagreed with
her husband’s policies.
These poems were apparently copied by re-typing
and passed around for the
amusement of all. Helen
had saved the accompanying copy in her scrapbook.
4-42. Poem circulated at Hanford about
controversialFirst Lady Eleanor Roosevelt.

4-43. Maggie and Frank
Van Tassel afterreturning from
Washington state, 1944.

November 17.

By November 1944, the three Reitter
women had decided to head back to Trail,
along with Maggie’s new husband, Frank.
Frank and Maggie traveled separately, but
Leona and Helen took the bus to Ellensburg
and Yakima on November 14, did a little
shopping in Yakima, then caught the 1:00
am train to Spokane where they arrived at
9:00; the trains were rather crowded. They
arrived in Detroit Lakes at 9:00 the following evening, Plummer the next morning,
and arrived in Trail about 9:00 that night,
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Meanwhile, back in
the South Pacific, Oscar
had recovered from his
wounds on Bougainville
and had resumed duty. In
November his name had
been drawn in the lottery
for rotation back to the
States, so in December he
was on his way back to the
States and to Minnesota
for a short furlough.

In early November before leaving Hanford, Helen had sent a V-Mail with
Christmas greetings to
Oscar, but it was returned
since by delivery time he
was already on his way
back to the States.

In her various travels,
4-44. V-Mail from Helen to Oscar in
Helen had met other men
late 1944,returned as he was already
along the way who were
on his way back to the States.
interested in the young
lady in her early 20s. In July 1944, she had met 20-year old Bud McEwin in the Hanford area, and they spent a fair amount of time together
bowling, going to movies, and horseback riding.

In October Frank and Maggie had been laid off from their jobs, so
Leona and Helen quit their jobs and on November 15 they all boarded a
train to return to Trail, arriving on November 17. In Trail on November
21, Frank and Maggie were “shivareed.” A shivaree is when neighbors
and friends stand outside the house of newlyweds and deliver a mock
discordant serenade by banging on pots, pans, and kettles with utensils. It originally meant “headache” in its Latin form.
On December 18, Helen had a letter from Oscar that was written
just after arriving in San Francisco. December 20 brought a letter from
Bud in Hanford saying that he was enlisting. She wrote in her diary, “letter from Bud—plans to volunteer—disgusting!!!”
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On December 20, Oscar arrived back home on the train. He had
heard that Helen was dating other fellows “hot and heavy,” so he didn’t
quite know what to think. She apparently did have several would-be
suitors. Her December 24, 1944, diary entry notes Christmas presents
received: “compact from Bud, bracelet from Oscar, dresser set from
Ray.” Nothing from Stan or Erwin, though.

On December 27 people in Trail had a party for Oscar. Celebrating
his return home (or dulling his doubts about Helen), Oscar had quite
a lot to drink which Helen noted in her diary: “…he was so tight.” They
had a house party the next day, but Oscar didn’t come (hung over?).
Oscar returned to his unit when leave was over, and the Reitters were
planning their next adventure.
Before the end of the
year, they had gotten word
that the Naval Ordnance
Plant near Camden, Arkansas, was aggressively seeking to hire people, taking
out large ads in newspapers
such as the one shown here.
So, on January 12, 1945,
Leona, Helen, Maggie, and
Frank boarded the train,
connected through St. Louis, and arrived in Camden
on January 15, 1945. Leona
and Helen started as waitresses in the mess halls,
but were soon promoted to
time-keeping for mess hall
workers; Maggie and Frank
didn’t like it in Arkansas,
so they found work in Kentucky during this time.

4-45. Newspaper ad of the type that attracted Leona &
Helen to work at Camden, Arkansas, in January, 1945.
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4-46. Helen’s mess hall badge,
issued January, 1945.

Once again, Helen and Leona lived in
women’s barracks on the worksite, three
women to a room. On February 9, she received a paycheck of $36.82 for eight days.
From January to May, they worked seven
days a week, then began to get one day a
week off. What little free time there was
was spent crocheting, embroidering, listening to the radio, occasionally attending
a movie, and looking forward to the arrival
of mail—numerous letters from Bud McEwin from Hanford, but no mention during
this period of letters from Oscar. They also
spent time with Richard and “Frenchie.”

Helen and Leona had time to record some of their favorite southern
expressions which were new to their ears:
- “down the road apiece,”

- “I’m sure proud to hear that,”
- “I’m hollerin’ distance,”
- “I’ll hep you,”

- “I can tote you there,”

- “She sure cussed him out,”

- “He’s all worked out for today,”
- “That’s a sorry looking thing.”
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In their clerical work, they apparently were occasionally involved
with mail. In March they encountered a letter to a prisoner of war in
Germany that was inadequately addressed and that either had an invalid return address, or the sender had moved on, so Helen kept it as a
souvenir.

4-47. Returned letter postmarked
March 20, 1945, with no way to find sender.
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On August 14, a Tuesday, Helen noted in her diary, “Japan surrendered!!! Peace once more.” Helen and Leona celebrated that night by
going out with friends and having a couple of beers. The next day, everything in Camden was closed, so they got a watermelon and listened
to the radio.
With the war over at last, Helen noted on August 22 that 2000 workers had been terminated at the plant, the next day another 1100. On August 29, Leona and Helen’s jobs ended, so Leona and Helen took the bus
back to Trail, arriving on September 22. Maggie and Frank had returned
from Kentucky previously. In early October Leona and Helen hired out
to pick “spuds” southwest of Grand Forks for a week or so—peak day
was 212 sacks.

Oscar, in the meantime, had been transferred to Truax Field outside
of Madison, Wisconsin, where he was discharged on October 14, 1945.
He decided to stay in Madison for the time being and work.
Helen found work in January 1946, teaching at the Gonvick school, taking over for a
pregnant teacher in the middle of the school year. She had
36 students, grades 3, 4, and
5—a “peppy bunch.”

On April 10, 1946, the
newly-formed VFW (Veterans
of Foreign Wars) Post 6426 in
Trail purchased the old dance
hall from Maggie. Somewhere
4-48. Leona & Helen in early spring, 1946,
in front of their house in Trail.
about this time, Norris Brekke
re-entered Leona’s life. On
April 27, Helen records that “Leona & Gordie broke up—the end.” During their spare time in the evenings, Helen and Leona took turns reading
“Forever Amber,” a steamy romance novel set in 17th century England.
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Helen’s teaching term in Gonvick ended on
the last day of May with a school picnic which
had to be held inside because of snow—May 31!
The next day she attended an air show in Bemidji where she saw a B-29 bomber and a P-80
fighter plane.

4-49. Helen’s school
picture,spring, 1946.

On June 15, Leona and
Norris were married at the
Lutheran parsonage just outside of Trail. They celebrated
afterward by having lunch
at Maggie and Frank’s house
with the immediate family,
then went to the Black Hills
of South Dakota for a few
days of honeymoon. Upon return, they took up their new
life at “the ranch,” the farm
southeast of Trail where
they would live for the next
26 years.

4-50. Norris & Leona Brekke, wedding photo, 1946.

4-51. Parents of the bride & groom,
June 15, 1946. L-R: Turine & Olaus Brekke,
Frank & Maggie Van Tassel.
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In late August Oscar returned from Madison, Wisconsin, for a brief
visit. While Helen had made no mention of exchanging letters with
Oscar before this, after his visit, notes of letter exchanges became frequent. Earlier in the year, in March and April, she made several notes of
letter exchanges with “My Honey” with no further indication of who the
recipient of her affection at that time was.
In October she decided to visit Oscar in Madison and arrived there
by train on Saturday, October 26. Oscar met her at the station at 3:15
pm, then they had supper at Hamacher’s where she met Oscar’s good
friends, Ruth and Mel Rasmussen. On Sunday they rented a car and
“scoured the town & taverns.” On Tuesday they helped Ruth and Mel
celebrate their purchase of a house.
There was no previous mention in Helen’s diary of marriage plans,
but on November 4, she notes “took out our marriage license, had blood
tests.” In later years she said that when she went to Madison and met
up with Oscar again, “That was it.” On November 9, the big day arrived.
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Ole & Anna Flateland & Forebears Norwegian Roots to American Lives
(1866 - 1953)

O

lav Knutsson Flateland was born on January
30, 1866, on a farm near the
town of Valle in the Setesdal Valley in southern rural
Norway. He was the fifth of
eight children surviving into
adulthood (infant mortality
was high in those days; three
siblings died in infancy), the
third of five sons surviving to
adulthood.

He grew up on the family farm which was located
5-1. Setesdal is a valley and a traditional
in the area known as ‘Flatedistrict in southern Norway, consisting
land’, some three or four
of the five municipalities shown.
miles north of the village of
Valle, and about a mile east of the Otra River which formed the valley.
Farms in that region were generally small and rocky, so most activities
were centered on subsistence farming, raising cattle, sheep, and probably goats. In the summer, animals were herded into the surrounding
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mountains for several months where they could forage in wild meadows while grass from the closer fields was put up for hay for winter
feeding. Diets were supplemented by hunting, trapping, fishing, and
raising vegetables in small plots during the summer.

Apparently, stealing eggs from birds’ nests was also rewarding.
When Ole was a teenager, he once climbed up to an eagle’s nest and,
despite the eagles diving at him, persisted. And, in later years he talked
about going up to Bjornvatn or “Big Bear Lake” to fish as a youth.

We don’t know much else about Ole’s life growing up on the farm,
but farming had its share of dangers. Ole had a brother, also named
Olav, who was three years older than him. The elder Olav was killed in a
haying accident at the age of 19 in 1882. The brothers were hauling hay
on a slope and became concerned that the load was going to tip over.
Olav ran over to the lower side to try to brace it, but the load tipped
anyway and killed him.

The actual farm where Ole grew up was called “Vodden.” After Ole
had settled in Minnesota, his neighbors and fellow immigrants were
in the habit of calling him ‘Vodden’ after the farm where he grew up,
even though his surname was ‘Flateland’ from the region where he had
grown up; people would even come asking where “Ole Vodden” lived.
We are fortunate to have an older photograph of ‘Vodden’ in a history
of the area published in 1987 by the Valle Kommune (municipality),
which is shown here. Oscar Flateland and family visited Setesdalen in
1988, and son Byron photographed Vodden from approximately the
same vantage point; this is shown in the second photo.
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5-2. Vodden farm, photo date unknown, as it appeared in a history of Valle Kommune,
Volume VI, published in 1987. The accompanying text says, “This farm is on the east
side of Lislia, around 400 meters in a straight line east of Rygnestadvegen where the
(public road) highway 12 takes off at Flateland. Only a hay barn is left—the house is in Bykle.”

5-3. Vodden farm, as photographed by Byron Flateland in the summer of 1988.
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5-4. Google map showing the ‘Flateland’ area just east of Lislea where
the Valle Kommune history describes the location of Vodden farm.

5-5. Remains of the barn on Vodden farm, very likely the same barn in which
Ole K Flateland worked as a young man in the 1870s and ‘80s before emigrating
to America. Photo is a screen grab from a video shot by Byron Flateland in 1988.
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5-6. House moved from Vodden farm to an open-air museum in Bykle. The house has a turf roof
which is typical of houses in the region from ancient times. Photo by Byron Flateland, 1990.

The Tveitetunet Museum in Valle has created a lovely short video
that shows more detail of traditional farm buildings in Setesdal. Tveitetunet is an open-air museum consisting of the courtyard and farm
buildings of the Nordigard Tveiten farm. In 1969 it became a part of
Setesdal Museum which was created in 1935 to preserve the historical
artifacts of Setesdal; the museum is responsible for some 70 buildings
throughout the valley.
Nordigard Tveiten was once the home of district sheriff Olav
Knutsson Tveiten. He was a representative at the Norwegian Constituent Assembly at Eidsvoll in 1814 and served as the local sheriff from
1785 until he died in 1837.
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5-7. Video (01:54): A video produced by the Tveitetunet Museum
in Setesdal showing traditional farm buildings from the area.
(Click to play.)

Since ancient times in Norway, it was the custom for a farm to be
inherited by the eldest son. In Ole’s family the eldest surviving son was
Eivind Knutsson Flateland, born 1861, so the prospects for Ole, the second oldest surviving son (after brother Olav was killed at age 19), were
quite limited as a young man if he remained in Norway. Hence, in 1887,
at the age of 21, he decided to migrate to the promising land of America.
His oldest sister, Torbjorg, who was 13 years older (born 1853), had
already emigrated to America in 1877 and settled north of Grand Forks,
North Dakota, just west of the Red River. His plan was to follow her to
that area.
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Norwegian Emigration to America
The bulk of the immigration from Norway to the United States occurred in
the second half of the 1800s. There had been small numbers before that time.
Some Norwegian adventurers accompanied Dutch colonists to New Amsterdam in the 17th century, and members of the Moravian religious sect joined
German Moravians in Pennsylvania in the 18th. But the first documented immigration was in 1825 during a period of particularly fierce religious strife in
Norway. Six dissenting families set sail from Stavanger aboard the Restaurationen and settled in upstate New York.
Other small numbers followed and news of their success soon reached
the homeland by letter. By the 1840s the flood of letters became so numerous they became known as the “America letters.” Return visits by emigrants
further fueled interest in emigrating to America to the point where the phenomenon was referred to as “America fever.” Prospective emigrants could
even read a new magazine started in 1840 called Norway and America. As
numbers swelled, a Norwegian community was created in Brooklyn, then the
new immigrants began to push westward from New York, creating Norwegian
communities in Illinois, and later in Wisconsin, Minnesota, the Dakotas, Seattle, and even in Texas and Alaska.
An eight-year wave of immigration began in 1865 and was the largest to
date. During that time, 110,000 Norwegians entered the US, lured by the
prospects of employment. While Norway had a shortage of jobs, America’s
rapidly growing economy had a shortage of labor.
An even larger wave of mass immigration took place from 1880 to 1893.
Prior to 1880, the majority of immigrants migrated with their families, but
in 1880 many younger people, such as Ole K Flateland, began to come without their families. In the 1880s more than one-ninth of Norway’s population,
176,000 people, moved to the US. While Sweden sent more immigrants than
any other Scandinavian country, Norway sent a greater percentage of its population—nearly 1 million people between 1820 and 1920. Norwegian immigration dropped substantially after the Immigration Act of 1924.
Immigrants, of course, brought their traditions with them and one of these
was farming. Many such as Ole K established farms in newly opened lands in
Minnesota and Wisconsin. By 1900, nearly 54 percent of Norwegian children
came from farming families. The largest numbers of Norwegian immigrants
settled in the upper midwest where farmland was plentiful.
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When Ole K left, the Setesdal Valley was still quite isolated from other parts of Norway with the Hardangervidda plateau to the north and
mountains to the east and west. Roads were very primitive and the first
railroad was not built until 1895, but it only went as far north as Byglandsfjord. Ole needed to make his way south to Kristiansand, where
he could catch a steamer to America. So he likely walked south along
the valley, at least to Kilefjorden, an elongated wide stretch of the Otra
River, where he may have boarded the little steamboat Bjoren, which
operated there at the time, and which was built in the same year that
Ole had been born—1866.
Oscar Flateland, son Byron, and granddaughter Crystal were fortunate to be able to ride on the SS Bjoren during a visit in 1996; it had
been restored only in 1994.

5-8. The SS Bjoren on Byglandsfjord in 1996.
Bottom, L-R: Oscar & Crystal Flateland, wheelhouse & wood, Bjoren’s steam engine.
The little vessel is the only wood-fueled steamboat in the world that is still in service.
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When Ole set out for America, he apparently did so with one or more
friends because when he talked about that time later, he always said,
“We….” He didn’t have a hat, so before embarking he bought a cheap
stovepipe hat, perhaps in Kristiansand, but he later said that the wind
blew it off while on the ocean, and he lost it.
At that time it was the custom for men to carry a small knife, typically stored in a fancy decorated sheath. It may have been carried for
defense, but more likely it was for utilitarian purposes, much like men
carry pocket knives today. Ole K’s grandson Bradlee (Knute’s son) has
the sheath that we believe belonged to Ole K, shown below. From the
inscribed date of 1885, it would have been created in Norway, and Ole
K would have had it with him when he came to America.

5-9. Knife sheath from 1885, believed to have belonged to
Ole K Flateland when he emigrated from Norway in 1887.

He arrived in New York in the spring or early summer, and apparently spent a bit of time there as one of the stories he related in later
years was when he and his friends were walking down the street in
their traditional Norwegian clothes. Norwegian men’s britches at that
time were commonly made with a leather backside, so the unusual appearance would have attracted some attention. Ole recalled later that
he heard the words, “Barnum and Bailey Circus,” from a bystander apparently referring to them in their Norwegian dress. He didn’t speak
English at the time, but he remembered those words.
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5-11. The traditional folk attire of men and women of Setesdal,
as shown in this photo from 1905. When Ole K Flateland
arrived in New York City in 1887, he would have been wearing
something similar to what the men in this photo are wearing.
5-10. Leather backside of
men’s folk dress from
Setesdal in the late 1800s.

After Ole left New York, he made his way
west, probably by train, arriving at Fishers’
Landing about ten miles southeast of Grand Forks, North Dakota, on
July 4, 1887. He stayed for a time with his sister, Torbjorg Rygnestad
(also spelled Roynestad), and her family who lived in North Dakota by
the Red River just north of Grand Forks.

Torbjorg Flateland and Kjetel Torsson Rygnestad had wanted to get
married in Norway in 1877, but the pairing was frowned upon because
her family was somewhat more well-to-do than his. So they both left
and came to America in that year. It is not clear whether they married
in Norway before they left or in America after they arrived.

193

Ole & Anna Flateland & Forebears - Norwegian Roots to American Lives (1886- 1953)

5-12. Kjetel (left) and Torbjorg Rygnestad in front with family behind,
circa 1900-10, probably in Grand Forks, North Dakota.
Torbjorg was Ole K Flateland’s older sister and the oldest of his siblings.
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Shortly after arriving
in the Grand Forks area,
Ole K, as he came to be
called, bought some
“stumpage” as it was
called, in the vicinity of
his sister’s farm, and set
about cutting wood for a
living. He wouldn’t have
arrived from Norway
with any money to speak
of as he had left hard
times there, so he likely
borrowed the purchase
money from Torbjorg.
According to Ole K’s son,
Oscar, he would borrow
from his sister a number
of times in coming years
as he got his farm up and
running.

5-13. Ole K Flateland as a young man, circa 1890s,

After Ole K had
probably in Grand Forks, North Dakota.
worked his “stumpage”
for awhile, he had enough money to buy some additional timber land
so he could expand his wood business; it’s not clear whether this additional land was in North Dakota or just east over the Red River on
the Minnesota side. Apparently, one of his friends from Norway who
had come over with him, Svein Homme (the Homme area was about
2.5 miles southeast of the Flateland area in Norway), worked with him
there, too. In later years, Ole K would recall that one of Svein’s favorite
sayings was, in response to North Dakota’s harsh winter cold, “Yeah,
we must soon be done for,” meaning that they would soon be dead. But
both Ole K and Svein would live to the ripe old age of 87.

In 1891, Ole K’s younger brothers, Svein and Knut, emigrated from
Norway also. Svein, who was 19, joined Ole K in the area south of Grand
Forks. Records show that Svein sailed for America from Liverpool, England, on May 14, 1891, aboard a ship called the Polynesian, bound for
Quebec (Quebec City?), Canada. He then presumably made his way by
train to the Grand Forks area. Younger brother Knut, who was 16, went
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further west and settled in McCabe, Montana, where he owned a store
for many years. He never married.

In 1896 some new land was being opened up for homesteading in
northern Minnesota after the government reduced the size of the Red
Lake Indian Reservation. This land was located about 65 miles east of
Grand Forks, so Ole K, brother Svein, and several of his friends decided
to try their luck. Mr. LJ O’Neill was in charge of organizing the land rush,
so at the appointed time on May 15, 1896, he fired a gun into the air, and
the would-be farmers surged forward to claim a piece of land. Along
with Ole K, there were his friends Edwin and Svein Homme, and others
by the names of Severing and Tveiten. Ole K found and claimed his 160
acres near the northeastern corner of Polk County, about 3-1/2 miles
north of an old Indian trail that passed through the area, a little spot
that would become the village of Trail, Minnesota, many years later, in
1910. His brother Svein claimed 160 acres about a mile southwest from
Ole K’s.

5-14. Homestead Certificate granting full ownership of a quarter section of land (160 acres) to
Svein K. Flateland, dated December 13, 1901, after his completion of the 5-year homesteading
requirements. Certificates were issued under the auspices of President Theodore Roosevelt.
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By the standards of Norway, where farms were only 2-3 acres and
rocky, Ole K’s good, flat 160 acres on the east edge of Chester Township must have seemed to hold boundless promise! His neighbors in the
coming years in Chester Township and Gully Township to the east were
mostly recent Norwegian immigrants like himself, with names like Boe,
Christianson, Homme, Johnson, Knutson, Loiland, Moen, Sannes, Slettevold, Strand, Torstenson, and Tvedten. But there were also a few who
reflected the French Canadians who had moved into the area to the
west earlier, names like Martell and Beaudoin. Chester Township land
holdings as of 1915 are shown below with Ole K’s and Svein’s homesteads outlined in red.
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5-15. Map of Chester Township, Polk County, Minnesota, in 1915, with Ole K Flateland’s
and brother Svein’s 160 acre tracts each outlined in red. The portion of the
township that was part of the Red Lake Indian Reservation before 1889 is
highlighted in yellow. Many of the family names shown here remained familiar
through the 1960s when people began moving away as farms consolidated.
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Chester Township and the
Red Lake Indian Reservation
The oldest recorded inhabitants of what today is Chester Township in
northern Minnesota were the Dakota Indians. Sometime between 1650 and
1750 the Ojibwa or Chippewa (same name pronounced differently due to accent) migrated from the east and north into the Red Lake area and forced the
Dakota to move further west.
As Minnesota began to be populated by European-Americans coming up
from the southeast in the early 1800s, Native Americans were pushed off of
more and more of their traditional lands. They were forced onto reservations
established by the government which were subsequently shrunk as Indians
were forced to cede more lands in a succession of treaties with the US government. When Minnesota was made a state in 1858, this process only accelerated.
One of the major reservations established was the Red Lake Reservation
in the northeastern part of the state. Farmland here was less attractive than
in the flat fertile Red River Valley to the west, so the pressure of the white
man arrived here later. Nonetheless, by the late 1880s, loggers had begun to
encroach on Indian lands and pressure was mounting from the west for more
farmland.
In 1889 Congress passed “An act for the relief and civilization of the Chippewa Indians in the State of Minnesota,” also known as the Dawes Act. It
stipulated that each Indian head of household was entitled to 160 acres of
land and that any land in excess of that collective amount should be opened
for white settlement. Prior to this time, the Red Lake Reservation covered
5,093 square miles; after re-allocation the size of the reservation was reduced
by 90%, although the reservation did regain some land later. Even though the
size of the Indians’ holdings was now much smaller, the core holdings which
remain to this day, known as “untouched Indian land” had always been under
tribal control.
After the newly-ceded land was surveyed, it was to be opened to the public in 1896 under the Homestead Act of 1862, whereby a settler could claim
160 acres, prove it up for five years, and be granted a deed free and clear.
Chester Township had been established in 1891, named after President Chester A. Arthur, and the southwest boundary of the Red Lake Reservation before cession ran diagonally through the township northwest-to-southeast, as
shown on the map below.
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The first known settler in the area that was to become Chester Township
was LJ O’Neill who built a squatter’s cabin in the spring of 1878 on Lost River
on land adjacent to the Red Lake Reservation. His farm was located in the
northwest corner of the future Chester Township in what would become Section 5. In 1896, May 15 was selected as the date for the “land rush.” The
line of departure for the would-be homesteaders was a ridge directly east of
O’Neill’s farm, so he was put in charge of commencing the activity. When he
fired a rifle into the air, it was the signal to start.

The so-called “Fosston Map” showing in red the lands formerly of the Red Lake Indian Reservation to be opened for settlement May 15, 1896. These lands had been ceded by the Chi
pewa after Congress passed the Dawes Act of 1889, under which it had been determined that
the Indians had more land than they needed. Between 1889 and 1896 the newly-ceded lands
were surveyed and made ready for release to settlers under the Homestead Act of 1862.
(Click to enlarge)

After Ole K had staked out his homestead, there was much work to
be done to turn raw land and dreams into reality. Under the Homestead
Act of 1862, Ole K had to “prove up” his land in five years, that is, live on
it continuously and make sufficient improvements such that he would
qualify for a deed to the land free and clear at the end of that period.
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Somewhere along the way, Ole K had acquired a team of horses and
a wagon. As he was working on the land and building a small log house,
he would sleep in the wagon box. At dusk moose and deer would appear and occasionally would come right up by the wagon. Ole could
hear wolves howling close by, too; it was still wild country. If it was necessary to go out after dark with the team of horses and wagon, wolves
could be a problem. It was advisable to have a long rope in the wagon
box, so if wolves were following one could hang the rope behind the
wagon, and they would step on it which kept them from entering the
wagon.

The wood cutting skills he honed in North Dakota would serve him
well as he had to clear his land of trees so it could be farmed; some of
the wood went into building his house, and much undoubtedly served
to keep him warm on long winter nights. Breaking up virgin land for the
first time with a plow must have been back-breaking work.
The nearest village was McIntosh, some 16 miles to the southwest
cross-country. By foot, it would take a full day to get there and back
to conduct necessary business. There were a couple of country stores
closer which carried a small selection of goods—Espetveit store which
was also the post office about three miles to the west and Griebrok store
a mile and half to the north, but a trip to McIntosh was necessary from
time to time. When going, people would either take a horse or walk,
most often the latter, carrying a big sack of foodstuffs or a 100-pound
sack of flour on their shoulders. When the ground was wet, a man
couldn’t set down the sack of flour to rest, so he had to keep going until
a dry spot appeared. A few years later, a fellow by the name of Julian
Wichterman moved a store into the spot that would later become Trail.
Ole K went there once to get some nails, but Julian said, “No, I haven’t
got no nails—Knutson bought ‘em all.”

In the spring when the Lost River was high, it was quite a chore
for some settlers to go fetch their mail from the post office. Those who
needed to cross the river had to undress and tie their clothes on their
head and swim across, donning their clothes again when they reached
the other side.
After a time, Ole K was able to plant crops on part of the land, so he
bought a binder to help him harvest. One of the stories he told in later
years was about when a man came out one morning to set up Ole K’s
new binder. He asked Ole K if he had any whiskey to drink. “No,” he said,
“I haven’t got any.” “Well,” the fellow said, “You got any schnapps?” “Yah,”
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Ole K said, “I got some snaps right here in the harness.” “No, not them
kind of snaps! Whiskey, whiskey!”

While Ole K was toiling on improvements to his
farm, his brother Svein was
doing likewise on his homestead to the west. Svein
built himself a small log
house which served as his
home for nearly 30 years. It
was used as a machine shop
by nephew Oscar Flateland
from the late 1940s to the
late ‘60s, and it survived as
5-16. Log house built by Svein K Flateland
in the late1890s on his homestead in
a building into the 1980s. In
Chester Township, photo from 1947.
building it, Svein likely had
a lot of help from brother
Ole K as the two brothers worked together closely and shared tools and
machinery often.

When Ole K had finished his small log house, he decided he needed
to add on a room to make a separate kitchen, so he hauled lumber from
McIntosh to make a shanty. In the first year he just had the framework
up, but no floor yet. He was keeping an old sow at that time, and she
would get into the shanty and root around in the dirt. One day Ole K was
splitting wood close by when Mrs. Sigurd Moen came over; Ole K heard
a noise, perhaps Mrs. Moen taking off her overshoes. He exclaimed, “Oh,
that god-damned sow is back!”, discovering momentarily much to his
embarrassment that the noise was not the sow.
While Ole K Flateland had been emigrating to America and getting
himself established, another family from the Valle area in Setesdal had
come to America as one—the family of Olav Bjugsson Sagneskar. Olav
was born on January 6, 1840 and married Birgit Sigurdsdottir Rygnestad on December 16, 1870 in Setesdal; she had been born on September 10, 1846. They had four children before emigrating to America-Ragnhild, born 1871, Torbjorg, born 1874, Anlaug, born 1878, and
Ingebjorg, born 1883. They departed Norway shortly after the fourth
child was born, leaving Kristiansand on July 6, 1883. It was the third
child, Anlaug, that would figure prominently in Ole K Flateland’s life.
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After arriving in America, the Sagneskar family settled around
Grand Forks, North Dakota, as had Ole K and many other Norwegian
immigrants. Anlaug was baptized while the family lived in North Dakota, as evidenced by a recording of the event in a book owned by Elnor
Kvasager, a relative of the family. After some years, Olav Bjugsson acquired 160 acres by homesteading in Chester Township; after proving
up the land for five years, his deed was issued on March 17, 1903. The
farm was located on the north side of Lost River not far from the little
Espetveit store and later the location of the Espetveit Bridge across
Lost River.
Once the family arrived in America, the family name became Olav’s
middle name, Bjugsson, although there is at least one instance of land
being recorded later under the Sagneskar name.

As a young lady, Anlaug Bjugsson was working in the Village of Lambert in 1898 or 1899. Lambert was located just inside Red Lake County
about seven miles west of Ole K’s farm, so he probably met Anlaug for
the first time on a visit to the village. The families had probably known
each other back in the Valle area of Norway, but it’s not known whether
Ole K had met Anlaug back in Norway before he left as he was 21 at the
time and she would have been only seven.

Before long, Ole K was thinking of marriage. At the time he asked
Anlaug to become his wife, he apparently drank a little as did most men
of that time. Anna, the nickname by which she became known, told him,
“No, I’d never marry a man that drinks!” So Ole K told her that if she
married him, he would give up drinking. And, so far as we know, he
honored that pledge for the rest of his life.
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Ole K and Anna were married on July 11, 1900, in McIntosh, MN, by
Rev. T.K. Reishus. Shortly thereafter they held a reception for friends
and neighbors at their farm as there was not yet a church in the rural
community. Ole provided booze for the guests, but he didn’t have any
himself, honoring his promise to Anna. Ole K and Anna’s Certificate of
Marriage is shown on the next page.

5-17. Anlaug Bjugsson (Flateland), about the time of her marriage, 1900.
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5-18. Certificate of marriage of Ole K Flateland and Anna Bjukson (Bjuggson),
July 11, 1900, McIntosh, Minnesota, with Rev. T.K. Reishus officiating.
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First-born Knute appeared on the scene the next year; he was born
on April 4, 1901, at home with a Mrs. Juve(?) attending as midwife as
doctors were few and far away. It is reported that Knute had his first
bowel movement in Mrs. Juve’s hand. Ed Tveiten was born on a neighboring farm the same year, and he and Knute were fast friends throughout their youth.
Daughter Birgit (‘Birdie’) would follow on June 1, 1903, son Ole on
October 8, 1905, son Ted on January 30, 1911, then Oscar on February
4, 1914, and lastly, Tarjer Olivia (‘Lola’) on August 15, 1917.

