





antedate the Oneota and numbers of the burial mounds of the
region can be attributed to these forerunners. Pre—pottery
cultures of the Archaic and Paleo-Indian periods also exist in
the Cannon River area. Although none of the archaeological
sites of these very early times have been excavated, surface
collections of artifacts from the uplands bordering the river
valley demonstrate that such sites do exist.

The Cannon River was part of an east-west route that
linked the peoples of the eastern rivers with those of the
western plains. Instead of ascending the Mississippi to its
junction with the Minnesota River and continuing west up the
Minnesota, it was more common to take the Cannon westward
and portage from its upper reaches to the Minnesota.

About 25 burial mound concentrations and five village sites
have been recorded along the Cannon River. Thousands of
burial mounds, once common along ridgetops and high river
terraces, have been lost to cultivation and construction. But
archaeologists, excavating mounds and village sites that
escaped destruction, have pieced together a picture of life in
this society.

Two such sites along the Cannon River are the Bryan
Village and Fort Sweeney sites. Fort Sweeney, listed in the
National Register of Historic Places, is across the Cannon
River from Welch. Situated on a high hill overlooking the
river valley, the Fort Sweeney site contains %1 pits, mounds
and other earthworks. Excavation has led archaeologists to
believe that this was a burial ground or ceremonial place.

The Bryan Site, a large prehistoric village and burial area,
lies on a high terrace immediately south of the Cannon River
near Red Wing. A rich deposit of gravel was discovered in
this terrace and was leased by the Minnesota State Highway
Department. When the gravel was removed from the eastern
end of the area, a number of burials were exposed and later
investigated by the University of Minnesota. When the
topsoil was stripped off land further to the west, a large
number of black dirt—filled holes indicating storage pits and
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the presence of an ancient Indian village were revealed. The
site has since been destroyed.

The Oneota people lived in extensive villages housing from
600 to 800 people. At least some residents, as evidenced by
the Bryan Site, occupied small, semi-subterranean houses.
Sometimes surrounded by a protective wall or palisade, the
villages were often located on flat river terraces above the
bottomlands. Deep underground storage pits for vegetables
were dug throughout the villages.

The Oneota people depended on the cultivation of corn,
beans, squash, sunflowers and tobacco. Timbered areas in the
river bottoms were cleared and small garden plots planted.
Hunting and fishing were still important, however; bison
remained a staple food.

The storage pits are of special interest to archaeologists
because such pits were often used for village refuse after
they were no longer fit for storing vegetables. They
therefore often contain broken tools, parts of pottery vessels
and animal bones and ashes. Small projectile points, scrapers
and other unbroken tools were sometimes lost in these pits.
Whole pots occasionally were dropped into pits and broken.
Consequently, according to one researcher, "archaeological
treasures may be found in the midst of prehistoric garbage."

Oneota pottery and stone weapons and tools, such as
arrowheads, knives, axes and hide scrapers, have been found
at the village sites. Bone tools also were commonly used. A
hoe, made of a bison or elk shoulder blade, is one of the most
frequently found bone tools. Awls, fish hooks, needles, dice
and bracelets of bone were also used in Oneota villages.
Shells were wusually used as personal ornaments, and
sometimes as spoons and dippers.

Oneota cultures are ancestral to many of the historically
known Siouan-speaking groups of the Midwest. Tribes such as
the Winnebago, lowa, Missouri and Oto developed from this
village farming—bison hunting prehistoric culture.



History

The Cannon River, winding through the rich farming
country of southeastern Minnesota, has played a significant
role in the development of this area. First a transportation
route for Indians and fur traders, the Cannon later attracted
settlers, powering sawmills and grist mills in the prosperous
communities on its banks.

French fur traders called the Cannon La Riviere aux

Canots, "the river of canoes." Indians and traders frequently
hid their canoes near the river's mouth as they set out to hunt
in the adjoining prairie lands.

The river's present name, a mispronunciation of the original
French, comes from the narratives of explorer Zebulon Pike's
expedition in 1805-06. Pike used the name Canoe River when
telling of his journey up the Mississippi, and the name Cannon
River in the account of his return trip.

