INTERVIEW WITH MR. OSCAR SOREY
Montevideo, Minnesota
Dennis Wenker
This is Oscar Sorby talking. I was born here in Montevideo, across the Chippewa River, once called Chippewa City. I recall the folks telling of the time
they arrived here in 1879. They stayed with an uncle of Dad's who was a
soldier in the Sibley Company, had to come out here and fight the Indians I
might say, and at that, time there was no railroad. There was a railroad
here, but there was no commercial work, so they had to transfer to Benson,
Minnesota as his uncle, Lars Frislie, who had homesteaded there and stayed
there until he built a home in Montevideo west of the river once called the
Swift Plant. I was born near a plum grove there, now just north of the plant.
I do recall the time when Mr. c. J. Nelson told me about the time the postoffice was moved from Chippewa City to Montevideo. This gentleman was rooming at Mr. Frank's hotel. Now it was then on Ureka and Main Street. He
moved this post-office over to the hotel one night and they never did get to
move it back. Ever since, Montevideo has been our mailing point. This man,
C. J., built a double two-story building just south of where the riverside
is now. The top story was a hall used for different organizations to meet.
And I recall Dad being then, at that time, in the fuel business, wood business. They would order half a cord of maple wood, saw it twice in two and
split it, I'd split it and carry it upstairs on an outside stairway into a
back room. That was what they were using for fuel to heat the hall. The thing
was, I was at that time about ten years old, so it's a long time ago. Dad was
a carpenter and he made forms to mold these bricks which was used for the
school-house and the courthouse. These are now, of course, gone and replaced.
But I remember him telling about the flood in '81. A tremendous snow that winter and in the spring when the thaw came, the water came up so high at a place
called Simon Bue's Hotel at that time, it was up to as far as Unger's Furniture
Store on Nichols and Main Street. The storm was so bad, the water was so high,
where the saw-mill was located just in the north end of Main Street. And they
(79--5 minutes)