5-19. Anna Bjugsson Flateland’s family Bible, cover & first page listing family members.
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Anna lost both her parents in the year 1904. By
that time, a Lutheran church
called the Lost River Evangelical Lutheran had been
established in the neighborhood about a mile and
a half west of Ole K and Anna’s farm. Both parents are
buried there in what came
later to be called the West
Valle Cemetery. Her mother
Birgit’s gravestone is shown
in the accompanying photo
from 2006. Her father Olav’s
gravestone was no longer
visible at that time.

Anna’s youngest brother, Halvor, born on January 18, 1894, was only ten
when his parents died, so
Ole K and Anna took him
into their family and raised
him as their own.

5-20. Gravestone of Birgit Sigurdsdottir Sagneskar
(Rygnestad), born 1846 near Valle, Setesdal, Norway.
Photo by Byron Flateland in 2006 in
West Valle Cemetery near Trail, Minnesota.
Birgit was the mother of Anlaug Flateland.

After a few years, the
congregants of the Lost River Church began to disagree among themselves, so a new church called Valle (after Valle, Norway) was established a half-mile east of the original Lost River Church which later
came to be referred to as West Valle. Eventually, the Lost River (West
Valle) congregants built a church in Trail called Mount Olive Lutheran
Church and the original Lost River Church building was sold to Chris
Christopherson, a neighbor, who dismantled it for lumber. Oscar Flateland recalled that one of the pastors was named Reverend Palm. The
so-called East Valle congregation built a new church called simply Valle
Church in 1911. It survived until it was struck by lightning and burned
in 1964. It was replaced by a church building purchased and moved to
the site.
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Meanwhile, Ole K had become
disenchanted with the bickering
between the two Valle churches,
so he decided to join the newly
forming Sand Valley Norske Evangelisk Lutheraske church in Trail
which was established in 1914,
the year of Oscar’s birth.

5-22. West Valle Church, 1918.
Notation by Birdie (Flateland) Gunderson,
Ole & Anna’s oldest daughter.

5-21. Inside of West Valle Church, 1918.

In the early 1900s local rural travel to see friends and family still
relied on horse and wagon or walking. For longer distances, the coming
of the railroad through Trail in 1910 was a boon for keeping in touch
with more distant relatives.
Anna Flateland’s sister Torbjorg lived south of Grand Forks and they
managed to keep in touch through letters and periodic visits. Torbjorg
was four years older than Anna and had married Olav Knutsson Kvasager. The following portrait of the five Bjugsson Sagneskar siblings was
likely taken in Grand Forks sometime between 1910 and 1918.

208

Ole & Anna Flateland & Forebears - Norwegian Roots to American Lives (1886- 1953)

5-23. Anlaug Bjugsson (Flateland) and her siblings. Back, L-R: Ben (Bjug), Sam (Sigurd), Halvor.
Sitting, L-R: Anna (Anlaug) Flateland, Torbjorg Kvasager. Judging from the age appearance
of Halvor, who was born in 1894, this photo was likely taken between about 1910 and 1918.
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5-24. Ole K and Anna Flateland and their growing family, summer of 1912.
Back, L-R: son Knute, Ole K.
Front, L-R: son Ole, Anna holding baby Ted, and Birgit (Birdie).
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On April 6, 1917, Congress declared war on
Germany and on May 18
Congress enacted a draft,
requiring all men between
the ages of 21 and 30 to
register. On June 1, Anna’s
younger brother, Halvor
Bjugsson, dutifully regis5-25. Notice sent by Halvor Bjugson
tered. On his draft registrathathis ship had arrived safely in France.
tion card, he indicated he
was working as farm labor for his uncle, Sam Bjugson, at Kloten, ND. In
1918 he was drafted into the US Army. We don’t know his date of enlistment or where he trained, but after training he was sent to France.
His notice of safe ship arrival in France, shown here, indicates that he
was assigned to Company G of the 341st Infantry Brigade, American
Expeditionary Forces. The 341st was part of the 86th “Black Hawk” Division. Records indicate that the 341st sailed for Europe on September
9, 1918, very late in the war.
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World War I and
The American Expeditionary Forces (AEF)
When the Great War (later labeled ‘World War I’) broke out in Europe in
August 1914, the United States remained neutral and uninvolved. But as the
war dragged on, US public opinion gradually turned against Germany after
news of German atrocities in Belgium in 1914 and the sinking of the British
passenger liner RMS Lusitania in 1915. In early 1917 two factors tipped the
scales: Germany resumed all-out submarine warfare against every commercial ship heading for Britain, including those belonging to the US, and Germany tried to form a military alliance with Mexico which was discovered in
the famous Zimmermann Telegram that was published in the US. These two
developments outraged Americans and public opinion forced President Wilson to ask Congress for a declaration of war against Germany—“a war to end
all wars” that would “make the world safe for democracy.” Congress declared
war on Germany on April 6, 1917.
Voluntary enlistments after
the declaration of war were slow
in coming, so on May 18, 1917,
Congress passed the Selective
Service Act which required all
men between the ages of 21 and
30 to register for the draft. The
armed forces sent to Europe by
the US were organized into The
American Expeditionary Forces
commanded by General John J
Americans in the Champagne-Marne offensive,
Pershing. Before the draft was
1918. Painting by Don Troiani.
begun, the US army was small, so
it took some time to process and train new recruits, even though many men
received only six weeks of training. By June 1917, only 14,000 US soldiers,
nicknamed “doughboys,” had arrived in France and US participation in the
war in 1917 was minor. But by May 1918 more than one million troops had
arrived in France. The rapid build-up continued through the summer and into
the fall of 1918.
Only two major offensives, both toward the end of the war, involved mostly US forces. The Battle of St Mihiel with some 500,000 US troops, began on
September 12, 1918, and was largely successful by Septeber 15. The second
US offensive was in the Meuse-Argonne and lasted from September 26 to
November 11, 1918, the date of the armistice signing.
By war’s end, the US had some 2,000,000 men in France. Of these, 53,402
died as a result of combat, and 63,114 had died from non-combat causes,
including 25,000 from the great influenza pandemic of 1918.
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5-26. Halvor Bjugsson, Anlaug’s little brother, as a young man and as a
new infantry recruit in 1918 (identity of accompanying soldier unknown).
Halvor was born in 1894 and died in France on November 24, 1918.
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Since Halvor wouldn’t have arrived in France until late September,
his unit was likely sent to fight in the Meuse-Argonne offensive which
began on September 26. He would not have had time for any in-theater
training--off the ship and into combat almost right away.
After the armistice was signed on November 11, Halvor’s mother,
Anna, received a telegram bearing the terrible news that Halvor had
fallen victim to the war. It said that Private Halvor Bjugson had died on
October 24 from “wounds received in action.” When Anna received the
awful news, she likely felt she lost not only a brother, but a son since she
and Ole K had raised him since age 10. The telegram is shown below.
He had died less than three weeks before the signing of the Armistice.

5-27. Telegram from the War Department received by Anna Flateland notifying her of brother
Halvor Bjugson’s death in France during the closing days of World War I. The telegram appears
to be dated December 6, even though the telegram says that Halvor had died on October 24.
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During the 1920s farm
prices were depressed because of overproduction during the war and reduced demand post-war. Nevertheless,
the farms of Ole K and Anna
and Ole K’s brother Svein continued to produce a decent living.

5-28. Svein Flateland, on the left, and
some friends, perhaps around 1910.

But early in 1927 Svein took
sick with stomach cancer and
passed away later that year
on August 13. Svein had never
married, so Ole K, as the nearest surviving relative, inherited
Svein’s 160 acres.

5-29. Svein Flateland, sitting, with
friends Carl (left) and Martin, perhaps
sometime between 1910 and 1920.
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By 1929, 33 years after homesteading, Ole K and Anna’s farm was
prospering. A ‘Farmers Account Book’ from that year holds some interesting information. The family’s net worth was reported as $16,752.61,
with assets of $23,442.50 and liabilities of $6699.89 (a $10 subtraction error made the actual net worth $16,742.61). Liabilities included
a farm mortgage at 5-1/4% and a loan of $1000 owed to his sister and
her husband, KT Rygnestad. Net worth in 2015 dollars would be about
$230,000.
Principal assets in addition to land and buildings consisted of 12 horses ranging in value from
$25 to $80 each, 20 cattle
valued at $40-$80 each, a
registered bull valued at
$60, and farm machinery.
Farm machinery included 3
wagons, 3 hay racks, a buggy, 2 bobsleds, a manure
spreader, an automobile,
2 walking plows, 1 sulky
plow, 1 gang plow, 2 disks,
3 drags, 2 spring-tooth har5-30. Ole K had names for all of his horses and cows.
Horses: King, Jenny, Barny, Gyls, Oscar, Birdie, Dan,
rows, 2 grain binders, 1
Prince, Dash, May, Duke, Babe. Cows: Beuty, Blue
corn planter, 2 cultivators, a
Bell, Whity, Fivor, Toots, Spotty, Tveit, Darling, Blacky,
corn binder, a silage cutter,
Hjorten, Brindle, Lincoln, Nancy, Breitdros, Maxy,
Snow Ball, Rosebud, Holsteen, Lady, Sirvo.
a corn picker, a grain drill, a
fanning mill, a mower, a hay rake, 2 potato diggers, a feed grinder, and
a cream separator, all of which had been acquired between 1896 and
1927.
Farm buildings listed included a barn, a silo, a hog house, a chicken
house, a machine shed, and a granary.

Most of the farm’s income was from the dairy cattle and grain sales.
In 1929, Ole K sold $1382.20 worth of cream and $1098.62 worth of
grain, most of which was flax seed, but he also sold sweet clover seed
and potatoes. Other income included $530.42 from the sale of hogs and
calves and $73.84 from the sale of eggs.
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5-31. Ole K & Anna, probably late 1920s.

Household expenses
for the year were $625.61,
and they donated $84.50
to the church, including
$60.00 to the endowment
fund of Concordia College
in Moorhead, Minnesota.

Ole K and Anna had
built a new barn in 1926,
but they were still living
in the same drafty old
5-32. Anna Flateland with her sister and brothers:
log house that Ole K had
Sam (Segurd) Bjugsson, Torbjorg Kvasager,
built in 1899-1900. Anna
Ben (Bjug) Bjugsson), Anna (Anlaug), late 1930s.
longed for a new house,
but the finances didn’t quite allow it. The new barn was quite elaborate
for the time—all ceramic brick up to the roof line, drinking cups for the
cattle in each stall, a large hayloft on the top floor, and an adjoining silo.
Finally, in 1940, Ole K and Anna decided the farm was healthy enough
that they could at last build a new house after 40 years in the old cold,
drafty log house.
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As with the barn, Ole K didn’t settle for just any kind of ordinary
construction. He had heard about a fellow from Erskine named George
Berger who had patented a method of cutting and planing 4x4s so they
would fit together tongue-in-groove to form the walls of a house such
that no insulation was required. They were fastened vertically with
long nails. The outside surfaces of the timbers were sawed at a slant so
when they were stacked, the exterior of the house appeared as if it had
been sided; all it needed was paint. The inside walls could be finished
using only plaster.
Being the entrepreneur he was, George had also found a vast cache
of logs that had been submerged in Elbow Lake near Waubon. He devised a way to extract them, then milled them into timbers for use in
his new method of construction. So Ole K’s new house was built using these timbers and the innovative new construction method, which
probably created a fair bit of interest among the neighbors. Anna used
the empty old house as a shanty where she washed clothes and made
soap in the summers.
The layout of both
floors of Ole K and Anna’s
new house is shown below. After Anna had passed
away some years later and
Ole K had moved out, the
house was occupied by a
succession of renters, the
last probably being the
Conrad Bendickson family. Oscar’s son Byron re5-33. Anna & Ole K about the time they were
building their new house, 1943. The house
members visiting over
behind them is believed to be Knute’s.
there and playing with
their grandchildren in the
early 1960s. After the house became vacant, the basement flooded and
the water froze in the winter, forcing the concrete walls to heave, and
the main floor had rotted. Kevin Vettleson, son of neighbors Walter
and Shirley Vettleson, purchased the land in the 1980s or ‘90s. He was
afraid that the house was a hazard, that perhaps some kids would go in
and fall into the basement, so he burned the house and filled the basement in with a bulldozer.
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5-34. Floor plan of Ole K and Anna Flateland’s new house built in 1940,
drawn from memory by granddaughter Audrey Bergerson.
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Another building that had been on Ole K’s farm was a combination
machine shed and granary with an upstairs. Ole and Anna’s grandchildren Audrey and Julian Gunderson, Birdie’s children, loved to play up in
the attic when they would visit. It was full of such treasures as old books
and pictures, old chests from Norway filled with intriguing things, old
musical instruments and, best of all, an old harp. The kids could sit and
pluck strings on that old harp for hours. Ole K said that it had been left
there by a wandering hobo who worked on the farm for a few days and
slept up there during the Depression in the 1930s. Sadly, these memorabilia have been lost to the ravages of time.
Ole K and Anna’s youngest daughter Lola had gotten
married in the summer of
1941 to Marvin Tinnesand.
The next year Lola gave birth
to a son they named Bruce,
but soon thereafter Marvin
joined the Army as the war
effort was ramping up, so
Lola and Bruce stayed with
5-35. L-R: Anna holding Bruce Tinnesand,
Ole and Anna. After the war
neighbor Sigrid Tweiten holding her
Marvin farmed nearby, so
granddaughter, spring, 1943.
Bruce was a frequent visitor
at his Grandma and Grandpa’s, frequently staying overnight. He has a
number of fond recollections from those times.

Bruce remembers going to Trail with Grandma Anna to get groceries.
On one occasion she needed a sack of flour. In those days, flour came in
cloth bags that were printed
in various patterns because
women would sew the empty bags into clothes. In the
store she saw sacks of flour
piled high in the middle of
the floor. After much deliberation, she decided on the
print she wanted which, as
luck would have it, was near
the bottom of the pile. Mr.
5-36. Grandma Anna Flateland and grandson
Chevilier, the storekeeper,
Bruce Tinnesandon his 2nd birthday, 1944.
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dutifully unstacked most of
the bags, so Anna got the one
she wanted. At home on her
Singer treadle sewing machine, she would transform
the flour sacks into attractive
house dresses and aprons.

Anna’s sewing machine
was located in the southeast
room of the new house along
5-37. Ole K trying to get grandson Bruce Tinnesand
with Ole K’s wooden rocking
off the hayrack, 1944. Bruce was determined
to go along to pick up a load of hay.
chair and other furniture.
Anna kept her money earned
from selling eggs in the sewing machine drawers, along with her ration coupons during WWII. Ration coupons were in stamp form; one day Bruce took some and pasted
them onto a piece of paper. Grandma was not happy, as it meant they
couldn’t then be used to purchase anything!

At Christmas time, Bruce would accompany Grandpa Ole into Oklee
where in the grocery store he would see dried cod stacked in a pile from
which one would be chosen for the Christmas Lutefisk Supper. While
others were shopping, Bruce and Ole K would walk up and down Main
Street meeting and greeting other farmers that he knew. The greeting
he received was “Gladig Jul, Ola!” Ole K responded in kind with the other farmer’s name. Sometimes instead of using his name Ole or “Ola,”
they would call him “Vodden”; at the time Bruce had no idea why.

5-38. Ole K & Anna in front of a Model A which may have
belonged to the Gundersons (Ole & Birdie), early 1940s.
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When Bruce’s Uncle
Ted needed to go to town
for something, Bruce was
frequently sent along to
insure that Ted would return the same day as Ted
was fond of tippling at
the local watering hole.
Without Bruce as an anchor, he would sometimes forget to come
home until a couple of
days later. Bruce thought
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such trips were great, because after Ted was done doing business, they
would stop at the bar, and Bruce was plied with all the pop and candy
he could handle while Ted was tipping a few.

Back on the farm, Bruce remembers Grandma Anna spending
countless hours at her wood cook stove cooking, baking, and ironing
clothes. Irons were made of solid cast iron with a detachable handle;
Anna owned three. After the irons were heated on the cook stove, she
would attach the handle to one and iron until it lost heat. She’d then
replace that one on the stove to reheat while she took a second to continue ironing. That way she’d always have a hot iron so she could iron
without stopping.

The cook stove was about 18 to 24 inches from the wall. This was
just the right size for a small boy. When getting up on winter mornings,
it was always cold in the house, so Bruce was in the habit of running
down the stairs and quickly sliding in behind the stove where it was
nice and toasty. He would stay there until the kitchen warmed up and
breakfast was served.
Anna, of course, made lefse on the flat top of that same cook stove.
In Bruce’s memory, it was the tastiest and best-looking lefse ever. As an
adult, he became a self-taught lefse maker, and his goal is always to try
to equal her lefse, the “gold standard.”

Running water in the house was limited to one faucet in the southwest corner of the kitchen, where the wash basin is marked on the diagram above. The only way to get warm water was to heat it on the stove.
For baths, everyone took turns using a wash tub set in the middle of the
kitchen floor with warm water poured in from a tank on the cook stove.

Anna had at least one modern convenience—a Maytag wringer
washing machine powered by a gasoline engine as the farm didn’t get
electricity until at least 1946. The machine was kept in a wash shed out
back, and a flexible hose carried the exhaust out the door. When electricity finally arrived, the gasoline engine was replaced with an electric
motor. Bruce was allowed to play with the old gas engine, and when it
ran out of gas, he filled it with the gas/oil mixture as he had seen his
grandma do. Unfortunately, the oil he used was linseed oil; after all, oil
was oil, wasn’t it? The motor froze up and never ran again; thus, Bruce
learned that linseed oil is not a lubricant.
When electricity arrived on the farm, the first priority was to get
the barn wired up, so Ole K and Ted could use the new Surge milking
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machines; prior to that time, milking of some 20 cows or so was all
done by hand. Only when the barn wiring was completed was the house
wired. Again, Anna’s comfort had to be delayed in favor of the farm.
Ole K was a tall man by norms of the time and, by most accounts, he
was a quiet fellow, not given to long, spontaneous conversations; there
was little talk during meals. Anna, on the other hand, was short and
plump, and it was very rare for anyone to hear a cross word from her.
Anna liked to socialize and would often suggest that they go someplace
to visit. But Ole K was more than content to stay home, so Anna’s gregariousness was somewhat crimped. But, in later years, after Anna had
passed away and Ole K was retired, he was raring to go when someone
mentioned going into town or some other place.
Ole K was industrious, though, having carved a farm of 160 acres
out of wilderness. He had the equivalent of a sixth-grade education
when he came from Norway, but he learned to speak and understand
English after he came here and taught himself to read and write in English. When Oscar was serving overseas in World War II, he said that
the V-Mails he received from his dad were always written in a very fine
hand, neat and easy to read.
In his spare time, Ole K
loved to read newspapers
and magazines. He subscribed to Decorah Posten, a
Norwegian language newspaper published in Decorah,
Iowa, the Grand Forks Herald, The Thirteen Towns,
the weekly newspaper published in Fosston, MN, and
5-39. Ole K enjoying one of his
The Saturday Evening Post,
magazines,
probably sometime in the 1940s.
among others. His insatiable reading habit was inherited both by son Oscar and grandson Byron. Ole K also religiously had
a short nap every afternoon, what today we might call a “power nap.”
Ole K also enjoyed listening to boxing matches on the radio. Bruce
remembers listening to the Louis-Walcott fight with him.

Ole K had a prodigious appetite for working crossword puzzles,
too, a custom which was inherited by his son, Oscar, but not, alas, by
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Byron. No doubt, this fondness for words was a great help in mastering
English. His granddaughter Audrey Bergerson speculated that by late
middle age he probably had acquired the vocabulary of a college graduate. She had spent a lot of time with him when she was a child when he
lived in retirement on her parents’ farm. She loved playing poker with
him—five-card stud--for matches. She was in the habit of raising the
ante whether she had good cards or not, and he’d always back down.
He’d say, “Vell, vell, you sure are a good bluffer!”
Ole K could also exhibit quite a temper when things on the farm
weren’t going his way. And he apparently had the capacity for biting
humor when the occasion called for it. One day he was in Trail and met
one of the merchants there who apparently thought he was pretty big
stuff. The fellow said to him, “Oh, are you in town, too?” Ole K said, “No,
I’m only in Trail!” This was his way of putting the guy back in his place.

One of Ole K’s favorite sayings was when someone would stop off
at the farm to show off their new car. He would slowly walk around inspecting it, then would proclaim, “That will sure be nice to drive to the
poor house in!”

He could also be a bit mischievous. One time Ole K was sick, so the
doctor was called. In those days they made house calls, so when the
doctor arrived, Ole K and the doctor went into the downstairs bedroom
for an examination. When the exam was finished, the doctor gave Ole
K a small bottle and said, “I need a sample of your water.” Ole K, with a
twinkle in his eye, said, “Oh, sure,” and he headed for the water faucet.
The doctor said, “No, no, I mean your water.” Ole K just smiled and went
back into the bedroom to fulfill the doctor’s request.

By the mid-1940s, Ole and Anna were in full swing enjoying being
grandparents. Knute and Etta had Arley (Ordean) in 1932, Howard in
1934, Keith, who died in infancy, in 1936, Alan (‘Butch’) in 1941, and
Kathleen in 1943. Birdie and Ole Gunderson had Julian in 1934 and Audrey in 1936. And Lola and Marvin Tinnesand had Bruce in 1942. All
lived close by, so Ole and Anna enjoyed frequent visits.
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5-40. L-R: Ole K, Julian Gunderson, Anna, Arley & Howard Flateland sitting on the
running board of Ole K’s 1933 or ’34 Plymouth. Photo taken in 1936 or 1937.

5-41. L-R: Ole Gunderson and daughter Audrey, Ole K, Etta & Anna Flateland,
Marvin Tinnesand, Oscar Flateland. This photo was likely taken in the fall of 1941,
just months before Marvin and Oscar enlisted in the Army in 1942.

When it came to working with farm animals, Ole K was absolutely
fearless. He had a bull that was the living definition of the word “ornery.” It would repeatedly crash through barbed wire fences, so it was
decided that the bull had to go. While waiting for the cattle buyer to
arrive, Ole K had the bull tethered with a substantial chain to an old car
axle that had been driven into the ground.
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Ole K was the only one who would get near the bull, so it fell to him
to bring water and food out to the bull every day. As Ole K approached
the bull, it would lower its head, paw the ground, snort, and appear
ready to charge. Ole K, who carried a cane, would rap him on the nose
while exclaiming, “Holy cripes, settle down!” The bull would look baffled and back up a bit while Ole K set the pails down close enough that
the bull could reach them from his tether.
While he had no fear of animals, he also seemed to have affection
for some, particularly his horses. In the late 1940s, horses had pretty
much been replaced with tractors on most farms. But Ole K insisted on
keeping a team of horses long after they were needed for farm work. It
pleased him greatly when he could find a reason to harness the team
and use the horses for something.
One spring in the late 1940s was a particularly wet one. Ole K’s sonin-law, Marvin Tinnesand, was farming nearby and got his Ford tractor
stuck in the field. Ole K’s son Ted cranked up his Minneapolis-Moline
tractor to go pull out the Ford, but he got stuck as well. So Ole K harnessed his team and went and pulled both tractors out. Needless to say,
he was tickled that his horses had triumphed over poor, dumb mechanical devices.
When Ole K was 81 years old in 1947, he helped Oscar build the
foundation for his new house on Svein’s old farm. Ole K mixed all the
concrete while Oscar wheeled it into the forms.

Anna was generally regarded as a hard-working, sweet lady, keeping house and seeing to it that the menfolk farmers were fed. Granddaughter Audrey Bergerson recalled that Anna would often make large,
round and soft sugar cookies. When eating them, the family would first
smear the backside with butter. This seemingly odd habit fascinated the
young Audrey. Anna apparently did have one small vice—she liked to
smoke a pipe. Ole K frowned on this, so occasionally she could be seen
out in the milkhouse next to the barn sneaking a puff or two.
Despite Anna being 12 years younger than Ole K, she sadly was the
first to pass away. She died in her sleep during the night of January 27,
1948, at the age of 70. During the night there had been a snowstorm,
and in the morning road travel was impossible. So Ted bundled up and
trudged cross-country through the snow drifts to the nearest farm with
a telephone which was Vettleson’s almost a mile to the southwest. He
called the undertaker in Gonvick and trudged back. In the afternoon
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the roads were plowed, and the undertaker could finally get through to
pick up the body.
When Anna had been born in Norway, life expectancy for newborn
Norwegian females was less than 50 years; for females born in 1948, it
was 69.9 years. So, by the norms of the time, she lived a good, long life,
beating the averages.

After Anna passed away, Ole K sold the farm and lived for a time in
a converted brooder house for chickens on daughter Birgit (‘Birdie’)
Gunderson’s farm. Birdie’s husband, Ole Gunderson, had converted it
for summer sleeping quarters, but it was insulated and had an oil stove,
so it was cozy in the winter, too. Ole K Flateland passed away February
25, 1953, at age 87.
Both Ole K and Anna are interred in the Sand Valley Lutheran Church
Cemetery just outside of Trail, Minnesota.

5-42. Grave markers at Sand Valley Lutheran Church cemetery, Trail, MN,
for Anna Flateland, 1878-1948, and Ole K Flateland, 1868-1953.

Ole K and Anna’s emigration to America was part of a large wave of
migration from Norway to the US between 1880 and 1893 which was
described previously. Immigrants left behind a rich tapestry of family
relationships and forebears in Norway who had lived in their home areas for centuries.
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The little kommune (municipality) of Valle has documented family lineages in the Setesdal valley
stretching back as far as the 1300s
in six large hard-bound volumes
published in 1987. In 1988 Oscar
Flateland and family--wife Helen,
son Byron and wife Jill, and their
daughter Kirsten (Crystal was there,
too, at 5 months in utero)--visited
the Setesdal area, connected with
some of Oscar’s relatives, and purchased volumes III, IV, V, and VI of
the Valle Kommune series. Volume
VI contains some of the history of
Oscar’s forebears which will be summarized here.

5-43. Title page of Valle Kommune, Vol VI,
containing a history of some of the
families of the Setesdal valley in Norway.

Ole K’s parents in Norway were
Knut Eivindsson Flateland, born in
1830, and Targjerd Oldstr Rygnestad, born in 1834. He had ten siblings,
three of which died in infancy. A portion of his family tree is shown in
the accompanying diagram.

The tradition for naming children in Norway, at least up until recent
times, was for the child to receive only his or her first name at baptism.
The second name was predetermined as the father’s baptismal name
followed by the designation ‘son’ or ‘daughter (‘dottir’). The given first
name at baptism was usually the child’s grandparent’s name, first on
the father’s side, then on the mother’s. The last name was always the
name of the homestead.
So, for example, Ole K Flateland’s oldest surviving brother was
named Eivind Knutsson Flateland. ‘Eivind’ came from his paternal
grandfather who was Eivind Knutsson Hoftuft and his middle name
came from his father, Knut Eivindsson Flateland. Later-born children in
the family sometimes departed from this convention. Interestingly, Eivind Knutsson Hoftuft apparently had his farm in the Flateland area, so
subsequent generations carried the name ‘Flateland’ rather than ‘Hoftuft’, as shown in the diagram below.
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5-44. Top, diagram: four generations in the lineage of Ole K Flateland.
Bottom, photo made in spring, 1942; Ole K & Anna in front,
back, L-R: Ted, Lola, Birgit (Birdie), Knute, Oscar, Ole.
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The table below shows deeper ancestry of Ole K Flateland along one
line leading back to the Rygnestads in the early 1500s.

5-45. One line of Ole K Flatealnd’s ancestry back to 1500.
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A photograph of Ole K’s father, Knut Eivindsson Flateland, born 1830, and Ole K’s
brother Eivind Knutsson Flateland, born
1861, was published in the Valle Kommune
book and is shown here. A photo believed
to be that of Ole K’s mother, Targjerd Olsdtr Rygnestad, born in 1834, is also shown
here.

According to the book, in 1865 Knut
and his wife Targjerd had 1 horse, 8 cows,
5-46. Knut Eivindsson Flateland
(1830-1902) with son Eivind
Knutsson Flateland, brother
to Ole K, born 1861.

22 sheep and 15 goats.
They sowed 3-1/2 barrels of barley and 4 barrels of potatoes.

In 1875 they sowed
6 barrels of potatoes and
1-1/2 barrels of barley.
They had 1 horse, 1 ox, 6
cows, 2 calves, 24 sheep
and 12 goats.

Knut Eivindsson was
a blacksmith, which is
mentioned during votes
in 1875 and 1891. His
son Eivind was a silversmith. Eivind was the
oldest surviving brother
in the family, so he inherited the family farm,
as was the custom at the
time.

5-47. A photograph believed to be that of Ole K’s
mother, Targjerd Olsdtr Rygnestad, born in 1834.
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Eivind Flateland married Gyro Olsdtr Lien, born in 1869, and they
had seven children, the names and birth years of whom are shown in
the accompanying diagram.
Eivind’s oldest son, Knut, born in 1895,
inherited Vodden farm in 1927. He owned
it until a year before his death in 1974. He
had never married, so had no heirs. A year
before his death in 1973, he had deeded
over the farm to his brother Olav’s son,
Gunnar Folke Flateland, born in 1952, who
was the next male heir in line.
Since Knut had two brothers both
named Olav, the oldest one was referred
to as “Big Olav” and the younger as “Little
Olav.” “Big Olav” had married but had no
children, so it was “Little Olav’s” son, Gunnar, that inherited the farm.

5-48. Knut Eivindsson Flateland,

At the time of Oscar and family’s first
1895-1974, brother of “Big Olav”
& “Little Olav,” nephew of
visit to Norway in 1988, both “Big Olav” and
Ole K Flateland, & first cousin
“Little Olav” Flateland were still alive. “Big
to Oscar Flateland.
Olav” and his wife were living in a farmhouse adjacent to Vodden farm and “Little
Olav” was living in Kristiansand. Son Byron recorded some of Oscar’s initial conversation
with “Big Olav,”
exhibited in the
video here, all in
Norwegian.

5-49. Video, July, 1988 (09:02): Oscar Flateland and first cousin
“Big Olav” Flateland getting acquainted in Norwegian. Recorded
at Olav’s home near Vodden farm. (Click to play.)
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5-50. Video, July, 1988 (08:24): Oscar continues conversation with
his first cousin “Big Olav” Flateland at Vodden, 1988.
(Click to play.)

