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 MCHS NEWS FROM THE DIRECTOR 
 
It looks as though summer has finally arrived—albeit slightly altered.  With Covid-19 
still hanging around, the MCHS has been forced to make some adjustments to our 
yearly schedule. 
 
After being closed for what seemed an eternity, we are now open to the public once 
again.  Normal hours of operation have been resumed, and you are free to tour the 
museum from Monday-Friday: 10am-4pm, and Saturdays from 1pm-4pm.  Though 
we have made some Covid related accommodations (arrows on floor etc.), we are 
not requiring anyone wear masks while touring the facility. 
 
Since we were forced to close down for several weeks, we had no choice but to 
cancel our annual Pork Chop Dinner for 2020.  In addition, we had to cancel our 
annual 7th Grade History Project event, the remainder of our Youth Historians 
2019/2020 schedule, as well as Breakfast Club, and unfortunately our grand 
opening of the Vern and Alyce Steffel wing.  Most recently, we were made aware 
that the McLeod County Fair has been cancelled, meaning MCHS will not be 
participating in that either. 
 
Currently, we are working toward making a decision on how to host our Annual 
Meeting this fall, as well as if we are to make plans for a return of last year’s highly 
successful Christmas Gala.   
 
With all that has happened, however, we are pleased to announce that we are 
planning to resume our monthly Breakfast Club meetings.  Starting on July 23, at 
10:30am, we invite members to the museum for round table discussion and/or 
guest speaker.  Admission and snacks are free to you.  This month we’ll be talking 
about summer vacations of the past—fishing trips, camping, boating, etc.  In August 
we will be hosting David Wegschied as he will tell us about the Les Kouba Mural he 
is working on for our new addition. 
 
Though we are living in an uncertain time, we hope that our organization, as well as 
others faced with the same issues, will be able to soon resume operations with a  
semblance of normalcy.  Until then, however, we’ll keep our chins up and carry forth. 
 
Thanks,  
 

Brian Haines - Executive Director 
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It was spring in 1870.  Henry Abbott had been missing for several days, and the entire town of Koniska 
was on pins and needles while they awaited news of his disappearance.  The whole situation was wrapped 
in mystery.  Abbott was 27 years old, young by today’s standards but perhaps not so in 1870.  On the 
23rd of April, sometime in the afternoon, Henry left his home and never returned.  Knowledge of the 
situation was limited at best.  All people knew was that he was on his way to visit an acquaintance of his, a 
Glendale man known simply as “The Frenchman”. 
 
Search parties went out to look for Henry.  All that was found was his hat, lying some distance away on the 
banks of the Crow River.  People began to fear the worst, that either Henry had fallen into the icy water 
and drowned, or that someone pushed him in.  For 12 days they dragged the river with nets, hoping to 
find Henry, or at least some trace of him.  Finally, on May 4th, the body of Henry Abbott was found.  Upon 
inspection it was assumed that no foul play was at hand, that Henry simply fell off the bridge going over 
the river and drowned.  Still, mystery surrounded his fate.  It seemed unfathomable that a man of 27 years 
could simply fall into the water and not have the capacity to pull himself to safety.  For those who knew the 
man, however, they would have told you that when it came to Henry Abbott, there was more to the story. 
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It was July 2nd, 1863.  The Battle of Gettysburg was in its second day.   
 
Confederate General, Robert E. Lee, had his troops pressuring the entire Union 
defensive line.  Around dusk, the Confederates realized nearly one quarter of a 
mile of the Union line was virtually unguarded.  Union leader, Major General 
Winfield Scott Hancock, realized the mistake made by the Union and ordered the 
1st Minnesota, a force of 262 men, to fix bayonets and charge a massive number 
of Confederates rushing toward the gap in the Union line.  Hancock told the 1st 
Minnesota to give him five minutes.  They gave him 15. 
 
The 1st Minnesota was a veteran group.  They’d been in nearly all major 
engagements of the war, going back to the first battle of Bull Run.  They were a 
hardy lot, a regiment made of farmers, loggers, and all manner of men who 
struggled to survive on the harsh Minnesota frontier.  In the regiment was a young 
soldier named Henry Abbott, an eighteen-year-old farmer from Biscay.  He fought 
in several major engagements.  In July of 1862 he was captured and held in 
Richmond, Virginia.  He was later paroled and able to rejoin his regiment.  On July 
2nd, 1863, he found himself part of a charge that may have been the very act that 

saved the Union from defeat in the war against the south.   
 
The Confederates were less than 350 yards away from the Union lines – 1,200 rebel soldiers threatening 
to split the Union army into two.  Success meant that Lee would have his victory and nothing but a 
defeated, retreating Union army would stand in his way from invading Washington D.C. – it would assuredly 
secure a Confederate Victory in the war.   
 
