ROBERT FENNELL INTERVIEW
JULY 18, 1977
IRISH-AMERICAN COMMUNITIES STUDY
SUSAN STUMM, INTERVIEWER

Q: Today is July 18 and my name is Susan Stumm and I'm in Clontarf
with Robert Fennell and we will be talking about Fennell' s Gro·cery
and its history in Clontarf and also the beginnings of Clontarf
and some of the things that Mr. Fennell remembers about growing
up here. Now, you have here an abstract of a certain part of land in
Clontarf, an abstract which has been filed with the county and I'd like
to have you read the first three sections of this abstract •••
Okay, this particular abstract has to do with the land that was given
to the railroads by the United States Government and the Territory of
Minnesota. On January 15, 1877, Horace Thompson and Edmond Rice who
were trustees of the First division of the St. Paul Railroad Company
deeded this land over to Archbishop John Ireland and the idaa behind
the railroads having the land was so that they would build railroad
lines west so that people would move west and populate the country from
the Eastern coast where or course the people first settled. So in
1877 then the land was deeded in the Clontarf area to John Ireland
and he set up the plan of the village limits of Clontarf. Dedicated
the avenues, the alleys, the streets, for public use and then they
in tum sold or deeded the land to the various people who settled
here at the beginning.

Q: OKay so then in 1877, John Ireland deeded to the public the entire
village of ClontarfY
Right, Right. So the ·particular land that we're talking about is the
land which involves the grocery store, which was the first grocery store
in Clontarf that was started by Mr. D. F. McDermott or Dominick F.
McDermott and Archbishop Ireland deeded that land to Mr. MCDermott on
October 10, ,1888. So he established the first store, which is the
present store building that I operate out of. We also have here a post
office centennial stamp which has a picture or emblem which has a
picture of the present post office and the post office was established
in December 22, 1876. The first postmaster was Dominick F. McDermott
and course this was even before the land was deeded over to him. Now
whether the building was there at that time or not I have no way of
knowing. Mr. McDermott ran the store from that time until 1925 when
he sold the store to Mr. Roy Perrizo and Roy Perrizo operated the
store and he was the postmaster from the time that I was born till he
left the business. Mr. Perrizo sold the store to Mr. Victor Haroldstad
who cmne from Edmunds, North Dakota in 1964. Mr. Haroldstad had the
store for 8 months until April of 1965 when he sold it to me and I
have operated it since that time.

Q: Now you mentioned one other time about the postmaster changing
back and forth could you tell us about that?
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Back in those days we had two grocery stores in Clontarf. One was
owned by Mr. McDermott on one side of the street, the East end of the
Main Street, Hans Mikkelson had the store on the opposite end of the
street, across the street and Mr. McDermott was a Democrat and the
Mikkelsons were of thB Republican Party. So back in those days whenever the administration would change from Democrat to Republican why
the post master would change those people. So the particular administration which was in power at the time, why that's the side of the
street that the post office would be located on. In the later years
I guess back in the 30's this practice was discontinued.

Q: Okay, one other interesting thing about the store, you mentioned that
before the school was built there were classes held there •••
Right, while the school was being built (the present structure that we
have) they held school classes in the apartment that is located above
the store.

Q:

And where did they meet before that?

There was a school which was located over here about where Ann Shinnick' s
house is.

Q:

Oh, there was.

But I don't know the particular details of that except I was told by
someone that while they were building the new building there must have
been a time when the first old structure was either torn downJ moved or
something because they did have some classes up there, unless they were
high school classes. You see when this new building was first built we
did have two or three years of high school so it may have been that they
had high school classes there and they had grade school in the other
building.

Q: Okay. Now I'd like to ask you some questions more about yourself and
abou~your life when you were growing up, so could you tell us when you
were born and where?
All right, I was born October 24, 1930, Swift County Hospital in Benson,
Mrt.

Q:

And your parents names?

My parents names where Joseph Francis Fennell and Eleanor Bouta was her
maiden name.

Q:

Your grandparents, do you remember when they were born?

My grandmother Bouta died when I was two years old so I don't know her.
Her name was Edith Goulet. She was French. My grandfather was Tomas
Bouta; they came from Canada and settled in this area, also French of
course. My grandma Fennell, her name was Curtis, she has some Irish
and English I believe, and my grandfather Fennell, Thomas Fennell, was
born in, I believe, rowa and the.y ,moved up into thls territory long
Before. my father was born •.
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Q;

Do you know when your father moved up here?
Bishop Ireland was •••

No, they came here back in the early 1900's.
when the town was here.

Was it around the time that

It would be a few years later

Q:

Okay, did you ever hear your parents or your grandparents talk about why
they came here, was it because of the Irish Settlement, do you know?

