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sought a place to establish his home. He first rented a 
small farm in Jasper County, Iowa, but rema.ined there for 
less than a year, going in the spring of 1866 to Cherokee 
County in northwestern Iowa where he homesteaded on the 
NWl/4 of ection 28, To\vnship 92 ( heridan Township), 
Range 41. This rich and now populously settled pa1"'t of 
the State then had only a few scattered settlers. The coun­
try was a beautiful rolling p1'airie, carpeted with -wild 
g-rasses and flowers. Along· the course of the Little Sioux 
River were bold bluffs heavily timbered with hardwood. 

Not till 1871 when the Illinois Central Rail"ray was built 
through to Sioux City did the town of Cherokee begin to 
appea1~ at the present site. It had at :fi1·st only a depot and 
a postoffice. Meriden, :five miles north of the Roddis home­
stead, was then called Hazza1"d. Cleghorn was four miles 
distant from the farm. The pinhorneys, Walters, Pecks, 
and Zjmmers came in the s11mmer of 1868 as well as the 
Hog·ans, Reynolds, and O 'Boyles. The Lauries, Addeys, 
and Peter Holm came still later--. English, Scotch, German, 
and I1 .. ish names were found in about equal n11mbers among 
these early settle1·s. Laurie was Scotch and one of the 
daughters was named Annie. Peter Holm was a Dane. 

The first shelter built on the Roddis homestead was of 
sod. This was used for one summe1' while the owner· built a 
f1--ame house 12 x 20 in size. The lumber for this house was 
hauled from Sioux City, a distance of seventy mjles and a 
four day journey by team. The main part of the farm 
house was added in 1875, a structt1re 24 x 24 with 12 foot 
posts, a pretentious building· for those days and that pio­
neer community. 

The first trees planted on the homestead were from maple 
seed secu1 .. ed from Pe1--ry. They came from the banks of 
the ioux River a short distance f1--om the site of the present 
to\vn of Cherolcee. Roddis broke the toug·h stubborn sod of 
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the prairie with a.n axe and planted the seeds. This was in 
the spring of 1869. At the same time he set out several 
saplings of maple, cottonwood, and a number of willo,v cut­
tings. The same year he set out a.n orchard. It comprised 
an area of about one quarter of an acre and contained 
fifteen Miner plum trees and a n1Jm ber of Hyslop and 
Transcendent crabs. A sing·le 1--epresentative of the 
Wealthy apple, which had recently been developed at Ex­
celsior, 1'1innesota, was added to the trees of this small 
plot. This fine apple had been developed by Peter 1{. 
Gideon from seed of the Cherry crab that had come from 
Bangor, Maine. The fruit was first described in the W est­
ern Farmer in 1869 and it was the account in this periodical 
that led to the planting of what was probably the first 
Wealthy in the tate of Iowa. At the same time currants, 
gooseberries, blackberries, and raspberries were planted, 
and a barberry hedg·e. The 01--cha1·d was constantly en­
larged and eventually contained about ten acres. The set­
ting out of forest trees was carried on at the same time. 
By 1-885 this grove consisted of about five acres of soft 
maple, box elder, cottonwood, willow, larch, locust, and 
Black Hills pine. In addition the1--e was about one acre of 
black walnut and butternut trees and a vineyard of the 
same extent containing black, white, and red grapes. A 
more unusual venture was the planting of a large mulberry 
g·rove not only for the fruit but for tl1e pt1rpose of feeding 
silkworms. The trees, which ,vere the red mulben'y va1--iety, 
grew well and produced a good quality and quantity of mul­
berries, but the g·rowing· of silkworms was a failure due to 
the long cold winters and the lacl{ of practical lmowledg·e of 
the subject on the part of the amateur silk grower. 

It must be remembered that at this time it was gene1--ally 
believed that many of the varieties of fruit planted could 
not be gro vvn so far north in the l\Iississippi Valley. Doubt 
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and open de1~ision was expressed by many at attempt to 
grow apples, cherrie , veg·etables, flowers, and many va1~i-
ti s of shade tree in that climate. The demonstration 

that they could be grown successfully was of great impor­
tance from the standpoint of the horticultural history of the 
a1·ea and many orchards and flower and vegetable gardens 
of northweste1~n Iowa ,vould not have been planted so ea1'ly 
if it had not been for this work in Cherokee ounty. 