 
 

“The 
Confederates 
were less 
than 350 yards 
away from 
the Union 
lines – 1,200 
rebel soldiers 
threatening 
to split the 
Union army 
into two.  
Success 
meant that 
Lee would 
have his 
victory and 
nothing but a 
defeated, 
retreating 
Union army 
would stand 
in his way 
from invading 
Washington 
D.C.”    

Continued on Page 8 
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July 27—Breakfast Club, topic is summer vacations from the past. 
July 31—Historical Happenings 2:30pm KDUZ 
 
 
August 24—Breakfast Club, Dave Wegschied speaker 
August 28—Historical Happenings 2:30pm KDUZ 

July 2020 
Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

   1 2 3 4 

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

26 27 28 29 30 31  

August 2020 
Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

      1 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

30 31      



 
 
 
 

Donations and Memorials: 
2020 July & August Newsletter 

 

General Fund: 
Marlys Kurtzweg; Margaret Perry; Carol Dummer; Elaine Radunz; Ronald Paggen; Joleen Nowak 

In memory of Robert Peters from Dorothy Schwarze and Lea Ette Peters 
In memory of Carolyn Hochsprung from Ron & Karen Sommerdorf; Joyce Strabley  

In memory of Elda Westerman from Bill & Liz Schwarze; in memory of Eileen Berwald, 
Rob Peters, Russell Rickeman, John Tewes from Darlene Kenning; James & Diane Anderson 
In honor of Rob & Karen Sommerdorf 60th Wedding Anniversary from Bill & Liz Schwarze 
In honor of Bill & Liz Schwarze 60th Wedding Anniversary from Ron & Karen Sommerdorf 

In memory of Orland (Orlie) Witte from Ron & Karen Sommerdorf 
 

Legacy Block/Mural Fund: 
Sharon Bargel; Liz & Bill Schwarze; Gwen Radke; Shirley Schwarze; Roger & Pat Fimon; Ian and Kathy McDonald; 

Citizens Bank; Ram Construction; Deb Schott; Form-A-Feed of Stewart; Donald and Hazel Sitz; 
Bruce Broderius; Donald and Beverly Baumitz Family;  

 

New Members 
Lynn Hoese, St. Cloud, MN; Grace Kamrath, Cosmos, MN 

 
Artifact Donation 

LeAnna Sutherland; Barbara Zmijewski; Jane Moore; Roxanne Kuhlmann; Dean Duesterhoeft; Dale Ewald;  
John Mallak; Kenneth & Barb Schrupp; Joanne Redman; William Schwarze; Barbara Seeley Devlin; Linda Betker;  

Arlen Axdahl; Delores Gustafson; Elizabeth Schwarze 
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The 1st Minnesota were well aware of what was at stake, 
and also well aware that their charge was little more than 
a human wave assault, one where they were being ordered 
to sacrifice their lives in an attempt for General Hancock to 
buy enough time to reinforce the gap in the line. 
 
The charge was courageous to say the least.  The 1st 
Minnesota were outnumbered 5-1.  Five times the flag fell, 
and five times it was picked up again.  They were 
victorious against all odds, yet it came at a cost.  82% of 
the 1st Minnesota were either killed or wounded.  The 45 
survivors rallied around General Hancock, who reflected 
that it was the most courageous charge in the history of 
modern warfare.   
 
The survivors of the charge were merged with another 
company and put on Cemetery Ridge, a place thought safe 
from a Confederate advance.  Yet, as fate would have it, 
the position was again charged on July 3rd, and the 1st 
Minnesota were again entrusted with defending the Union 
line from the famed “Pickett’s Charge”. 
 
Henry Abbott survived the battle of Gettysburg, but 
suffered a bullet wound to each of his legs.  He spent six 
months recovering in a hospital and was honorably 
discharged in May of 1864.  
 
He returned home, but like so many others, the war never fully left the young man.  He was treated often, 

most notably by McLeod County’s first female doctor, Dr. Mary Gazin.  It was also said that he suffered 

dizzy spells after the war, that from time to time he’d lose his balance.  For those who knew Henry Abbott, 

the 27-year-old farmer who lived near Koniska, the mystery to his death was no mystery at all.  They felt 

that his dizzy spells, which were a result of the war, caused him to fall into the cold Crow River in 1870.  It 

was an unfortunate death for a man who was a hero among men.      



