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CORDWOOD PETE KEEPS FOSSTON'S LIGHTS BURNING BRIGHT

In 1898, the city of Fosston began generating electricity.  The city purchased and installed an Edison, wood-burning steam operated generator to provide electricity for its businesses and residents.  This was a 220-volt, direct current, generator.  Because of its size it could only generate a small amount of electricity, and so provided lights for a limited number of customers. At that time, about 20 businesses and 75 residents boasted electric lights, most lights especially in the homes, consisted of a single light bulb dangling on two twisted wires hanging from the ceiling in each room.  However, at the time, it was a remarkable addition, replacing the kerosene lamp and lantern.  Fosston had entered the age of technology.  However, to keep the plant running, a lot of cordwood was needed.  In fact it took 3000 cords of wood annually- this amount of cordwood, if stacked up along side of the plant, stretched for 500 feet, and was 26 feet high.  To put this into perspective, the average woodcutter could cut around 2 cords of wood a day.  At this rate, It would take one wood cutter, over four years to cut this much wood in the beginning, the city contracted with around 25 wood cutters to provide the cordwood needed Even then it took these cutters two months to cut the wood and another month or two to haul it into the plant.  Since many of these lumberjacks weren't too dependable, the city had problems. Many would sneak into town and spend a few days doing the things lumberjacks were noted for doing.  During times like these, the plant would sometimes run out of wood and customers would be left in the dark or would have to go back to using the kerosene lamp.

After one such incident, when the plant shut down, the mayor, S.S. Stadsvold, was furious and vowed to put an end to this inconvenience.  He called a special meeting of the city council to correct this problem once and for all.  The council met and discussed the situation and decided on a course of action. It was decided that an ironclad contract would have to be implemented with some reliable contractor that would guarantee uninterrupted service.  The name of Cordwood Pete was brought up as a possible solution to the problem.  By this time, Cordwood Pete had established his name and reputation as the greatest cordwood cutter of all time.  The city council called Cordwood Pete to their meeting and asked if he could provide the service needed and ensure that the plant would have the needed wood, on time, and in an amount so reserves would never be depleted.

Always ready to accept a challenge, Cordwood Pete jumped at the opportunity.  He told them he would get the job done on time, and in short order.  Even though, Cordwood could have, with the use of his brother's ax, and his donkey Tamarack, done the job single handedly, he decided to really make an impression on the council and possibly at the same time, set a world record in cutting this much cordwood.

To do this he decided to ask his big brother Paul to help him.  At the time Paul was working east of Bemidji, cutting the logs that were needed to build the city of Bemidji Cordwood wrote a note to Paul telling of the project and asking him for help.  He tied the note on his pet bird Sven's leg, and sent him off to locate Paul.  This was in January of 1903.  It was a bitter cold winter and Sven set off to Paul's camp on a day when the thermometer registered 50 degrees below zero.  Sven had a hard time making the trip.  Several times he had to land along the way and get his wings deiced He made stops in Lengby, Shevlin and Wilton.  He de-iced his wings by flying through the flames of the lumberjack campfires that dotted the way.  After about 4 hours he made it to Paul's camp.  Paul read the message.  Wrote a reply agreeing that he would help, and sent Sven back to Fosston.

A few days later, Paul arrived, bringing with him, his big blue ox, Babe, and his huge sled once he arrived, he and Cordwood left for the woods to rill the city's contract.  Starting in Hill River Township they began cutting, from there they went to Eden Township and finished up the job in Queen Township.  It is said by old timers, that witnessed the event, that all they could see was a cloud of snow rising several hundred feet into the air as the two lumberjacks started cutting, and the sound of trees failing was like machine gun fire.  The snow flying and the sounds of trees failing lasted for three days.  In that time Cordwood Pete and his brother Paul had cut over 4000 cords of wood.  Not only that, but they had cleared three townships for farmland.

Next they started hauling the wood into town.  Paul hooked Babe up to his sled and in one load brought in 3000 cords of the wood.  Cordwood Pete and Tamarack took care of the rest.  When they first started cutting, Cordwood had hitched Tamarack to his sled, and as they went along he would load his sled which carried about 20 cords per load When the sled was loaded, he would have Sven pick up Tamarack's reigns in his bill and lead him into town.  Hauling steady, during the three day's, Tamarack brought in the other 1000 cords.

The city council was so impressed by their actions that they awarded the brothers; Paul and Pete with a certificate of appreciation and each were presented with a key to the city fashioned in the shape of a bolt of lightening.  After that first season, Paul became so involved in other projects that Cordwood entered into a contract with the city by him to provide all the wood needed in future years.  It took him a bit longer, but he always fulfilled his obligation.  He did this until the city began using coal as their fuel source.  Cordwood was so proud and delighted in what he and Paul had accomplished that he composed a song about their exploits and put it to music.  In the years following he played the tune over and over, on his accordion at the local pubs and the Opera House.  The name of the tune was “When the Lights go on again all over Fosston”.  It is rumored that a popular song of World War II was copied from that song.
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