Oscar’s cousin “Little Olav” was a gunsmith by profession, but also
did silversmithing as a sideline. He presented Oscar with a lovely Norwegian cow horn mounted with sterling silver, which is shown in the
accompanying photo.

5-52. Norwegian cow horn
mounted with sterling silver,
presented to Oscar Flateland by
his first cousin “Little Olav” Flateland of Kristiansand, Norway, in
July, 1988.
5-51. Flatelands: Back, L-R: “Little Olav,” Tarjei, and Byron.
Front, L-R: Mrs. Olav, Oscar, Gunnar, wife Sissel (‘Sissy’),
and son. Gunnar inherited Vodden farm in 1973.
Photo made in 1988 by Helen Flateland. At that time,
Olav and wife and Gunnar and family lived in Kristiansand;
Tarjei is a distant relative from Oslo, and Oscar and Byron
were visiting from the US.
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5-53. Some of the forebears and descendants of
Eivind Knutsson Flateland, Ole K’s oldest surviving brother, born 1861.
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We know less about Anna’s side of the family, although the Valle
Kommune book does go back as far as mentioning her maternal grandparents without dates of birth, Sigurd Hallvardsson and wife Torbjorg
Kjetisdtr who lived at “South Rygnestad, no. 1 Oyne.”
When the family emigrated to America in 1883, Anlaug had three
sisters--Ragnhild, born 1871; Torbjorg, born 1874; and Ingebjorg, born
1883. Her three brothers were all born after the family settled in America. They were Bjug, who went by the more American-sounding name
Ben, born in 1889; Sigurd, who went by the name Sam, who may have
been born in 1885 or 1886; and Halvor, who was born in 1894.

Before leaving Norway, the Valle Kommune book reports that in
1875 Olav Bjugsson and Birgit had 1 horse, 1 oxen, 1 cow, 1 calf, 3 sheep
and 4 goats. Jorunn Olsdtr (don’t know the connection to the Bjugssons)
had 3 sheep and 2 goats. They reaped 1 barrel barley and 3 barrels potatoes, which was apparently considered fairly good for that place.
Anlaug’s sister Torbjorg, four years older, had married Olav Knutsson
Kvasager after growing up in America. They lived north of Grand Forks,
ND, and had four children—Knute, Ole, Halvor, and Bert.
A portion of what we know of Anna’s family tree is shown in the accompanying diagram and a deeper trace along the Amli line is shown
in tabular form.

5-54. Family tree of Anlaug Bjugsson Sagneskar Flateland.
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5-55. One line of Anlaug Flateland’s ancestry back to about 1450.
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On the 1988 trip to
Norway and again on a
1990 trip with son Byron, Oscar Flateland visited with one of his cousins from his mother’s
side of the family, Olav
Sagneskar. This cousin
is probably the grandson
of one of Olav Bjugsson
Sakneskar’s (b 1836)
brothers.

5-56. Oscar Flateland, center, with Olav Sagneskar, a cousin
who lives in Valle, Norway, on the left, and a distant cousin
from Oslo on the right who owns the “hytte” or tourist
hut in the background. Photo from summer, 1990.

The history of the
area known as “Flateland” in Setesdal goes back at least to the 1440s. The Valle Kommune
book says, “As early as 1440 we have known there was farming in
Flateland. Jon Savesson said he sold 8 lots of the farm belonging to
Ulv Torkjellsson, and received money. The letter was confirmed by the
preacher, Gunnar Taraldsson and Erik Tarjelsson. Jon Savesson was
therefore the first man with ground in Flateland that we know the
name of.”

“In 1515 we hear about 2 daughters of one Olav Ulvsson, was he the
son of Ulv Torkjellsson?”
“Also, from Aslak Bottsbook (around 1430-40) it says that the diocese of Nidaros owned land in ‘sactre j flatalande’. This was in the catholic time and doesn’t seem to have survived the reformation.”

The name “Flateland” refers to the totality of land outlined on the
accompanying map, an area roughly 3-4 miles across west-to-east.
Some 400-500 years ago the area was all one large farm which was
referred to as “Flateland” or variants of the name over the years. The
Valle Kommune books says, “One doesn’t have to say what the name
means, it says it itself. The name through time has changed the way it
was spoken and written, like Flatalande (1430-40); Fflatalande (1515);
Fladelanndt (1595); Fladdeland (1601); Fladeland (1610-11); Flatteland (around 1626); Fladeland (1668-1723).”
The book continues, “It is possible that farm names ending with
‘land’ go back to the migration (around 400-600 AD) but most of them
maybe came into use between 600 and 1000 AD or thereabouts.”
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5-57. “Vodden,” the farm where Ole K Flateland grew up, is
highlighted on this map of the “Flateland” area in Setesdal, Norway.
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5-58. Land records show how the original “Flateland” farm was split into present-day
farms through sale, inheritance, and probably foreclosures between 1615 and 1900.
“Vodden” was split off as farm no. 11 in 1856, as shown in the lower left corner above.
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5-59. Census figures from the 1600s to the 1900s for people, animals,
and crops show the types of agriculture conducted on the farms in Flateland.
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Today, in addition to being the name for the general area of farms,
the Flateland name is also attached to what one might call a hamlet
in the area, with two or three small business clustered along the road.
It had its own post office from 1909 to 1969 and its own telephone
central office, first at Eivind Knutsson Flateland’s house at farm no. 11
(Vodden), possibly from 1909 to 1941. Then Hallvard Torgrimsson at
no. 53 had the operation from 1941 to 1967 when the system was modernized.

5-61. Oscar Flateland playing a “hardanger
violin” in the Valle area, 1990. It has eight
strings, four of which are sympathetic, giving
it a unique and, to the uninitiated ear, a somewhat harsh sound. Photo by Byron Flateland.

5-60. Along the main highway in Flateland
today, the location is marked with a sign.
Oscar Flateland and son Byron in 1996.
Photo by Crystal Flateland.
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Setesdal
Setesdal is a valley and a traditional district in Aust-Agder County in southern Norway. It consists of the municipalities of Bykle, Valle, Bygland, Evje og
Hornnes, and Iveland. The Otra River flows south from the Hardangervidda
plateau in the north in Telemark through the valley into the North Sea at Kristiansand. The valley is deep and narrow in places, with the rugged terrain of
the surrounding mountains reaching as far as 3300 feet above sea level.
The oldest Norse form of
the name was just Setr, and
this was later replaced by
Setrsdalr (‘the dale/valley
of Setr’). The common word
setr means ‘homestead’ or
‘farm’, and the proper name
Setr was probably originally
the name of a large old farm
in the central part of Valle.
The old farm was then later
This photo, made by Byron Flateland in 1996, looks
divided into many smaller
north over the village of Valle, and illustrates the chal- parts, but the name survived
lenging lay of the land surrounding the Setesdal Valley.
as the name of the district.
Up until relatively modern
times, animal husbandry, small crops, and forestry were the main livelihoods,
supplemented by hunting and trapping. Most farms lay up on hillsides, some
quite rocky and steep.
Because of the difficult topography, Setesdal was quite isolated until the
mid-1800s; the main road up from Kristiansand to Valle was completed only
in 1846. Before this time, people traveled on foot and horseback and had to
cross the river at several places. Because it was so inaccessible, many old customs and traditions hung on well past the time they were abandoned outside
the valley. Medieval characteristics were common in folk art and architecture.
The open-hearth house, or arestue, was used as a dwelling house in Setesdal
into the 1880s.
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The most isolated part of the valley was
that lying between the lake Byglandsfjord in
the south and the mountain pass of Byklestigen to the north, a torturous trail up a steep
cliff face that was the site of many accidents.
Byklestigen is about five miles southwest of
the village of Bykle. At these points, one historically found one of the more pronounced
cultural transitions in Norway. There was a
radical change in racial characteristics, dress,
architecture, dialect, dance, customs, and cuisine, particularly compared with the people
to the north who were more closely related
to the people of Telemark and Rogaland. This
stretch of the valley is about 60 miles in length
by road and near the northern end lies the village of Valle and the area known as Flateland.

The most isolated part of
the Setesdal Valley.
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Setesdalslaget
When immigrants from any country came to the US, they brought many
of their customs with them, including tastes in food, habits of clothing, music, and folk dance, all wrapped in a general nostalgia for “the old country.”
Norwegians’ most prominent nostalgic foods were lefse and lutefisk. Lefse
is a thin crepe-like pancake made from potatoes and flour and usually consumed rolled up with butter and sugar inside. Lutefisk is a dried Norwegian
cod soaked in a lye solution for preservation. Lefse was a staple in America as
the ingredients were easy to get. Lutefisk, on the other hand, had to be imported, so was generally consumed only on special occasions like Christmas.
To keep alive other aspects of Norwegian culture, the bygdelag movement
took root among Norwegian communities beginning in 1899. “Lag” means
society or association, and “bygd” means district or community, so the bygdelag movement consisted of establishing societies for the preservation of
culture from various regions in Norway from which immigrants had come. By
1913 some 31 such societies had been organized, most if not all, in the upper
midwest. Special columns in Norwegian-American newspapers throughout
the land announced their annual reunions and gave extensive reports on the
two- to three-day festivities. At these get-togethers, people would celebrate
their particular local rural heritage in speech, food, music, dance, dress, and
social conventions.
One of these 31 societies was the Setesdalslaget (the ‘et’ is silent), formed
in Grand Forks, North Dakota, on June 30, 1909. Bjorgulv Bjornara is generally credited as being the driving force behind its creation. Bjorgulv had been
a teacher in Norway and in the US he was a teacher and farmer. He led the
Setesdalslaget for 32 years. A few of the other lagets established in the area
around Grand Forks included the Telelaget, the Hallinglaget, and the Gudbrandsdalslaget.
The annual Setesdalslaget event was generally held over a long weekend.
Traditional food was served, and programs included many musical performances, folk dancing in traditional Setesdal bunad clothes, lectures, reminiscences, and even an occasional film. In the early years, the Setesdalslaget’s
Sunday celebration included Lutheran religious services. They also collected
contributions to help destitute families back in Setesdal. In 1915, they sent
back $2,286, a large sum back then.
After many annual meetings in Grand Forks, the Setesdalslaget moved to
Thief River Falls for a number of years, and eventually migrated to Oklee,
Minnesota, where it met from the 1960s through the 1990s.
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Byron Flateland made stereo sound recordings of
these programs each year from 1970 to 1976, except for
1974. During college at the University of North Dakota, he
worked at the school’s radio station, KFJM. While there,
he and KFJM manager Dave Beach produced a short radio
feature about the Setesdalslaget which aired on NPR’s
new All Things Considered program in 1971. You can listen to two versions below. The included interviews are
with Selma Johnson, daughter of Setesdalslaget founder
Bjorgulv Bjornara, and Andy Nomeland, president of the
Setesdalslaget at that time. Andy makes reference to the
Setesdalslaget program being very informal. This was by
design of the original founders in order to make everyone
feel welcome to perform or give a talk.

1994 ribbon.

5-SB-5. Audio, July, 1971 (08:37): Feature
story on the Setesdalslaget submitted to NPR.
(Click to play.)

5-SB-6. Audio, July, 1971 (03:11): Feature
story on the Setesdalslaget edited
by NPR and broadcast.
(Click to play.)
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Valle
Valle is a municipality in Aust-Agder county, Norway. It is part of the traditional district of Setesdal. A municipality in Norway is something akin to a
township in the US—the next level of governance below a county. The administrative center of Valle municipality is the village of Valle. Valle was established as a municipality on January 1, 1838; at that time had about 2,000
people. Prior to that time, the name referred to the parish of Valle which
covered roughly the same area.
According to the book, “A Brief History of Valle, Saetersdal, Norway and of
Some Families from There,” written by Bjug A. Harstad and published in 1930,
the name ‘Valle’ derives from the possessive case of an old Norse word ‘vollr,’
meaning meadow land or slope. The book goes on to say that the earliest
surviving reference to Valle is from the year 1328 in the books of the Stavanger Bishopric which lists the names of churches owing the six years’ tithes to
the Pope of Rome: the four parishes of Hylestad, Valle, Nomeland, and Bykle.
But it appears that there was a church in Valle at least as early as about 1200
AD. When the old church was dismantled in 1836, the fine wood carvings on
the portals of the church were salvaged by the owner of Rikje farm in Valle.
The University of Oslo later procured these, and the University’s Prof. O. Rygh
declared that they were older than 1200 AD. At that time, of course, all of
Norway was Catholic, but it became officially Lutheran when the Reformation
reached Norway in 1536-37.
Reverend P. Blom was
pastor of the Valle parish
from 1864 to 1880. Upon
his departure, he wrote
about the people of Valle: “The folks of today
must be said to be a fine
people. There are many
tall,
broadshouldered,
strong and robust fellows
among them. They generally have regular characteristic features. The
healthfulness of the valley, its isolated situation,
Valle’s present-day church building which
dates from its dedication on December 1, 1844.
the manner of living,
Many people with the surname ‘Flateland’
and their dislike to enter
are buried in its cemetery.
into any connection with
people outside of their home valley, give them their own peculiar stamp.”
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A poem entitled ‘Valle min heimstad’ by Torjus Akre, translated as ‘Valle
My Home’ by Inge Newman of Golden, CO, summarizes both the love of Valle
by current residents and the nostalgia of emigrants:
Valle My Home
		
		
		
		
		

Valle, my home, you are tops
Among the counties I know.
I would never trade you.
Here it was that mother
Sang the prettiest songs.

		
		
		
		
		

Here bragged Asmund and Orin,
Here toiled papa, and here toiled mother.
Everyone took care of their own.
Everything have I received from them,
Hoping I never will waste it.

		
		
		
		
		
		

The mountains in the west seem like large brickwalls,
Heavy meadows are resting in the east.
Otra in the bottom of the valley rushing, roaring,
Sings both summer and fall.
Fields, farms and yards
Where my home lies sunny, warm and sheltered.

		
		
		
		

Sure there are rocks here
That yet will have to be broken.
Happily we give others our hand,
Trusting in Valle and our whole land.

		
		
		
		

Bless both young and old, dear God,
Bless our work, our happiness and sorrow.
We stand with Valle as you let our fields
Grow and send us sunshine and rain.

The area around Valle and other parts of the Setesdal valley are
quite beautiful, with the dramatic granite massif on the west side of the
valley sweeping down into the broad, lush valley below. On the 1996
visit to Setesdal with son Byron and granddaughter Crystal, Oscar was
gazing out over the splendor of the land up near Hovden and exclaimed
reverently, “How great thou art!”
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Deeper History
The ability to trace our lineage back several generations only touches on a tiny part of our ancestors’ journey through history. People have
lived in Europe for tens of thousands of years, and modern DNA analysis
techniques have enabled geneticists to map the routes by which people
arrived there since modern man left Africa some 65,000 years ago.

National Geographic’s Genographic Project has established these
paths of migration by sampling DNA of isolated populations all over the
world. A summary of these routes is shown in the map below.
As part of the ongoing project, members of the public can submit
a DNA sample to see where they fit on this continuum. In 2005 Byron
Flateland joined the study by submitting a sample and found that his
deep paternal ancestry lies in what is called haplogroup R1a. The migration route of this group is shown in black on the map below.

5-62. A summary of the major routes of human migration across the planet
since people began leaving theirAfrican origins some 65,000 years ago.
From the National Geographic Genographic Project.
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These ancestors arrived in western and central Asia some 50,000
years ago where they were nomadic steppe dwellers. They then turned
west and crossed the grasslands of southern Russia and began entering
Europe. Here some interbred with Neanderthals as evidenced by the
presence of a small amount of Neanderthal genome in this branch of
people. Byron’s analysis shows that 2.7% of his DNA is of Neanderthal
origin. By 12,000-19,000 years ago, this migration had likely penetrated most parts of Europe. At this time, people were still hunter-gatherers; agriculture didn’t spread to Europe from the Middle East until
relatively late, some 8,000 years ago.
Norwegian people of European ancestry would likely have settled
in the Scandinavian peninsula as a small northerly branch (not shown)
off of the main black European branch shown in the map, sometime after the last glacial period ended about 10,500 BCE, or 12,500 years ago.
Interestingly, the migration branch penetrating the northern part of the
Scandinavian peninsula would have been the ancestors of the modern
Sami peoples who today number around 100,000 and herd reindeer in
northern parts of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia.
Further information is available at https://genographic.nationalgeographic.com.
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VI
George & Maggie Reitter & Forebears North Dakota to Minnesota
(1893 - 1980)

G

eorge Albert Reitter was born on a farm near Brinsmade, Benson County, North Dakota, on July 31, 1893, to John Fredrick and Kathryn (Debald) Reitter. George was the youngest of four children born to
the couple. His siblings were Freddie, about which we have no information, Anne, born July 1887, and Wilhelmina (Minnie) Catarine, born
June 18, 1890, in Brinsmade, North Dakota, where the family lived at
the time.
George’s mother died when he was two years of age. His father
re-married, to a lady named Eva C. Sanford, so she became George’s
stepmother, the only mother he ever knew. But George never bonded
closely with his stepmother, and he wasn’t close to his father John Fredrick either. The new couple adopted three additional children—Warren (birth name Joseph), William (birth name Clarence), and Myrtle.
We don’t know the birth dates of the first two, but Myrtle was born on
March 22, 1903.

We don’t know anything about his growing-up years, but we’re
pretty certain he went to school only through the eighth grade, which
was the norm for farm boys at the time. His parents were Seventh-Day
Adventists, so George was raised in a strict, no-nonsense environment.
They had wanted to send him to a religious school to be a minister or
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the like, but that plan never materialized.

In 1901 the family moved to a farm in Sheridan County, North Dakota, near the town of Goodrich.
One of the families
in the farm community
in the eastern part of the
county was the Huff (also
spelled Hoff) family—
John and Madalena (Lena)
and their children: Loie,
Nick, and Mathew, all of
whom had been born in
New Market, Minnesota;
Barbara, who only lived 3
6-1. Map of North Dakota highlighting the location of the
days, Mary (Mayme), and
Goodrich area where George and Maggie were raised.
Maggie, all of whom had
been born at Webster, SD, and Lena who was likely born in the Goodrich
area.
The Huffs were Catholic and went to church in
nearby Hurdsfield, likely
using a team of horses
and a wagon for transport. The kids went to
school in Goodrich, probably making their way
there during the harsh
North Dakota winters by
sleigh pulled by horses.
Daughter Maggie would
catch George Reitter’s eye
later. Like George, Maggie
too had an eighth-grade
education. Maggie was
her given name; it was
not a nickname for Margaret which is often the
case. She had no middle
name.

6-2. L-R: Nick, Maggie, Mayme, Lena Huff, about 1907.
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6-3. L-R: Nick, Mayme, Lena, Maggie, mother Lena Huff, about 1909.

Of the Huff children, we don’t know anything about Loie, the oldest child in the family; we’re even missing his birth date. His absence
in the photos above may indicate he died at a young age. The second
oldest, Nick, was born Feb 11, 1883 (more information about Nick’s
interesting life is included below). The third oldest child, Mathew, born
November 16, 1884, was killed in a shooting accident in 1905, although
there was speculation that he may have been involved in stealing horses at the time. The three oldest children had been born at New Market,
Minnesota. Fourth was Maggie’s sister Mayme, who was born August 9,
1893; she lived in New York state after growing up and getting married.
The two youngest children were Maggie, born July 24, 1896 in Webster,
SD, and her sister Lena, born in 1901. Maggie and Lena would remain
close throughout their adult lives.
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If they hadn’t already
known each other growing up and going to school
in Goodrich, George Reitter
and Maggie Huff probably
met at a dance in the area.
Maggie loved to dance,
but George, having been
brought up in a strict religious environment that
frowned on such activities,
was less keen. George and
Maggie married on March
6, 1917, in Goodrich, North
Dakota. In later years, it
was noted that Maggie
had a wedding ring with a
diamond in it and had had
a birthstone ring for her
birthday month of July, so
6-4. Maggie Huff Reitter, on the right, about
the time of her marriage to George Reitter.
apparently George had
The other two people are unidentified.
made a fair living before
marriage, possibly from contract threshing.

The birthstone ring had been stolen when they were living near Goodrich. Some time later they were in court for some reason, and Maggie
noticed someone else was wearing her ring. She said, “You’ve got my
ring!”, but she never got it back. As was common in that time and place,
they “blamed it all on the Russians.”
George and Maggie’s first child, Leona, arrived on November 18,
1918, and her little sister Helen was born three years later on August
16, 1921. Shortly thereafter, the family moved to Frazee, Minnesota,
where George’s father had invested in some land, then on to Trail, Minnesota, where George started a garage business.

The family’s life in Trail has been described in previous chapters.
While George passed away on June 4, 1941, Maggie remarried and lived
until March 22, 1980. Her second husband was Frank Van Tassel whom
she married in 1944; he passed away on November 24, 1968. Photos
from the latter decades of her life are included in succeeding chapters.
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George’s father, John Fredrick Reitter, had been born in Germany
in 1859 and came to America in 1877 (another source says 1883). He
was also known as Fred J. Reitter and Johann Fredrick Reitter. He first
settled in St. Louis, Missouri, joining his brother George, for whom the
younger George Reitter was likely named. The elder George was three
years older than his brother John Fredrick, and he had come to the US
earlier, finding work at a company making pipe organs. When Fred
came to the US, he had found work at a factory making crockery. John
Fredrick also had a sister, Minnie, who lived in North Dakota.
John Fredrick worked at the crockery factory for a few years, then
moved to a small town west of St. Louis where he bought a few acres of
land, built a house, and cleared the brush to till up the land. He probably
had a mule or two to help, but that was all.

After a time there, John Fredrick learned of land up in Indian Dakota
Territory which was available at no cost, so he traveled to the Devils
Lake area in 1887. He took the paddlewheeler steamboat Minnie Heerman from the town of Devils Lake over to Minnewaukan, the county
seat of Benson County, on the shore of Devils Lake. He filed for a homestead about eight miles north of Minnewaukan; the homestead was also
on the shores of Devils Lake. In 1889 Indian Dakota Territory was split
and it became the two states of North and South Dakota. Devils Lake is
situated in the northeast part of North Dakota.
After Fred built a house on his homestead, he returned to Missouri
and loaded all of his belongings onto a train to ship them to the Devils
Lake area. He accompanied them, riding in what was called an “immigrant box car,” the cheapest class of travel on trains where passengers
were provided only with plain seats or benches for sitting and where
they could rent a straw-filled mattress for sleeping from the conductor
for $1.25 to $2.50. They were basically box cars that had been converted for passenger travel, so ventilation was poor.

By this time, Fred had married, and he and his wife had had one
child. Mother and child took the passenger train and met Fred at the
town of Devils Lake. They then transported their goods to their farm,
probably by steamboat via Minnewaukan on Devils Lake.

Fred acquired a buggy and a pony, and he bought four oxen (two
yokes) and used them for eight years of farming. Eventually, teams of
horses were shipped in by train from horse dealers in Illinois and Iowa,
so Fred replaced his oxen with teams of horses. Brinsmade was the
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closest town to Fred’s farm.

On Sept 25, 1895, Fred’s wife Kathryn died and he re-married to Eva
Sanford. In 1901, when son George Reitter was eight, the couple and
family moved to McLean County and filed on another homestead. In
1909 McLean County split and the east part became Sheridan County.
The closest town to the farmstead was Denhoff, about six miles west
of Goodrich. Fred’s farm was located about ten miles north and a little
west of Denhoff. Fred bought additional quarters of land sold by the
railroad and became a good-sized farmer; he sold the two quarters of
land up near Brinsmade.
Fred’s family is depicted in the accompanying family tree diagram.
We don’t know anything about his family back in Germany. Fred’s two
natural-born daughters (George Reitter’s sisters) are shown in photos
below as adults, along with George’s adopted brother Warren.

6-5. The family tree of George Reitter, as far as we’ve been able to trace it.

George Reitter’s oldest sibling was Freddie, but we have no information about him; possibly he died as a child. Next oldest was Anne, born
July 1887. She married William Jorgensen on Dec. 11, 1904, in Blue Flat,
Wisconsin, and they had 12 children together. She died in April 1963,
and is buried in Grandview, Washington.

The third child was Wilhelmina (Minnie) Catarine, born June 18,
1890, in Brinsmade, ND. She married Jacob M. Gaub on Sept. 10, 1911,
in Lincoln, ND, and they had four children together. She died Oct. 6,
1978, in Modesto, California.
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6-7. Minnie Reitter Gaub’s
husband, Jacob Gaub.

6-6. Minnie Reitter Gaub,
George’s sister, born in 1890.

6-8. Annie Reitter Jergenson, George’s sister,
born in 1887, and her husband William.

6-9. Warren Reitter, George’s adopted
brother, birthdate unknown.
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George was the fourth and
youngest natural-born child in
the family. After John Fredrick
married Eva Sanford, they adopted Warren (birth name Joseph), who never married. He
died in Jamestown, ND, on June
8, 1992. Second to be adopted
was William (birth name Clarence), who never married either. He died in 1971 in Boston,
Massachusetts.

Last to be adopted was Myrtle, born March 22, 1903. She
married Floyd McCulley on Dec.

6-10. John Fredrick Reitter with his second wife,
Eva C. (Sanford) Reitter. Photo taken in front of
the house on their farm, probably between
1910 and 1920, in Sheridan County, ND.

22, 1920, and they had ten children
together. She died on October 8,
1972, in Denver, Colorado. Much of
the history of John Fredrick Reitter
contained herein was adapted from
a write-up that Myrtle had done in
her later years entitled, curiously,
“Babylon the Great Is Fallen.”

Fred’s second wife, Eva, who
went by the nickname ‘Efie’ or ‘Effie’, was born in 1868 and died on
June 6, 1950, in Lodi, California. Her
obituary in the local newspaper is
shown in the accompanying graphic.
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6-11. Obituary of Eva C. Reitter, published
in the local Lodi, CA paper, June, 1950.
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6-12. John Fredrick Reitter in front of his house on the farm,
probably between 1910 and 1920, in Sheridan County, ND.

6-13. John Fredrick Reitter with wife Eva. The two children are probably
William and Myrtle. Photo probably taken between 1910 and 1915.

Fred Reitter passed away on May 22, 1929, at the age of 70, in Madison, Wisconsin. His death certificate, shown on the next page, lists the
cause of death as “Cerebral Hemorrhage” with secondary causes being
“Chronic Myocarditis with auricular fibrillation.” It lists his residence
as the “Madison Sanitorium” and his occupation as “Laborer, Dishwashing.” It lists his mother’s name as “Margaret.”
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6-14. Death certificate of John Fredrick Reitter, May 22, 1929, Madison, Wisconsin.
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While the depth of the family tree on George Reitter’s side is quite
limited, we have a fair amount of depth on Maggie’s father’s side and
some on her mother’s. Both sides of the family hailed from the western
end of the modern-day German state of Rheinland-Pfalz, not far from
the border with Luxembourg. John Huff’s family had come from the
Kyllburg area while Lena Ludes’ family had come from the area around
Karlshausen. The tree that we have is shown below, followed by a diagram with some additional information, then a map showing the ancestral home locations in Germany.

6-15. Maggie Huff Reitter’s family tree, as far as we’ve been able to trace it.
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6-16. One line of Maggie Hoff’s ancestry back to 1649,
showing more detailed dates than the tree above.

6-17. Modern-day map of Germany showing the two areas
from which Maggie’s grandparents had emigrated in the 1800s.
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Nick Huff
As a young man, the second oldest Huff son, Nick, decided he wanted something more than continuing to farm in North Dakota. Since he
was 13 years older than Maggie and moved away when she was about
ten, she never got to know him very well. The spelling of his given name
was ‘Nickolaos’, but its spelling varied from ‘Nicholas’ to ‘Nickolass’ to
just ‘Nick.’ Maggie always referred to him as just ‘Nick.’

As a young man, he dabbled some in the stock market and lost most
of his money during the Knickerbacher Crisis of 1907. He had tried his
hand at farming, but times were rough, so in 1907 he took what little
money he had left and moved to Manacas, Cuba, about 160 miles east of
Havana. In those days it was fairly easy to move to Cuba, so there were
likely other young men from the States that did the same thing. In the
Manacas area, Nick became involved in growing sugar cane and eventually acquired a farm of his own. On November 9, 1909, he returned to
the US for a little while and married Helena Alvina (‘Line’) Hermann of
Round Prairie, MN; she returned to Cuba with him.
Years passed and the couple began a family. Clarence Edwin was
born on April 18, 1914, and Doris Lucia was born on February 9, 1918.

During these years, World War I was raging in Europe and the US
had passed the military draft. On Sept 12, 1918, the draft was expanded
to require all men up to 45 years of age to register. Nick was 35, so he
went to the American Consulate in Cienfuegos, Cuba and registered. He
first completed an ‘Application for Registration – Native Citizen’ form,
shown below, on which he stated that he had last left the US on October 10, 1912, and that his legal domicile and permanent residence was
Goodrich, ND. He further stated that his income was not sufficient to
pay anything under the newly-instituted (1913) American Income Tax
system.
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6-18. Application for Registration as a native citizen completed by Nick Huff at the American
Consulate, Cienfuegos, Cuba, on Sept 16, 1918, in conjuntion with registering for the draft.
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On the draft registration card itself, he listed occupation as ‘farmer’
and stated that he was 5’8” tall, of medium build, and had light blue
eyes and dark brown hair. The front and back of the registration card is
shown below.

6-19. Draft registration card completed by Nick Huff on
October 28, 1918, at the American Consulate in Cienfuegos, Cuba.

Nick’s ‘Application for Registration – Native Citizen’ form was finally
stamped by the Consulate on November 11, 1918, ironically, the day
World War I ended with the signing of the Armistice, so Nick was never
called up under the draft. He had registered for the draft quite late in
the war, but this may have been because of his age, 35, in 1918.

In March 1921, Nick completed an application for a passport, apparently a renewal, for he and his family, on which he stated that he had
resided in Cuba from 1907 through 1920. On this form, he documented
the birth of a third son in Cuba, Norman Harland, who was born May
7, 1920. The application was made in Ramsey County, Minnesota, and
stated that he was going back to Cuba “To cultivate my farm there.” His
intended departure date was on or about May 1st, 1921, by steamer
from New Orleans, LA. The application was approved on March 12,
1921.
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During his years in Cuba, Nick apparently became quite prosperous
as evidenced by the size of his house, which is shown below.

6-20. Nick Huff’s house in Cuba, circa 1920s. It was protected by a tall fence to keep out the
locals as some of the Cuban people were hungry at the time and wanted to break in to plunder.
The three figures on the balcony, top left, may be Nick and members of his family.