Another herokee County pioneer who was equally inter­
ested was H. f. Hinckley, a historian of many of the fea­
tures of the arly settlement of the county, who is still 
li ing·. {r. Hinckley was a warm friend of l\Ir. Roddis and 
like him was greatly interested in horticulture. He was the 
011ly ear·ly settler who encouraged and assisted the latter 
and he was himself a pioneer gTower of many varieties of 
f1,iit in the new county. Both of these men closely followed 
the course of P1,.ofe sor J. L. Budd's expedition to Russia 
in search of hardy varieties of apples. It was Professor 
Budd's contention that a the apple was grown successfully 
in Russia in a climate as severe as that of northern Iowa, 
the varieties found there might be suitable for the colder 
sections of the United States. Professor Budd brought 
back to Ames the first specimens of the valuable Oldenberg 
group of apples and established contact with Russian 
pomologists, particularly Dr. E. Reg·el and Dr. R. hroeder 
that led to the introdt1ction of hundreds of varietie of 
Russian apples by the Ames Experiment Station and the 
United States Department of Agriculture. The fi1"st Duch­
ess of Oldenberg or Charlamoff apples and the first of the 
_justly celebrated Siberian era bs, the Teto£ ski, to be planted 
in Cherokee Cot1nty were on the Hinckley and Roddis home­
steads, ancl it was these two men who began to gTow these 
important varieties on a comme1'cial scale as well as to 
distribute grafts and buds to neighbors. 
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An even more jmportant event was the introduction of 
red clover. The :first crop of this plant grown in Sheridan 
Township and probably the :first in that section of the State 
was grown on the Roddis farm in 1878. The stand was very 
poo1' but the second year there was a splendid crop. The 
knowledge of the value of legumes as a fertilizing agent 
was fairly widespread and as soon as this experiment had 
succeeded clover became a common crop throughout the 

• region. 

During the :first two s11mmers ~fr. Roddis had only one 
horse but he began to acquire stock as soon as the land was 
fenced. In 1885 he had a hundred head of grade horned 
cattle, about a hundred and :fifty hogs, a n11m ber of sheep, 
a.n d fifteen horses as well as chickens, ducks, g·eese, turkeys, 
guineas, and pea fowls. With this incr·ease in live stock he 
rented additional land adjacent to the homestead and 
farmed at that tjme about five hundred acres. In 1881 he 
brought in a r eg·isteI·ed Shorthorn bull, King· Philip II, the 
:first in western Cherokee Count)r. 

Grain at :first was cut with the cradle. This was simply 
a scythe with a small fra.me secured back of the blade to 
catch the gTain as it fell. As the cradle was swung· back for 
the next st1 .. oke, the grain cut on the previous stroke was 
allowed to slip off the frame to the ground. The advantage 
over the scythe was in leaving· the gTain in a long windrow 
easily raked into bundles. Binding was done by hand with 
a wisp of grain. It required a powerful man to swing a 
cradle all day in heavy g·rain and two acres ,vas conside1·ed 
a good day's wo1 .. k. 

The next improvement in harvesting· small grain was the 
''d1 .. opper''. This was a horse dra,vn mower with a cradle 
to catch the grain and a reel to brush it off the cradle and 
drop it on the g·round, when a sufficient amount for a bundle 
had accumulated. This was fallowed by the 1Yiarsh har-
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vester which was sjmply a dropper with a platform on 
which one or t,vo men stood and bound the bundles before 
they were th1--o,vn to the ground. It was really a binder 
with man power-- binding. The change to a mechanical bind­
ing· device came ,vith the advent of the 1IcCoI·roick self 
binder. The horse drawn mower with sliding sickle ap­
peared in the ea1--ly 70 s as did the horse d1--a wn rake and 
th riding cultivator. 

orn was then as now the principal Iowa crop. Many of 
the settlers came from the corn States of Ohio, Indiana, and 
Illinois and were impressed at once by the adaptability of 
the soil and climate of Iowa for corn g·rowing. The prairie 
sod was first brol{en with a heavy b1,.eaking· plow often 
drawn by oxen for there were not many heavy d1 .. aft horses 
in the western count1'y and lig·ht horses were unsuited to 
such work. Corn was invariably husked standing in the 
field and was not cut and shocked as in the smaller fields of 
timbered country. During several years when the price of 
corn was but 8 to 10 cents a bushel, it was often burned for 
fuel. This was before the day of the power corn sheller. 
After this machine became commonly used, the cobs only 
were burned. The whole corn made excellent fuel, develop­
ing· a hot fire that did not have to be replenished as fre­
quently as the faster burning cobs. 