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

A Meal of Pancakes 
 
Life on the frontier was tough, and the hardy souls that settled in the North Country were some of the 
toughest.  They came from the east with a dream of building a life for themselves.  Most began their travel 
in early spring by rail or by coach, coming west from New England, where a great deal more had landed 
from Europe, and made their way to the eastern banks of the mighty Mississippi River.  Here they were 
sometimes forced to wait for the river ice to break apart before boarding mighty steamers that traveled 
north to St. Paul, Minnesota – all along the way having to navigate through ice melt and high waters.   
 
Once they reached St. Paul, they bought yokes of oxen, and built carts and wagons.  Outfitted with 
supplies, they made their way west along narrow wagon trails that cut through the muddy lowlands and 
forest thickets of the big woods, and came out onto the vast tall grass prairies of central Minnesota.  Here 
they were forced to build their homes of crudely cut logs gathered from nearby groves, all the while 
fighting off beasts of mosquitoes.  All of this, of 
course, had to be done while making sure they 
arrived in time for spring planting.  Indeed, life on 
the frontier was tough. 
 
For most of the early settlers, money was hard to 

come by on the frontier.  Those who possessed any 

type of monetary wealth often found themselves 

lending money to their neighbors.  Among the loan 

givers was a man named Lucien Clark, and one of 

his debtors was a man named Charles D. McEwen.  

McEwen was a dairy farmer who worked hard to 

make a living.   

One day, Clark made a tireless journey to McEwen’s 

farm to collect on the debt.  He arrived just in time 

to sit down for a meal.  In those days, pancakes 

were abundant and were the meal served to Clark.  

To go along with the cakes was creamy butter and 

fresh honey – a meal that at the time was fit for a 

king.  Lucien Clark gobbled up the food, seemingly 

enjoying the meal.  At dinner’s end, however, he 

raised an eye at McEwen and exclaimed “Charlie, I’ll 

never lend you another cent as long as I live!”  

“Well, I’d like to know why not,” said McEwen.  

“Haven’t I been making my payments right along?”  

“Yes, you have”, was the answer, “but you can’t 

keep them up.  Nobody that puts as much butter 

and honey on his pancakes as you do is a good 

risk”. 
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McLeod County native, Ron Pulkrabek once wrote a piece called “Where the Heck is Koniska?”  With a title 
like that, I had to know myself.  After a bit of research, (much thanks to Mr. Pulkrabek) I found that 
Koniska is an old “ghost town” just northeast of Biscay.    
 
The story of Koniska goes way back, about as far back as the founding of the County.  It was 1856, the 
same year that a post office was established in Glencoe, and that the county of McLeod was officially 
recognized as a county.  That same year, a man known only as Mr. Spencer, was traveling along the Crow 
River when he came to a spot that looked good for building a mill.  With thoughts of enterprise in mind, 
Mr. Spencer built a dam out of dirt, one that is still visible all these years later.  With a mill in place, 
people began coming to the area, and soon the mill on the river had turned into a little town, complete 
with a blacksmith, a creamery, and a few houses.  It was a promising little town, one that the residents had 
named McLeod.  
 
They say those early settlers were a hardy bunch, single men looking to carve out a settlement in an 
unforgiving wilderness.  An old legend has it that one day an Indian came into the settlement and took 
notice that there were no women 
about, that only men seemed to live 
in the little village.  He asked them 
“Where are your squaws?”  When he 
learned that 52 men lived in the 
town, and only one woman, he 
exclaimed “Koniska”, which according 
to legend, meant “no women”.  From 
then on folks ceased to call the town 
McLeod and began referring to it as 
Koniska. 
 
The little town continued to grow, as 
did nearby Lake Addie, Hutchinson, 
and Glencoe.  Yet the people of town 
needed something to set it apart 
from the others, something that  
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would put little Koniska on the map.  In the summer of 1859, a petition was made to build a bridge in the 
town, a bridge to cross the Crow River.  Surely, at a time when no bridge to cross the river existed in the 
county, it would separate Koniska from the other towns in the area. 
In the years to come, Koniska would see its decline.  When the railroads came through the county in the 
1880s, they went clear around Koniska and the town began to dry up.  In 1881 the dam burst due to high 
water and the mill was destroyed.  The post office closed in 1882, and soon after people began moving 
out of the town. 
 
Today the town of Koniska is a distant memory, one that most have forgotten or have never known about.  

The only remains are the rusting hulk of a steel bridge built in 1904, a cemetery, and the rough remains of 

an earthen dam built over a century ago.  For those who travel to the area to see the bridge, and to those 

like myself who heard Mr. Pulkrabek’s question – that’s where Koniska is.   If you are to go and see the 

bridge, you may want to do so in the near future as plans are being drawn to rake the old relic down.   
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