While living in Cuba for some 40 years, Nick visited the US five times.
His wife, Line, died in the early 1920s while in Cuba and Nick returned
with all of his children July 2, 1926, perhaps leaving them with family in the States when he went back to Cuba. In 1944 he visited the US
and married Mary Chase Gibbs on October 10, 1944; Nick took his new
bride with him back to Cuba. In 1947 Nick had apparently sold his farm
and decided to move back to the US permanently. On May 5, 1947, Nick
and Mary flew to Miami on Pan American Airways and lived in North
Dakota until their deaths; Nick passed away in 1954.
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VII
Oscar & Helen Flateland Marriage & Kids
(1947 - 1972)

W

hen Oscar and Helen left Madison, WI, on Apr. 24, 1947,
bound for their new life together back in Minnesota, they apparently
hadn’t told anyone of their plans. Helen wrote in her diary on Apr. 25,
“…home at 3:30. Surprised them pretty much.”
The young couple apparently stayed with Oscar’s parents, Ole and
Anna, on the farm, as the diary mentions helping Ole and Anna paint
and renovate several rooms in their house. By this time Ole and Anna
were almost “empty nesters,” except for son Ted who was still staying
at home. Youngest daughter Lola and son Bruce had also stayed with
them while Lola’s husband, Marvin Tinnesand, was serving overseas in
the Army during the war. Lola and Marvin had been married on June 21,
1941. Lola ran a beauty shop in Oklee.
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7-1. Out on Ole K and Anna’s farm, clockwise from left:
Bruce Tinnesand and Helen; Helen, Bruce, and Anna; Bruce and Oscar.

On May 20 Oscar and Helen bought 300 chicks to begin raising a
flock of poultry. On June 2 they bought some “young stock,” calves that
they would raise for beef or dairy. Oscar and Helen had made arrangements with Oscar’s parents to buy the 160 acres of land that Oscar’s
uncle Svein had owned before he died in 1927 and which was inherited
by Ole K. Here they would build a house and farm buildings and make
a home and a living.
On June 14, Oscar and brother-in-law Norris Brekke began work on
the new house by digging the basement. These were busy days. While
building their new house, Oscar was also working up the land to plant
crops. He broke up his entire quarter of 160 acres using a Model “B” Allis-Chalmers tractor and a 2-bottom plow. On June 19, he was plowing
and on June 20 he planted a crop of flax. Meanwhile, Helen had planted
a garden. On June 23, Anna’s sister, Torbjorg, died, but Oscar and Helen
were too busy to attend the funeral in Grand Forks.
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By mid-July, the
forms for the basement were complete,
and
Oscar
began
pouring concrete. His
dad Ole K, at age 81,
mixed the concrete
while Oscar wheeled
it and poured it into
the forms. Mixing concrete in those days was

7-2. The old log house built by Svein Flateland in the
foreground, with concrete mixer and forms for Oscar
and Helen’s new house in the background, summer, 1947.

a real workout which
involved
shoveling
gravel and cement into
the mixer by hand in
the right proportions,
then adding just the
right amount of water,
letting the mixer revolve a few times, then
dumping the load into
7-3. Forms for the basement of Oscar and Helen’s
the wheelbarrow. This
new house ready for pouring concrete.
routine was repeated
for what must have seemed an infinite number of times in the hot Minnesota summer sun. Helen also helped with the concrete, Norris Brekke
continued to help when he had time, and Frank Van Tassel, Maggie’s
husband, pitched in. By July 19, the basement walls were complete. In
the next day or two, they poured two additional walls in the basement
to form a cistern on the northeast corner. Later, in October, neighbor
Hjalmer Moen helped pour the floor for the garage.
At the end of the day on August 3, the rafters on the new house were
in place. Yet, with all this, there was still time for fishing on Sunday afternoons; Oscar and Frank got seven on August 10. On August 15, the
windows were being put in, and on August 17, they finished pouring
concrete for the front porch. A week later, threshing season was in full
swing, with neighbors and relatives helping each other get the crops in.
Threshing continued intermittently into October.
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With all this activity, there must have been a palpable sense of excitement in the air--building a new house, starting a farm with livestock
thriving, grain growing, chickens producing, and the garden yielding a
bounty of vegetables for canning. And Helen already had a job lined up.

In September, Helen began teaching again in Oklee. School started
on Monday, September 8; she was in charge of 28 pupils in the fourth
grade. On September 9, Helen noted in her diary, “Went thru the entire
day—somehow.” She drove their old Model A to and from school.
On September 13, Oscar and Helen slept in their new house for the
first time, although the interior and some of the exterior wasn’t yet finished (no “Certificate of Occupancy” in those days!). On September 20,
Oscar bought a tractor for $765. On September 24, they took in a movie
in Oklee, ironically titled “Perfect Marriage.” The next day, Oscar dug the
“biffy hole,” over which the outdoor toilet would be built. Throughout
the winter, Oscar worked on finishing the interior of the house, nailing
up sheets of Celotex fiberboard on the walls and painting one room at a
time as they could afford it.

On October 20, Oscar sold their flax crop for $110. November 9 saw
the couple celebrating their first wedding anniversary; they had dinner
with the Van Tassels in Trail. Their busy life continued through the winter, with Helen teaching, and Oscar starting work on farm buildings. He
began with a sheep shed.

By the time the snow flew in late October, the house was pretty well
livable. Electrical power lines had not yet reached Oscar and Helen’s
road, so light was provided by kerosene lamps and a gas lantern which
hung in the kitchen. Heat was provided by a wood stove called the “trash
burner” in the kitchen and a fuel oil burner in the living room, supplied
by a rack of barrels outside that would be filled by the man with the fuel
oil truck, usually Elmer Hanson from Oklee. He also delivered tanks of
propane which fed the gas cookstove in the kitchen. Restroom activities depended exclusively on the little gray two-holer west of the house.
Even after the house got indoor plumbing in the ‘50s, Oscar preferred
the solitude of his little outhouse as his contemplative space, but not so
much in the winter.
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7-5. Oscar and Helen’s cozy
little privy, where Oscar spent
many a contemplative moment.

7-4. Oscar and Helen’s new house,
mostly complete, in the winter of 1947.

Now that the house was mostly finished, Oscar had time to attend
ag (agriculture) classes in Oklee using his benefits under the GI Bill.
These classes generally met several times a week in the afternoon or
evening, and most were taught by a man named John Husby, a county
agricultural extension agent from Crookston, MN.
Christmas was celebrated with Leona and Norris and the Van Tassels, and as the Minnesota winter days advanced into January, Oscar’s
mother Anna “took sick” as they said in those days. On January 25 Helen
recorded in her diary that Anna had “quite a cold”; on Monday, the 26th,
Ted came to get Oscar and they called a doctor as Anna was “quite sick,”
and at 5:30 the next morning, Ted came over to the house to report that
Anna had passed away at about 4:00 am. Her funeral was at Sand Valley
Lutheran Church in Trail, and she is interred at the church’s cemetery
east of town.
Oscar turned 34 on February 4. Birthday or not, car trouble seemed
to be a constant nuisance. With temperatures reaching down to the
-20s and -30s F at night, getting the car started in the morning was
sometimes a challenge; the 6-1/2 mile drive to Oklee barely allowed the
car to warm up. School closings or short days because of heavy snow
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and blizzards were fairly common. March 10 recorded the lowest temperature of the winter, -38 degrees. March 30 brought good news—Oscar would be getting $41.40 per month in service-connected disability
from when he was wounded in the South Pacific in 1944. In late March
and April of 1948, the sheep began having lambs.
In May Oscar seeded oats and flax
on land that was ready and was putting
up more fencing for the livestock. When
he had time, he was plowing and discing additional land to ready it for planting.

In June he dug a well and struck water by the barn. He first dug a pit about
five feet deep. Then he used a large drill
7-6. Oscar & Helen on “Allis,” their
bit normally used for drilling wood, atAllis-Chalmers Model C tractor.
tached it to a pipe, and drilled down until dirt filled the cavity. He’d then pull it
up to empty the dirt and would repeat the process until he had gone
down about 18 feet through the hardpan where he struck water. He
then stuck a standpipe down the hole, attached a gasoline-powered
pump, and the well never ran dry; it was a total of only about 23 feet
deep.
Later in June Oscar and Helen took time out to attend the Setesdalslaget in Oklee. In July it was time to start putting up hay; Oscar and
brother-in-law Marvin Tinnesand, Lola’s husband, often exchanged labor in haying season. Leona’s husband, Norris Brekke, another of Oscar’s brothers-in-law, often helped out, too, and vice versa.

In August harvest season began, using Oscar’s new binder to create
sheaves of grain stalks which were shocked for drying. Neighbors and
relatives would typically help each other in this process as time was
of the essence. When the sheaves were dry, they would be fed into a
threshing machine. These were among the last years of using this method of harvest before mobile combines came into widespread use.
Even with teaching school, building a farm, and all that went with
it, there was time for socializing and going to movies in Oklee. On Saturday evenings and sometimes on Sunday, Oscar and Helen would get
together to play whist with Leona and Norris, the Van Tassels, neighbors Dora and Vernon Swanson, and others. As it got warmer in the
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spring and into the summer, they would sometimes go fishing on the
weekends, either in local ditches when water was high or in Lost River
which ran close by. Northern pike was the most common catch with the
occasional treat of a walleyed pike.

7-7. Helen & Oscar with their bamboo fishing poles;
Oscar (left) with Dora and Vernon Swanson and their big catch.

Sunday afternoon outings and
picnics with the family during the
summer were another break from
hectic work schedules. Oscar and
Helen would generally go with Leona and Norris and “the Vans” or “the
folks”—Maggie and Frank Van Tassel.

On September 7, school began again for Helen. In the fall of
1948, Oklee Public School had a
total of 45 fourth-graders; Helen
had 31 of them. On November 9,
they marked their second anniversary. On Thanksgiving they hosted
Oscar’s sister, Birdie, husband Ole
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7-8. A summer outing, probably on a Sunday afternoon. Standing, L-R: Leona,
Frank, Maggie. Crouching: Norris, Oscar.
Photo was likely taken by Helen.
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Gunderson and their two kids, Julian and Audrey. Ole K Flateland and
grandson Bruce walked the mile and a half over from Ole K’s farm, too.

At the beginning of 1949, Helen started a new volume in her diary
series. In the front she recorded that she was 5’-7-1/2” tall and weighed
125 pounds; shoe size was 8A. Carpenter Albert Jacobson began building cupboards in the house on Monday, January 3; by the end of the
week, he had them finished. On February 21, Oscar traded in their old
1937 Plymouth that they had acquired in Madison, WI, for a black 1941
Chevy with white sidewall tires; he paid $650 “to boot.” On March 13,
he bought 16 ewes in Fosston to expand his flock. Helen got the job
of docking their tails, which consists of applying a tight rubber ring
around the top of the tail which blocks blood flow, so the tail eventually
atrophies and falls off. On March 22, he bought 21 more ewes, so now
the flock numbered 56. A couple of days later, some of their ewes had
lambs; three had twins!

In May Oscar began building a barn to accommodate their growing numbers of livestock. He started by digging out for a foundation
and laying forms. On May 20, his brother Knute, Knute’s son Howard,
brother-in-law Norris Brekke, and Frank Van Tassel all helped in mixing and pouring the concrete for the foundation. By June 2, the Van Tassels, brother Knute, and neighbor Vernon Swanson were helping Oscar
raise the rafters on the new barn. A few days later, it was sheep shearing
time; they sold the wool in Clearbrook for 46 cents per pound.
By July 30, the barn
was ready for painting. But in the meantime, on June 26, Oscar
had begun work laying
forms for the foundation of a granary. All
of this building was,
of course, in addition
to the normal work
of a farm—plowing,
discing,
cultivating,
seeding, taking care
7-9. Oscar’s almost-finished barn in the summer of 1949.
of livestock, haying,
threshing, and dozens of other tasks.
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7-10. Haying in summer, 1949, probably on
Norris & Leona’s farm. L-R: Oscar, Norris, Leona on tractor.

7-11. Oscar with Bingo, Christopherson’s dog
from across the road, by Oscar & Helen’s
1941 Chevy parked in front of their garage.
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In September 1949, Helen had
32 pupils in her class at school. In
October, John Husby, ag instructor,
treated all of his students and their
wives to lunch to celebrate the second anniversary of the ag class program. On November 18, Oscar sold
ten lambs for a total of $189.

Later in the fall, there was electricity in the air—the REA was coming! The Rural Electrification Administration was stringing wire in
early December on poles they had
installed, so the farm would finally
have electricity. On December 8,
they brought the transformers. On
7-12. Helen’s school picture from 1949.
December 16, the neighbors across
the road, Selvin and Agnes Christopherson, “have lights this eve!!!” Helen noted in her diary. On December
20, 1949: “We got lights today!!!!!!!”
Even with the novelty of new electric lights, though, on Monday, January 9, 1950, it was “back again to the old grind,” according to Helen’s
diary. But “the grind” was relieved fairly often by the cancellation of
school; she records many such days due to stormy weather and roads
blocked by snowdrifts.
On Monday, March 13, she noted, “I’m not well!” What could it be?
She reported several other days where she didn’t feel well and mentions going to see Dr. Henney in Fosston for “a shot” a number of times.
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The annual observance of
Memorial Day, May 29, took
place in Trail. After Oscar had
returned from Madison, he had
become active in the newlyformed VFW (Veterans of Foreign Wars) post in Trail, Post
6426. Each Memorial Day, the
VFW sponsored a program in
their hall (which was George
Reitter’s old garage, then dance
hall) which Maggie Van Tassel
had sold them. For the occasion, the men would dress in
their old uniforms, parade the
flag, and offer salutes to honor
the fallen and keep memories
alive. The hall also hosted card
parties, dances, and other gettogethers throughout the year.

7-13. L-R: Norris Brekke, Alton Schmunk,
Oscar Flateland, and Philip Schmidt in uniform,
probably on Memorial Day, about 1950.

School in Oklee went until
June 9 in 1950 because of all the winter cancellations. Helen makes no
mention in her diary of being pregnant, but on June 12 she noted that
she finished her smock. On June 19, Oscar sold the season’s wool for
$160.

On August 21, she notes she hemmed a few diapers. On October 6
she bought a crib. She would take the next year off from teaching school
to get the family off to a good start.
On November 14, Helen was up at 3:00 am with contractions, so a
little later Oscar drove her to Fosston, and they arrived at the hospital
at 7:00 am. Oscar went back home, and Helen notes, “Byron arrived at
4:15 pm. Quite a day!!!!!” (Two less exclamation points than the arrival
of electric light at the farm.) She and baby Byron went home from the
hospital on November 17. By December 7, the little nipper had gained
almost 1-1/2 pounds. Byron Blaine Flateland had joined a world population of 2.56 billion and a US population of 152 million.
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7-14. Byron makes his photographic debut on the kitchen table in 1951.

7-15. The proud parents and their new baby.
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On January 2, 1951, Oscar made a down payment to purchase the
160 acres of land just east of the 160 they already owned. On Sunday,
January 14, Byron was baptized by Rev. Lie with the Van Tassels and
Brekkes as sponsors.

On Sunday, March 10, Helen’s sister Leona, gave birth too, to a 6 lb, 3
oz girl. They named her Bonita Lynn; she was always called ‘Bonnie’ for
short. Because of the closeness of their mothers and similarity in age,
Bonnie and Byron would virtually grow up together, playing together
most weekends and holidays.

7-16. Grandma Maggie and step-granddad Frank Van Tassel with the two grandchildren.
Norris and Leona Brekke with Bonnie.Both photos taken at the Van Tassel’s house in Trail.

On June 7, Oscar’s
older brother, Ole, and
his wife Ida arrived from
Milwaukee for a visit. Ole
had moved to Milwaukee
years before to get treatment for tuberculosis
and ended up settling
there where he worked
as an accountant. He had
married a widow, Ida
7-17. L-R: Helen, Ida Flateland, Byron, and Oscar
Schnitzler; Ole always
in Oscar and Helen’s kitchen, summer, 1951.
called her “Idy.” Ole and
Ida were regular visitors
to the Trail area, coming to visit family almost every year, usually in the
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summer. On this visit, Ole took the accompanying photo which shows
Oscar and Helen’s “cozy” kitchen.

Oscar enjoyed spending time with his older brother Ole and the two
couples always had fun when visiting. On one occasion when Ole and
Ida were staying with Oscar and Helen, Ida got up in the morning and
couldn’t find her girdle (in those days it was common for women of all
ages to wear this shape-enhancing undergarment). So the four of them
looked all over the house, high and low, but couldn’t find it. Then Ida
realized, much to her embarrassment, that she had been wearing it under her clothes all the while. Everybody had a good laugh and the story
passed into family lore.
On June 17 Helen went fishing with Maggie and Frank and Helen got
a fish hook caught in her finger. She had to visit the doctor in Fosston to
get it out. It must have made quite an impression, as Byron recalled in
later years that Helen would repeatedly warn him and brother Myles to
be very careful with that fish hook while casting.
On September 4, Helen noted in her diary that “Quist was out this
afternoon and wants me.” (Oscar and Helen didn’t have telephone service yet, so it was common for people to just “drop in” to visit.) That
would have been Carl Quist, the superintendent of schools in Oklee,
trying to recruit her back to teaching. But she apparently declined, although she worked as a substitute teacher once in awhile. On October
19, she noted, “…last day of teaching—a relief.”

The year 1952 arrived uneventfully. On April 26, Leona and Helen
took their two toddlers to Oklee to have their pictures taken. These are
shown below.
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7-18. Bonnie Brekke and Byron Flateland, April 26, 1952, studio in Oklee, Minnesota.

On Sunday, May 11, Oscar, Helen,
and Byron went to Norris & Leona’s
with the Vans and celebrated Mother’s
Day. Norris’ mother, Turine Brekke,
was there, too, and the accompanying
photo was snapped.

7-20. L-R: Bonnie & grandma Turine
Brekke, Frank & Maggie Van Tassel
with Byron Flateland, May 11, 1952.

7-19. Bonnie Brekke (left) & cousin Byron Flateland,
summer, 1952, at Norris & Leona’s house.
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Earlier in the year
Oscar’s dad Ole K had
decided to sell his farm,
and Oscar helped him in
that effort. On September 1, sale of the farm to
Elmer Hovde of Aneta,
North Dakota, was finalized. He apparently was
an acquaintance that had
been made through Oscar’s uncles, the Bjugs7-21. Byron Flateland, November 14, 1952.
son boys (Anna’s brothers), who lived and farmed in that area. Oscar’s brother Ted, who had
been living with Ole K on the farm, moved to the Scobey, Montana, area
to work as a farm hand.

The next year, 1953, saw life continuing on routinely. But in February, Oscar’s father Ole K took sick and on February 25, he passed away
not long after his 87th birthday. On April 21, Oscar’s uncle, Ben Bjugsson, was found drowned in the Red River at Oslo, Minnesota.

Oscar and Helen’s dog at the
time was Laddie, a cocker spaniel mix. As Byron became old
enough to play outside by himself, Laddie was a good companion.

7-22. Byron with Laddie,
Easter Sunday, April 10, 1953.
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On July 1, Helen took Byron
into Oklee to the Co-op store to
have his picture taken. Traveling photographers would set up
shop for a day in small towns to
make it convenient for parents
to get pictures of their children.

7-23. Byron, probably July 1, 1953,
in the Co-op store in Oklee.

7-24. Byron, about 1953. Byron always disliked this
photo, because hethought it looked like he was
in his underwear playing with his privates.
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In July Oscar hired a fellow named Johnson to drill a water well at
the house; the location they chose was just outside the basement wall
on the southeast corner. Prior to this time, the only well was near the
barn, so water needed to be carried to the house. On July 8, the drill
struck water at 93 feet. There was so much pressure that the water
gushed out on its own accord with no pump—what is called a flowing
well, or artesian well.
Leona recalls that her sister Helen was hysterical and crying from
the seemingly out-of-control water; it would fill a 10-gallon can in seconds. Helen later noted in her diary that day, “Johnson got a 93 ft. flow.
God Help Us! It’s awful.” Helen would be cleaning mud from the basement well into July. They finally got the well capped, and it would provide good, fresh water for the next 15 years that the family lived on the
farm. From the horizontal spigot installed at a height of about two feet
above the ground, water would gush out six to eight feet when the valve
was turned wide open.

In August Oscar and Helen resumed work on building the granary,
pouring a concrete floor, putting up walls, rafters, and roof, then siding the building to complete it. At Christmas time, they brought Byron
to visit Santa Claus in Trail, but Helen noted in her diary, “By scared of
Santa.” On Christmas Eve, Oscar, Helen, and Byron joined Leona, Norris,
and Bonnie at the Van Tassel house in Trail, a custom which endured
into the late ‘60s when Frank passed away, and Maggie moved.

On January 3, 1954, Helen noted, “I feel ‘punk’,” and the same on the
next day. On January 21 and 22: “I had a bad day.” On January 30, she
went to Fosston and, “I had my monthly check-up,” so by this time she
apparently had determined that she was pregnant again.
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Winter grew into
spring, then on into
summer. Helen continued her usual activities
of housework, running
errands for the farm,
and caring for “By” or
“Bya.” Byron’s earliest
memory is sitting on the
floor in the living room
while Helen was resting
on the couch wearing a
gray dress with a yellow
and blue cross-hatched
pattern, probably in the
summer of 1954.

On August 15, Helen
mopped floors, made a
cake, washed and set her
hair, then in the evening,
7-25. Byron, probably 1954.
they went to Leona’s to
pick up a crib. Lastly, she
noted, “pains!!!!!” The next morning, August 16, 1954, she exclaimed in
her diary, “Myles Albert arrived at 6:02AM. ***,” so it must have been a
mostly sleepless night. Helen celebrated her 33rd birthday on August
20th in the hospital in Fosston, but the next day she and Myles went
home.
Both Byron and Myles were members of the “baby boom” generation, kids whose birth had been delayed by the Great Depression and
World War II. If WWII hadn’t intervened, it is conceivable that Oscar
and Helen may have been married as early as 1942 after Helen had finished college. Byron and Myles may then have arrived some four years
earlier.
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The Baby Boom Generation
The “baby boom generation” is generally considered to be those people
that were born between 1946 and 1964—some 77.3 million births in all.
When WWII ended, GIs returned home, got married, and began raising families, giving rise to the demographic bump shown in the accompanying figure.
The two decades or so after the war were also an economic boomtime,
so the Boomers grew up with abundant food, clothes, and good shelter. They
tended to think of themselves as a special generation, very different from
those that had come before; indeed, the tendency to define the world in
terms of generations (Boomers, Gen X, Gen Y, Millennials) began with them.
Because of the relative affluence they had experienced, they were amongst
the first to expect that the world would naturally improve with time.
Baby boomers’ music, rock ‘n roll, was probably the most defining characteristic of their generation. Boomers were also the first generation to grow up
with television. Popular Boomer-era shows included Howdy Doody, The Mickey Mouse Club, Gilligan’s Island, The Twilight Zone, and many, many westerns.
Boomers are also associated with the counterculture of the 1960s and the
civil rights movement, although many opposed the counterculture, notably
those in the military, law enforcement, business, and blue collar trades. The
Boomer phenomenon was so impactful that in 1966 TIME magazine selected
the Baby Boom Generation as its “Man of the Year.”

US birth rate (births per 1000 population). The red segment from 1946 to 1964 is the
postwar baby boom, with birth rates starting to drop around 1960.
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By September 13,
Myles had already gained
2 lbs 7 oz. On September
28, he was baptized by
Rev. Lie at the parsonage
where he lived east of
Trail. On November 23,
Myles already weighted
16 pounds. On December 1, Oscar and Helen
visited Tom Hanson on
his neighboring farm
and, Helen notes, “saw
TV.”

7-26. Celebrating Thanksgiving, 1954, at the Van Tassels,
L-R: Oscar, Byron, Helen, Myles. Apparently, Byron was
less than enthusiastic about being in the photo.

While a few neighbors had TV sets, Oscar and Helen relied on their trusty little Bakelite
table radio to keep them informed. The two main stations which they
tuned in were KTRF from Thief River Falls and KROX from Crookston.
In addition to the usual mix of local and national news, recipes, chat,
call-ins, and the “Trading Post,” there was of course music played from
records.
Byron remembers being completely in awe of this brown box that
measured no more than perhaps 9” x 9” x 10”. Being a curious fellow
even back then, he was completely flummoxed in trying to figure out
how they fit a little man into that box, much less singers and entire orchestras. He knew they couldn’t be that small, yet his ears wouldn’t lie
to him, would they? In those post-Big Band, pre-Elvis days, he remembers such songs as “Love & Marriage,” “Sugartime,”, “Whatever Will Be
Will Be (Que Sera Sera),” and “Sixteen Tons.” His fascination with radio
and other things electronic would only grow in years to come, even after he came to understand that the people weren’t actually in the little
box. Little did he anticipate that one day when attending college, he
would become a little man in the little box while pursuing his degree in
electrical engineering.

Neighbors were a big part of both working and social life in those
days. It was very common for neighbors to trade labor on various farm
tasks, and on the weekends, neighbors would often socialize, visiting
and playing cards. Some of Oscar and Helen’s neighbors in 1954 were
Selvin and Agnes Christopherson who lived north just across the road,
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Vernon and Dora Swanson a mile west, Selmer and Hjalmer Moen,
bachelors who lived on adjoining farms to the west, and Ole and Violet
Brievold, a mile and half to the west. To the east and northeast were
Shirley and Walter Vettleson, Everett and Helen Schumacher, and Tomine Moen.

Tomine Moen’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Knute Moen, had established
the Griebrok store, located about 1-1/2 miles northwest of Ole K Flateland’s farmstead, in the early 1900s. Knute Moen passed away in 1906
when Tomine was five, but Mrs. Moen continued to operate the store
until 1917. Tomine lived in a farmhouse just south of where the store
was located.
When men were out in the field working, it was common for the
wife or other women to bring food out to them at 12:00 noon and at
3:00 pm; if the men got an early start in the morning, food would be
brought at 9:00 am, too. In those days, the noon meal was always called
“dinner,” and the evening meal was called “supper.” The 9:00 am and
3:00 pm breaks were “lunch.” The rhythms of the farm, including the
tradition of 3:00 pm coffee, continued even after people were no longer
working in the fields, and through generations. Indeed, Byron to this
day would be utterly lost without a 3:00 pm coffee break; this seems
strange to some of his city-bred friends who are unacquainted with the
caloric demands of farming.

Bad teeth seem to run in the family. Byron had had several baby
teeth pulled in 1954, and on January 8, 1955, Helen noted, “had 3 of
Byron’s teeth out—ether (anesthetic) again.” Then on January 20 she
noted, “O. & I went to Bagley to Dr. Swanson. O. had 3 teeth out & I
had 4 out—not too bad.” On January 26, Oscar had four more teeth out,
and Helen three. In early April, they were getting impressions made for
dentures. On April 21, Helen noted, “O. & I had our last teeth out. O. has
2 dentures & me one--really something different!!!”
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On March 10, 1955,
the family went out to
Leona and Norris’ farm
to celebrate cousin Bonnie’s fourth birthday.
The kids present for the
occasion are shown in
the accompanying photograph.
7-27. L-R sitting: Bonnie’s cousin Vernon Brekke, Byron,
Bonnie Brekke, Wesley Brekke, Bonnie’s cousin;
standing: Arvid Brekke, another of Bonnie’s cousins.

7-28. Byron and Myles in the spring of 1955,
Oscar & Helen’s living room.
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Summer was time
for playing with cousins
and neighboring kids.
These included the
Schumachers—Daryl
and Terry, Sharon Swanson, and Virginia Moen
from Fargo, who stayed
with her uncle Hjalmer
Moen, during the summer. Cousins included
Bradlee and Annette
Flateland, Knute’s kids,
and Bonnie Brekke.
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7-29. Top: Bonnie, Myles, Byron and Leona on November 14, 1954, Byron’s fourth birthday.
(It’s remarkable that there’s no snow yet). Bottom: Sporty, Leona, Bonnie,
Byron, Helen, and Myles in front of Leona’s house; Bonnie with her two pets.

7-30. Myles on his first birthday, August 16, 1955,
in the yard in front of the house.
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In the summer of
1955, Helen had accepted a position as a teacher
at the school in Trail, District 286. She had found
a “hired girl,” Linda Hartmann from Ebro, Minnesota, to stay with Myles
and Byron while she was
working; Linda stayed at
the Flateland farm during the week and went
home on the weekends.

7-31. Helen’s mixed-grade class of 14 at the Trail school,
September, 1955. These kids appear to be grades 5-8.

7-32. Byron and Myles with live-in
“hired girl” Linda Hartmann,
probably autumn, 1955.

7-33. Oscar and his boys.

There was only one other teacher at the Trail school, Annette Stigen,
from Caledonia, North Dakota, just on the other side of the state line;
she commuted home on the weekends. Byron remembers visiting his
mom after-hours at the school; his most singular recollection is how
the boys’ restroom reeked of urine.
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7-34. One of two classrooms in Trail school restored to function as a museum,
probably very similar in appearance to how it looked when Helen taught there in 1955.
Photographed by Byron Flateland in 2010.

In late summer
and early fall of 1955,
Oscar and Helen hired
carpenter Albert Jacobsen to add on an
entry room to the front
of the house for coats,
boots, etc. and a small
housing for the flowing well on the south
side of the house. He
also replaced the old
7-35. Byron and Laddie in front of new entry room to the
asphalt shingle-type
house with new shake-shingle style siding, November, 1955.
covering of the house
with more modern shakes painted white which were more durable. The
new look is shown in the accompanying photo of Byron and dog on his
fifth birthday.
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In late 1955 and into 1956,
Helen’s diary entries became
more and more sporadic. Perhaps
the time needed for teaching,
raising two boys, and helping on
the farm didn’t leave much time
for journaling.
7-36. Bonnie Brekke (left), grandma Maggie
Van Tassel, Byron, & Myles, held by
Maggie, November, 1955, in southeast
corner of Oscar & Helen’s living room.

7-37. Bonnie, Myles, and Byron,
Christmas, 1955.

Helen continued her teaching
job in Trail in early 1956, with Linda Hartmann caring for the boys
and the house while Oscar worked
around the farm.