lost all their logs and all the slab wood. It all went to the Minnesota River.
There was nothing there to burn brick with Mother said. They ,. lost one kiln
of brick that way. I was born in '84. That year he built a two story home
back in the woods, back of the Normans Hardware Store which is now Kenyon
Avenue. He started a wood yard back in there, he had horse-power, used horses
for sawing wood. And he procured this land from Dr. Robins, he was a ve.t ferinary, and how much I don't know, but anyway that's where he built and had his
first wood yard. Then after a while they wanted to sell this lot from the
river, extending from the river to the sawmill which was possibly, oh probably,
a thousand feet and Dad couldn't afford to buy it so Betcher Lumber Company
bought this land and he was to take out all the wood gratis by furnishing him
all the oak split up into post to his lumberyard. He had to deliver that to
the lumberyard. So he sawed up somewhere near 1600 cords of wood and piled
it up. Well, this horse-power got a little small for his business so he gets
a Minnesota Giant engine and he bricks up a footing and sets it on that and
1
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builds a shed over it and saws wood with that for a few years until it got
weak and then at that time they were not on their own tracks and they were
pulled by horses. Well, this engine kind of gave out in a few years and he
buys himself a Buffalo Pit. And he continued with that until the elevator
burned down. And there was a brick engine room there where they had a
stationary engine to handle the grain with. And when the elevator burned down
he procured this engine and he built that stand and engine room for that, and
after that he used that engine for grinding feed and pulling ice up with it
up into his ice house and sawing wood and continued that way for many years.
He bought that property in early days from a man named Gillie Halverson. He
owned all that whole square in there excepting one little lot that would belong to Bendickson, but he procured that lot and moved across Kenyon Avenue
there and rented it out, finally sold it. Then, meantime, he had his yard,
bigger yard, and the old barn that was on the place and the feed room was
remodeled into a feed room, and so then he built an ice house 25" by 120" which
he used for delivering ice, and through the town at that time I could peddle
(152--10 minutes)
a little ice. The residents where they hired men to take care of the saloons
and the hotels and the butcher shops took loads at a time, and I don't know,
got on going later in that work and I finally didn't get much schoolifrg because
Dad needed me so bad it seems like. Well, I finally did go to school again
until I went to a public school, and seventh grade ·was as far as I got. And
then I went to Windom Institute in 1901 and 1902. I really worked in the
Klondike Restaurant there to get my board and room and brother bought my first
tuition at the institute. Until 1902, when the road-master's son came up and
says to me, he says, "You want a job?" and I says, "Yes, I want a job." So
he says, "Dad's going to put on a work train. Going to renew the steel from
Renvil]e t_o Appleton, and he wants all the men he can get." And I said, "Well,
I'm on." So the following Monday I went on the steel gang. We got a dollar
and ten cents a day for ten hours of work, and in 1902 we got as far as
Wigdall, Minnesota. While I was mentioning, while I was back in this restaurant, the roundhouse foreman used to come along and he says, "How about some
fine cut like right cut?" I guess it was. Meantime he had done that regular.
and one time I said, "How about a job firing Mr. Eddington?" Bob Eddington
his name was, and he said, "You want to go firing?" "Yes, I want to firing."
He says, "Alright put your name down." So I was on the list for fireman. At
that time they had to send them down to Milwaukee to get examined. Anyhow, I
was on the steel gang, no automobile, nothing to come home on, and only
Saturday on the train. Then the engine dispatcher wondered where I was, said
they looked all over for me. I was first on the list and they sent ten men
to Milwaukee. Well, I thought I better stay here now, so I took a job in the
roundhouse building fires. I got a dollar and twenty-five cents _.a day there,
and ten hours work. Then in 1903, I got called before I was promoted because
they had no firemen to fire a switch engine, at midnight the man got sick and
had to leave. I didn't get no money for that and when you go raising you didn't
get no money until 60 days. And so then I went to Milwaukee and dated then on
January 4th, 1st. I got a trip uµ to Fargo then. This was the old steam engine
of course, and had kerosene headlights and we had to use kerosene for most
everything. We had to use torches, nothing like flashlights at that time. And
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while we were in there on Sundays when we was tied up, why we'd have to clean
up our headlights and use lamp-black and shine up the headlights, clean up
and shine up the brass and also clean out the cab. We had soap and water and
cleaned our cab. We got a hundred miles for that to do that on Sunday. That
is, one day's work. So we got paid for that. Well, we promoted for fireman
(226--15 minutes)
in 1904 and in this period of time or firing it was a lot of hardship. The
coal at that time was what we called the Ioway rock and it wasn't a very high
grade of coal. And we'd fight all the way over the divisions to keep steam,
although I was quite fortunate in getting by that way. Before I was firing
we used to make some trips out to a place called Everett, South Dakota.
Everett was a place about twelve miles south of Mobridge. There was no Mobridge
at that time. There was a pontoon bridge across the river at Everett and
they run a passenger train from there and also they stocked. The stock was
brought in there for fifty miles around there to be handled on the railroad.
And I would go up there and get the stock. These trains were all numbered
each year from 1 on. Number 1 up and 2 and so forth. In 1906, 1906, October,
23rd day of October 1906 I was called to fire up there. We went up to Everett
and we left Montevideo, went direct to Everett, which is about 500 miles on
the round trip. It would take us about 45 hours to make this round trip. The
meantime we'd shovel possibly a carload of coal going round trip, shaking
grates, climbing underneath and cleaning out the ash-pan, knocking out the
front end, taking coal and water, and we done that about every twenty-five
miles. And we'd make that round trip 45 hours without taking our shoes off.
I recall one time in Everett there when you had Milwaukee cars, that if they
were all Milwaukee cars they could spot that entire train at one time. If you
had foreign cars we had to make a spot. The superintendent there says to me,
he says, "I had my engine all ready to go." And he said, "If you don't mind
I'll watch your engine while you go out and get something to eat. We want
to get you out ahead of a passenger train." Well, then we did and we stayed
ahead of that passenger train. We kept it roaring all the way home. Those
were kind of tough days. Go to bed for a few hours and the telephone would
ring, you would either go or quit, so they·JWere tough.

Q.

Was . there a union?