According to another explorer, Joseph Nicollet, the Dakota
Indians called the Cannon Inyan bosndata, or Standing Rock.
The name referred to an eroded rock column near the river in
Dakota County, later called Castle Rock by white settlers.

One of the first permanent settlers of the Cannon River
valley, Alexander Faribault, came as an agent of the
American Fur Company in 1826 or 1827. He established a
trading post at the Dakota village of Tetonka Tonah, located
on what was later to be known as Cannon Lake. During the
late 1820s Minnesota was dotted with fur trading posts, most
controlled by the American Fur Company. Their business was
considerable. In a single year on the Cannon Faribault's trade
included 1,100 minks, 2,050 pounds of deerskins, 39,080
muskrats and smaller numbers of buffalo robes, martens,
raccoons, lynx, fox and beaver.

Some years after his arrival, impressed with the
possibilities for water power at the confluence of the Straight
and Cannon rivers, Faribault relocated his trading post here,
eventually building the first frame house in Rice County in
the town he founded.

For many years Faribault and several other traders were
the only white inhabitants of the area. However, with the
ratification in 1852 of the Treaty of Mendota with the Dakota
Indians, the area was opened for settlement and the era of
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immigration began. Men such as Faribault and John W.
North, the founder of Northfield, set about securing land
along the Cannon River not only for town sites, but for dam
sites as well.

The Cannon River and its tributaries had several
advantages which were widely advertised in Eastern papers to
attract settlers: the streams offered power facilities; large
level floodplains offered extensive tracts of fertile land; and
the uplands offered dense stands of hardwoods interspersed
with openings of natural grassland.

The local papers did some advertising as well. An editorial
in the Faribault Herald proclaimed the virtues of the Cannon
River valley:

The rich sandy loam of the valleys of the Cannon and

Straight Rivers yields the most abundant crops in turn for

little effort. The countryis well watered by streams, and

wells are easily dug which furnish abundance of pure water
at a depth of from 12 to 30 feet. . . Beet, rutabaga and
onion sown broadcast and harrowed in, yield enormously.

Cranberries grow wild; there are groves of plums and wild

berries, strawberries which easily can be cultivated. Crab

apples, which make excellent sauce and pies, are good
baked, and make the very best of jelly, superior to any
other and are to be had by the bushel for the picking.

Gooseberries grow wild also and our streams are bordered

with fine grapes. . .

The thousands of acres of maple forest furnish us with
sugar and syrup, equal to the best. The sugar cane was
tried here last year and succeeded admirably. In fact every
needful thing will grow here. Winter wheat and spring
wheat is unsurpassed by any.

Game is abundant enough to pay for hunting. Our
sharpshooters get deer, and any one that can fire a gun can
get plenty of prairie chickens with very little trouble. . .
Fish are so plentiful and so large that the whole truth
would sound like a fish story. . . In the spring and fall our
lakes are covered with ducks and geese, and our woods
during the season are alive with pigeons and partridges.
Not much danger of starving.




From reports connected with the military service,
Minnesota has the healthiest climate in the United States.
The dryness of our atmosphere is especially favorable to
persons inclined to lung complaints.

As the influx of immigrants began, the territorial
government built roads to accommodate them. Cannon Falls
was located on one of the most important of these roads, that
which ran from Dubuque, lowa, to St. Paul. Cannon Falls was
a stopping place and a fording place for thousands of
immigrants in the 1850s. Their passage through town was
complicated by the fact that for many years there was no
permanent bridge over the Cannon River. A letter from an
early settler, published in 1903 in the Cannon Falls Beacon,
recalls the mid—19th century on the river:

One of the greatest trials for us who lived on the north
side of the Big Cannon was the lack of a permanent bridge.
For many years there were none that would stand the
spring freshets and the breaking up of the ice. A kind of
ferry was tried, then a pontoon bridge. In the winter we
had always a safe bridge, and in summer a ford, but for
three or four weeks every spring there would be no way we
could safely get to town.

The Cannon River valley's place in the history of American
fiction was probably due to Minnesota's (unearned) reputation
as a haven for those suffering from lung complaints. Author
Edward Eggleston came to southeastern Minnesota in 1856,
seeking a cure for a chronic respiratory infection. His book,
The Mystery of Metropolisville, is the story of a typical boom
fown that collapsed when the Panic of 1857 wiped out its
false prosperity. The town is modeled on Cannon City, where
Eggleston spent his first few weeks in Minnesota.