Wheat and oats were about the only othe1· field crops 
commonly gTo\vn in addition to corn and hay. The latter 
was usually timothy. The1--e was a little barley a11d rye 
planted and small amounts of buckwheat and millet. ~Iost 
of the g1--ain was fed to stock and marketed on the hoof. 
Every fall after the railroad had been built the settlers 
would ship steers, hogs, and sheep to Chicago. P1--ices were 
low compa1--ed to the present. In the following· table the 
prices of beef, pork, and mutton as well as the common crop 
g·rains are g·iven for 1866, 1876, and 1928. 

• 
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TABLE OF PRICES OF LivE STOCK AND GRAIN 

1866 1876 September, 1928 
Cattle $4.00 $3.80 $17 .00-$18.60 
Hogs 8.69 6.81 12.15- 13.30 
Sheep 3.60 ll. 75- 15.35 
Wheat 1.361 1.032 1.095 
Oats .314 .316 .415 
Corn .54 .446 1.015 

No account of agricultural conditions in Cherokee County 
between 1868 and 1890 is complete without reference to the 
gi--asshopper years. This '' plague of locusts'' came in the 
late s11mmer of 1873. The greater part of the small grain 
was in the shock, though about 25 per cent of it was yet 
standing. The corn was in the tassel and the silk. One old 
settle1~ described the onslaught by saying that the locusts 
came down like ''the wolf on the fold'' . Vast clouds of 
grasshoppe1"S swept in and settled on the :fields. There have 
been many skeptics who have expressed doubts as to the 
stories that the sun was obscured by the moving masses of 
insects but the evidence seems clear and ce1'"tain that such 
was the case. In any event the grasshoppe1~s ate up the 
crops in an incredibly short time. They ate the silk and 
tassel of the corn. All the standing grain ,vas riddled. 
GI·ain in the shock escaped in some measure. The pests left 
in September but returned in the following spring and 
ruined all the small g1·ain west of the Sioux River. The 
young growing grain was cut off to the ground. They left 
again '' just ahead of a cold northwest storm'' one narrator 
informed me and never 1--eturned in sufficient numbers to 
entirely destroy the crops thoug·h there were some other bad 
gTasshopper years notably in 1876 when they did much 
damage. This grasshoppe1· was the Rocky Mountain locust, 
the M ela1ioplus spretus of the entomologists. It was esti­
mated that the States of Nebraska, Iowa, South Dakota, and 
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11innesota sustained losses amounting to many millions of 
dollars in the years from 1873 to 1876 and thousands of 
farmers in the northern part of the middle ,vest were 
brought to the point of sta1"vation. 

Mr. Roddis was also one of the pione€r school teachers of 
herokee County and taught the school of his own district 

for nearly thirty yea1·s. The occupation of farme1' a.nd 
school teacher ,vent well together, the winter season on the 
farm furnishing a favorable time for outside duties. He 
was also the secretary of the to,vnship school board for 
twenty-one consecutive years. Although seve1·al times 
urged to run for' a county office or the tate legislature, he 
refused to do so and aside from the chairmanship of the 
township school board held no other office except that of 
justice of the peace in which capacity he served many years 
both in Iowa and 11innesota .. 

In 1,896, with many of the children grow11 and making 
homes of their· own, 1II·. Roddis, then :fift -:five yea1~s of age, 
moved to central Minnesota and bought 184 ac1'es of timber 
land on the north shore of Lake Osakis. This was i11 Todd 
County in the hard,vood timber belt, the heart of the lake 
count1·y and one of the most beautiful parts of the State. 
The work of opening a ne,v far·m here ,vas even mo1·e diffi­
cult than on the Io,va prairie. Towns were relati ely near 
and the country fairly well settled but clearing· the land of 
timber and underbrush was a heavy task. '' A strong back 
and a weak mind'' was the fo1·mula of the old backwoods­
men for the grubbing· of st1.1mps. This farm in 1viinnesota 
was a fine piece of land, the soil a black sandy loam fe1·­
tilized by centuries of accumulations of leaf mold and de­
caying timbe1"". Wheat was the staple crop of farmers. 
Scarcely any co1·n was g1·0"\\rn, fo1-- it was believed that the 
st1rnmers we1--e too sho1"t and cold. A ettler from the corn 
belt and an expe1 .. imentalist in ag-i---iculture like Henry 
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Roddis was not ready to accept such a view. His optimism 
was justified and he produced a field of six acres that 
broug·ht in 300 bushels of fine ha1'd corn. This would not 
be rema1'kable now but it "\\1as looked upon as unusual by 
farme1·s of the vicinity at that time. The earlie1 .. maturing 
a.nd :finer ea1's ,ve1'e selected for next season's c1'op ancl 
much seed ,vas sold to neig·hbo1·s ,,,ith the 1 .. esult that by 
actual demonstration as ,veil as by his enthu iastic belief 
that good co1'n 3rields could be obtained in ~Iin11esota, he did 
much to encourag·e the gTo,ving· of this gTeat crop in that 
section of the State. 