No. We had a union but they weren't active. They weren't very active at that
time, see. That's what created more action in unions. But later on as we
got membership why we had a little more weight. But anyway, in 1907 I was
promoted to engineer which I was an engineer now for about sixty years. And I
have also been a member of the railroad for 71 years, affiliated with the
railroad for 71 years. But anyway, last trip I made firing, firing for a fellow
(300--20 minutes)
by· :t he name of Alec Lamberts, a passenger. We didn't have electric lights on
the engines at that time, but about that time we got them on passenger trains
and we'd have lights in the coaches by having a generator in the baggage car.
And generally it was handled by steam from the engine. Pnd coming into Bristle
I got signaled to shut off the steam for the generator and the engine immediate-
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ly tipped over to one side, tank went over the engine to one side, and
buried the engineer. I got hold of the side of the cab and laid on top of
the engine, I wasn't hurt very much, got down under to get this engineer
out. It was very difficult, it was hot, the fire door open, the rail coming through there and there was no room for nobody else but I wanted to
get him out, I finally got him out but he only lived a few hours more.
Anyway, fifty years later I'd been on passenger for twenty-five years now
and I went in to the drink, west of Montevideo about two miles and of
course, I inj u,r ed my back at that time, and about a year before I was able
to go back to work I decided to retire. And have retired ever since.

Q. How effective was the union after you became more organized and got
more of the engineers and people into the union?
Well, I can see how valuable that was to us. We had a lot more weight in
our legislative board. We got a bill in 1 13 where we didn't have to work
over sixteen hours.

Q.

Is that sixteen hours a day?

Sixteen hours a day. And that was a big help. We got our rest and they
couldn't discipline us for not going to work unless we had our rest. One
thing. I'll give you a little illustration some times why we organized.
We have to have more money, better conditions and things like that. So I
remember back in '99, I got three and a half dollars a day running an I-1
switch engine. Now, I could go up to Calverson's Clothers and get a suit
of overalls, the Ace of Spades, the best denim you could buy for a dollar
and a half. I had two dollars left after a day's work. Now nine years
later we threatened, of course, strikes, and we went in to negotiate for
better, more money because the dollar was depreciating all the time and we
had to have more of them. In 1918, nine years later, we got five dollars
and fifty cents for running that I-1 switch engine, same engine. Went up
to buy that same denim and suit, cost you six-fifty. Lost a dolla~ after a
day's work so we couldn't never get money enough to meet our expenses.
Was the management of the railroad or the owners opposed to the union at
the time?

Q.

Oh yes, well, they never were opposed to it, but they'd think our demands
were sometimes too great. In fact, I think the officials themselves were
very happy about it because it relieved them of a lot of embarassing jobs of
firing and hiring men and so forth, and I think it was very good for the
company. They knew where they were at _all the time because we had men that
took a lot of interest in their work; I took a lot of interest in my work. I
think most of them did. And that's noticeable. But they really recognized
tmions and they sometimes they, they're not with for their demands. I think
that unions was a big thing for the working man and for the country itself.
Put them on work, working in the basis whereby they could have this livelihood
that they are entitled to. I noticed everybody else went into the tmion. Now
you take a doctor organizer, the medical association, or the bar association,
or any of them, they don't have to strike. They just raise their salaries
and that's the way they get enough of those cheap dollars to carry on.
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Did you, or did the union, the local union around here, or the railroad
union go on strike ever while you were working?

Q.

Well, yes, yes it was done twice. But they didn't last very long. I was in
Aberdeen one time when they struck and time was up when we was to strike and
the train was left right there in the yard. They had to get somebody in the
yard to pull it in, crew to pull it into the yard. And because we had them
orders of course. Then they had some officials that tried to get by with
it, but they didn't have enough of them to do any good.

