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PIOITEER ESSAY

Cb.arles Johnson was one of ttre bsst hown ancl best loved ploneers

o f G r l g g s C o r i a t y . I l e k e p t a s m a l l e o r r n t r 3 r s t o r e a n c l w a s k r r o w n f a r a n d

wide for hls gooil htrmor and wlt. lle w&s s5mpathetlc, helpful antl

Jolly and consequent3-g was Yery well l lked'

Cbarles Henry Johnson was bolll ln i'[11o, Iilaine on Aprl1 6 ' 1847 '

II1s father was .|evt Johnson a far-mer tn Slgcataquls County, l'{alne'

lhere wer€ thrrcboys a^nd tup glrls 1n the fa.mlly. cbarles rTas tbe

o l r les t  o f  the  boYs.

,ihen the ClvlL i{ar broke out ho was Very &nxlous to go ' fn L864

although he was onty slxteen yoars oLd. and. not very talL he trled b

enllst but was reftr;:ed. l iowever dlsappolnted but undaunted-,he put on

bls fathers blg overco.at and trled agaln. This tlne he was acldmittetl '

iie s#ea falthfully to the entt of the war ana sas bonorably cllscharged

1n August ,L855.

After the uar he servecl as spprenttce to }rls uncle ln order to

leara tho carPenters tracle. I

In $eptenber L8?1 he was narrletl 6o ssther L' $nlth at 'tsrownv1lb,

i lalne.

about thls tlme many poople were nlgratlng west' He 8ot the

wegterrr fever as men]r others heil '  In tbe sprlng of L8?6 he cane west

wlth taDother men, one of whom was part olener of a large tftt of Red

Rlver vaL1ey laniL ln the }akota terrltory' Th6trr got off the tratn at

s'argo ancl purchased. oxen, plows, lumber and provlslons' it l th theeo

supplles tbey rlrove ovsr land forty mlles to srallL$ cOrrnty' $1th

the h:"rnber they bu1lt a smal-I house whl.ch serveal as tb.elr heactquartors

that suruner while they broke ths lanilr

Ehey !re?e slx miles from thelr nearest

m1les frou a Hudlson 3ay tradlng post oalletl

post  lncluctecl  one store,  a bLacksmlth shopp
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anA F hotel  {oBlack H1l ls to Wlnnepeg stage stat lon ) .

1876 was the year of the uuster r/ l&ssacx€ on the r,ltt le btg uorn

in.,lontana. Rornors of the clreatlecL $ioux were sproatl lng all over the

nor th  west .

Qn-e clay when .Justln SafforcL, one of the men wlth lJ,r. Johnson, w&e,

out plowing he turnecl around to find ar lndian, carrying a gun, followlg

hlm 1n the furrow. H.e d.ropped. the plow hantlles anit ran to the houso

where he fo'and the yarcl and a nelghborlag grove of t€es fl l ,Led. with

Inclians. lhat nlght the Indlans had a po$r-wow around. there canp flre.

the young men supposed tt was a war ctance and that therl cloom was close

at hand, In ord.er to keep the Incllans ln a good. hurnor thel' gave tbem
r F

al l  of  there provls lons ancl  went to the t ract lng post for  moret the

next day one of the lndlans steppdup to the lres1g men, shook hantls

vrlth them ancl said. good-bye. i io went &waJr chuckllng to hlm,;elf

because the young nen had been so frlghtened.. l,ater 1t was dlscovered'

that these riere friendly Chlppewa Inc[1ans frou t]re reservatlon 1n

i{lnnesota. they were on thelr w&y f,s ,ev1ls i 'ake to vlslt the $1orr<'

,:hen the breaklng contract was, cot$-eted .l i Ir, Jbnnson returnecl to
I

idalne and 1n 18?9 he brought hls wlhe and" tii.o snall tlaughters wlth

hln to lakota. i le bought a lot on thlrtee'th street ln I 'argo ancl built

a small home. ! 'argo was growlng rapldly and ag a contracter and build-

er he was very busy. In 1882 his home was broken 1lp by the cleath of

his wl fe.  The fol lowlng spr lng he sold his ! 'argo pro. l ler ty and leaf lng

hls ehlld"ren wlth his broti:er's famlly he startecl for Griggs oounty.

I{e ancl tup other men matle the trip wlth a team of horses ancl a wagon.

There vras no bri"dge lr.eross the Sheyenne river and the water was hlgh.

The men clrove up the rlvec unti l they cayne to a place where there

wes a snoalL boat. 
'Hlth 

the beat and a long rope they Yiere! able to

get  the  horses  across  one a t  a  t lme.
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fben they pu11ecl. the wagon over. i ihen the wagon wes only about ha]-f

way across tt sudrlenly dived forw;rril ancl cllesappearedt und.er the water

H,oneverJ the uen nanaged. to pu11 1t out right sli le up.

fhe men went uplo\it1Ilow lake and took up squatfers rlghts ilf

un$urveJred governnent lanil. In 1884 the lland" vras survepocl and" I'iir.

JohnsoiF clalno was found to be ln sect:.on nA, toqnship 148 north,

of range 6o west. Imned.iatlry after l-ocatlng his cialm he built a 1og

store and horne combined, haul ing the logs f :om'fr i i lLow,La$e. i ie hlred

some breaklng clone on h1s land ancl plowecl a furrow around 1t to proted

it from other settlers. After farmlng the land. for a year or trrb hin-

sel f  he rented. 1t  for  a year for  a share of  the ehop. She woocl  they

used vras hauleii from along the Sheyene river. the railroad. came to

Cooperstoym in 188d so he vras able to get suppl les for  h is r ; tore

there.  Der lous t rouble was of ten exper lececl  tn haui lng the provls lons.

