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A DUST SETTLING DEAL
During Cordwood Pete's years of working as a lumberjack in the Fosston area, he would from time to time, especially during the summer months, do other types of work.  There were several occasions when he worked for the City of Fosston in various capacities.  This story is about the time he went to work helping to maintain the streets of early Fosston.

Not long after Fosston was organized, in 1883, there began a large migration of people into the 13 Towns area.  Most were immigrant farmers from Norway and Sweden who had heard of the rich soil of the Red River Valley and the opportunities to homestead this land.  Thanks to Cordwood and his lumberjack friends more and more land had been cleared so these homesteaders found land ready for tilling.  It wasn't long before agriculture began to replace timber as the main industry of the area.  To provide the services that farmers needed, businesses of all types began springing up in Fosston.  Grocery stores, hardware stores, clothing stores, blacksmith shops, drug stores, lawyers, doctors, dentists and other service-oriented businesses began filling the downtown district.  With the population growth, new homes were being built.  This meant platting the city so more streets could be added.  More streets meant more work maintaining them.

At the time most streets were nothing but dirt roads and maintaining them was difficult. When it rained the streets became so muddy that they were almost impassable.  During dry spells dust was the major problem.  This story is about the dust problem and how the city council tried to control it.  During the dry times with all the wagons, buggies, bicycles and other modes of transportation traveling the streets, the dust from this traffic was terrible.  Besides this traffic, farmers added to it also, because they would herd their livestock into town when they were ready to sell them.  This really generated dust.  Most of the complaints about the dust came from the local housewives.  On clothes washing days they would hang their wash out to dry.  Because of the dust, many times they ended up doing the wash over again.  Back in those days washing clothes was a day- long job.  Water had to be heated and clothes were scrubbed on a washboard.  It wasn't long before these irate housewives were demanding that the city council do something about the situation.  Since most of the city council was married men they didn't have a chance.

Finally in 1898, the city council purchased a water wagon in an effort to solve the problem.  This wagon consisted of a large, wooden tank with a long vertical pipe mounted on the rear.  This pipe had several sprinkler heads attached to it.  The tank would be filled with water and when it became extremely dry and dusty the wagon was pulled up and down the streets wetting them down.  Although this was only a short-term solution to the problem it did provide some relief to residents.  Since this was only a part time job, the city decided to contract for the service and asked for bids.  Cordwood heard of the job opening and submitted a bid for himself and Tamarack.  His bid was so low and his reputation for doing good work was so great that the council accepted his offer immediately.  Cordwood didn't ask for money to do the job, instead he accepted goods that he and Cordwood could use like lutefisk, a new ax, clothing, and oats and hay for Tamarack.

On dry, dusty days, Cordwood would hitch Tamarack to the wagon and go up and down the streets wetting them down. The children of the community looked forward to these days.  They would put on their bathing suits and run behind the wagon getting sprayed with the cold water.  Cordwood enjoyed seeing the children having fun, and would always go a little slower and open the valves a little wider to make sure they got good and wet.  On read hot days he would even join them.  He would let his pet bird Sven take Tamarack’s reigns, put on his lutefisk swimsuit and run behind the wagon with the kids.

This went on for several years, wetting down the streets during the windy, dusty days of summer.  Then around 1914 an equipment salesman by the name of Fig Newton came to town and met with the city council.  He told them that he had a permanent solution to the dust problem.  He said that for an investment of $1400 he would furnish them with a piece of equipment that would end the dust problem forever.  Back in 1914, $1400 was a big investment for the city.  Their annual budget was only $3400.  However, he was a fast and convincing talker, and the council wanted to learn more so they asked for a demonstration.  He left and in a few days returned with a wagon very similar in looks to the city water wagon, only it had a metal tank, and a lot of other fancy attachments.  According to Fig Newton, the tank contained a special type of oil, which bonded to the dirt and gravel.  He said this would end the dust problem forever.  To prove his point he sprayed one city block.  When he was done it looked great, and the council was impressed.  Black oil covered the street from curb to curb.  A deal was made, the council purchased the oil wagon, and Fig Newton caught the next train out of town.

That very evening, Cordwood hitched Tamarack to the wagon and began oiling the rest of the streets.  He worked all through the night and by morning every street in Fosston was covered with black oil.  Cordwood and the city council were real excited and eager to see the results.  That morning Cordwood and the entire council stood out on Main Street waiting for the traffic to start moving.  The buggies and automobiles soon started corning into town.  What happened next was a total catastrophe; the oil began rolling up on the wheels of every vehicle.  The oil and dirt stuck so fast and hard most wheels came to a standstill.  Not only did the oil disappear but also the little gravel that was on some of the streets disappeared too.  The city council was furious when they realized they had been taken in by fast talking Fig Newton, but they were unable to locate him.  They ended up stuck with the wagon.  Cordwood Pete was so embarrassed by what had happened and the ribbing he got from the other lumberjacks, that he never did city street maintenance again.  The oil wagon was never used again either.  For 88 years it has been parked in various places within the city.  The tank still has some of the original oil in it.  For the past 25 years, the wagon has been parked by the entrance to the fair grounds where it can be seen to this day.
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