Q. Were the strikes effective in getting your demands or higher wages or
whatever you were striking for?
(444--30 minutes)
Yes, we got our demands. Maybe we had a little trading stock, but we got
~ogether and worked it out. You have to have a little trading stock sometimes. We have a state legislative man and we have a national legislative
man and they are on the job at all times you know. We have competition from
these trucks, you know. I don't know if I should go into this or not, but
our competition isn 1 t fair. I think that much of this is subsidized by our
government where they aren't doing that with railroads. I know these truck
associations, they are getting eighty-five and five-tenths percent subsidi es
and they keep building up their roads for them, maintaining their roads and
keeping the snow off while the railroads have to do all that themselves and
pay t ax besides. They did get a two percent subsidy one time. I don't
know. That's about it so the competition is very wrong and I know the general public is more for rail service than they are any other service we got.
And it's the cheapest because two-hundred car train will handle about as
much as 700 trucks. And they'll take one or two men on each truck and they
call it labor. It's a big cost, be a high cost, so that these trucks will
take about 700 trucks. And they you figure a man or sometimes two men on
these trucks. Figure about 1400 men to do what five men will do on the
railway. So that as far as the economy -is concerned it's not there and they
bottleneck our terminals where a railroad will drive into our terminals and
unload their piggybacks in warehouses and not tie up the pub lic , plenty of
place to drive. I think it's a shame that they done away with so much of
our railroad business.

Q.

How did things change on the railroad, say during World War I, from the
time before that? Did you have to work longer hours and things like this?

Well, when we got the sixteen hour law of course, on our division we have
157 miles, and we'd have to work twelve hours and fifty-seven minutes in order
to get any overtime, but from then we get time-and-a-half. But they should
get that tra.in in there in twelve and a half hours or it's poor service. So
they shouldn't have to pay any overtime. But, of course, we get a hundred
miles, that constitutes a day's work. But, now when I start _ speaking by
the hour I think I only got a dollar-ninety cents an hour when I retired.
And where it's the lowest paid labor, I think, of all skilled l abor. And I
think myself, that the time they put in, they go in day or night or rain or
shine and Sunday and Monday. They work day and night, they don't have no
time for their own like a clerk or anybody, any other labor that works daytime,
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(227--35 minutes)
sleeps nights, goes to church Sundays, and it's a different world. I would
say. I know I went through a lot of hardship, and I had a lot of nice trips.
But it was a living, and if I could figure out a little place I could save a
little each month why, to have for old age, if there was no other hard
luck, we could do it. I don't know if we should go into these things or
not, but then that's part of the business in railroading. I recall 1911, I
was on the second eighteen, silk train, we had a lot of silk trains at that
time. And we hit first eighteen at Odessa with quite a number of people
killed at that time, but it was no fault of mine and I was not condemned for
it. And then we have this other one that tipped over in the wash-out and
then I wasn't blamed for it; not at fault there. I enjoyed railroading, I
think we had a mighty nice bunch of officials. They worked with us. But
the directors of the railroad, of course, they want every dollar they can·
make. They pound into the officials to get it if they can. So, that's part
of it.

Q.

Where do you stand politically?

What kind of deal?
Q.

You mean • • •

Are you a Democrat or Rep:.ublican?

Dad was a great Democrat, of course, but I haven't really went for any party
myself. Although we were a Farmer-Labor Party one time, I took a very interesting part in that. I remember Kvale and Shipdenten and some of those
real statesmen were at stake at that time. And LaFollette of course. I think
we had real good men at that time. Much better than we got now. I took a
part because they took our end of it. So, I'm not for any particular party.
I voted for Nixon last time, but I wori ' t vote, no I did not, I voted for • • •
Q.

McGovern?

McGovern last time.

I voted Nixon time before .