Byron recalls going into Oklee
with Oscar occasionally. Visiting
the bank, Byron thought about
how impossibly high that counter
seemed up there. One time they
stopped in at Berry’s Café on Main
Street, and Oscar treated Byron to
7-38. Bonnie, Myles, and Byron,
a butter brickle malt. Not being faobviously pleased with the
rolling pin gift he had received.
miliar with the chunkiness of butter brickle, Byron said, “Somebody
put wumps in this malt!” Then there were the visits to the elevator,
usually for grinding feed for the livestock. The elevator manager at the
time was Harvey Asselin, who always liked to joke around with kids
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while the feed was being ground. But Byron always thought he had a
slightly menacing, intimidating manner about him—the perceptions of
a 5-year-old—although he does recall getting chocolate milk on one occasion. And visiting the Oklee Lumber Yard, he recalls the high-pitched
thrum of the big radial-arm saw and the smell of fresh sawdust as Tom
Melby would cut some lumber. Once in awhile Oscar would stop in to
Steen Birkeland’s (yes, the same Steen Birkeland for whom Oscar tried
to dynamite a stump in his pre-war days) machine shop, and Byron
would be treated to a nickel bottle of orange or strawberry soda pop
from the machine.

Occasionally, Byron would accompany Oscar when he visited neighbors in Chester Township on township business. One of these neighbors to the south was Elmer Enerson. His daughter Darlene was 12
years older, and she had a toy washing machine which Byron found
fascinating. After a couple of visits, Byron was so taken with the whole
situation that he declared to Oscar, “I’m going to marry that girl!” But
the romance seems to have evaporated as fast as it had begun.
Life at home held a bit of adventure once in awhile, too. In the
spring, it would typically get quite muddy in the sandy soil to the east
of the house. Byron decided one day it would be fun to walk down to
the woods a quarter of a mile away, so he decked himself out for the
wet conditions with his sturdy pair of overshoes. He didn’t get but a
few dozen feet into the field before he found himself hopelessly stuck in
the mud up past his ankles. He yelled a panic-stricken call for help, and
Oscar rescued him. So much for exploration.
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7-39. Life in 1956, clockwise from upper left: Myles standing in a pail, Byron pretending to
be a TV pitchman, probably having seen TV at Leona’s or the Van Tassels, as Oscar & Helen
didn’t yet have a set; the first color photo of the house, summer, 1956, showing the new entry,
wellhouse, and siding, with Byron and Bonnie sitting on the front porch, probably taken by Leona,
as she was generally trying new things like color film and television before Helen;
Helen and kids by the family car; Byron, Myles, and Bonnie on Myles’ birthday, August 16.

It was probably around this time that Byron began to get exposure to
certain words that prove extremely useful in stressful situations, as he
hung around Oscar while he was repairing farm machinery. These are
more commonly known as “cuss words.” And after he started school, he
rounded out his vocabulary with help from a good friend, Tim Whalen,
too. While he was actively discouraged from practicing his new vocabulary at home, having had his mouth washed out with soap on several occasions by his mother, they eventually came in quite handy as he grew
older and, in fact, are an indispensable part of his vocabulary to this
very day.
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Counteracting these indelicate tendencies, Oscar and Helen regularly brought little Byron to Trail to attend Sunday School each week
at Sand Valley Lutheran Church where they were members. Here, he
learned such old favorites as “Jesus Loves Me,” “Beautiful Savior,” and,
at Christmas, “Away in a Manger” and “Silent Night.” While attending
classes as he got older, he generally was in the habit of trying to be creative in thinking of ways to make things more lively (aka “mischief”).
Hazel Nelson, Doris Evje, and Emma Nyland were a few of the teachers
that struggled to impart at least the rudiments of Biblical knowledge to
the energetic young lad and his impish companions. Rev. Ralph Chelsen
was pastor in those years.
In September Helen began teaching school in Oklee, taking one of
the two second-grade classes. She hired Grace Paradis of Brooks as a
live-in hired girl to take care of Myles and the house during the day. She
stayed in a small bedroom that Oscar had built on the west end of the
attic.

Byron
began
school in Miss Kjersti
Gunstenson’s
firstgrade class. Here he
got his first exposure to phonics and
Dick, Jane, and Sally
(grades 1-6 learningto-read series published by Houghton
Mifflin). He credits his
7-40. First-grade level Dick, Jane, and Sally reader.
“sound” grounding in
phonics for his ability
to make the acquaintance of new words easily, with a mere nod and a
handshake. Understanding the rudiments of letter-sound relationships
has also made it much easier to pronounce foreign words.
Then there was classmate Petie Payne. Petie was known as the ruffian of the class and before long, during one raucous indoor play moment, Petie smashed Byron over the head with a pretty good-sized dictionary. Byron survived, apparently with his memory intact enough to
remember the incident.
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7-41. Byron & Myles with dog Laddie,
October, 1956.

7-42. Byron & Myles with his rubber dog,
probably in 1956.

While not having
much of an ear for music,
Byron does remember
learning one little song
in first grade that has
stuck with him, “Little
Ducky Duddle,” whose
lyrics are shown here,
together with a video.

7-43. Video (00:21): Little Ducky Duddle.
Little Ducky Duddle
(Click to play.)
Went wading in a puddle,
Went wading in a puddle quite small.

Said he, “It doesn’t matter,”
“How much I splash and splatter,”
“For I’m only a ducky after all.”

Perhaps the second verse has informed Byron’s philosophy on life
to this day.
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The summer of 1957
progressed uneventfully,
although Byron recalls
that he really enjoyed
helping out during haying season for several
summers. While Oscar
generally put up hay by
using a baler, neighbors
Selmer and Hjalmer
Moen and Ole Brievold
7-44. Byron in class, February, 1957. Others identifiable
used the older method
from recollection are Barbara Bronken, far left,
Joyce Nelson, 3rd from left, Lois Plante behind her,
of putting up hay in hayand Duane Asselin, far right.
stacks which were carefully built to heights of
10-14 feet using a haystacker. Byron’s job was mostly to carry water for
the men, but it gave him the opportunity to get in up close to the action,
to see the fascinating process of building a haystack that would withstand the weather and repel moisture so as not to rot. And, sometimes,
he even received a few coins for delivering the water!

The process would start by laying out previously dried hay 1-2 feet
thick in a circle perhaps 10-14 feet in diameter. The hay was evenly
distributed and packed down by two men with pitchforks. Succeeding
loads of hay would be dumped by the haystacker, as shown in the accompanying illustration. Hay would be delivered by a tractor with a 10foot wide “sweep” with wooden tines extending out some six feet or so.
The tractor operator would dump the hay onto the tines of the stacker’s
fork, which lay on the ground horizontally. Then, by using a cable and
pulley system, the stacker
would be slowly raised to
the vertical position which
would cause the hay to be
dumped onto the stack being built.

7-45. Overshoot haystacker in action.
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The two men with
pitchforks on the stack
would distribute the hay
evenly and pack it as before. As the stack reached
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within 4-6 feet of its final height, the men would begin tapering it, so
that the final stack had a nice rounded appearance on top to repel moisture. The final act was to dress down the sides with pitchforks, so the
strands of hay on the outside were all arranged vertically, again to help
repel moisture.
A properly constructed haystack could last for several years. The
overshoot haystacker had been invented by John Deere Co. in the 1930s.
Using it, a team of 3-4 men could build 2-3 good-sized stacks in a day.

Selmer and Hjalmer still used a pair of horses to hoist the haystacker
load, and Byron found it quite captivating to watch the horses perform
the slow pull, and the giant haystacker rise to heights that made quite
an impression on a seven-year-old. When the load of hay slowly began
to fall out of the fork was a particularly magical moment.

Farmers would often stop in to their neighbors during the day to
visit, either on some point of business or just to “shoot the breeze.”
Selmer Moen, a jolly bachelor with a playful sense of humor who lived
a mile west, was one of Oscar’s favorite neighbors. Byron remembers
going along many times, and Selmer would always say, “Oh, you just
missed meeting Nicodemus, my hired boy. He’s out tending the sheep.”
Or, Nicodemus just did this or that… Byron never did meet Nicodemus,
and he suspects that no one else ever did either.
Selmer also liked to nip at the bottle a bit, sometimes going for a
weekend on what he called a “spree.” He would often appear at Oscar’s
front door in this extra-jolly mood. Oscar would invite him in for a few
minutes, but Helen never allowed him past the entry room in such a
state. One time he came and said, “I’m bootlegging!” and pulled a bottle
out of one of his oversized overshoes, inviting Oscar to join him in a nip;
Oscar usually politely refused.
Later in the summer of 1957, Myles turned three, and soon it was
time to head back to school for Helen and Byron. Helen had a mixed
class of 2nd and 3rd graders; Byron was in Mrs. Hendrickson’s class of
2nd graders as the teachers always tried to avoid placing a child in a
class where his mother was the teacher.
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7-46. Myles on his 3rd birthday,
August, 1957. It looks like it may
have been a cool wet year.

7-47. Byron on his first day of school, second grade, September, 1957. The woods in the back are the trees
he tried to reach in his ill-fated walk a year or two
earlier when he got stuck in the mud.

Oscar and Helen’s neighbor across the road, Selvin Christopherson,
was a painter in addition to being a farmer. In August of 1957, he was
painting the exterior of Security State Bank in Oklee and the scaffold he
was standing on collapsed, plummeting him to the concrete sidewalk
15 feet below. He broke both legs, so was laid up at home for many
months recuperating.

During this time
through the fall and
winter of 1957, Byron
walked over to Selvin’s
house, a distance of
only about a city block
or so, and watch cartoons with Selvin after
school as Oscar and
Helen didn’t yet have
a television. Byron remembers walking back
7-48. Byron and Myles in front of the family car, a 1949 Dodge,
which Oscar had bought as a used car a few years before.
home in the cold after
Photo probably taken in the fall of 1957.
dark and being mortally terrified of lions or tigers that were sure to burst from the woods
any second or come bounding across the fields after him. Maybe there
would even be a wild bear. He must have been an extremely lucky little
fellow as no such threats ever materialized.
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Oscar, Frank, and sometimes Norris enjoying ice fishing during the
winter. They used a fish house they
shared and would usually set it up
someplace on Lost River, although occasionally they’d set it up on a small
lake in the area. It measured perhaps 10x12, was built of a 2x2 frame
and covered with a single laying of
sheathing. Inside they set up a small
wood stove, but with no insulation in
the walls, it was still a brisk experience sitting there for several hours,
waiting for a fish to go for the decoy
7-49. Frank with a nice
so they could spear it. Once in awhile
3-foot Northern pike.
the odd muskrat would swim by. As
usual with fishing, some days were “lucky” and some days they returned home “skunked.”
Byron recalls sharing some of that quality time, dressed to the hilt
with overshoes, long johns, and several other layers of clothing, trying
to exercise patience in anticipation of the “big one,” or even a little one,
or, just…anything!

In 1956 Congress and President Eisenhower had passed the Soil
Bank Act, creating a program by which farmers could take land out of
production in return for near-market rental payments from Uncle Sam.
By 1957, Oscar had experienced two years in a row of poor crops, so he
thought this option sounded pretty good, and he signed up. So rather
than planting in the spring, he let the natural grasses and other plants
begin to grow, and in the summer he went to Grand Forks to look for
work.
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The Soil Bank Program
After World War II there was a boom in agricultural production in the US,
and new technologies allowed farmers to produce surpluses year after year,
driving down prices. Several government programs attempted to raise farmers’ incomes, including buying up surplus commodities and paying farm families for the difference between market and “parity.” But still, by the mid-50s,
per capita disposable income for farmers was down to 48 percent of nonfarm
families.
So the Soil Bank Act was passed by Congress and signed by the President.
The Act empowered the government to pay farmers a fixed amount per acre
for removing land from production. This land would be put in a “conservation
reserve” for a minimum of ten years.
From 1956 to 1960, 28 million acres were set aside from production, but
the program failed to bring prices up in any meaningful way. Farmers had
taken out of production only the most marginal land and used the government payments to invest in new technology, producing more crops on less
land and continuing to build surpluses. By 1960 farmers were disillusioned
with the program and it was repealed in 1965.

He found work as a carpenter helping to build houses in the local
boom created by the build-up of Grand Forks Air Force Base, one of the
United States’ key installations for flying bombers and managing missile silos during the Cold War. He had had some prior learn-by-doing
experience in helping to build his parents’ house on the home place in
1940-’41, and in building his own house in 1947, but he learned a lot
more while working in Grand Forks. He commuted home on most weekends, driving about 65 miles each way. He continued to work in Grand
Forks for three years during the house-building season from spring
into autumn. The bulk of his time was spent working for the Jackson
Construction Co. where he worked on all phases of home construction,
from putting up concrete forms all the way through to finish work.
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Under Soil Bank
rules, the farmer’s principal obligation, other
than not farming the
land, was to mow the
grass and weeds once a
year, so the land would
not become a source of
noxious weeds seeding
his neighbors’ land.

When the land was
no longer being plowed
up and worked, pocket
gophers had free reign to burrow and create colonies. They had become
such a nuisance to farmers in general that most farm townships or
counties offered a bounty on them. This proved to be a lucrative business opportunity for Byron, and later Myles, in the spring of 1958 and
for every year thereafter through high school. To claim the bounty after
trapping a gopher, one had to cut off the dead gopher’s front feet (clubbing the little beast to death first if it hadn’t already died in the trap)
and deliver them to the town clerk; in 1958 Chester Township paid 20
cents a pair. In a good season, a kid could make upwards of $50.00!
7-50. Oscar, Byron, and Myles on tractor, probably
getting ready to go mow the soil bank, 1958 or 1959.

Oscar showed his
sons how to set traps
and use a variety of
tricks to maximize the
chance of catching one.
In early-mid April after
the snow had melted and
the mud had subsided,
Byron would set out by
foot across the 320 acres
looking for the gopher’s
telltale mounds. Only
7-51. A pocket gopher.
ones that were quite
fresh were good prospects, as gophers move after they’ve exhausted
the tasty roots in one area.
When Byron found a good mound prospect, he would dig down, find
the borrow, and set the trap. There were two kinds of traps. The older,
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classic style would be set in the bottom of the burrow, then the roof of
the burrow would be restored, so that as the gopher came by he would
step into the trap and be caught by the leg. The newer style trap would
be set in a burrow that the trapper had opened to the outside; when the
gopher came to plug the hole again, the trap would clamp around his
abdomen. This was generally a more humane trap as the animal would
expire quicker from suffocation.

On a good day after school, Byron could set as many as 17 or 18
traps. He had to mark each trap with a red flag on a stick, then remember approximately where each trap was located, so it could be checked
and retrieved the next day. On a good day, Byron caught as many as
9-10 gophers. In later years, he invested in a pocket transistor radio to
provide entertainment on the long hikes.
Prime trapping season generally lasted until late May. By that time,
the grass had grown tall enough that it was hard to find new mounds
and to see flags and sticks on traps that had been set. And, the gophers
by that time seemed harder to trap; it’s as if some kind of collective
learning had occurred by which they were more wily and cautious.
Even with all of their land in the Soil Bank, Oscar and Helen still
dabbled a bit in farm activities. They kept a couple of cows for milking,
one of which was named Reddy. Byron remembers stern warnings from
Helen to stay away from that cow when she was in the stanchion as she
could kick viciously without warning. He also remembers his mother
keeping a small flock of chickens, including a rooster that would chase
him around the yard. But revenge was sweet—every year Leona and
Helen would butcher a couple dozen chickens for canning. They killed
them by lopping off their heads with a hatchet. Byron still remembers
headless chickens running aimlessly around the yard with blood spurting from their necks until they soon expired.
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As 1958 unfolded it was time for another trip into the photo studio
to freeze one more moment in time of the two boys.

7-52. Byron & Myles in 1958.

The year 1958 also saw the addition
of Boots to the family after Max had died.
Boots was a black cocker spaniel and was
a big hit with the boys, as shown in the accompanying photo. Cowboy movies were
very popular at the time, so no self-respecting kid would be caught without his hat and
six-shooter.
7-53. Myles, Byron, Boots, 1958.
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7-54. Oscar in the summer of 1958, with beard and hat
for the Minnesota centennial celebration, in front of
Bert Wilson’s barn. Helen and Oscar were likely
visiting on Chester township business.

Byron was honored to be selected to
ride on the float depicting the pioneer
spirit of Trail, along
with Joyce Nelson. Fitting with the popularity of cowboys at
the time, both were
decked out in hats,
chaps, western-style
shirts, and toy guns,
even though such regalia had played no

In the spring of 1958,
there was excitement
in the air as plans were
made to celebrate Minnesota’s centennial of becoming a state in 1858.
Towns, businesses, and
other organization were
building floats for parades, men were growing
beards, women were sewing traditional long dresses, bonnets, blouses, and
other articles of clothing,
and civic leaders were arranging programs. Every
town, even down to the
smallest village such as
Trail, sponsored a parade
with participation from
the surrounding towns,
and they all held a big celebration.

7-55. Byron (left) & Joyce Nelson in foreground,
riding on Trail’s float in the 1958 Minnesota
centennial celebration. Mrs. Handy (left) & two
other unidentified ladies are sitting in the back.
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part in the settling of northern Minnesota. Three elderly ladies from
the community accompanied them on the float, dressed in old-time
costumes. With parades, bands playing, a cornucopia of good food, and
ample small-town conviviality, all had a good time.

With Minnesota having
been successfully brought into
its second century, it was time
for school to resume in the fall;
Byron was to be in Miss McManus’ third-grade class. It was
typical for individual student
photos to be made in October,
in time for Christmas giving. As
part of the package, the teacher
got a portrait for free each year.
The accompanying photo shows
Helen’s 1958 portrait.

It was sometime around
this time that the family got its
first television which was at
that time, of course, black-andwhite. Leona and Norris and
the Van Tassels had had TV for
7-56. Helen in 1958.
several years, so the kids were
familiar with it, but it was a real
treat to have one right in one’s own home! Oscar had put up a big antenna on the roof to receive the only two channels that were available—
KXJB, Channel 4, a CBS affiliate, and WDAY, Channel 6, an NBC affiliate. Both broadcast from Fargo, some 90 miles away as the crow flies.
Favorite programs in the late 1950s and early 60s included Sky King,
Dragnet, M Squad, Jack Benny, Wagon Train, Peter Gunn, Wyatt Earp, Sea
Hunt, and The Twilight Zone.

It was also around this time that the family got a telephone, with
lines finally having been strung along their road by the Garden Valley Telephone Company. They were connected via a party line which
meant that 6-8 neighbors shared the same line. When making a call,
one would first pick up the receiver and listen to make sure you got dial
tone before dialing. If someone was talking, you were supposed to go
back on-hook and try again later. But it was tempting to stay on the line
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and surreptitiously listen in on the conversation, a practice known as
“rubber-necking.” A certain neighbor lady living on the north side of the
road was generally considered to be the most frequent rubber-necker.
At first, each household was assigned a four-digit number, but before long, one needed to include the exchange when dialing which was
an extra three digits. The Oklee exchange was known as “Swiftwater
6” which was later shortened to just ‘796’ which is still in use today.
A complete number dialed locally would be ‘796-1234’. There was no
911 in those days, so one needed to know the number of the local fire
department.
In the fall of 1958, excitement was once again in the air in Oklee as
its first bowling alley opened with six lanes and a restaurant. Byron
remembers being there on one of the first Sundays it was open, and it
was packed with people with all lanes being busy all afternoon long. It
seemed almost magical to him how the machine would set down ten
pins perfectly arranged; every once in awhile he could get a glimpse
of one of T-shirt-clad pin boys from high school sweating behind the
scenes. He was so impressed with this idea of setting up and knocking
down pins that he wanted a plastic bowling set for Christmas. He built
a cardboard pin setter which he showed off in Miss McManus’ thirdgrade class, but it never really worked all that well.

One of the neighboring farm kids that Byron enjoyed playing with
was Sharon Swanson who was a year younger. She was the daughter of
Dora and Vernon Swanson, and sister to older brother Galen; they lived
about ¾ mile west of the Flatelands. Byron and Sharon probably began
playing together in the first grade or so. One of the things they especially enjoyed was climbing into the back of an old combine parked in
the woods on Oscar’s farm where they would hold clubhouse meetings
using old election ballots. The purpose of the meetings was usually to
figure out new ways to annoy her older brother Galen.
Other forms of mischief were never far away. One day they got the
bright idea to visit one of Oscar’s two chicken houses where he kept
several dozen laying hens. One of the two picked up an egg and threw
it against the east wall. The splatter was so exciting that the other one
did the same thing. Then, another. And, another and another, until dozens of eggs had been sent oozing down the wall, and all the eggs were
gone. Reality rapidly re-asserted itself when Helen found out what had
happened. “Hell hath no fury like a woman” who discovers half her
day’s eggs have been smashed and with it several dollars worth of cash
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income. Byron doesn’t recall what happened, but he’s certain he received a good paddling and that Sharon was sent hastily home.

Other activities in which the two engaged were less destructive.
One of their favorites was making mud pies—cakes, cookies, pies, and
sometimes a full meal. The sandy soil prevalent on the farmstead, when
mixed with the right amount of water, made for a delightful consistency
in make-believe food with just the right amount of slop and goop. Perhaps Byron’s later latent interest in cooking dates to this early experience with faux food preparation.

It was around this time, perhaps the summer of 1957 or ’58 when
Byron and Myles each had their only experience of medical trauma. Oscar had decided to ship the rest of the pigs he was keeping to market,
so Helen and Byron were helping him load the pigs onto a truck. He had
placed a ramp onto the back of the truck, and he was trying to force one
pig at a time to go up. The small makeshift corral into which the pigs
had been herded was giving way on one side, so Byron and Helen were
helping to brace it. Oscar was having little success in goading the hogs
up the ramp, so he grabbed a board and began whacking them on the
back. One whack grazed the ring finger on Byron’s left hand as he was
bracing the corral. The wound was fairly deep so after the pigs were
finally loaded, Oscar headed off with the truck while Helen, Byron, and
Myles headed to the Fosston clinic where Byron received three stitches.
A small scar still marks the location to this day.
Myles’ brush with trauma happened one day when some kids
were visiting, and they ran out the front door. The storm door, which
had panes of glass in frames, closed just before Myles was going to go
through, so he put his hands out to swing it open again. His left hand
went through one of the panes of glass, and he received a nasty gash
on his left wrist. After his quick trip to the Fosston clinic and several
stitches, he was on the mend, but he also still carries a scar.

All in all, though, considering all the possible traumas of childhood,
Byron and Myles survived their young years relatively unscathed—no
broken bones, no concussions or skull fractures, not even a sprained
ankle.
Sharon Swanson and Byron continued to play together through the
summer of 1958. But things were deteriorating at the Swanson house,
and in early 1959, her father, Vernon, tragically took his own life with a
deer rifle in the hayloft of their barn. Byron remembers playing in that
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loft with Sharon and Myles in happier times, so being able to visualize
the site of the tragedy was somewhat unsettling. Byron still remembers
riding home after school on the day of the tragedy, sitting in the back
seat with Sharon and probably Myles, silently trying to fathom it all.
Vernon had been taken by ambulance to the hospital in Fosston, but he
passed away the next day. Sharon and her mother and brother moved
to Fosston and occasionally visited during the summer, but after a few
years, the two lost contact. Byron does recall meeting her once after
they had graduated from high school, and observed that she had filled
out in a most attractive way.
The remainder of the 1958-’59
school year flew by and soon it was
summer. In addition to trapping
gophers in the spring, and mowing lawn in the summer, Byron had
a penchant for digging holes. Big
holes. He and Myles had an area
north of the garden where they dug
several holes deep enough to hide
in when they crouched down. They
7-57. Byron in the hole,
had connected them with trenches,
Myles sitting, spring, 1959.
then ran their toy road construction
equipment to and fro, building roads and other infrastructure. Helen
called each of them “Digger O’Dell” after an undertaker character on
the old Life of Riley radio sitcom. Byron imagined at that time that the
greatest job in the world would be to run a piece of large road construction equipment.

A few years later, when the boys were bigger, they got more ambitious and dug a couple of holes in the woods behind the house with the
occasional help of friends or cousins. One was large enough to stand
up in after they had covered it over with logs and dirt. Apparently this
structure endured for some time, as there was a report after Oscar had
sold the farm in 1968 that the new owner had gotten quite a surprise
when part of his tractor was suddenly swallowed up by this mysterious
heretofore invisible cavity in the ground!
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By the summer of 1959, both Byron and cousin Bonnie were both
putting on a little weight around the
middle, despite all the digging and,
apparently, fishing.

On August 16, Myles had his fifth
birthday party, and a number of cousins were invited.

7-58. Byron, Bonnie, and Myles,
summer, 1959.

7-59. Left: Myles on his fifth birthday, 1959. Right, back row: Bonnie, Byron, cousins Bradlee
& Annette, Myles. Front row: Howard Jr (Rocky) & Joyce, cousin Howard Flateland’s kids.

Oscar had been cutting the boys’ hair with an electric clipper since
they were both quite small. He was no barber, but he did a fair job as
long as the style was a short crewcut. (To save money, Helen had once
tried cutting Oscar’s hair. The result was apparently pretty off-putting.
Oscar went to the Norwegian barber in McIntosh for repairs, and the
barber was heard to exclaim, “Oh, nay, harre gud (oh my god)! Who in
the hell cut your hair??!”)
Some time in 1958 or ’59, Byron had finally persuaded his mom and
dad to let his hair grow longer than the “butch” haircut that Oscar had
been giving him at home. Byron didn’t exactly look forward to these
sessions as the hair clippings would often get down inside the back of
his shirt and irritate his skin. Byron called Oscar “the itchy barber.” So,
with longer hair, Byron could finally get a regular barber haircut. And,
he thought the longer style was more befitting his advanced age; after
all, he was going into the 4th grade in the fall of ’59! Mrs. Genereux
would be his teacher.
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7-60. School days, 1959-’60. Bonnie (who went to Gully School),
Byron with new slicked-back hairstyle, and Helen.

When you’re a kid,
time sometimes seems
to drag. Byron remembers in 1960 looking at
a calendar on the wall
of the bedroom the two
boys shared, and seeing that it went out to
1962. He remembers
thinking of how impossibly far into the future
that seemed. He couldn’t
imagine living in such a
time.

In the summer of
7-61. Myles and Byron in the
1960, Oscar decided to
bedroom
they shared, 1959-’60.
strike out on his own in
the carpentry business,
so he became self-employed, contracting with farmers and homeowners in the Oklee area to put up farm buildings, remodel houses, etc. He
planned that as the boys got older, they could join him, working summers and learning some carpentry skills, too. In coming years, that
worked out very nicely, providing good exercise, spending money, and
camaraderie.
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Also in the summer of 1960, Oklee and other nearby towns along
the Soo Line railroad were celebrating their Golden Jubilee 50th anniversary. In preparation for the occasion, a local pilot and photographer
launched a project to take an aerial photo of all the farmsteads in the
area. They were published one per week in the Oklee Herald and the
pilot made back his expenses by selling prints to the individual farmers.
Oscar and Helen’s farm was one of those featured and is shown in the
accompanying photo.

7-62. Oscar & Helen’s farm buildings, about 1960, looking toward the southwest.
Nearest the top at the center under the biggest tree is the log house that Oscar’s uncle
Svein had built when he homesteaded in 1896; Oscar used it as a shop. Oscar & Helen’s
house is on the far right with the garden in front. On the left are two small brooder houses
which had been used to raise chicks into pullets. The largest building on the left was the barn,
the second largest a machine shed, and the smallest, in the middle, was a granary.
Oscar had built all of these buildings, with some help, except for Svein’s log house.

In July, there were parades with floats in every town that was celebrating, beard contests, fireworks, lots to eat, activities for children, a
commemorative book, and speeches. Oklee, with its population of just
over 500, estimated that more than 10,000 people attended the festivities there.
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One of the most notable events was a visit by Sen. Hubert Humphrey
and a speech along Main Street in Oklee. Sen. Humphrey used an old
politician’s trick when greeting people and shaking hands. He would be
accompanied by a member of the community who knew everyone; this
person would whisper in his ear the name of the person he was about
to greet, so the senator could say, “Tom, good to see you!” This would
not only make that person feel special and recognized, but would impress those around him that the senator knew his name.
For the celebration as well as for numerous events leading up to
the big one, people dressed in period costumes from the founding time.
Ladies sewed, men bought hats, and children joined in however they
could. Several are shown in the accompanying photos.

7-63. Oscar Flateland with beard grown for the beard
contest at the Oklee Golden Jubilee celebration in 1960.
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7-64. Byron, Oscar, and Myles ready
for Golden Jubilee celebrations. Myles liked
to have his earlaps down whenever he
wore a cap, even if it wasn’t that cold.

7-65. Helen, Byron, Oscar, and Myles (front)
during Oklee’s Golden Jubilee celebration.

7-66. Oklee Jubilee button, 1960.
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Oklee, Minnesota
In 1909 the Soo Line Railroad Co. was surveying a new route from Moose
Lake to Plummer, Minnesota. They liked to plat a station every 5-7 miles or
so, so farmers could get their produce to it for shipping in a day’s round-trip.
One of the station locations selected was in the vicinity of present-day Oklee.
In 1909, Mr OK Lee owned the land around the station site, having bought
it from Mr EO Erickson in 1905. Lee sold the land to the Tri-State Land Company in that year, and they had the town site surveyed, platted and named
Oklee, after OK Lee. In September, 1910, the first passenger train arrived in
Oklee and Oklee was “on the map.” In May, 1912, the first edition of the
Oklee Herald made its debut and is still published to this day.
The town of Lambert had existed since 1882 on a site about two miles
southwest of Oklee. It had a post office and had been the center of commerce for the area. But with the coming of Oklee and the railhead, businesses
rapidly migrated from Lambert to Oklee, including the post office in 1914.
This aided the rapid growth of Oklee with people of French Canadian descent
moving into Oklee from the southwest and people of Norwegian descent locating from the northeast.
The town prospered for the many years during which farms remained
small, peaking in population in 1980 at 536. As farms consolidated and rural
populations shrank, Oklee’s population seems to be stabilizing around 430.

A wall mural from Oklee’s centennial celebration in 2010
depicting the town’s railroad roots and the drayage service of
Tom Toulouse (pictured on the next page), assisted by Omar Boucher.

315

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Marriage & Kids (1947 - 1972)

7-67. Some of the contestants in the Oklee Jubilee beard contest in 1960,
as published in the Oklee Herald. Oscar is shown middle left.

7-68. Byron, Myles, and Sharon Swanson, summer, 1960,
after a rousing game of “Cowboys and Indians,”
on one of Sharon’s visits from Fosston.
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Myles turned six in August
and started first grade in September in Miss Kjirsti Gunstenson’s
class. Byron entered Mrs. Quist’s
fifth-grade class.

7-69. Byron, Myles, and Oscar
on Myles’ 6th birthday.

Somewhere along the way,
in the fourth-grade or so, Byron
had gotten glasses, shown in the
accompanying photo of his 10th
birthday party.

7-70. Myles, ready to learn, on his
first day of school, September, 1960.