No, mostly open space of the farm land and they were moving into the area and
farming.

Q:

So your grandfather was a farmer by occupation,

Oh, yes,
(256-lOmin.)

Q:

And your father, what did he do?

My father, when he quit school, which was about in 7th grade, he always worked
at home with his folks farming and then when he got married he went on his own
farming and they were married in 1929.

Q:

Okay. How do you feel about the Irish part of your heritage; do you feel
that you were brought up Irish?

Not really.

Q:

You don't?

My side of it has been more with the French settlement which is a little to the
northeast up here although I have grown up in Clontarf, associated with the Irish
and to me that's a part of the community. That's a part of my life. As I grew up
we had dear good old Father King here who came from Ireland and he was the priest
here from 1933 until about 10 years ago in 1966. And always we took part in the
Irish festivities around St, Patrick's Day and these things, and I think that On
St. Patrick's DAy all of us are Irish, I guess. In fact, I've probably been in
more St, Patrick's Day programs and celebrations and taken part of it than
many of the Irish around here.

Q:

Okay, so you don't consider yourself Irish?

I don't consider myself Irish, but I consider myself Irish on St, Patrick's Day
and to be a part of the community. We all get along well together.

Q:

What did you do on St, Patrick's Day; what do you remember?

Oh, we generally come up with various different skits, the last one I was in
I think we had a skit that was patterned after the show Hee Haw and I was the
radio announcer, the fellow on Hee Haw that gives the K-0-R-N Country news so I
picked out an Irish name and I took most of the Irish people that we had in the
community and I made up little jokes about them and so on, everybody got a big
bang out of it.
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Q:

And when was that?

This was the last one we had. It has been three years ago now, The
last two years we've been serving a mulligan stew on St, Patrick's Day
and the last two years I have been in charge of making that stew,

Q:

How does it taste, pretty good then?

Well, everyone's who has been here, they ate it all!

Q:

Okay is there still a skit put on?

No, they just decided to try something different for a change so they've
gone to the feed. And it's always been a fund raiser for our church.
Whatever money they earn why they generally turn it over to the church
for some special project,

Q:

Okay, could you compare that now with St, Patrick's Day celebrations
that you remember as a child?

Basically, they've all been about the same down through the years. I can
remember as a child when my dad even was in the program. They always
came up with something original, it was always something that we thought
of ourselves and put on.

Q:

And the Irish theme was always real important. Okay now I'm going to
try to go back quite a ways and ask you about temperence leagues, do you
remember anything about that here?

No, the only thing I know is that there is one of the windows in the
church, one of the stained glass windows in the church, that was donated
by one of the Temperance Leagues, I'm sure. Initials are on there, I
don't remember which one it is but it's there, But there were some here
back/in the prohibition days.

Q: Oh, that's real interesting, Okay, did you ever hear your grandfather
or your parents talk about the Ancient Order of Hibernians?
Oh yes, this was an Irish organization.
this Parish

In fact, we're sitting here in

(362-15 min,)
Hall for this interview and they built this hall and they had control
of it up until 1948, I believe it was, and then at that time then they
deeded that property over to St. Malachy's Parish.

Q: Was the organization still going up until that time?
As far as I know it was inactive,

Q:

Inactive.

Do you know for how long?

I don' t know.

Q:

Was the hall used before it was officially deeded?
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Yes, it was always used for •••

Q:

By the church?

Even by the church and by the community as a community center,

Q:

What's the status now?

Is it town hall?

No, it is actually a parish hall.
Malachy,

It is owned by the Parish of St,

Q:

But it's used for the community. Okay, that's interesting. That
stained glass window, that's not the Ancient Order of Hibernians?

There is one up there on them but there was I'm sure, if I remember
right, Father Cooney mentioned that there is one up there that was donated
by this temperance league. Each window at the bottom has a little
rectangle, a piece of glass in it, and it has the name or the abbreviation
letters of the particular organization or the people that donated it,
the window, to the church.

Q:

Okay, do you know if your grandfather belonged to the AOH?

I'm sure he didn't.

Q:

Why, are you sure?

Because he wasn't Irish and I'm sure one of the stipulations was that
they had to be Irish to belong to it.

Q:

Your grandfather Fennell?

No, he was English, French and German and the only Irish that I have
comes from my grandmother Fennell's side, she had a portion of Irish in
her.

Q: So you are Irish more or less by default, that's what we figured
our. Okay, I want to ask you about the school, Do you think that the
school was an important social center for the community?
Oh yes, very much so.

Q:

What kind of things went on there?