The dairy wo1 .. k of Professor T. L. Haecker of the College 
of Agriculture of the University of 11innesota was beg-in­
ning to be felt throug·hout the State at that time and inte1 .. -
est in dairy f a1 .. ming· was increasing·. The building· up of a 
g·ood gTade dai1 .. y herd and a share in the establishment of a 
creamer in the north part of Gordon Township wer e 
among the tasl{s to which the fo1~mer Io,va homesteader de­
voted bimself. He was also a believer in hog·s as an adjunct 
of the dairy herd and was in the habit of citing Lorenzo di 
1edici as an early exponent of this combination. He also 

kept a small flock mostly Southdowns 9-nd Shropshi1 .. es (he 
was particularly partial to the former); he favored Ba1"1"ed 
Plymouth Rocks as a utility farm fowl but he was opposed 
to the dual purpose cow. Both by example and voice he 
was thus an advocate of what ,ve now call diversified 
farming. 

It can be imagined that the man who planted one of the 
first lar·ge or'chards, vineyards, and mulberry g-roves in 
northweste1--n Iowa vlould not f 01--get horticultu1--e in ~f inn e­
sota. He devoted himself here, however, to small fruits, 
particularly strawberries, planting· an acre on the west side 
of the knoll on which stood the farm house. Bederwood, 
Glen ~fary, Senator Dunlap, anc1 Warfield were the princi-

voL. x:xvrr-31 
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pal va1·ieties and the bed proved ve1'y prolific. He experi­
me11ted ,,rith the sing·le plant, matted bed, and matted 1·ow 
system and decided in favor of the last. ome of the native 
wild st1--a\vberries were tranoplanted £1--om the nea1'"by woods 
to see if their fl.a 01' could not be r tained and the size of the 
be1--ry inc1'eased by cul ti ation. Both he and wife were 
a1'dent floriculturists and la1--ge flower g·a1'dens fo1'med a 
pa1·t of both the Iowa and 11innesota fa1--ms. weet b1·iar 
r oses, peonies, tl1e old fashioned sh1--ubs such as snowballs, 
lilacs, spireas, .flo,ve1--ing cur1--ants, and syringas, sur1·ounc1ed 
the house and in the flo,ver g·arden were st1ch old fa·\"·01·ites 
as monkshoods, asters, columbines, la1~kspur , ca11te1·bury 
bells, g·ladioli, holl hocks, g·olden g"lows, fox g·lo,·es, phlox, 
and stock or gilly-flowers. At one time the}T had se,Tenty 
, .. arieties of roses alone. 

The egetable garden was richly stocked with e,.,.e1·y sort 
of g·arden crop and included many of the less usual so1't of 
garden p1--oducts such as ok1--a, salsify, b1"occoli, pa1·snips, 
lentils, kohlrabi, wate1.. ere s, corn salad, and Br11ssels 
spro11ts. His green peas were his pa1'tic11lar g·arden pride 
and he was accustomed in late1· years to plant three kinds, 
the celebrated dwarf variety, Tom Thumb, the equall31 well 
kno,vn Telephone pea, and the large hampion of Engla11d. 
He made new planting·s of these eve1~y two weeks and had 
g·1·een peas nea1·ly all s11mmer. An attempt to g·ro,v peanuts 
on the 11innesota fa1·m ,vas, however·, a faill1re. The g·arden 
always contained many of the potherbs so commonly used 
in French and continental cooke1·y s11ch as anise, ca1·away, 
sage, summer sa ory, dill, and s,veet marjoram. One of the 
peculia1·ities of the ga1·den was the attempt to attract bee , 
butte1·.flies, an i humming birds to it. For this purpose he 
planted the Mo,iarda didy1na, kno¼'ll to beekeepers as Bee 
Balm. A plant called tl1e butterfly ,veec1 was used to attract 
butte1·flies, a11d la1·lcspur to d1~a,v humming bi1~ds. 

