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Cordwood Pete’s life was one of hard work and long hours. His entire life, since he was old
enough to lift an ax, revolved around working in the forests. This was the life he loved and he
wanted nothing eise. He enjoyed his work so much that he never took a vacation or observed
most holidays. The only day he took off was Sunday, and most of that day was taken up with
getting ready for the new week. Resting up, washing his clothes, preparing food, making sure that
Tamarack was in good health and visiting with his pet bird Sven. and friends.  There were two'
holidays that Cordwood did observe however, and these he did in style. The two were: the fourth
of July and Christmas. Each were celebrated in typical Cordwood Pete fashion, with enthusiasm,
merriment and total commitment. However, each was celebrated in very different ways.

The fourth of July was very important to Cordwood Pete because of his patriotism, his love for

- this country and for the freedom it aliowed him. His observance of this holiday sometimes

- extended into several days because of all the celebrating he did. There are many stories about
things he did during these celebrations. These include the time he ended a fireworks dispiay, held
at the fair grounds, when in the final act he attached himseif to a rocket and went inte orbit.
Another time he had himseif shot from a cannon. Once he entered a horse race with his donkey
Tamarack, this event had one of the most amazing endings ever. Then he always ended up in
one of the local pubs where he would piay all the patriotic tunes on his accordion. These tales

~ will be told at some other fime. - , : _ '

This story is about the Christmas holiday and the year he really made it a day to remember.
Almost every resident of this area was affected by it. Every Christmas, was special to Cordwood
as it gave him a chance to show his appreciation to the area residents who gave him work and
helped him in his many endeavors. Cordwood never had enocugh money to buy gifts but he
always had gifts to give. These were things he made, or things he had gathered from the woods
and fakes. His gifts included smoked fish, that he had caught in the area lakes, Chrisimas trees
he had cut in the surrounding woods, wooden toys for the children that he carved by hand, and a
special cake he had learned to bake. This cake was called Fyrstekake, it was a norwegian cake
that he had perfected and aiways baked in huge quantities every Christmas season. Each
Christmas he would hitch Tamarack to his sled, and load it with these presents to deliver to his
family of friends. He would sometimes spend all of Christmas eve,. and even into Christmas Day
making his deliveries. : ‘ -

The Christmas of 1934 was when he out did himself. The nation was in the depths of the great
depression. Most every family in this area was facing a bleak Christmas. Hardly anyone had
money for exchanging presents. Very few had much to give even their children. The only good
thing was that since this was farm country, most families did have food to eat.

The idea of so many not having a merry Christmas really bothered Cordwood and as the Season
approached he wondered what he could do to make it one. Then he got an idea and this is what
he did. .He contacted every Ilumberjack in the area and told them to meet him at the Gust



[image: image2.png]Nordhus saloon in Fosston on a Saturday night about a month before Christmas. He told them it

would be a meeting they would never forget. His pet bird Sven delivered the messages. When the

night arrived over 30 burly lumber jacks responded. Among these were such characters as

Snoose Johnson. Three-fingers Olson, Woodtick Charlie, Mule Peterson, Pancake Swenson,

Crosscut Curly, Cant Hook Henry, Pike Pole Peter and Log Chain Louie. These nine were the -

- toughest, roughest, btggw lumbeqacks in the area, ones that all the others respected and.
listened to.

When alt had arrived, Cordwood told them about his plan to fry and make this the great&et

- Christmas ever for everyone, but he needed their help to pull it off.. He told them that he wanted .
to provide gifts and treats for every needy family in the 13 Towns area and he wanted these
delivered on Christmas eve. The gifts included afl the things he had provided in past years. Fish,
cakes, trees, toys, and anything else that they might have to give.

By the time Cordwood had given his pep talk, every lumberjack was so full of the Christmas cheer
and spirit that they ail agreed to help and couldn’t wait to get started. Even though they didn't
appear to be, most lumberjacks were soft-hearted, caring people. Cordwood asked if each one
there would help make, gather and deliver gifts that Christmas eve. The nine leaders of the group
each volunteered to help organize the project, and each took over supervising the others to make
sure things were done. All of them went back to their camps and immediately began making toys,

baking cakes and preparing all the other things needed. :

They did all this in the evening hours after working in the woods all day. Two days before
Christmas everything was ready for delivery. Cordwood had gathered the names of every family
that needed help and each ilumberjack took a number of names. Then each one got their mode of
travel ready. Some had mules, some horses, others dogs and sleds and some just their snow
shoes. On Christmas eve each lumberjack took their list of names and gifts and started off.
Needless 1o say, the project was a huge success, every family on the list was visited and
presented with gifts. Never before had any thing like this happened and all that were visited were
overwhelmed. The best part what happened that night was that every lumberjack was invited to
stay and help celebrate with one of the families that they contacted. Most of the lumberjacks had
no families of their own. For many, it was the first time since they were children, that they had
ever enjoyed a family Christmas. Many of the families invited the fumberjacks to come back the
following Chnstmas and join in the festivities again. It was a happy, merry time for all,

Word of what Cordwood and his feliow lumberjacks had done that year spread throughout the
state. Other lumberjacks picked up on the idea and formed their own Christmas giving groups.
and for many years it became a tradition throughout the timber industry. The Governor of that
time, Floyd B. Olson when hearing of this invited Cordwood to the Capital in St. Paul and
presented him with “The Spirit of Christmas Award”, and named him Kiris Kringle of Minnesota, an
award no other Minnesotan has ever received.

Govermor Olson Presents Cordwood Pete with
“The Spirit of Christmas Award “

Fappy Hotidaye !