We always had our Christmas plays; I can remember while I was going to
school, when the Territorial Centennial, which was I believe in 1948,
we had a special program put on and the place was full. And that's
something else I think possible if I look I have a copy of the program
that took place up there.

Q:

Oh, that would be great!

I've got it somewhere I'll have to find it for you and give it to you,
Q:

Okay.
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And Easter, all the holidays, there were always special things that
went on, They had the music festivals, the teachers used to teach us
music and then once a year all the schools in the county used to go
into Benson to the high school and we sang with various groups and other
schools in the whole county, we were all rated according to our ability
and so on,

Q:

So singing was kind of an important part,

Yes, the school always had a very important part in our Memorial Day
services. Clontarf, for a small town has been one of the small communities
that as long as I can remember we've always had a Memorial Day service.
We started from the school with the parade, All the school children
brought bouquets to take out to the cemetary and put on the veterans graves,
(456-20 min,)
They were the ones who always provided the program which was given out
at the cememtary, The teachers were very good and always came up with
these sort of patriotic songs and sayings, such as the Gettysburg Address
and the Star Spangled Banner and all of these things that go with our
patriotic heritage that we have, So when the school was closed, we lost
the school and now the children go to Benson, of course, we have continued
the practice, we still have our Memorial Day services, The fire department has veen very instrumental in ~eeping the thing going, Last year
it was a joint effort between the 4-H Club and the fire department here
in Clontarf, They came up with the program and still had the children
march, The various ex-service men from WWII and the Korean War and the
Vietnam, they always get into their old uniforms and they march with the
color guard and the firing squad which it furnished by the Veterans Service
Organization down at Benson,

Q:

So you feel that it was great loss for the school to close but even

so •••

Oh yes, these are things that we don't have any more but we've managed to
carry on with these programs,

Q:

That's very impressive that you've done that, What other kinds of
community, like plays and so on do you remember. Can you recall,
did the community do plays?

No, I can remember different times when we used to have a fall festival
here at the church. It was sort of a carnival affair, We always had the
old games, pitching pennies and the fish pond and in fact, we're kind of
getting back to it because this Sunday the 24th, we're having our annual
fall festival for the church and pretty much back in the same way as I can
remember when I was young. This was always a big day for the young people
and it's kind of coming back. I imagine we've had oh, three or four of
them now so it's getting to be a annual thing, next year will be our real
big one because we are planning at least a two or three day celebration
because it will be our centennial celebration.

Q:

Do you remember approximately when that was, when you used to have
those fall festivals?

They were discontinued, I imagine, back about the early 40's because I
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imagine I was probably about 9 or 10 years old when the last one I can
remeber was held. It was always held right here in this spot and on
these grounds. The stands were set up around the hall and

Q:

Do you think the war had something to do with that?

I'm sure.

Q:

Isn't that kind of early for a fall festival?

Well, I guess they call it a fall festival and it's •• ,I guess the name
has been changed. They always used to have it in fall, right now they call
it a summer festival and this is what they go by now. But it's a continuation of that practive.

Q: There are a lot of crops in anyway so I guess it's appropriate. What
about politics, Was your family politically inclined; did they talk
about politics?
Most general, I've been active in DFL politics, I've been to the county
convention as delegate and so on the last three elections I guess,

Q:

Oh you have.

What about your afather, was he a democrat too?

Yes, very much so, he served on the town board for the township of
Clontarf for many years.

Q:

Was he involved in politics on the state level?

No, not at that level, he was very interested in local politics of the
community.
(543-25 min.)

Q: Do you remember debates or speeches:
kind?

Was therumuch activity of that

Not that I've ever known.

Q:

}

You don't remember? I should ask you about the French customs and so
on, do you know much about that?
Well, like I say, the Irish came here and they settled to the west of
Clontarf pretty much and many of them right here in Clontarf. The French
settled to the northeast. One of the things that I remember as a child
that the French did was on New Years. New Years Eve the French used to
go around to the various houses and sing French songs and of course
every house they went to, why they always had to have a little drink, of
course, so each place that they went to, why they sang their particular
songs and the·" the people that lived at that house, they had to furnish
the drinks. So they went from one place to the other and by the time
they had their rounds made I'm sure they were feeling pretty good,

Q;

Couldn't sing anymore.

But this was an age old practice that went on when I was a boy.
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Q: And they would visit the
French right?

homes with other people too, not just the

Right. They always used to have dances out in these communities, both
the Irish and the French. I can remember as a child out to my grandfather
Bouta's they used to roll up the rug in the living room and the dining
room and they'd have their own musicians with various ones that played
musical instruments.

Q:

Local people?