7-71. Byron’s 10th birthday party, with
cousins Annette, left, and Bradlee, right,
children of Knute & Etta Flateland.
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7-72. Grace Paradis, former housekeeper, Myles, Byron,
fall, 1960. Byron looks to be in pain while Myles is
looking excessively innocent. Hmmm...

Sometime in the
fall of 1960, Grace Paradis, who had cared
for Myles for several
years before he started
school, visited. No telling what was going
on with Byron in the
accompanying photo,
but it may have had
something to do with
Myles, from the look
on his face. Or, maybe
Byron had just learned
of Pinafore (see below).

Byron remembers
the 1960 Presidential
election quite well.
Oscar had always been a strong Democrat, having voted for FDR and
Truman, and having a real dislike for Ike. So when Nixon was running
against Kennedy, there was no doubt who to support, even to the extent
of marching along the curb at recess time with his friend Galen Sordahl,
chanting, “Kennedy! Kennedy! We’re for Kennedy!” It worked, and he
won. As far as he can gauge, Byron figures this is probably the apex of
his lifetime political involvement.
Another politician who had been prominent was Adlai Stevenson
who ran against Eisenhower in 1952 and 1956, and tried for the Democratic nomination in 1960, but lost it to Kennedy. Oscar had a friend
named Manly Evenson, about whom he would talk from time to time. To
Byron’s ears, the two names sounded the same—“Manly Evenson” and
“Adlai Stevenson,” so until he was older, Byron was always a little mystified about what kinds of political connections his dad had.

In March 1961, the Williams family moved to Oklee from Clearbrook
as Lyle Williams had taken the position as Soo Line depot agent for the
town. The family’s oldest daughter, Jill was the same age as Byron, so
they became classmates. More on that later.
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In early 1961, it
was time to stage the
school’s annual operetta.
This year’s choice was
Gilbert & Sullivan’s HMS
Pinafore. For some reason known only to the
casting director, music
teacher Joan Bronken,
Byron was asked to play
Dick Deadeye; perhaps
having his mother as a
teacher gave them extra
coercive powers. The
Dick Deadeye character
is a misanthrope who is
the unpopular grim realist of the crew, although
7-73. L-R: Byron as Dick Deadeye,
he represents the voice
Galen Sordahl as the Captain, and Myles.
of reason and common
sense. Perhaps Byron was typecast even from this early age. Or, was he
cast because of his implausible talent for singing?!

Byron’s friend Galen Sordahl was cast as the Captain of HMS Pinafore. In addition to having to wear make-up (including lipstick!), the
two had to learn to sing before a crowd. Despite neither having music as
their strong suit, they somehow managed to pull it off. The reviews (if
there were any) were favorable, only because everybody knew everybody in Oklee, Minnesota. This event is memorialized in the accompanying photo taken in the front of Helen’s second-grade classroom.
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In the spring of 1961, it
was time to start making money again by trapping gophers.
Sometimes Oscar would let
Byron use the tractor to make
his rounds if Oscar thought the
ground was dried out enough.
So Byron set off one merry
day after school and promptly
drove where he shouldn’t have
and got hopelessly stuck with
the tractor. Of course, being the
persistent fellow he was, he was
7-74. Myles & Byron, perhaps before
determined to get the thing unmaking the rounds to check gopher traps.
stuck by himself, rocking the
tractor back and forth to try to
get it out. Alas, it only went in deeper and deeper, until he had to walk
home and admit what had happened. Oscar managed to get it out, probably after waiting a couple of weeks for the patch to dry up.

7-75. A visit to Itasca State Park, spring, 1961.
Standing, L-R: Leona, Maggie, Frank. Crouching,
sitting, L-R: Norris, Oscar, Myles, Byron, Bonnie.
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In the spring and summer of 1961, Oscar did some major remodeling to the house. He built on an addition to the east to make a separate
dining room, freeing up space in the kitchen, and he added space to
the west end to expand the size of both bedrooms and the bathroom.
He also modernized the living room, installing composite paneling over
the old original Celotex sheathing.

Even though the house contained a bathroom, the old outhouse still
stood just west of the house. In fact, during the warmer months, Oscar
much preferred it for “doing his business” over the indoor facility. But
the hole underneath and surrounding brush and woods proved to be
a haven for skunks from time to time. One of the first activities that
Byron recalls in the expanded boys’ bedroom was Oscar teaching them
to shoot skunks from the window with his .22 rifle. Even though Byron had been through the NRA safety course, he still found it devilishly
hard to hit a suddenly-appearing waddling little animal from several
dozen feet away. Excitement was compounded by knowing the possible
consequences if the animal was allowed to get too close before being
wounded. He doesn’t recall whether he actually ever hit one or not.
That was about as close to hunting as either of the boys got. Oscar
had hunted deer a little before the war, but he told the boys that after
the war he had lost all interest in hunting.

By 1961, the mix of ever-popular cowboy movies and numerous
western television programs had almost completely taken over the
mind of Byron and others of his age. “Cowboys and Indians” and “Cops
and robbers” were nearly always the games of choice (except for digging, of course!).
Byron, Myles, and their friend Galen Sordahl even concocted a plan
to build a whole town with an “Old West” theme. Oscar’s barn had been
vacant since he quit farming, and it was oozing with potential! It housed
a number of calf pens measuring about 10x10, so these were the perfect
size for each to be a store or other business. They dubbed their town
“Oak City” and set up a bank, a general store, a sheriff’s office, a saloon,
a livery stable, and a doctor’s office. Oak City served as a backdrop for
their play for several years, especially when additional characters entered town, played by other cousins and friends who would visit from
time to time. Since all the businesses were under one roof, they had
unwittingly stumbled upon the concept of the modern enclosed shopping mall, too!
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In the summer of 1961, the family took a trip to Fargo, ND, the first
time that Byron or Myles had ever seen a “big city” (population 47,000
at that time). The main attraction was to visit the studios of one of the
TV stations there, as TV had just come into their lives a few years before
and still seemed quite magical. To the boys, there was no difference in
celebrity between local television personalities and major Hollywood
stars; they just wanted to see someone famous! As Oscar pulled the car
toward the WDAY studios, Byron yelled out, “Look, there’s Ken Kennedy!” Then they spotted Dewey Bergquist, the weatherman! Wow, it
didn’t get any better than this! They had a studio tour, then stayed to
be part of the audience for the daily Party Line show at 4:00 pm, and
even got to be on TV! The boys each got to say their age on the air:
“Eleven.” and “Seven.” Byron remembers the experience remained one
of the highlights of his younger years, possibly even more sublime than
the time he dug his first big hole!
One of the few exceptions to Byron’s exclusive interest in cowboy
and western TV programs was his interest in the series Sea Hunt. Sea
Hunt was an action/adventure series centering on Mike Nelson, scuba
diver, which originally aired from 1958 to 1961. (Does Byron’s avid interest in scuba to this day have any possible connection?)
The theme for Myles’ 7th
birthday party was definitely
“Old West,” as shown in the
accompanying photo. Oak
City likely got quite a workout that day.

Then there was Galen
and Byron’s failed attempt
to build a log house over on
some land on Sordahl’s farm.
It all looked pretty simple in
concept—fell the trees, lop
off the branches, cut to length,
make notches in each end,
and stack them. Well, after
7-77. Myles’ 7th birthday party.
they had 3-4 layers on their
Back, L-R: Byron, friend Mickey Lee from Oklee.
little house, they allowed as
Front, L-R: Gary Lee, Myles, Francis Bergeron.
how it was all quite a lot of
work, and somehow lost interest in the project.
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Myles entered second grade in the fall of 1961, Byron the 6th, and
Helen continued to teach second grade. School pics are shown below.

7-78. Myles, Helen, Byron, school year 1961-’62.

Byron and Myles usually got along fairly well, but with four years
separation in ages, they each had their own set of friends and, sibling
rivalry being what it is, there were the occasional tiffs. Myles had expressed an aspiration to be a mountain climber when he grew up and
with Byron’s interest in scuba diving from Sea Hunt, Helen remarked, “A
mountain climber and a scuba diver; they want to be as far away from
each other as possible!” When she became really exasperated with
these two, she would go for a drive by herself in the pick-up truck.
Myles had Kjersti Gunstenson for
second-grade teacher,
since Helen had the
other second-grade
class, and the policy
was still to keep from
putting a child into a
class where his mother or father was the
teacher.

7-79. Miss Kjersti Gunstenson, 2nd grade teacher, 1961-1962.

323

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Marriage & Kids (1947 - 1972)

Halloween was apparently celebrated in
raucous style that year,
with Myles and Byron
teaming up with Galen
Sordahl to go trick-ortreating around neighboring farms. The accompanying photo shows
the new dining room in
the background that was
added on earlier in the
year.
7-80. L-R: Myles, Byron, and Galen Sordahl
decked out for trick-or-treating, Halloween, 1961.

Christmas, as usual,
was celebrated at “the
Vans.” The accompanying
photo shows Oscar holding a cigarette. It was very
common in those days for
people to smoke indoors
with no one giving it a
second thought. Norris
and Frank also smoked.
Oscar finally quit in the
mid-1960s.
7-81. Oscar, Myles, Byron, Helen,
Christmas, 1961,in the Van Tassel living room.
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The new calendar
year of 1962 brought the
dreaded operetta season. This year Byron was
tapped to play a turtle of
some sort, and his friend
Galen was a king.

7-82. Operetta costumes, early 1962.
L-R: Sandra Groven, Galen Sordahl,
Byron, Elizabeth Asselin.

7-83. L-R: Byron, Oscar, and Myles, washing their
station wagon in the flooded road, spring, 1962.
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Spring of 1962
brought
flooding
along Lost River
which ran east to
west through Chester
Township and north
of Oklee. Overflow of
the river by the Espetveit Bridge was so
severe it covered the
nearby road in several
inches of water. Oscar,
Byron, and Myles decided to take advantage of this novelty
to wash the family’s
white Plymouth station wagon.
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Lost River had been a constant source of headaches ever since farming commenced in the area in the late 1800s. It would flood many years
during spring runoff, but provided inadequate drainage for the farms in
its catchment area. In the late 1950s, a number of farmers got together
and decided to try to do something about this perpetual problem. A
committee was elected to secure funding to dredge Lost River, and Oscar served on that committee for several years. After countless hours of
meetings and presentations, their efforts finally came to fruition. During the summers of 1965 and 1966, the river was dredged from two
miles west of Oklee all the way east to Gonvick and the situation improved.
Sometime in the early summer of 1962, Oscar and Helen decided
it was time to get Byron’s tonsils out after repeated bouts of tonsillitis.
So after a night in the hospital, he recuperated at home for a few days
on the fold-out couch bed in the living room. He remembers Leona and
Norris were over one night and drifting in and out of sleep as the Tonight Show with Johnny Carson came and went in his consciousness.

In addition to his passions for cowboys and for
digging, Byron had begun
collecting comic books when
he was maybe six or seven.
Whenever there was a trip
to Fosston or McIntosh, he
always looked forward to
going to the drug store to
buy the latest comics; his favorites were Superman and
7-84. Myles and Byron, excited by the arrival
Batman and related titles,
of a comic book in the mail, summer, 1962.
later Archie. But this was a
kind of haphazard route to collecting, and he’d miss some issues. But by
the time 1962 rolled around, he had discovered that he could get comics by subscription! This turned the mailbox out on the road into a daily
source of excited anticipation, and provided endless incentive to earn
more money by gopher trapping and mowing the soilbank in the summer. He would continue to collect throughout high school and into college, eventually amassing a collection of several thousand issues which
he still has to this day.
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In the summer of
1962, Oscar’s sister, Lola,
husband Marvin, and
children Orson and Mary
Jo, visited from their
home in Grand Rapids,
MN, and stayed for several days. Marvin always
spoke in a big, booming
voice, and Byron remembers overhearing his
conversation with Oscar:
“So, have you told Byron
7-85. L-R: Orson (Lee), Marvin, Mary Jo,
about the birds and the
and Lola Tinnesand, summer, 1962.
bees yet?” No, Byron remembers, he hadn’t heard anything about “birds and bees,” but what’s
the big deal? We studied them in school, didn’t we?

Myles received a
parakeet and bird cage
for his 8th birthday
in August. “Petie the
Parakeet” lived with
the family for several
years.

Oscar continued
with building projects
throughout the spring,
summer, and fall and
in winter whenever a
job called for some indoor work. He hired a
couple of local fellows
to help him—Ben Sor7-86. Myles with his new parakeet and cage,
dahl and Sam Plante.
on his 8th birthday, August 16, 1962.
Oscar
remembered
once when the three of them were putting in stakes to lay out a foundation. Sam was quite cross-eyed, so when he appeared to be looking at
something, it wasn’t necessarily where he was seeing. Ben was holding
a stake, and Sam was going to pound it in with a post maul. When Sam
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appeared to be looking directly at Ben while taking aim, Ben said, “Are
you going to pound where you’re looking?” Sam said, “Of course.” “Well,
then,” Ben said, “I’m going to get the hell out of here!”

The Cold War had been on for quite a number of years by the time
Byron was old enough to start understanding some of the news. In
October 1962, the Cuban missile crisis was in full swing, and people
across the country had been building bomb shelters. There was some
talk of those things around Oklee, although it was generally thought
that the nearest target, Grand Forks Air Force Base, some 70 miles to
the west, was far enough away that the biggest worry would be nuclear
fallout, not direct effects of the blast. Byron doesn’t recall any “duck and
cover” drills in school, but the possibility of nuclear war with the Soviet
Union was a concern that hung over everyone, even kids, for a number
of years.
With the Cuban missile crisis over, in early
1963, it was, oh, joy!,
time for operetta season
again! Byron’s thespian
career took another giant leap forward when
he played Tom, the piper’s son in “Babes in Toyland,” shown in the accompanying photo.

When the lengthy
Minnesota winter had
turned the terrain along
the roads into a long,
7-87. Byron in early 1963 with two unnamed younger kids,
flat expanse with drifted
getting ready for his role in the annual operetta.
snow filling in the ditches, the Flateland boys would ask Oscar to pull them behind the 1960
Dodge Phoenix on skis.
Oscar had made a pair of heavy skis from oak and had soaked the
tips in water in order to put a bend in the front of them. When thoroughly soaked, Oscar had put them in a mold that would keep them
curled while they dried. They remained curved after drying, so Oscar
took the next step and drilled out a section in the middle of the skis
and inserted a short heavy leather belt to use as a binding. When using
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the skis, the skier would put the front of their boot into the strap and
secure the boot in it using a strip of inner tube. Using that method, the
ski would not fall off, and the skier would have limited control over the
skis.

When skiing, Oscar and Helen would sit in the front seat and one of
the boys would be the spotter in the back seat. Oscar would drive between 10 and 20 miles an hour, and the skier (other son) would have to
watch out for driveways, road signs and the occasional dead deer in the
ditches. It got pretty cold skiing, but it was entertainment and exercise
at the same time.
Summer was a time for fishing,
playing ball, going to town, bike
riding, playing with friends, sitting
on the porch in the evenings, and
reading comic books. Oscar would
often take the boys fishing in the
evenings or on the weekends if the
mosquitos weren’t too bad. They
generally drove down to the “61
Ditch” that lined the south side of
Oscar’s land, a half-mile south of
the house. If they got two or three
northern pike, it was considered a
good catch. Myles and Byron both
learned how to clean fish, too.

Other evenings were spent
with Oscar batting a baseball out
7-88. Myles, Byron, and Oscar
to the boys who were lined up
with a good catch, summer, 1963.
with gloves in front of the barn to
the south. Oscar would remark after the boys were grown that those
were the best years of his life.

And, when the Minnesota Twins were playing in the evening, they
would tune in on the radio and talk about when Harmon Killebrew was
going to hit his next home run, going for the record.
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Not long after the
accompanying
photo
with Boots was taken,
he got sick, and the family came home one day
to find him dead inside
the front entry. After the
heart-broken kids said
their good-byes, Oscar
dutifully buried the remains. A few days later,
he surprised them with a
new puppy, a rat terrier
named Spanky. Spanky
would thrive to a ripe old

7-89. Myles, Byron, Helen, and Boots.

age, and Oscar and Helen would
have him until after the boys had
moved away from home.

7-90. L-R: Byron, Myles, Helen, and
Ida Flateland, holding new puppy Spanky.
By this time, Myles, too, had begun
experiencing myopia inherited from
Helen and had gotten glasses.
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Also that summer,
Byron spent a week
at
Minne-wa-kan
Bible Camp over by
Bemidji. Here, he met
and heard about the
work of missionary
Laura Olson, who was
serving in a village in
Madagascar or, as she
called it, the Malagasy
Republic. This apparently made quite an
impression on the
young lad, and perhaps created the first
7-91. Laura Olson, Lutheran missionary to Madagascar,
spark of wanderlust
summer, 1963, Lake Minne-Wa-Kan.
for travel to far-away
places that endures to this day. In the following school year, in an assignment to write a report on a foreign country, he selected Madagascar.

7-92. The village in Madagascar where Laura Olson worked as a missionary.
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In 1960 Oscar had
bought the family’s
first new car, a 1960
red Dodge Dart, complete with tail fins. The
car is shown in the
accompanying photo
from the fall of 1963.
Around 1970, Byron
used it for a year or so
in college, and Jill and
Byron drove it to South
Dakota on their honeymoon in 1970. Friends
had sprayed “Just Married” with shaving
7-93. Byron & Myles in front of 1960 Dodge Dart,
cream and it had baked
the family’s first car purchased as new, autumn, 1963.
on in the summer sun.
It took all of one afternoon for the couple to scrub it clean, although one
could still see the letterings’ shadow.

By the late 1970s, the car had been given up for dead, but Myles and
cousin Steve Flateland kept tinkering with it until, surprisingly, they got
it to run. There was a wedding in Elk River, so they decided to drive the
car down there and to the Twin Cities to pick up another friend from the
airport. When Myles returned home, Oscar asked him, “Did you know
that you didn’t have any license tabs?” (License plates were long-since
expired.) No, he didn’t know that. In addition to that, the turn signals
didn’t work, but he never got picked up. Later, after the car truly was
a hopeless case, Myles and his friends used it for target practice with
their .22 rifles.
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In 1962 Maggie and
Frank had purchased a
new American Motors
Rambler. Byron eventually inherited this car
and drove it for awhile
as a second car after
getting out of college.
By that time, though, it
was beginning to leave
quite a trail of blue-black
smoke; at a gas station, it
was “Fill up the oil, and
add some gas.” He eventually sold it for $200
when living in Aurora,
CO.

7-94. Frank & Maggie Van Tassel, in front
of their 1962 Rambler, autumn, 1963.

Sometime in the mid-1960s Maggie and Frank took over management of the locker plant in Trail which had been in business off and on
for several years. Maggie was always a “get ‘er done” kind of woman,
and Byron remembers her carrying a load of meat in the freezer. As she
neared the door, she would kick up her right leg and hit the door latch
release to exit, pretty good for a woman almost 70!
Fall of 1963 saw the usual suspects heading back to school.

7-95. Myles (4th grade), Helen, Byron (8th grade), autumn, 1963.
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At Halloween, there
was a masquerade party
in McIntosh, probably
sponsored by the local
VFW post there. Helen
and Oscar and some
friends attended, and
the accompanying memorable photo of Oscar in
drag resulted.

7-96. Oscar, on left, in Halloween costume, 1963.

In school, one of Byron’s favorite classes
was shop class, where
they were learning
about leathercraft. He
became so enamored of
the art that he asked for
his own set of leatherworking tools for his
birthday, which he received. He later went
on to create his masterpiece which was a large
purse for Helen. Unfortunately, it was so big
and bulky that it never
saw much use.

7-97. Byron with his new set of leather-working tools.
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In the fall of every year, Oklee
High School had its big Homecoming celebration with the football
game in the afternoon and Homecoming ball the next evening. By
the fall of 1963, Byron had begun
noticing that classmate Jill Williams seemed “extra nice.” She
played clarinet in the high school
marching band, so after the football
game, Byron asked if he could carry
her clarinet back to the school for
her. When they reached the gymnasium stage, he handed her the clarinet case and said, “I was wondering if you’d go to the Homecoming
dance with me.” Byron’s relief was
7-98. Jill Williams, 8th grade school picture.
palpable when she said, “Yes.” Both
of these neophytes on the dating scene concealed their mutual terror
from one another well and had a good time at the dance.
On November 22, 1963, Byron and his classmates were sitting in art
class about 2:00 in the afternoon in the basement of the old “dungeon”
classroom, the oldest building in the school complex. A teacher came
in and delivered the news that President Kennedy had been killed and
that school was being let out for the rest of the day. Byron remembers
walking down to the Corner Café with some friends and playing pinball
as they usually did after school, but the din of continuing news reports
detailing Kennedy’s death on the black and white TV in the corner kept
things pretty subdued. Color television was still a real novelty at the
time, but Joe Dufault had a color set on display in the front window of
his Oklee Radio & TV and people flocked to see what little news coverage was available in color.

In 1963 a Boy Scout troop had been started in Oklee, and Byron was
an eager participant. He bought a copy of the Boy Scout Manual, studied and practiced, and finally met all the requirements for promotion
from Tenderfoot to Second Class. He volunteered to be the troop scribe,
which meant writing up the minutes of the weekly meeting and submitting them to Omar Sundrud, publisher of the Oklee Herald. He still
remembers walking into the Oklee Herald office to drop off his article.
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Omar would usually be hunched over the giant Linotype machine
composing the next weekly edition. Sometimes he would need to yell
over the clackety-clack of the machine to get Omar’s attention. The
smell of printer’s ink, benzene used for cleaning ink, and hot lead hung
heavy in the air.
The next goal for Byron in the Scouts was to gain promotion to Boy
Scout First Class. But he was stymied by the swimming requirement
since he had never taken swimming lessons; Helen had a deathly fear of
water and never encouraged the idea. Alas, the troop folded before he
could arrange lessons, so he never learned to swim until taking private
lessons at age 40. The only useful skills he remembers carrying forward
from those days was how to build a campfire, fry an egg over it, and how
to sharpen a hatchet.

7-99. Byron proudly showing off his new Scout
uniform and Boy Scout Manual, February, 1964.
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7-100. Father and son in uniform for the
annual Memorial Day celebration in Trail,
May 30, 1964, Byron in his Boy Scout
uniform (left), Oscar in his Army uniform.
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In early 1964, of course,
it was operetta season, and
while Byron had mercifully
escaped into junior high,
Myles seemed to have gotten
himself roped into the festivities, playing a pirate or such,
as shown in the accompanying photo.

7-101. Myles dressed up for his role in an operetta,
April, 1965. Some of Oscar’s bowling trophies
are visible on the shelf behind.

About this same time, Oscar, Spanky, and Myles sat for a
portrait. Helen had trained her
men well to look away from
the camera when taking a flash
photo. One can only speculate
that it was to avoid glare from
glasses which everyone in the
family wore.

Since the bowling alley
in Oklee had opened several years before, Oscar had
been quite active in a bowling
league. Several of his trophies
are on the shelf behind Myles
in the photo.

In the summer, Byron and
Myles hung out quite often
with the Schumacher boys who
lived a mile and a half northeast. Daryl Schumacher was
one year older than Byron, so
7-102. Oscar, Spanky, Myles, April, 1965.
he had a head start on the road
to perdition. Daryl had been getting curious about his dad Everett’s cigarettes (Camels) and had decided to borrow a few to see what the big
deal was. He was soon sharing with Byron. Somehow Oscar found out
about it (hmmm, sniff, sniff, sniff?), but instead of the usual expected
tongue-lashing and don’t-ever-to-it-again lecture, he sat down with Byron and said, “Here, take a puff. And, take another,” etc., no big deal.
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Well, Byron pretty soon got the picture that it was, indeed, no big
deal, and there was little point trying to get used to the noxious smell
and all that since it wasn’t really so cool after all. Oscar had recently finally quit smoking, so his approach may have been informed by his own
experiences. It proved quite effective.

One of the memorable events from the summer of 1964 was the
burning of Valle Church. One hot afternoon, during a thunderstorm,
lightning struck the steeple, and before the Oklee Fire Dept could arrive, the church was well alight. Byron remembers seeing the fire off in
the distance to the northeast. He had attended Vacation Bible School
there during several summers since it was closer than Trail or Oklee, so
he remembers the church well. After the church burned, the congregation acquired a replacement church in Bagley and had it moved to the
site. It survived until 1993 when it was dismantled after the congregation had dissolved.
For the last couple of years, Byron had been attending confirmation
classes at Zion Lutheran Church in Oklee, along with most of his Lutheran classmates at school. Finally, at the end of ninth grade, studies were
complete, and it was time for Confirmation in June. Classes had been
conducted by Rev. Amundson, who had the singular distinction of having two rows of teeth on his upper jaw. These were clearly visible if one
sat in the front row and looked up at him; this provided some degree of
entertainment when theology dragged on a bit.
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7-103. Back row, L-R: Mickey Lee, Betty Johnson, Virginia Lerohl,
Byron Flateland, Norman Olson, Dale Spong.
Front row, L-R: Sandra Groven, Karen Olson, Susan Hegge,
Jill Williams, Ramona Stoneouse. Front: Rev. Amundson.

That summer, Byron finally got to work with Oscar and his crew
doing carpentry. As he was just learning the various skills involved, his
starting wage was $1.25/hour which he thought wasn’t bad (after all,
one would have to catch six gophers in an hour to equal the rate!). His
first job was applying asphalt shingles. But as the summer wore on, he
thought he should be worth a bit more; it was awhile in coming, though.

Nonetheless, the wage allowed him to save enough to buy a blackand-white portable TV set (well over $100), a portable shortwave radio, a tape recorder, and a phonograph from Joe Dufault, proprietor of
Oklee Radio & TV located in the old theater building; the budding technologist was on his way. To add to his enjoyment, he found out before
long that he could really improve reception on his shortwave radio by
stringing a long wire between the house and the granary, a distance of
some 50-60 feet. Lightning, fortunately, never seems to have entered
into the picture.
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The most memorable experiences from those summers of carpentry
were the morning coffee sessions at the local café with lumber dealer
Tom Melby before the workday began. Oscar and Tom were old friends,
and Tom would invariably have an interesting story or two to share
with whoever gathered at the table.
Later in the summer,
it was Myles’ 11th birthday party, and he invited
the Schumacher kids as
he and Charles (‘Chuckie’) were in the same
grade together.

In the fall of 1965, it
was back to school. Myles would be starting the
sixth grade, Byron the
tenth. Here, he would
cement his lifelong love
affair with mathematics,
getting to take geometry
and trigonometry from
Mrs. Ruth Lindquist,
who was a very effective
teacher.

7-104. Myles’ 11th birthday party, August, 1965.
L-R: Terry and Pamela Schumacher,
Myles, Charles Schumacher, Byron.

7-105. Myles (6th grade), Helen, Byron (10th grade), autumn, 1965.
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Also in the fall, Oscar and another carpenter in the area, Ted Loiland,
were putting up a large building for housing chickens at Lyle Mandt’s
farm north of Oklee. They had just put up the rafters which were temporarily braced in place with 2x4s when a strong gust of wind hit. Several
2x4s snapped, then the rafters began to fall, the other 2x4s snapped,
and the whole set of rafters collapsed. Both men were seriously hurt, so
the Oklee ambulance was called. Ed Bernier came out with the old Nash
station wagon that the town was using for an ambulance at the time.
Oscar recalled that on the way to the Thief River Falls hospital, he was
sitting in the front seat with an injured arm and two black eyes with
bandages over them. It sounded to him like the ambulance was going
pretty fast, so he lifted the bandage from one side of his head and pried
his eye open to see how fast Ed was going—90mph! That was probably
as fast as it could go. Doctors were standing by at the ER, the men were
treated and admitted, and both stayed for a week or more recuperating.
Ted Loiland had hurt his back. After Oscar could walk around again,
he went down to Ted’s room to visit. Ted would hop out of bed to adjust
the TV (no remotes back then!), then back into bed, so he was apparently on the mend.
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Myles’ sixth-grade teacher was Mr. La Coursiere who was also grade
school principal. The class had its photo taken together, shown here.

7-106. Myles’ 6th grade class, 1965-’66.
Back row, L-R: Mr. La Coursiere, Judy Plante, Donna Fossum, Bernard Plante,
Ludeen Jensen, Jimmy Lessard, Valerie Asselin, Gary Spong, Fern Solheim, Milton Grover.
Middle row, L-R: Debbie Turgeon, Wendy Williams, Annette Nelson, Connie Longtin,
Carol Bergerson, Sharon Sebenaler, Donna Torkelson, Lawrence Birkland.
Front row, L-R: Bobby Brekke, Myles Flateland, Tommy Kolstoe,
Ronald Rusten, Arnie Stenberg, Rolland Paquin.

Byron’s class size was 32 and was about evenly divided between
girls and boys. But sometime beginning perhaps in the seventh grade,
Byron had begun noticing that the girls seemed to be more interesting
to look at than his male friends. Several had begun wearing nylons with
their dresses, a bit of make-up, and their shapes began to change dramatically; those that lagged behind faked it to keep up. While several
of the girls were quite attractive, Jill and Byron had progressed beyond
carrying of her clarinet case and had begun hanging around together
at the local bowling alley. By Christmas of 1965, when they were both
sophomores, the families exchanged Christmas cards. The photo card
from the Williams is shown below.
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7-107. The Lyle Williams family, 1965.
Standing, L-R: Wendy, Lloyd, Debbie. Sitting, L-R: Cindy, Lyle, Rosemary, Jill.

Christmas Day dinner was out at the
Brekkes. The accompanying photo was probably taken by Leona since
she moved to color film
a bit earlier than Helen;
no telling where Myles,
Bonnie, and Norris were.

In early 1966 the
arm that Oscar had hurt
in the Mandt accident
still hadn’t healed properly. He couldn’t lift it up,
so Dr. Davidson in Thief
River Falls sent him to
the Mayo Clinic in

7-108. Christmas dinner at the Brekkes, 1965.
L-R: Helen, Maggie, Turine Brekke, Oscar, Frank, Byron.
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Rochester where they determined that the muscle had grown to the
bone improperly, so it would need to be “mobilized.” Oscar said he’d
prefer that it be done back in Thief River Falls, so he returned there.
While the doctors called it “mobilizing,” Oscar thought a more appropriate term was “breaking it loose”! They loaded Oscar up with anesthetic and Dr. Davidson told him later that he and a fellow named Dan
Hamre used all of the strength they had to force the arm up into the air,
tearing the errant muscle from the bone like you’d tear a chicken wing.
After the procedure, it was a long, painful road to recovery, but Oscar
eventually regained reasonable mobility in it.