• 
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The home itself was rather remar·kable. Bt1ilt on a 
wooded lmoll on the site of an old Indian village, it was a. 
st1--iking object f1,.om the lake OI' the opposite sho1 .. e. Tl1e 
f1"ame ,vas of oak, the rooms spacious and a square tower 
had been planned to add to its character as well as its com­
fort. An area of about t,velve acres had been retained 
about the house as a sort of pa1·k, the unde1·b1--ush having 
been clea1"ed away and dead and fallen timber removed 
while the fine trees of the 01~ig-inal for est we1~e left standil1g·. 

uch a place did not tal{e much effort to sell, a11d an oppor­
tunity occurring· in 1904, the farm that was bought eig·ht 
years before at $9.00 an acre was sold for~ $55. A farm 
directly across the lake was purchased but the death of his 
,vif e led him to sell this also. His children were gTown and 
he wa alone. 

He began to feel the long~ cold winters of the north and 
after looking about for some time went to 1\1issou1"i to de­
velop a 325 acre tract of wood land for one of his ma1--ried 
daughters. This land was in the Ozark 1\1ountai11s near 
Le ban on, 1Yfisso11ri, in the heart of the Shephe1"d of the 
Hills, ancl Jesse James country. It was covered with oak 
timber. The task was too m11ch for a man of his years and 
he was pe1"suaded to g·o to 11iami, Florida, where another 
daug·hte1" ,vas living. Here, however, he would not stay in 
Miami itself. He had not used a portion of his homestead 
r ig·ht and he filed on an 80 acre tract near the present site 
of the to ,vn of Homestead, south of 1\1iami. The building· of 
a house, the planting· of grape f r11it and orange gToves, 
veg·etable and flower gardens, and the study of the SP-mi­
tropical agTiculture all new a11d interesting, occupied him to 
his cleath which occurred in 1913 from broncho-pneumonia, 
the '' fr~iend of the ag'ed'' as Osler has called it. He was ill 
bl1t f ol1r days and had previously been in active and vigor-
011s health. He had pioneered in f ot1r States. 
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We are a little inclined to be astonished today at the cour­
age of these early settlers who so calmly faced loneliness, 
isolation, monotony, separation from medical aid, and an 
almost utter absence of what we call the '' amenities of 
life''. But they did not need our pity, for as a matter of 
fact the records left by letters, reminiscences, and the 
chronicles of these early comm1.1ni ties show that the people 
were comfortable, contented, and happy. Nearly all were 

oung, in good health, and were building· homes and inde­
pendence for themselves and their children. The pleasures 
of family life and work with crops, live stock, fruit, flowers, 
building· homes and ba1--ns filled their time full of interesting 
tasks, enjoyment, and accomplishments. Then as the com­
ml1nities became more populous, the church and school 
added neig·hbo1 .. hood interests. The1"e we1'e singing· schools, 
chu1"ch suppers, '' harvest homes'', dances, spelling bees, 
and simila1" social festivities that gave oppo1 .. t11nities for 
enjoyment to you11g· and old. Social disti11ctions were un­
known and envy from this source reduced to a minimum. 
That there were ha1"'dships and suffe1 .. ing is certain but it 
must not be forgotte11 that the1·e \\1as pleasure and happi­
ness as well. 

We are beg·inning· to realize that these plow pioneers, the 
successors of the hunter and fur t1,ader, were the 1--eal 
makers of Olll' immense farm empire. They were the ag·1·i­
cultural Daniel Boones of the new country. There is no 
desire to belittle the work of the men who built the rail­
roads, the bridges, the telegTaph, and the to\vns, but only to 
place beside them and ask that credit as empire builders be 
given to the hundreds of thousands of men - bold, intelli­
gent, and forwa1 .. d looking· - who fir·st tilled the ne,v coun­
t1'y, planted the first orcha1--ds in it, rea1--ed the first her 1s 
and flocks there, ancl labored to improve both plants and 
animals. The Inclia11 :fig·hter and othe1~ simila1-- pictu1 .. -
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esque figures have occupied the att1--action of the popular 
historian and the men who built up the farms and developed 
a new variety of fruit or improved the yield of oats or corn 
have been neg~lected. The career of Henry Roddis has a 
particular significance in that he was a representative of 
this type of pionee1 .. ; the nar1 .. ative of his life and work 
portrays also the life and work of thousands of others 
whose value to the country and to agTicultural prog-ress has 
been great but who have received little credit or recognition 
by the historian. 

Lours H. Ronnrs 
WASHINGTON D. C. 