And I might remember the

first time I voted was fo"? William Jennings Bryan. I might mention that in
1908 Taft was running against Bryan and, he's up the Fargo line that runs
into Ortonville and a f el! ow by the name of Oscar Wisner, he was the engineer,
he was senior man, and he pulled him down to Ortonville and the engine breaks
down. Now, when an engine breaks down, we are assigned to an engine, you
stay with that engine, see. So they called me, I had a freight engine, they
called me, the engine 65, ten-wheeler, to go up and get that train, take it
to Aberdeen. So I takes the train up there to Aberdeen and of course a
freight engine there's some old wheels and you have to wheel them up and get
them up there on time. And a fellow by the name of Humphrey, Dick Humphrey,
was my conductor. And we had six cars and the superintendent's car on behind,
Van Dyke his name was, and we got him into Bristol, got as far as Bristol
see, got a message to spot the train at the main street crossing so that Mr.,
what's the name, can get off, Taft, and there were the band and there was an
awful crowd of people at the meeting. The band was down there to meet him
and you know, and of course no automobiles in them days, so the delivery man,
we used to go to Aberdeen and get the Sunday layover, go into that livery
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boy and get a horse, you know, and drive around town and go and get a sundae
or something like that and we became quite familiar with this friend of this
livery man. And he hauled Taft, and he had a silk hat because Taft had a
silk hat, they all had to have silk hats, they mayo.r and everybody had a silk
hat. So a year later, then this livery man fell heir to a lot of money
over there in England, and he was selling his livery ham. And I seen his
hat in a case up there in his office. "What are you going to do with the
hat?" "You want it?" Yes, I'll buy it." "No, you can have it." So he
gave it to me and I still have the hat. I'll show it to you. That's back in
eighteen-eight.
Q.

Nineteen-eight?

Eighteen-eight, yes. Nineteen-eight, I mean. Nineteen-eight. And so that's
a kind of an odd thing. That's the first time I voted. And of course he run
against Bryan; Bryan run several times. He was in Mitchell at the time Taft
was in Aberdeen. Then the next trip I got up there, I got to meet Bryan. He
was in the Methodist Church. And so I got to shake hands with him too. Got
to meet them dignitaries. Yes.
Q. I read in the book The History of Chippewa, Lac Qui Parle Counties that
you were a socialist. Was there ever a socialist party around here?
No, I tell you, I wasn ' t home, I was on the road and he got into sister you
know, and sister gave him that information. I don't know, she'd say almost
anything. I don't know what you'd call socialis t, but we was Farmer-Labor and
the become then, you know, Democrat. We have what they call the Townsend
plan here. We took some little action, I don't know what a socialist is, to
tell you the truth, and I never belonged to any socialist organization. Or
communist either, because I don't know anything about their affairs. But we
was Fanner-Labor. And that was our strong-hold because we thought they had
the same cause. But otherwise I don't draw any lines. I voted for Wallace
there. I had a lot of respect for Wallace. Of course he got shot and he
didn't get into the race. I tended to vote for him until Governor McGovern
showed up.
I liked McGovern. I knew McGovern because I met: him personally
one time at Aberdeen. We were at a lutefisk supper there at the Norwegian
Lutheran Church. He was in there. And my nephew introdcued me to him, he's
a doctor and my niece's husband. He's Doctor Bell. And his mother and Mrs.
McGovern was friendly, so I met him there. And I thought he was a very
nice fellow. I liked him, I liked his disposition. I voted for him. Outside
of that I haven't taken any part in the party.
(755--50 minutes)
Q. You mentioned before that, a long time before, when we first started the
interview t hat C. J. Nelson stole the post-office.
Did I tell it?
Q.

Yes.

I told about that didn't I?

How did he ever do that, did he just move the whole thing?

There wasn't much to move, I guess. You know, at that time there was no town
here, you know. I don't know but that was a saying at that time. I knew
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...
this C. J. Nelson because he used to pay me for carrying his wood up into
there see, and that's how I found out. And he stayed with Frank in this
hotel, old bachelor see. And Frank owned this whole area here at that
time, Frank's edition you find that all over town. It all was his farm here
at one time. So he was a kind of a red~faced, bald-head, he was a nice
fellow but he wasn't very talkative, but he paid me off when I carried that
wood up there, because that was only across the way from where he was staying. That was ch,anged then when he was here because that, I don't know who
went in there, I think it was Murphy, went in there and then MacDougal went
in there, and-,. then it, the creamery went in there. There was a hc;,use where
the riverside was, I helped them nail, do a little nailing on the floors there,
just skipping school a little bit, helped them nail the floor in there,
sheeting in there because I knew all the fellows, Rudabergs, Holands, all
the old Norwegians. Yes, will I don't know. I can't think of anything more
now.
(803--55 minutes)