7-109. The bridge on the Lost River by Tomine Moen’s
farm that was ruined by a large chunk of ice taking out
several vertical supports, March, 1966. This location
was about two miles from the Flateland farm.

Sometime in early 1966, Byron bought
his first camera. One of the first images was
shot by someone else, perhaps Mickey Lee,
of Byron and two others behind stage at the
class play that year. With the obvious limitations of his first cheapie camera, he soon upgraded to a better model. Now that he had
a decent camera, nothing was safe, including
his little brother while sleeping.
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Spring of 1966
saw heavy run-off in
the Lost River with
flooding
and
ice
chunks that would occasionally break loose
and float down-river.
When a really big one
encountered a bridge,
the result could be
catastrophic as shown
in the accompanying
photo of the bridge by
Tomine Moen’s farm
where an ice floe had
taken out several supporting columns.

7-110. Sophomore classmates
Renee Bergeron, Howard
Bachand, and Byron,
class play, spring, 1966.
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Another favorite subject, of course, was Spanky who loved to jump
up on the headboard of the boys’ bed and look out the west window.

7-111. Myles, 1966. Part of Byron’s growing
collection of comic books is shown behind.

7-112. Spanky, 1966.

In the summer of 1966, in addition to working with Oscar, Byron
was able to take driving lessons. Lessons were given through the school
with Marvin Bronken, high school principal, instructing. Byron would
turn 16 in November, qualifying for a driver license.

In the fall of 1966, excitement was in the air at Oklee Public High
School. Oklee had been selected to participate in KXJB, Channel 4’s Teen
Quiz program, aired from Fargo, ND. It was a popular half-hour quiz
show testing high school students from competing schools in the area
on various subjects such as history, current events, and other topics.
Each school selected the top three students from their junior and senior classes to compete. If the school won that week, they could select
the next three top students to compete the following week.
Students were given several weeks to prepare, cramming with facts
from history and the news and struggling to keep them all straight. Byron was selected to be on the first team along with two of the girls.
Oklee won three weeks running, fielding a total of four teams. It was
a rare moment of glory for the eggheads of Oklee as usually all excitement and accolades were focused on athletics—the football and basketball teams. The accompanying photo shows the 12 participants and
an alternate along with the presenter of prizes from Otter Tail Power
Co., the show’s sponsor.
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7-113. The Teen Quiz team, as published on the front page of the
December 15, 1966, edition of the Oklee Herald. Byron appears with his
characteristic plaid shirt and pocket protector full of pens and pencils.

In December, Byron and
his camera caught Oscar
working his crossword puzzle by the Christmas tree. Oscar loved to work crossword
puzzles and read extensively,
subscribing to a number of
magazines. In these endeavors he took after his father,
Ole K.

Oscar was a nearly lifelong subscriber to the Grand
Forks Herald, even to the
point that when Byron tried
7-114. Oscar working his crossword puzzle,
Christmas, 1966.
to sell him a subscription to
the Minneapolis Tribune as
part of a school fund raiser, he refused. In light of the family’s many
ties to the Grand Forks area over the years, it’s understandable. One of
Oscar’s favorite syndicated columnists was Drew Pearson. In his earlier
years, Byron had heard ‘Droop Earson’ and really wondered about a fellow with such a funny name.
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And, come New Year’s Eve, it was time for a big teen-age blow-out
party at the Flatelands with Byron inviting several friends. The following day Myles invited several of his friends for a New Year’s Day party.

The accompanying photo shows some of the festivities. Most the
evening was taken up with learning and playing poker. While there was
no liquor involved, the boys liked to yuck it up and pretend that there
was. Mike Sletto, shown in the two upper photos, later went on to become an ordained Lutheran minister and officiated at Oscar’s funeral in
February 2006.

Tomine Moen was an old family friend and neighbor. She had a wry,
twinkle-in-the-eye sense of humor and loved to play games, especially
Scrabble, and read comic books, hundreds of which she borrowed from
Byron over the years. In younger years, Byron would stay overnight at
her house so the two could play games. Once, she was dishing up ice
cream, and a scoop fell on the table. She glanced at Byron with that mischievous twinkle in her eye to see if he had seen. He met her gaze, and
the two collapsed into fits of uncontrollable laughter. Such was Tomine
Moen.

347

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Marriage & Kids (1947 - 1972)

7-115. New Year’s Eve, 1966, clockwise from upper left: Oscar showing the boys
(Mike Sletto & Byron) one of the finer points of poker; Mike Sletto;
Gary Spong (left), Myles, Gary Lee, Tomine Moen; Dale Spong.
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In the new year, Byron and several of his junior- and senior-year
classmates were selected to participate in a one-act play written by
Oklee High’s drama teacher, Richard Norquist. The play was called Rag
Doll and had sort of a psycho-thriller plot, a theme which was a bit more
advanced than the usual fare for tender-aged high school students. It
was performed at sub-district and district one-act play contents and
was quite successful. Mr. Norquist was a tremendously effective drama
coach and apparently Byron’s thespian experience from his reluctant
operetta days enabled him to take direction successfully.

7-116. Cast and crew of ‘Rag Doll’ a one-act play written by Richard Norquist.
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In February, Oscar celebrated
his 53rd birthday.

7-117. Oscar on his 53rd birthday,
February 4, 1967.

By this time, Jill and Byron
were hanging around together
fairly regularly. One of their
routine stops after school was
at Helen’s second-grade classroom.
Byron was a frequent visitor to Jill’s home, which was
a two-bedroom apartment
above the Soo Line Depot
down by the railroad tracks,

7-118. Jill, February, 1967,
in Helen’s 2nd grade classroom.

which she shared with
three sisters, a brother,
and her mom and dad.

7-119. Jill in the living room of the family’s
home above the Soo Line Depot in Oklee.
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In the spring of 1967,
Jill and Byron were in the
junior class play, “A Hillbilly’s Wedding.” Byron
played “Pappy” and Jill
was the bride, Bridget
O’Flannigan.
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Cousin
Bonnie
celebrated her 16th
birthday by having
everyone out to the
farm to go snowmobiling.

7-120. Snowmobiling March 10, 1967: Myles, Helen, Bonnie.

By May, Myles was winding up a successful year in band, playing the trumpet.

7-121. Myles in orange & black
bank uniform of the Oklee Bobcats.
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May also saw the debut
of the debonair young couple, Jill Williams and Byron
Flateland, at the junior high
school prom.

7-122. Byron & Jill as juniors at
the high school prom, May, 1967.

Myles wasn’t old enough for carpenter work yet, but he did just fine driving
tractor and mowing the soil bank, so
that was his summer job. Oscar remembered once he came home from work and
heard some loud singing that seemed to
be coming from beyond the woods. He
thought, “Who in the hell is singing over
there?” Then he saw the tractor was gone
and concluded it must be the tractor radio. He couldn’t hear any tractor noise,
just the music from the radio.
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7-123. Jill, spring, 1967.

7-124. Myles on tractor, 1967 or so.
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In the summer of
1967 Oscar had contracts to build several
quonsets for grain storage for area farmers,
so he hired his biggest
crew yet—5 or 6. These
included Byron and his
friends Mickey Lee and
Howard Bachand.

One of the memo7-125. One of the quonsets under
rable jobs was doing
construction by Oscar and crew.
some remodeling inside
a large industrial-size
chicken barn belonging to Larry O’Neill (grandson of LJ O’Neill who had
overseen the land rush during which Oscar’s father Ole had homesteaded). The chickens had, of course, been removed, but their essence—oh,
their essence!—lingered on. When Oscar and Byron returned home
after a day’s work, Helen made them change their essence-saturated
clothes outside before they were allowed into the house.
In September it was time to head into the final stretch of high school
for Byron and Jill—they would graduate the next spring, 1968. Myles
was entering the 8th grade, and Helen was still in 2nd.

7-126. Myles, Helen, Byron, Jill, September, 1967.
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On Saturday evening, September 23, 1967, Jill and Byron went to
a late-night showing of The Sound of Music in Thief River Falls. In the
darkness as they were heading back, about halfway to Oklee, they noted
an odd glow in the distance in the direction of Oklee. As they got closer
and the size of the glow grew, their curiosity multiplied. Within a few
miles, they could see it was a large fire, and it seemed to be right where
Jill and her family lived, in the Soo Line Depot. Fortunately, it turned
out to be the elevator that was on fire, not the depot, but the depot
was nonetheless in danger as the two buildings were directly across the
tracks from one another only about 100 feet apart.
As they pulled up, they could see Jill’s dad Lyle and his brother-inlaw James Martin, who was visiting at the time, on the roof of the depot
spraying it with garden hoses to keep the asphalt shingles from catching fire from the heat and the cinders and hot ashes raining down. Rosemary had Jill’s three sisters and five-year-old brother Lloyd outside on
the platform below. She would yell to Lyle directing him to the latest
burst of flame on the roof, and he’d hose it down.

Before long George Lee, the local banker, stopped by. When George
saw what was happening, he got the firemen to use their hose to dowse
down the depot. The spray nearly knocked Lyle off the roof. He and
James grabbed hold of the chimney and hung on for life! When the
firemen stopped spraying, Lyle and James got off the roof. They were
soaked, but the firemen didn’t want the men to go inside the depot for
fear it would catch fire. George Lee took the whole Williams family and
their visitors to his house to spend the night.

Before he had gotten onto the roof, Lyle had had several men winch
a steel boxcar along the track to position it between the elevator and
the depot, so it acted as a heat shield protecting the side of the depot.
Across the tracks, several of Oklee’s volunteer firemen, as well as men
from the neighboring Plummer fire department, were on the roof of an
attached shed directing the fire hose on the raging conflagration that
was rapidly reducing the elevator to ashes. The wall of flames was 2030 feet high, and the most they could do was keep the fire from spreading to adjacent structures.
Sometime after 1:00 am, most of the excitement was over, everyone
was exhausted, but the depot and most other buildings had been saved,
including a second elevator and a group of silos. Fortunately, there was
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little wind that night or things might have turned out much worse. It
was three days before the main part of the fire had completely burned
itself out. The major losses were the #1 elevator which had been built
in 1911 and an adjacent warehouse. It was supposed that the fire had
been started by some kind of a spark igniting grain dust which is highly
flammable and which is always a high risk in grain elevators. The Oklee
Co-op Elevator Association went on to rebuild in the following year.

In October 1967, the annual homecoming celebration and ball was
held at Oklee High School. Juniors and seniors were decked out in their
best finery, and the precocious among them attended with dates; others went as singles to “play the field.” Jill and Byron were among the
former and were high school seniors. The accompanying photo on the
right shows the two ready for the 1967 homecoming ball and the photo
on the left shows the two just before the 1967 prom in the previous
spring when they were juniors. Byron appears to have evolved his hairstyle and clothing tastes a bit for the better (perhaps Jill’s influence); Jill
looks elegant as usual both times.

7-127. L-R: Byron & Jill in May, 1967, ready to attend the Oklee High School prom as juniors;
B & J in October 1967, before the 1967 homecoming ball as seniors.
Both photos by Jill’s mother Rosemary in the family’s living room.
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In the first half of the school year, most kids in the junior class got
class rings which was the custom. Byron’s had a rectangular purple
stone with an “OHS” in the middle and his initials “B” and “F” on either side. Jill’s ring had a blue stone and her initials “J” and “W.” Before
Christmas they exchanged class rings. It was official—after four years
they were “going steady.”
About this time, Oscar and Helen had decided to put the farm up
for sale and move into
Oklee, so Helen could be
closer to her teaching,
and Myles to school for
his remaining five years.
In early fall, it sold, so
Oscar began building a
new house in the southwest part of Oklee.

7-128. The Flateland house in Oklee
under construction, Nov-Dec, 1967.

He had the basement dug, set forms
and poured footings,
then set forms for the
basement walls and
poured them. The
boys were only too eager to help after school
and on weekends, and
with a couple of other hired helpers, the
walls began going up
7-129. The Flateland’s new house,
mostly complete, spring, 1968.
in early November. By
the end of the year, it was enclosed with the interior yet to be finished,
and the family was able to move in in February 1968.
Oscar made the kitchen cabinets out of birch plywood which had
a beautiful grain. Helen sanded and varnished all the woodwork. Jill
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would come over after school and on weekends to help Byron with insulation and putting up the wood paneling. She’d countersink the nails
and putty the holes. She also helped Helen varnish the birch doors between on each room. By spring, the house was mostly complete.
In the spring of 1968 it was also time for the senior class play. Byron has no recollection of his part, but Jill was the sound effects person
backstage. During the afternoon showing, the electricity went out. The
play continued, but when Jill was supposed to make the telephone ring,
she couldn’t, so she yelled out, “Ring! Ring!” Everyone got a laugh out
of it.
In the meantime, Byron
the egghead had been selected as the first National
Merit Scholarship semifinalist in the history of Oklee
Public Schools. Later in the
school year, both Jill and he
applied to the University
of North Dakota in Grand
Forks and were accepted.
Both had already decided
on their areas of study; Byron was going into electrical engineering and Jill into
nursing.

7-130. Article from the Oklee Herald,
September 1967, about Byron’s selection
as a National Merit Scholarship semifinalist.
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Over the years, Helen
had thought Byron should
be a pharmacist or an accountant, like uncle Ole in
Milwaukee. Her words still
echo, “If you don’t get a good
college education, you’ll
wind up a ditch digger!”
(Perhaps she feared Byron’s fascination with digging holes would become a
lifelong passion.) Actually,
it turned out that Myles became the accountant and
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granddaughter Crystal is studying pharmacy.

In the spring of 1968, it was
time for high school prom and
graduation. Jill and Byron once
again dressed up in rare form
and enjoyed a night of dancing
and socializing.

7-131. Byron trying oh-so-carefully not
to stick anyone while attaching the corsage
for the high school prom. All of this with
Jill’s mother Rosemary watching intently
and ready to snap a photo!

7-132. The dapper young couple at the
prom. Apparently the corsage held.

Then it was finally time for
high school graduation. Byron
was class valedictorian, so he
selected a canned speech and
tried to deliver it as sincerely as
possible. To this day, he has no
recollection whatsoever what it
was about.

In the meantime, Jill’s father
7-133. Byron’s high school
Lyle Williams had landed a pograduation photo, spring, 1968.
sition as depot agent in a much
larger town, Alexandria, Minnesota, about 160 miles south of Oklee.
There, in early 1968, he had bought the family’s first house; they had
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always lived in quarters above a depot until then. Lyle was commuting on a weekly basis between Oklee and Alexandria, so each Sunday
afternoon he and Jill and
Byron would pack Lyle’s
car as full as it would go
with household goods to
be transferred and send
him on his way back to
Alex.

The house was a
three-bedroom,
but
there were five kids, so
part of the basement
needed to be built out as
7-134. Lyle & Rosemary Williams’ newly acquired
bedrooms. Fortunately,
house in Alexandria, Minnesota, spring, 1968.
Byron, with his newly
acquired carpentry skills, was able to strike a deal with Lyle that he
would do the job through the summer. This solved several problems—
Lyle would get his basement bedrooms and bathroom, Byron would
earn some money, and not least, Jill and Byron could see each other on
a daily basis instead of being separated by 160 miles.
And Jill’s little brother, Lloyd, enjoyed the summer, too—he got to
spend time with his close friend, Byron. After all, why else would Byron keep coming around than to see him? Jill and Byron used to go to
movies and would occasionally take Lloyd along. He would climb in the
front seat and sit between them, not the least bit aware that he was in
the middle of a budding romance.
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7-135. Jill, Byron, and Lloyd clowning in the summer of 1968 while
Byron was staying at Williams’ house finishing part of the basement.

By fall, the basement finishing project was complete, and the two
college freshmen were off to school in Grand Forks.
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Meanwhile, back in Oklee, Myles celebrated his 14th birthday in
August in the new house with cousins Stevie and Rocky Flateland and
family and sat for an impromptu
portrait with Spanky.

7-136. Standing, L-R: Steve, Spanky,
Byron, Rocky Flateland.
Sitting: Myles, August 1968.

In the fall Jill and Byron began school at the University of
North Dakota in Grand Forks,
7-137. Spanky & Myles, summer, 1968.
Myles was a freshman at Oklee
High School, Oscar continued carpentering, and Helen continued teaching.
In November, Helen’s stepfather, Frank Van Tassel, took sick and
passed away. Maggie continued to live in her house in Trail until 1972
when she sold it and moved into senior housing in Oklee to be near
Helen.
Myles was confirmed
at Zion Lutheran Church
in Oklee in June 1969.
In the summer of 1969,
Byron and Myles again
worked with Oscar carpentering. Jill went to
summer school at UND
in Grand Forks, so on
Friday afternoon Byron
would drive over to pick
her up and return her on
Sunday.

7-138. Myles’ confirmation at
Zion Lutheran Church, Oklee, June 1969.
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The 1960s were the early years of the United States’ space program—the race to the moon! Byron, with his strong interest in science,
had avidly followed news of the Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo programs.
He remembers sitting in his room on Christmas Eve, 1968, watching the
first live images of the earth from lunar orbit as Frank Borman recited
verses from the Book of Genesis. In the summer of 1969, the first lunar
landing was to take place. Byron and Jill remember sitting in Oscar and
Helen’s living room on July 21 and watching live coverage as Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon for the first time and uttered the famous
words, “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind!”
In the fall of 1969, Myles, Byron, and Jill were all sophomores.
Jill and Byron’s relationship
looked like it was continuing pretty seriously, so in October Byron
bought an engagement ring and
proposed at a romantic dinner at
the Holiday Inn in Grand Forks.
Lo and behold, she accepted(!),
so they announced their engagement in December.

Of course, Byron still had to ask
Lyle’s permission so over Christmas break, he anxiously took
Jill’s father aside and told him,
“I asked Jill to marry me and she
said, ‘Yes.’” Lyle’s first response
was, “Not until you’re both out of
school!” Jill’s mother Rosemary’s
college education had stopped
as a freshman when she married
Lyle, so Lyle’s objection was akin
to, “Do as I say, not as I did!” But,
with Rosemary’s persuasion, he
eventually came around.
7-139. Jill & Byron’s engagement
announcement, December 1969.
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Jill and Byron completed their sophomore year at UND and in July
Byron spent a month at ROTC summer camp at Grissom AFB, Indiana.
He spent so much time polishing his shoes there that he decided he
might as well wear them for the wedding on August 22. It was reliably
reported by several observers that both his shoes, despite their beautiful spit-shininess, had holes in the bottom which were clearly visible
to all when he knelt down as part of the ceremony. Apparently all that
marching in summer camp had taken its toll.

7-141. The bride and groom, August 22, 1970.

7-140. First cake as a married couple.
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7-142. L-R: Margaret Martin, Rosemary’s mother; Lyle & Rosemary Williams;
Jill & Byron Flateland; Helen & Oscar Flateland; Maggie Van Tassel, Helen’s mother.
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Later that year,
Helen’s mother Maggie sat for the portrait
in the accompanying
photo.

7-143. Maggie Van Tassel, 1970.

After all the activity
of the wedding, Oscar
and Helen could finally
relax on their front lawn.

7-144. Oscar & Helen, summer, 1970.
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On November 15, 1971, Byron and Myles’ cousin, Bonnie Brekke,
married El Rio Wishard at the Sand Valley Lutheran Church in Trail.

7-145. Wedding of Bonnie Brekke & El Rio Wishard, November 15, 1971. Clockwise from left:
Byron & Jill Flateland, Bonnie & Rio; Maggie Van Tassel, Bonnie & Rio;
Norris & Leona Brekke, Bonnie & Rio, Irene & Bud Wishard.

366

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Marriage & Kids (1947 - 1972)

Myles
graduated
from Oklee High School
in May 1972, and was
accepted at the University of North Dakota to
begin school in the fall.
He decided to major in
accounting.

7-146. Myles Flateland, high school graduation, 1972.

Meanwhile, Jill graduated
with a Bachelor of Science in
Nursing from UND in May
and immediately accepted
a position with RiverView
Hospital in Crookston. Jill
and Byron stayed with Oscar
and Helen during the summer, so he could work with
Oscar and crew. For Helen,
who never had a daughter,
Jill was a welcome addition
to the household.

7-147. Jill Flateland, BSN graduation, 1972.
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Byron had one more
semester to go to complete his Bachelor of Science in Electronics Engineering degree which
he finished in December.
With the degree, he also
received his commission
as a 2nd Lieutenant in
the US Air Force.

Byron had received
a one-year delay in go7-148. Helen, Byron, Oscar, after Byron’s commissioning
ing on active duty, so he
as a 2nd Lieutenant, US Air Force, December 1972.
could pursue a Masters
degree in Electronics
Engineering. He spent the year of 1973 working on it, and graduated
in December. He spent the summer doing field measurements of radio signals for his thesis. Living the good life as a grad student, he had
also allowed his weight to balloon to about 230 lbs, so during the fall
semester he worked at getting his weight back down below 200 lbs,
so he wouldn’t exceed the Air Force weight/height standard. He stood
naturally at about 6’ 1-2”, so whenever he had his height measured, he
endeavored to stretch a bit, so the measurement would be rounded up
to 6’ 1”, allowing him an extra few pounds of weight.
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B

eginning in the
fall of 1972, Oscar and
Helen were at last empty-nesters, but they were
both still working, and
they had little Spanky.

8-1. Oscar, Helen & Spanky,
empty-nesters, summer, 1974.

8-2. Helen, school photo,
fall, 1974.

After Byron completed grad school at
the UND, he was assigned to six months
at Keesler AFB, MS, to attend Communications-Electronics school, so he and
Jill drove down there in January 1974.
After Byron had lost 30 pounds to meet
Air Force requirements, he couldn’t seem
to keep warm in Minnesota, so moving
south was a nice relief.
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Jill got a nursing position at the Gulfport Hospital. After completion
in July, Byron got two
weeks leave, so they visited parents in Minnesota before heading off to
Kansas City where Byron
was assigned as a Communications-Electronics
Engineer at the US Air
Force Communications
HQ at Richards-Gebaur
8-3. Oscar, Norris, Maggie, Leona, December 1974.
AFB just south of Kansas
City. Here they bought their first house for $25,000. Lyle, Rosemary, and
kids visited at Christmas, 1974, and they managed to find potato sausage to celebrate in Jill’s tradition, although it was markedly inferior to
the Minnesota/Wisconsin variety.
Byron received a new assignment in November 1975, as a Satellite Systems Engineer stationed
at Buckley ANG Base just east of
Denver, so they sold the house in
Kansas City and moved to Aurora. They bought the house shown
in the accompanying photo, and
Oscar, Helen, and Myles visited
for Christmas, 1975. Oscar was

8-4. Myles, Oscar, Helen on their first visit to the
Denver area, December 1975.

on crutches, although it is not recalled why. He may have had an
operation to partially correct his
“hammer toes” condition which
he had acquired in the Army.
In May 1976, Myles graduated
from UND with a Bachelor of Science in Accounting degree. He
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8-5. Jill & Byron’s newly purchased house,
Aurora, CO, summer, 1976.
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also passed the CPA (Certified Public Accountant) exam. He accepted a
position with Gene Gallagher & Assoc in Fargo. Around this time, Oscar,
Helen, and Myles sat for the studio portrait shown in the accompanying
photo.

Earlier in the year, Oscar had turned 62, so he decided to hang up
his hammer and retire, taking social security, while Helen continued to
work at teaching. Meanwhile, though, Helen’s sister Leona and husband
Norris Brekke had decided to move to Oklee, so Oscar and Norris were
busy through the summer of 1976 building a new house for them directly across the road from Oscar and Helen’s house. Leona and Norris
moved from their farm southeast of Trail into the new house in Oklee
in the fall.
Unfortunately, Norris got to enjoy the new house for only a few
months. He passed away on January 13, 1977, at the house after suffering a stroke. Norris and Leona’s daughter Bonnie and El Rio Wishard
were expecting their firstborn at the time. Son Jamie Lee (‘Dudley’) was
born on March 9, 1977, so Norris missed seeing his grandson by just a
couple of months.

8-6. Helen, Myles, Oscar, studio portrait, 1976.
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In the meantime,
Jill and Byron were doing some remodeling on
their house in Aurora,
and Oscar, Helen, and
Myles visited in December 1976.

By this time, Jill had
confirmed that she was
pregnant with a due date
in July. On July 8, 1977,
Kirsten Soneva Flateland
was born at the Fitzsimmons Army Hospital in
Aurora. Kirsten was the
first grandchild on both
sides of the family.

8-7. Oscar, Myles, Pansy, Helen, on visit to
Jill & Byron’s, in front of the new fireplace insert
Byron had recently installed, December, 1976.
Pansy had been added to the family as a pup when
Jill & Byron lived in Gulfport, MS, in early 1975.

8-8. Kirsten Flateland, soon after birth, July, 1977.
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In August Oscar, Helen, and Leona came out to Aurora to see the
new baby and to attend Kirsten’s baptism which was held at St. Mark’s
Lutheran Church with Rev. Waccholz officiating. Rev. Waccholz was an
elderly semi-retired German-speaking Lutheran pastor. He told Byron he had emigrated from Germany at the outbreak of World War I to
“avoid being cannon fodder.”

8-9. Rev. Waccholz baptizing Kirsten Soneva Flateland at
St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, Aurora, CO, August 1977.

8-10. L-R: Leona, Byron, Kirsten, Oscar, Helen, & Jill
on the occasion of Kirsten’s baptism, August 1977.
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In
December
1977, Byron, Jill, and
Kirsten traveled to
Minnesota so the rest
of the family could
become acquainted
with newly-arrived
Kirsten.

8-11. Kirsten, Helen, Oscar, on a visit
to O&H’s house, December 1977.

8-12. A four-generation picture, L-R: Byron, Kirsten, Maggie, Helen, December 1977.
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In January 1978, Byron was discharged from the Air Force after fulfilling his 4-year ROTC obligation for active duty. He accepted a position
in technical marketing at Storage Technology Corp. in Broomfield/Louisville just outside of Denver. Jill continued working at her position at
Valley View Hospital in Thornton. They sold their house in Aurora and
moved to a house they purchased in Arvada on the west side of the city.
In December Jill and
Byron visited Minnesota
again and a very merry
Christmas was had by all,
playing with year-anda-half-year-old Kirsten.
Oscar and Helen clearly
enjoyed being grandparents immensely.

8-13. Oscar serenading Jill & Kirsten,
December 1978, Oklee.

8-14. Oscar, Kirsten, Helen, December 1978.
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8-15. Oscar, Kirsten, Helen, December 1978, Oklee.

In the summer of 1979 Helen and Oscar visited Arvada to see the
new house and, of course, to spend lots of time with Kirsten.

8-16. Helen, Jill, Kirsten, Oscar playing at J&B’s house, summer, 1979.
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8-17. Kirsten playing with Oscar, J&B’s house, summer, 1979.

8-18. Kirsten & Grandma Helen, J&B’s house, summer, 1979.
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8-19. Helen, school photo, fall, 1979.

Christmas of 1979 saw Jill,
Byron, and Kirsten once again
visiting Minnesota.

8-20. Oscar with his accordion,
Christmas, 1979, Oklee.

8-21. Oscar & Kirsten, Christmas, 1979.

378

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Retirement & Grandkids (1972 - 2006)

8-22. Four generations, L-R: Maggie, Byron, Kirsten, Helen, Christmas, 1979, Oklee.

Christmas, 1979, was to be the last one spent with Maggie. Helen
and Leona’s mom passed away in March 1980. She’s buried in the Sand
Valley Lutheran Church cemetery in Trail, next to her two husbands.

8-23. Maggie Van Tassel is buried between her first husband,
George Reitter, and her second husband, Frank Van Tassel.
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In the summer of 1980, Jill, Byron, Oscar and Helen took three-yearold Kirsten on a little jaunt through the mountains.

8-24. Jill, Kirsten, Helen, Oscar on an outing to the mountains, summer, 1980.

Back at home in Arvada, Helen and Jill had great fun making a cake
in the shape of a train engine for Kirsten’s third birthday.

8-25. Helen, Kirsten, Jill, Oscar, Kirsten’s birthday, July 8, 1980, J&B’s house.
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8-26. Helen, Kirsten, Oscar sitting in front of a ripple afghan Jill
made for Helen & Oscar for Christmas, summer, 1981, J&B’s house.

8-27. Kirsten, Helen, Jamie (Dudley) Wishard,
Bonnie’s oldest, Christmas, 1981.

8-28. Helen, school photo, fall, 1981.
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Whenever Jill and Byron were visiting Minnesota at Christmas, they
always made it a point to go with Oscar to visit Knute, Oscar’s brother,
who still lived on the farm after his wife Etta passed away in 1981. When
Myles and Byron were small, their name for Knute was “Unca Tunk.”

8-29. Knute Flateland, Oscar’s older brother, Oscar, Kirsten, December, 1981, Knute’s house.

During one summer
around this time, Oscar’s
brother Ole and wife Ida
visited from Milwaukee
and five of the six siblings gathered at nephew Julian Gunderson’s
house on his farm where
the photo below was
snapped.
8-30. Five of the six Flateland siblings.
L-R: Birdie Gunderson, Ole & Oscar Flateland,
Lola Tinnesand, Knute Flateland. Photo circa 1980
in front of nephew Julian Gunderson’s house, rural Oklee.
Brother Ted was still living in Montana at this time.
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While working in Fargo, Myles had been dating Beverly Klundt of
Gackle, ND, and they decided to get married in June—June 19, 1982.
The wedding was in Gackle, and Jill, Byron, and Kirsten traveled to be
part of it.

8-31. Myles & Bev’s wedding, August, 1982
L-R: Oscar, Helen, Bev, Myles, Jill, Kirsten, Byron.
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Helen turned 62 in
August, 1983, so the
1982-’83 school year
was her last as she at
long last retired from 33
years of teaching.

8-32. Oscar & Helen, studio photo, summer, 1984.

8-33. Helen, Kirsten, Oscar, summer, 1984, J&B’s back yard.
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8-34. Kirsten, dressed as an elf for a school play, Oscar, spring, 1984, J&B’s house.

Oscar’s brother Ted
had moved back from
Montana in the early
1980s and purchased
the former Tom Toulouse house in Oklee. In
the summer of 1985 on
one of Ole and Ida’s periodic visit from Milwaukee, the four Flateland
brothers got together in
front of Oscar’s house
for the accompanying
photo.

8-35. Oscar & his brothers, summer, 1985,
Oklee, L-R: Ole, Oscar, Knute, Ted.

Photos of Oscar’s two
sisters in later years, Birdie and Lola, are shown on the next page too.
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8-36. Bergit (‘Birdie’) Gunderson,
early 1980s.

8-37. Lola Tinnesand, 1980s.
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8-38. Helen & Kirsten, December 1985, Oklee.