Oh yes, always local people and they would have dances ••• this was back
in the 30's when the Depression and so on and this was the only source
of entertainment that they ahad.

Q: What else do you remember about the Depression, do you have other
memories about that?
Oh, I can remember when we got the commodities, these were very much the
only groceries we had because nobody had any money. We raised our own
gardens the best we could and I can remember even back as far as when I
was five years old when this took place.

Q:

Do you remember how •• did the people help each other out a lot then
as those times? Were people able to do that?

Oh, yea. Far more than you see today. In fact, these are some of the
fond memories I have as a young person because in those days we always
had the threshing crews where they used to get together and help each
other out to get the crop harvested at haying time we always helped
each other put the hay up and these type of things along with the card
parties and the study club funds that they had back and forth all winter
long, I'm sure television today has probably taken much of this away from
us and transportation the way we had. It's so easy to get in the car and
go anywhere. Years ago they couldn't so they'd go over to the next door
neighbor and I can remember all of these things. It was very good in
those days. I miss them,

Q: That's great. It's too bad that those things have ceased to be
important, So these times that you were talking about just now, that's
when you were on the farm?
Oh yes,

Q:

Right, and so, even though you did live in the country th.ere was a
lot of socializing. Where was your father's farm located?

Ah, we lived, when he first got married, he lived at home for the first
year with my grandfather Bouta and then they moved, my folks moved to
the north about 4 miles to a farm which would be about 6 miles north of
Clontarf, and they lived there until about 1935 and then th~y moved over
on a farm which is located southwest of Clontarf about 2 miles. They
lived there from 1935 until 1945 when dad sold that place and bought another farm east of Clontarf which was owned by his uncle. And they lived
there until 1967 when they moved into the apartment above the store. My
mother still ownes the farm.

<62 5.,.30 mins.)
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Q:

Oh she does? And your grandfather's farm, that was north of town
close to the French settlement?

Right, right out in that area. Most of those, in fact the French settleftlent started aout a mile to the south from where his farm is and then it
goes north about four miles.

Q: It's really interesting to hear you talk about your memories from
when you were growing up and so on. Do you remember any more about the
Depression, about what people went through then?
No, not really. I guess I was too young. They had to work hard and they
raised most of their own garden vegetables and their meat and so on and
what other things that they got such as peanut better and cheese and corn
meal lots of corn meal, these were some of the things that they got from
the commodities from the government.

Q:

Okay, so people were able to just make it?

They lived good, they ate good, they just didn't have any money to spend.

Q:

Right, no money to spend.

They sewed their own clothes they made their own clothes, this sort of
thing, they always chopped wood and such things. They even burned corn
in place of coal. The corn wasn't worth anything but it was cheaper to
burn the corn than to buy coal.

Q:

Not just the cob but the whole ear?

They burnt the whole ear of corn and all.

Q:

Why was it so bad?

Because it was so dry?

No, you just couldn't get anything for it. They'd probably sell a whole
wagon box. (tape #2) I was telling about selling corn because it wasn't
worth anything. They sold a whole box load and maybe got two dollars for
it and in order to buy coal why, the coal was more expensive than the
corn so they just burned the corn.

Q:

Okay, a whole box load, you mean •••

A whole wagon box load.

Q:

Wagon box, •• okay.

They'd probably be, the size of those boxes would probably be 40 or 50
bushels on the load, of ear corn.

Q:

Okay, did you play baseball when you were growing up?

Oh yes, we always had teams, we had little league teams which I played on,
I never got into anything later than that, but we had baseball teams with
DeGraff, Murdock, Canvers, Clontarf, Hancock. We had a regular league in
the summer time, We used to go around and play ball.

Q:

When was that?

Oh, this would be about in the 40's; 1940's and also we had a Boy
Scout troop here, it's been disbanded I imagine about 20 years ago
or better, At one time I was the assistant Scout Master, We always
had large numbers of young boys which took part in it. We used to go
up to the Wilderness Scout Camp at Parf(Rapids - oh, I imagine the last
time that we went was bout 1948 or '49.

Q: Okay, so I guess that would be almost 29 years ago,
any other sports that were popular in Clontarf?

Do you remember

No, pretty much baseball was the thing, Oh, they used to have, at the Fall
Festival for the church they used to have horse races. They would race
horses generally from possibly the cemetary this way to in front of the
hall here, and another one of the festivities they used to have, they always used to have a parade on the Fourth ,of July. I can remember a few of
these when I was younger. They always had a band on the back of a truck
or hayrack or something of this sort and they always had a parade. Generally
they had stands set up also
(88-35 min.)
and a carnival type thing. I haven't remembered any of those for, oh, I
imagine 1938 or so was about the last.