,hen the water \n4s unusual ly hl$r l t  somet lmes took as many as ten

or twelve horses to pu1l  an ordlnary"wagon througb the fords of  the

slews antl gtrea^ms.

Izra l iagerty, S.i.Eanllton ajnd .i lr Johnson we)"e appointed, by the

county offlclalgto 1ay out the first road from the lt iU.orv reglon to

Cooperstowrr. ' Ihey followed the tldgeg and hlgher ground all the way

necessartLy paying very l l t t le at tent ion to seet lon l1nes. ' Ihece

were several slews ancl. oreeks on theiw&$ with wlch thoy coulci do

nothing but pick out the ehallovsest fords to be forurd.

iThon ]tlr Johnson oane to Grlggs oountSr there were no townships '

' t 'be l-anct was la1d put lnto seetlons but the sectl0ns were und"lvlded-.

i.{r Johnson was one of the leaders in the movement to organlze tbe

reglon arouncl iiitllow i,a]<e into a torvns]rlp, It was organlzed. on ldarch

15,  18S?,  one o f  the  f l ra t  th  the  county .
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'Ihe smal-l 1og store was replaced. ln a few years by a larger frane

structure enal soon after ]{r Johnson bulIt a frsme house also ' At ont

tine the r,av;renee brothers were also in I{q Jobnsods store ' ' l"ater they

sold th*rr shar€ to Charles i i l i l ler of i*argo' 'r i 'S'samtlton who had' a

nearby cla1m ,;;orked 1n the stofe when he was not busS' on his clalm'

There was a blacksnlth shc,p' & w&re house for graln, tqb bartrg' the

o1d 1og store,  the new store and House, a l i t t1e sshool  houge i ' 'Dd 4

bui ld ing that wae used as a eheese frctory ln the l i t t le gro$p of

bui ld ings v lh lch comprlsed. i i l r  Johnson's farn. ' Iho schooi  houge was a

sr:n411 structure whlch i ' lr Johnson bu1lt hlmseif so that his children

mlght go to sehool. iohool w:is only bel-d. clurlng tbe warr:] months '

,Ihrough the efforts ef i i lT Johnson and' -lre Forest Llonnant, the

cheese factory was startecl  on; i r  Johnaof ib faro.  To thls tbe farmers

brougl f  there ni lk and crean lnstead of  taklng 1t  to CooperstowDr

Tbe cheese faotory was qul ts a success unt1l  the people startecl  tO

l e a v e t h e o o u , q t r y b e c a a a e o f t h e r e p e a t e d " c r o { r f a i l u r o g .

Ther.6 r?-:16 several mon', 'o'ho usod' l '1r. Johnsods hone as their heacl'

guarters l lv tng ln the o1d. log holge urhen they weron' t  worklng 6n

their elalms and many people travellng through the country stoppeti

at  h is faxm over nigbt.

:Ir Jbonson hlred. a man to haul h6s graln to uooperstowlr for

him. thls man rrsou.li l  start in the evoning driving a yoke of oxen'

i le woulcl arrlve 1n tovm 1n tlre mornlng after d"rivlng all nigbt'

The next evening be woirl it start baok agaln. i ir Johnson lopght tbe

sett lers grain or took 1t  in exchange for groce:: les '  i 'e also kept

soma of 1t in his ware h:luse and' solcl 1t in the spring for seecl'

I n O c t o b o r . l B B 5 } , { r J o h n s o n m a r r l e c l C o r a E . H a g e f t 5 ' , t h e d a u g t h e r

ol  one of  the other new sett lers !1 
' r r1 '1 '1ow townshlp '  i ie brought hls

tun daughters anct they l lveci at 'rt i l low unt1l 1898.



Joseph Suehhett was their nearest nelghbor. EgSg Kulrns, Ilerbert

Safford, T.zra fiagerty, Andlrew Knutson, E.$.Ha.miLton, George Pratt,

Sylvoster Fllok, Paul f l lck, Mrs Boot anfl l{rs Buth were sono of the

peoirlo who 1lved no&r then andl traited. at bls Btore.,

Arouncl L897 there were geveral crop fallures 1n seccesston.

ldeny people left wll low townshlp, Many people too we::e qnabLe to pay

thelr clebts ln the store so ldr Johnson wqs forcecl to dtsoontlnue h,ls

buslness there anil oome to Cooperstoutl.

In Cooperstown he took up hts oontraet ing work agaln.  so also d0d

sone work ln Mayvtl lera townwhlch at tha:t ttme was growing very

rapldly.

Flnal-ly he and Brlk Erlokson started a store ln €ooperstown.

After a tLne they too$ Serg Brothors lnto there flruo anrl bu1lt the

bulLdtng wtlch 1s now ocouplecl by Abert trarson & co. [hen cha,y].os

Johnson sold" hls share to ALbert Lareon abd ran a soall furnlture

store. At thls tlne he was also aountSr Judga

0a Apr1l e5,1.899 hts l1fe was brought to e sud"alen encl" btr' Pneuriionja,

He left f lve ena1l children beeldes bls wlfe ancl one narriecl t laughter.
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