8-39. Oscar, pretending to hear the
sea in the shell,December 1985, Oklee.
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8-40. Kirsten playing Uno with Grandma Helen, Oscar
observing in the background, December 1986, J&B’s house.

8-41. L-R: Lyle, Rosemary, Kirsten, Helen, Oscar, summer, 1987, front lawn of J&B’s house.

388

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Retirement & Grandkids (1972 - 2006)

8-42. Oscar & his brother Ted, 1987, at Ted’s house in Oklee.

8-43. Oscar, Myles, Helen, Christmas, 1987.

8-44. Byron, Oscar, Myles, December, 1987, Myles & Bev’s house.
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8-45. Kirsten & Helen, Christmas,
1987, Leona’s house, Oklee.

8-46. Leona, December 1987,
her house, Oklee.

8-47. Oscar & Helen, December 1987, their house, Oklee.

In 1988, at age 69, Helen’s sister Leona had a bout of uterine cancer
which had grown into the colon. After surgery, she received four radiation treatments a day for 23 days. While it left her with a digestive system that was somewhat impaired, the treatments were successful and
as of the date of this writing in 2016, she’s hail and hearty at age 97,
thriving at Mac Manor in McIntosh.
390

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Retirement & Grandkids (1972 - 2006)

In July and August 1988, Jill, Byron, Kirsten, Oscar, and Helen
traveled to Norway, Denmark, and Germany for three weeks. Jill was
five months pregnant with Crystal, but managed to cope with travel,
crowds, and heat. The
highlight of the trip
was visiting with relatives in the Valle area
of southern Norway
from which Oscar’s
parents had migrated
in the late 1880s. Oscar had spoken Norwegian
exclusively
until he started school
at age six and had con8-48. Oscar & Helen traveling in Germany
tinued to speak it as
with Jill, Byron, & Kirsten, summer, 1988.
an adult with others
in the area around Oklee, so he was still fluent in the dialect still used in
the Setesdal Valley. People told him he sounded just like he had grown
up around those parts.
Fortuitously, soon after arriving in the village of Valle, Oscar made
the acquaintance of Tarjei Flateland from Oslo who had grown up in
the Valle area. Tarjei was
a distant relative and
served as guide, introducing Oscar and family
to many relatives, including two first cousins, “Big
Olav” who lived next to
the original Vodden farm
outside of Valle and “Little
Olav,” a retired gunsmith
living in Kristiansand. Byron video recorded conversations between Oscar
and “Big Olav” in Norwegian, which are included
8-49. Oscar & Helen in Setesdalen standing in
front of the sign at the edge of the Flateland area.
in another chapter.
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One of the side trips was to the town of Haugesund on the west coast
where everyone but Kirsten laid down for a nap in the early afternoon.
When they awoke, Kirsten was nowhere to be found. Before long, she
re-appeared, explaining that she was just out exploring the town; she
had just turned 11 that summer.
A couple of months after returning from the trip, Helen began experiencing pain in her lower back. Tragically, the diagnosis was pancreatic
cancer; she was given several months to live and elected not to take
chemo or radiation therapy.
Meanwhile, back in Arvada, Lyle, Rosemary, and Vera Williams,
Lyle’s sister, had traveled out to help out when Crystal arrived. She was
born by C-section early on the morning of December 16, 1988.

8-50. Crystal Flateland shortly after her birth, December 1988.

Since Jill and Crystal were still recovering from the birth experience
over the holidays, Christmas was celebrated in Arvada, this time with
good-quality potato sausage! Lyle and Rosemary flew to Arvada to be
present for Crystal’s baptism at St. Andrews Lutheran Church in Arvada
on January 15.
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8-51. Baptism of Crystal Lynn Flateland, January 15, 1989, at St. Andrews Lutheran Church,
Arvada, CO. L-R: Jill, Kirsten, Byron, Crystal, Rosemary & Lyle Williams.

Arrangements were then made to visit Minnesota in February, by
which time Jill and Crystal would be up to traveling. Lyle and Rosemary
drove up, and all visited Helen in her hospital room at Northwestern
Hospital in Thief River Falls. Helen was weak but able to visit and hold
the newborn granddaughter.

8-52. Video, Feb., 1989 (01:07): Helen holding baby
Crystal in Helen’s hospital room in Thief River Falls.
(Click to play.)
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8-53. Oscar, Kirsten, Helen holding Crystal, February 1989,
in Helen’s hospital room in Thief River Falls.

8-54. Bev & Myles holding Crystal, February 1989, Oscar & Helen’s house, Oklee.
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Helen passed away on March 21, 1989, at the nursing home in McIntosh. The family came back to Minnesota for the funeral which was held
at Sand Valley Lutheran Church in Trail. The little girl that Oscar had
come to know playing at George Reitter’s garage was gone.

8-55. Paying final respects to Helen Flateland, March, 1989.

Jill, Byron, and family came back to visit Oscar at Christmas and he
obviously took great delight in spending time with his granddaughters.

8-56. Oscar sharing joy with Crystal, December 1989.
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8-57. Oscar, Crystal, Byron, Kirsten, December 1989, Oscar’s house, Oklee.

In the summer of 1990, Byron was working for Destron/IDI, a manufacturer of RFID microchips, in Boulder and had a business trip to
Europe, visiting distributors. The company had a small distributor in
Bergen which the company had nearly lost contact with, so Byron determined that if he visited this nearly-forgotten business, he could “wangle” some time to spend
in other parts of Norway.
So he made arrangements for Oscar to fly
over and meet him in
Oslo and Tarjei and another distant relative
picked them up at the
airport. They then drove
to Valle and spent several days re-connecting
with the relatives they
8-58. L-R: Olav Sagneskar, Oscar, and unnamed
had met two years berelative, summer, 1990, Setesdal Valley, Norway.
fore.
396

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Retirement & Grandkids (1972 - 2006)

At Christmas in 1991, Byron and family once again visited Minnesota, spending time with Oscar.

8-59. Kirsten, Byron, Crystal, Oscar, Myles, December, 1991, Oscar’s house, Oklee.

In the summer of 1992, Oscar and Leona visited Byron and family in
Arvada and, among other things, they all went for a ride on the Georgetown Loop Railroad.

8-60. Oscar, Kirsten, Jill, Crystal, Leona by the
Georgetown Loop Railroad, Silver Plume, CO, summer, 1992.
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In the summer of 1993, Byron and family visited Minnesota where
Byron photographed Oscar in front of the barn that had been built on
the home place in 1925. Oscar had painted that barn almost 70 years
before when he was 11 years old.

8-61. Above: Oscar in front of his dad’s barn which he painted nearly 70 years
before when he was 11 years old in 1925; photo taken in summer, 1993.
Below: Sadly, by March 2015 it was on its last legs.
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On the same trip,
they also visited Knute
on his farm outside of
Trail.

8-62. Oscar, Byron, Knute, summer, 1993,
in front of Knute’s house outside of Trail.

In May 1994, it was time for Crystal to graduate from kindergarten
at KinderCare in Arvada, so Oscar and Leona came out to spend some
time.

8-63. Byron, Oscar, Leona, Kirsten, Jill, Crystal at Crystal’s
graduation from kindergarten at KinderCare, Arvada, CO, May 1994.

399

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Retirement & Grandkids (1972 - 2006)

Christmas 1994 saw everyone back in Minnesota.

8-64. Kirsten, Oscar, Crystal, Jill, Bev, Myles at Bev & Myles’ house, December 1994.

In May of 1995, it
was time for Kirsten
to graduate from high
school, so everyone
came to Arvada for
that occasion.

8-65. Oscar, Kirsten, Lyle, Rosemary, visiting for Kirsten’s high
school graduation, and Crystal.
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8-66. Crystal studiously plotting how to beat Grandpa Oscar at a game of Uno, summer, 1995.

They also took advantage of good weather to ride up the Pike’s Peak
Cog Railway.

8-67. Jill & Oscar on Pike’s Peak Cog Railroad, summer, 1995.
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8-68. An impromptu portrait of Oscar against
backyard trees, summer, 1995, Jill & Byron’s house.

Later that year
Olin Mills came to
Oklee and set up to
make portraits of any
who wanted. Oscar
posed handsomely for
the portrait in the accompanying photo.

8-69. Oscar Flateland, studio portrait, 1995.
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In 1996 Crystal was seven years old, and Byron decided it was high
time that she get caught up on what she had missed when she visited
Norway en utero in 1988. Byron was working for Jill’s business Freestyle Publications at the time, so he decided he could take a couple of
weeks off as Jill continued to run the business. He and Crystal flew to
Minneapolis and met Oscar there, then they flew off together to Oslo to
rendezvous once again with Tarjei Flateland for another visit with relatives in the Valle area.

Before heading off
to Valle, they toured a
reconstructed Viking
village where everyone donned sack cloth
and tried to imagine
what it was like living
in those days.

In addition to visiting Valle, they visited a couple of glaciers
and drove west across
the barren mountains
to Stavanger, so they
could get a more varied idea of the interior of Norway. On
the drive, Crystal was
in the back seat serenading Oscar and
8-70. Crystal trying her hand at creating a rune, or letter,
Byron with a song she
in the Old Norse alphabet in use during Viking times, summer,
had recently learned
1996, at a reconstructed Viking village outside of Oslo.
from Barney on television. Byron thought it was so cute that he recorded a repeat performance after they had returned home to Arvada.
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8-71. Video, Aug. 12, 1996 (4:20): Crystal singing ‘Ooples and Banoonoos’as she
did on her 1996 trip to Norway with Oscar & Byron, August, 1996. (Click to play.)

8-72. Tarjei Flateland & Oscar in back, Tarjei’s wife & Crystal
in front, summer, 1996, at Tarjei’s and his wife’s home in Oslo.
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After returning
to Oslo, they stayed
overnight at Tarjei’s
house, and his wife
treated them to dinner, serving a delicious beef stew with
all the trimmings.
When the meal was
finished, Tarjei said
with a gleam in his
eye, “Do you know
what that was?”
“Beef stew?” “No, that
was a reindeer stew.
They’re hunted in the
mountains just above
Valle.” Byron thought
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it was great that they had all gotten to taste reindeer, but he couldn’t
resist having a little fun with Crystal. He said, “Well, then, you’ve just
eaten Rudolph!” That’s not something he should have said to a sevenyear-old. She felt quite bad, but Tarjei and all consoled her with some
dessert.

Christmas, 1996,
was spent in Minnesota again.

8-73. Oscar, Christmas, 1996, at his house in Oklee.

8-74. L-R: Leona, Oscar, Bev, Myles at Oscar’s house, December 1996.
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The annual visit
with Knute in 1996
proved to be the last.
He passed away the
following April.

The man whom
all the kids had called
“Pa” was gone. Oscar’s
older sister Birdie
had passed away on
Christmas Day, 1986,
8-75. Oscar & his brother Knute, December 1996.
his older brother Ole
died on December 22,
1990 in Milwaukee, and his older brother Ted passed on May 21, 1991.
Only his younger sister Lola still survived at this point. She lived until
October 28, 2010.

8-76. Some of the family members that attended Knute’s funeral, April 1997, Knute’s house.
Members ID’d by relationship to Knute:
Front, L-R: Roxanne Flateland, great-granddaughter; Olin, Allen (Butch), & Annette, sons & daughter; Oscar Flateland, brother; Chelsi Flateland, granddaughter.
Middle, L-R: Janet Flateland, granddaughter; Bradlee, son; Lori & Kathleen Larson, granddaughter
and daughter; Tena & Jason Flateland, granddaughter & grandson.
Back, L-R: Janet Flateland, granddaughter; Margaret Flateland, daughter-in-law; Joyce Flateland,
granddaughter; Jennifer Nelson, granddaughter; Jarrod Larson, grandson.
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8-77. Oscar chatting with nephew Bradlee, Knute’s son, after Knute’s funeral, April 1997.

Christmas, 1997, was celebrated back in Minnesota.

8-78. Front, L-R: Crystal, Kirsten, Bonnie Wishard, Leona Brekke.
Back, L-R: Byron, Jill, Dudley & Buster Wishard, Oscar,
Cindy Wishard, December 1997, Bonnie’s house.
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8-79. Oscar & Kirsten taking a break from Uno, July 1998, Leona’s house.

In the late 1990s, Byron bought Oscar a computer and taught him
how to use email. For a fellow with a ninth-grade education and no formal introduction to even a typewriter, it was a bit of a challenge. But he
was game to try something new, so after a few tutorials, he was communicating with Byron and Jill on a hunt-and-peck basis by email on at
least a weekly basis.
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In the summer of
1999, Lyle and Rosemary, the Flatelands, and
Oscar went on a weeklong cruise through the
Panhandle of Alaska.
Jill and Byron had just
brought their company
Panoramic Care Systems
public on the Vancouver Stock Exchange, and
it was time to relax and
celebrate.

8-80. Rosemary, Lyle, Oscar, Jill, Crystal, Byron, Kirsten
on board the cruise ship Sea Princess, July 1999.

8-81. Rosemary, Oscar, Lyle, Jill, Kirsten, Crystal enjoying the Alaskan summer, 1999.
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8-82. Crystal, Oscar, Kirsten, Byron, Bev, Myles at Myles & Bev’s house, December 1999.

8-83. Crystal, Rosemary, Lyle, Byron, Oscar, summer, 2000, in front of Jill & Byron’s house.
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In the year 2000
Oscar was part of this
group of VFW members
that had their photo taken.

8-84. Oscar, back right, with several
old VFW buddies in Trail, 2000.

8-85. Crystal, Byron, Kirsten, Tim, Oscar, December 2001, Jill & Byron’s house.
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8-86. Oscar & Byron’s sleeping off a big Christmas meal, 2001, Jill & Byron’s house.

On August 3, 2002, Kirsten married Timothy Sielaff at the First United Church of Arvada. Oscar and Myles, Lyle and Rosemary and daughters Wendy and Debbie flew out for the occasion.

8-87. Myles, Oscar & Lyle taking it easy before Kirsten & Tim’s
wedding ceremony, August 3, 2002, First United Church of Arvada.
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8-88. Kirsten & Tim’s wedding day, August 3, 2002.
L-R: Lyle, Rosemary, Byron, Jill, Kirsten, Tim, Crystal, Oscar.

In a short while, another wedding in the extended family took place.
Byron’s cousin Bonnie Brekke Wishard had gotten divorced in the
1990s, and on September 22, 2002, she married Ed Pettersen in a small
private ceremony in Minnesota. Ed was a widower, and he and Bonnie
had been co-workers for a number of years at Northern Sand & Gravel
west of Trail.

8-89. Ed & Bonnie Pettersen on their
wedding day, September 22, 2002.
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8-90. Oscar, niece Kathleen Larson, Knute’s daughter, husband
Ernie Larson, Byron, December 2003, Ernie & Kathleen’s house.

8-91. Bev, Myles, Crystal, Oscar, Byron, December, 2002, Bev & Myles house.
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8-92. Myles, Oscar, Bev, December, 2003, Bev & Myles’ house.

Oscar’s 90th birthday
was coming up on February 4, 2004, so Myles and
Byron decided to hold an
open house birthday party.
Oscar’s house was too small
for the anticipated number
of people so they contracted
with the Oklee Community
Center for the event. They
ran an ad in the Oklee Herald and otherwise spread
the word that a good time
was to be had at 2:00 pm.
The event was a big success
with more than 100 people
attending. Oscar got to visit
with a number of people he
hadn’t seen in awhile.

8-93. Celebrating Oscar’s 90th birthday with
dinner in Thief River Falls, February 3, 2004,
the night before the big party.
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8-94. Oscar chatting with Myles at Oscar’s 90th
birthday party, February 4, 2004, Oklee Community Center.
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8-95. Oscar at nephew Howard Flateland
and wife Sylvia’s 50th wedding
anniversary, October 9, 2004, Trail.

8-96. Oscar at Lyle & Rosemary’s house,
December 2004.

8-97. Leona, Byron, Jill, & Oscar, December 2004, Leona’s house.
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8-98. Oscar celebrating Kirsten’s 28th birthday, July 5, 2005, Oscar’s house.

8-99. Having a laugh at Bev & Myles’ house, July 2005: Oscar, Myles, Bev, Tim, Kirsten.

418

Oscar & Helen Flateland - Retirement & Grandkids (1972 - 2006)

By 2004 and 2005 Oscar’s hearing and eyesight were getting worse,
so in the fall of 2005, he decided he would move to McIntosh Manor Senior Living in McIntosh, MN, just for the winter, then move back home
for the summer. He completed the move successfully, but didn’t like it
there as he felt it impeded his independence. In an email sent just after
moving, he indicated that his eyesight was so poor that he couldn’t even
see the elevator buttons clearly, and had trouble typing.

8-100. Email sent by Oscar after moving into Mac Manor, indicating his eyesight was failing.

In January Byron was driving up to visit him, but before he arrived
Oscar had experienced a bad fall, slipping on the way out of the restroom and banging his head severely. He had been transported to the
Fosston hospital by ambulance. Byron picked up Kirsten and Jill who
had been visiting Lyle and Rosemary at Alexandria, and they proceeded
to the hospital. When they arrived, Oscar had been sedated with Thorazine as he had been restless the night before, but he was conscious and
alert although a bit fuzzy. He had a huge black eye which had spread to
a portion of his forehead. Myles and Bev were there visiting as well.

Nurses reported that a CAT scan had been done, and all seemed
normal, so that eased our concerns. Oscar was smiling, able to chat,
and seemed pretty content. After conversing for a bit and telling him
of our plans, we left. We visited again the next morning, and he was
quite sleepy, not having slept well the night before. But we were able to
chat a bit, and as we were leaving, both eyes were open, and he waved
goodbye.
Kirsten and Jill left to fly back to Denver, so Byron was staying at Oscar’s house that night when he got a knock on the door about 10:30 pm.
It was the deputy sheriff delivering a message that Oscar’s prospects
didn’t look very good, and that family should go to the hospital. So Byron spent the night at the hospital and the next day drove to McIntosh
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to pick up a cell phone so he could stay in touch since Oscar’s phone at
the house had been disconnected when he moved out. When Byron returned to the hospital about 1:00 pm, Oscar had passed away; the date
was February 7, three days past Oscar’s 92nd birthday.

Arrangements were hurriedly made, and the funeral was held the
following Saturday at Sand Valley Lutheran Church in Trail with Pastor
Mike Sletto officiating. Jill and Byron’s youngest daughter Crystal was in
Ghana on an international exchange program, so she was heartbroken
not to be able to be with family. Crystal has a beautiful talent for singing,
and she had cut a CD in 2002, so a selection from that CD, “The Lord’s
Prayer,” was played at the funeral so she could at least be there in spirit.
In an interesting circular coincidence of history, Oscar’s house in
Oklee was sold in 2006 to a great-great-grandson of LJ O’Neill. It was
LJ O’Neill who fired the gun on May 15, 1896, that commenced the land
rush in which Oscar’s father, Ole K Flateland, had acquired his homestead 110 years earlier.

Helen and Oscar are both interred at the Sand Valley Lutheran
Church Cemetery just east of Trail. They are greatly missed by their
family, but these memories are here recorded to share with future generations.
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8-101. Helen & Oscar Flateland’s final resting place,
Sand Valley Lutheran Church Cemetery, Trail, Minnesota.
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Appendix A

Descriptions of Audio & Video Clips
in Book & on Companion DVD
Image
Num
1-4
1-6

1-10

1-12

1-16

1-18

2-4

2-13

2-14

2-15

2-38

2-45

3-6

3-12

3-19

3-20
3-21

3-22

Description

Date

Length

Video: Oscar Flateland talks about how it was so cold
when he was born that his birth was not reported to the
county right away and was overlooked later.

Dec. 25, 2001

01:19

Video: Oscar talks about the eating habits of neighbor
Svein Homme.

July 29, 2011

Dec. 25, 2001

00:16

Video: Oscar tells about his first experiences listening to
a radio at a neighbor’s house.

Dec. 25, 2001

Video: The rhythmic sound of an old-time steam engine
produced by a carefully restored machine.

Video: Oscar tells about his first recollections of meeting Dec. 25, 2001
the Reitter girls.

Video: Oscar describes his lack of success in blasting out
stumps with dynamite at age 16.

Video: Leona Brekke talks about taking care of younger
sister Helen as a small child.

Dec. 25, 2001

Mar. 24, 2015

Video: Leona Brekke talks about being locked in the
house when a swamp fire was nearing.

Mar. 24, 2015

Video: Leona Brekke talks about rounding up younger
sister Helen for supper when they were children.

Mar. 24, 2015

Audio: Helen & Leona talk about early dating and why
Helen always seemed to be ahead of her age.

Jan. 1, 1986

Audio: Leona & Helen talk about cooking when they
were growing up.

Audio: Livet I Finnskogen (Life in the Finnish Woods)
Olaf Roisum Orchestra, KFJM Studios, Grand Forks, ND.

Video: Oscar relates some experiences in the Fiji Islands
during WWII.

Audio: Performance of ‘Isa Lei.’

Video: Oscar describes how pillboxes were built and
how sturdy they were.

Jan. 1, 1986

Dec. 23, 1972

Dec. 25, 2001
Unk

Dec. 25, 2001

00:59

01:42

01:12

02:04

01:02

01:44

01:26

00:45

03:25

01:41

02:16

02:14

01:10

Video: Oscar describes what it was like to sleep in a
foxhole, ever mindful of possible incursions by Japanese
in the blackness of night.

Dec. 25, 2001

01:42

Video: Oscar describes how he was wounded in Bougainville in 1944.

Dec. 25, 2001

Dec. 25, 2001

01:41

Video: Oscar recalls a close call during combat in Bougainville.
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Image
Num

Description

3-23

Video: Oscar describes an odd life-saving coincidence in
Bougainville.

3-32

3-36

3-38

3-39

5-7

5-49
5-50

5-SB-5

5-SB-6

7-43

8-52

8-71

Video: Oscar reminisces about his journey home after
returning to the States.

Video: Oscar relates the lenient treatment given troops
returned from overseas.

Video: Oscar talks about having no civilian clothes while
home on leave from the Army.

Video: Oscar describes how he quit when working for
Oscar Mayer.

Video: A video produced by the Tveitetunet Museum
in Setesdal showing traditional farm buildings from the
area.

Video: Oscar Flateland and first cousin “Big Olav”
Flateland getting acquainted in Norwegian. Recorded at
Olav’s home near Vodden farm.

Video: Oscar continues conversation with his first
cousin “Big Olav” Flateland at Vodden, 1988.

Audio: Feature story on the Setesdalslaget submitted to
NPR.

Audio: Feature story on the Setesdalslaget edited by
NPR and broadcast.

Date

Length

Dec. 25, 2001

00:58

Dec. 25, 2001

Dec. 25, 2001

Dec. 25, 2001

00:42

01:08

July, 1988

09:02

July, 1988

08:24

Aug. 16, 2014

July, 1971

July, 1971

Mar. 29, 2012

Video: Crystal singing ‘Ooples and Banoonoos’as she did
on her 1996 trip to Norway with Oscar & Byron, August,
1996.

Aug. 12, 1996
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01:36

Dec. 25, 2001

Video: Little Ducky Duddle.

Video: Helen holding baby Crystal in Helen’s hospital
room in Thief River Falls.

02:11

Feb., 1989

1:54

08:37

03:11

00:21

01:07

04:20

Appendix B

Sources
Private Sources
Photos and documents from Oscar and Helen Flateland,
Maggie Van Tassel, Leona Brekke
Helen Flateland’s diaries, 1936-1956
Wartime letters and V-Mails written by Oscar Flateland to
Helen Reitter and Audrey (Gunderson) Bergerson, 1942-‘45
Babylon the Great is Fallen, write-up of personal recollections by
Myrtle (Reitter) McCulley, 1960s, Denver, CO
Interview with Birdie Gunderson, Oscar and Helen Flateland,
December 31, 1985
Interview with Oscar and Helen Flateland, Leona Brekke,
January 1, 1986
Personal history written by Oscar Flateland, ~1990
Personal history written by Oscar Flateland, Feb, 1994 for school
assignment of Kirsten Flateland
A Record of Service in World War II of Glenn Oliver Dreher (Oscar’s
Army buddy), 1998, Rosemary Dreher, daughter of Glenn Dreher
Interview with Oscar Flateland, December 31, 2001
Personal recollections of Leona (Reitter) Brekke recorded by
Kirsten Flateland, 2006
Photos from collection of Audrey Bergerson, 2006,
digitized by Bonny (Bergerson) Cote
Interview with Leona Brekke, March 24, 2015, and other personal
recollections
Personal recollections and drawings from Audrey Bergerson, 2015
Photos from Bonnie (Brekke) Pettersen, 2015
Photos and personal recollections of Bruce Tinnesand, 2015
Personal recollections of Jill, Byron and Myles Flateland, 2015
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Public Sources
A Brief History of Valle, Saetersdal, Norway and of Some Families from
There, Bjug A. Harstad, 1930, http://www.QuintinPublications.com
The Oklee Community Story, 1960, The Oklee Herald

Gully-Trail Diamond Jubilee Reflections, 1985, Richards Publishing Co.
Valle Kommune, Vol VI, Gards-Og Aettesoge Valle, 1987,
Av Alfred Ryningen, Reklametrykk Grafisk A.s., Bergen, Norway,
sections translated by Inge Newman, Golden, CO, 2006
Trail History Book, Centennial 2010, 2010, Richards Publishing Co.
Oklee, Minn Centennial, 100 Years, 1910-2010

Various internet sources, including http://en.wikipedia.org
http://www.ancestry.com

http://wc.rootsweb.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/igm.cgi?op=GET&db=
:689960&id=I32498549
http://images.google.com
http://www.mamalisa.com/?t=es&p=3964 – Recording of “Isa Lei”
Minnesota Historical Society

http://www.norwayheritage.com/

http://www.wikiwand.com/en/Setesdalsbunad
http://www.historicmapworks.com/Map/US/150863/
Chester+Township/Polk+County+1915/Minnesota/
Fargo Forum – article on Lem Hawkins
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Vital Dates of Proximate Family
Name(s)

Birth

Anderson (Flateland), Etta Margaret

Apr. 16, 1914

Brekke (Wishard), Bonita Lynn

Mar. 10, 1951

Bjugsson Sagneskar, Anlaug
Bjugsson Sagneskar, Halvor

Brekke, Bonnie & El Rio Wishard
Brekke, Norris Kenneth

Flateland (Gunderson), Bergit (‘Birdie’)
Flateland (Sielaff), Kirsten

Flateland (Tinnesand), Tarjer Olivia (‘Lola’)
Flateland, Allen Oscar (‘Butch’)
Flateland, Annette Eileen
Flateland, Arley Ordean

Flateland, Bergit & Ole Gunderson
Flateland, Bradlee William

Flateland, Byron & Jill Williams
Flateland, Byron Blaine

Flateland, Crystal & Jason Fletcher
Flateland, Crystal Lynn

Flateland, Howard Earling
Flateland, Kathleen Faye

Flateland, Keith Edmund

Flateland, Kirsten & Timothy Sielaff

Flateland, Knut E. & Targjerd O. Rygnestad
Flateland, Knut Evindsson
Flateland, Knute

Flateland, Knute & Etta Anderson

Flateland, Lola & Marvin Tinnesand
Flateland, Myles & Beverly Klundt
Flateland, Myles Albert

Jan. 2, 1878

Jan. 18, 1894

Death
Jan. 27, 1948

Oct. 24, 1918

Jan. 16, 1916

Jan. 13, 1977

Aug. 15, 1917

Oct. 28, 2010

June 1, 1903
July 8, 1977

Feb. 5, 1941
July 7, 1952

Aug. 12, 1932
June 5, 1948

Dec. 25, 1986

May 1, 1934

Nov. 11, 1943
May 13, 1936

Mar. 24, 1830
Apr. 4, 1901

Aug. 16, 1954
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Nov. 15, 1971

Aug. 3, 2015

Aug. 12, 1996

July 1, 1933

Aug. 22, 1970

Nov. 14, 1950
Dec. 16, 1988

Marriage

Dec. 30, 2009
May 22, 1936
Apr. 15, 1902
Apr. 1, 1997

Aug. 10, 2014

Aug. 3, 2002
1853
1932

June 21, 1941
June 19, 1982
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Name(s)

Birth

Flateland, Olav & Anlaug Bjugsson Sagneskar
Flateland, Olav Knutsson

Jan. 30, 1866

Flateland, Olin Kirk

Mar. 2, 1950

Flateland, Ole

Flateland, Ole & Ida Schnitzler
Flateland, Oscar

Flateland, Oscar & Helen Reitter
Flateland, Svein Knut
Flateland, Ted

Gunderson (Bergerson), Audrey Elaine
Gunderson, Julian Odell
Gunderson, Ole

Huff (Reitter), Maggie
Huff, John
Huff, Nick

Klundt (Flateland), Beverly
Ludes, Lena

Reitter, George

Reitter, George & Maggie Huff
Reitter, Helen Elsie

Reitter, Johann Fredrick

Reitter, Leona & Norris Brekke
Reitter, Leona Margaret

Rygnestad (Flateland), Targjerd Olsdatter

Rygnestad (Sagneskar), Birgit Sigurdsdatter
Sagneskar, Olav B & Birgit S Rygnestad
Sagneskar, Olav Bjugsson

Schnitzler (Flateland), Ida M.
Sielaff, Elsa Hana

Tinnesand (Street), Mary Jo
Tinnesand, Bruce

Tinnesand, Orson Lee
Tinnesand, Susan
Van Tassel, Frank

Williams (Flateland), Jill Suzanne

Oct. 8, 1905

Death
Feb. 25, 1953

Dec. 22, 1990

Feb. 4, 1914

Feb. 7, 2006

Jan. 30, 1911

May 21, 1991

Dec. 13, 1871
Oct. 21, 1936

Nov. 27, 1934
June 9, 1895

July 24, 1896
1855

Feb. 11, 1883
Sept. 5, 1862

Aug. 13, 1927

Mar. 22, 1980
1939
1954

May 22, 1929

Mar. 21, 1989

Oct. 24, 1834

Oct. 11, 1902

Jan. 6, 1840

Mar. 28, 1904

Aug. 15, 1899

Sept. 14, 2007

Jan. 7, 1902

Aug. 27, 1957

Sept. 25, 1942
Apr. 1, 1953

Nov. 5, 1947

Aug. 3, 1886

Oct. 14, 1950
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Nov. 9, 1946

July 2, 1966

Feb. 9, 1859

Sept. 10, 1846

???

Dec. 20, 2004

June 4, 1941

Nov. 18, 1918

July 11, 1900

Sept. 24, 2016

July 31, 1893

Aug. 20, 1921

Marriage

Nov. 24, 1968

Mar. 6, 1917
June 15, 1946

Dec. 16, 1870
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