Q:

What kind of music would those bands play?

Generally we ended up listening to waltzes and polkas and this sort of
thing.

Q:

Didn't you like that?

Yes, the music was great.

Q:

Do you remember the name of the band?

No,

Q:

Ann Hughes, she could remember those dances too.

There was one group that used to play here. My uncle, Tony Fennell used
to be in it. I think it was Ted Eve and his Red Peppers or something.

Q: Oh yes, Ted Eve, that was one that she mentioned.
boxing, was there any of that?

Okay, what about

No, no,

Q:

Did people bet on these horse races?

I was to young to know whether or not they did, chances are they did.

Q: OKay, when you were growing up do you remember any tension against the
French and the Irish as far as kids fighting •••
No,

there was never ever any of that.
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Q: Nothing like that.
intermarriages?

Wh~rabout intermarriage?

Was there a lot of

Oh yes, very much. It's still going on today, One of the last weddings
we had here a couple of years ago was between a Reardon and A Bouta
and another was between a Kent and a Brandt which was a cousin of mine,
her mother is a sister to my mother so •••

Q:

So they're still doing it?

It's getting pretty well mixed up,

Q:

Why don't you tell me a little bit about the V store now,
remember about that.

What you

Okay, the V Store, which was a corporation that was over in Clara City,
Minnesota, and Mr. Perrizo who owned the store before I did and Mr.
McNillis from DeGraff, the Coy brothers from Danvers, they were all
original shareholders of this V Store corporation and they started a
warehouse, grocery warehouse, and dry goods warehouse over in Clara City.
The dry goods part of it is still there, however, about in 1950, no, about
in 1962, the grocery part of it was sold to the May brothers northeast
Minneapolis, so the grocery line was discontinued and these grocery
store were serviced by May brothers, but the dry good line is still going
and they have just increased their capacity, taken over the building, the
new structure that housed the grocery warehouse, and they've put in
the dry goods, just expanded the dry goods line. But these fellows were
all original share holders of the V Store Corporation.

Q:

And before they got together to have their own warehouse, how did
they get a hold of their stock?

Okay, then the various brokers used to come through, the salesman were
on the road every week, and they would come through and take the orders
at the store and then they would send the orders in and most of it would
be shipped out on the railroad. It would come into the dep111t and then they
would have to go over to the depot and pick the merchandise and bring it
over ·to the store and put it on the shelf. Even the meat used to come in
on refrigerated cars and it would come into the depot.

Q: Now I'm skipping around a little bit, but I'd like to go back to the
baseball for just a minute and ask you if you remember other things connected
with baseball, like, did you socialize after the games with the towns that
you played with?
Well, Clontarf was always in a baseball league, we were in the Pomme de Terre
league
(213- 40 min)
and yes, you have this, after the game people would probably get together
and they always had pop and beer and sit around and talk about the game
and so on.

Q:

Do you remember any towns that were big rivals in the league?

Oh yes, there was very much rivalry between all of · them.
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Q:

There's none in particular then that stands out?

Not that I know of, no.

Q:

The Pomme de Terre League now how many ..•

Oh there was probably, there was like Cyrus and Hancock, Clontarf, Chokio,
Starbuck, Holloway had a team. They weren't the bigger towns they were
into the Class A baseball, but this was a small league which encompassed
maybe more the smaller communities.

Q:

And then were DeGraff and so •••

DeGraff and Benson and Atwater and those, they were in a different league.
They were, what they had at that time, a single A and a double A competition,
And the bigger towns, the ones that could afford salaried players were in
a little faster league.

Q:

Okay, were they professionals?

Right.

Q: One last question about customs in your family when you were growing
up. Do you remember special foods? This is you know, on a family level
now, or special things that you would do when you got together?
On the various holidays we were either at one grandparents or the other.
They were always a big occasion, Most of the time we, for instance
Christmas Eve, we would end up after midnight mass at my grandmother
Fennell's and then in the daytime for dinner we would al~ays end up out
to my grandfather Boutas. So most of the occasions and the holidays
we generally took part in both places.

Q: What kind of food did you eat · when you got together with you
people?
Our grandparents of course were all terrific cooks, I don't know if I
could remember anything different along the lines of heritage. Mostly
my grandfather Bouta always had roast beef. Of course he raised cattle
so it was always roast beef, ah my grandmother Fennell she was always
great for chicken, well she raised chickens so I mean this is what they
ate,

Q:

Okay, that makes sense.

There wasn't any special dishes we had as far as their nationality was
concerned.

Q:

Well, thank you

(315-44min.)

very much, Mr. Fennell, for your time.