The effects of the Panic of 1857 were alleviated somewhat
in the Cannon River valley by the 1859 ginseng boom in
Minnesota.

The Chinese demand for wild ginseng root was great— —they
looked upon the root as a cure-all tonic. In Minnesota
ginseng grew luxuriantly in the Big Woods, a dense hardwood
forest dominated by large deciduous trees, particularly sugar
maple, basswood, elm and red oak. The eastern edge of the
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Big Woods ran along the Cannon River through Faribault and
Northfield.

In the fall of 1858, advertisements in the Faribault weekly
newspapers offering money for ginseng spurred the rush to
the woods.

Red Wing also had a short-lived ginseng boom. On June 18,
1859 the Red Wing Sentinel announced under the headline
"Ginseng Fever" that 'premonitory symptoms of this
epidemic, which is raging so extensively in some parts of this
State, have made their appearance in our usually healthy
community." Within a week the ginseng fever was raging to
the point where it threatened to "depopulate" the city.
Anyone who could "bear the inconvenience of a hot sun,
mosquitoes and woodticks" was advised to go out and dig.

However, by June 29 the boom appeared to be over. The
Faribault Central Republican reported that the ginseng trade
had fallen off rapidly and the supply was nearly exhausted.

Hides, furs and ginseng root, compact articles of relatively
high value for their weight, were the principal exports of the
Cannon River area before the opening of railroad service here
in the late 1850s. With improved shipping facilities, the
exploitation of the Big Woods began and the number of
sawmills along the river increased dramatically. The river
valley contributed to the extension of the rails across the
Dakotas by furnishing ties to lay the tracks. Another large
part of the annual cut was shipped to the Twin Cities, where
it was used for local building and the manufacture of barrels.

The cut greatly exceeded the annual growth so that the
timber supply was rapidly diminished. As the supply
dwindled, the market for the ties also lessened because the
railroads had completed their greatest period of expansion.
Finally, the removal of the forest opened the land for
cultivation. Very little of the Big Woods was removed for the
single purpose of clearing land.

The wheat fields of the northwest, the Red River valley,
Canada and the Dakotas had not been broken, and the Cannon
River valley became one of the most important wheat areas
in the country. The sawmills were soon converted to grist
mills; by 1877 there were 15 flour mills along the 20 miles of
river between Faribault and Northfield alone.

Adelbert Ames, part owner of a flour mill in Northfield,
predicted as early as 1866 that the mill would "prove a gold




mine to us by and by." Ten years later the mill's flour took a
first prize in the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia.

In 1874, and for years thereafter, Goodhue County was
described as the banner wheat county in the United States, in
both acres sown and bushels produced. In 1873 it was said to
have produced 3.25 million bushels, nearly one-half of which
were milled locally.

By 1880 the Cannon River mills were producing flour of
such quality that it commanded the highest prices on the New
York and London exchanges.

At Dundas, travelers can still see the aging limestone walls
of the Archibald mill. One of the largest mills on the
Cannon, the Archibald mill occupied a three—story building
and had four pairs of millstones. Farmers sometimes drove
wheat as far as 80 miles to use the Archibald facilities. Both
the mill and the Archibald house were entered in the National
Register of Historic Places in 1976.

The excellent quality of the Cannon River flour was due
largely to the New Process milling developed by two
French—Canadian brothers, Nicholas and Edmund La Croix,
who were brought to the river valley by Alexander Faribault.
Through the process developed by the La Croix brothers it
was possible to make fine white flour out of hard spring
wheat middlings, a fact that made Cannon River millers
among the most famous in the world.

The decline of the Cannon River valley as a wheat center is
attributable to repeated wheat failures caused by soil
exhaustion and insects. The railroads which contributed to
the lumbering and milling prosperity of the Cannon River
valley later aided in its decline. The speeding up of freight,
combined with rate reductions, led to the concentration of
milling in the Twin Cities. Expansion of the railroads to the
wheat lands of the west hastened the decline of wheat
production. By 1910 the Cannon River area ceased to be a
milling center and only one of the 15 mills between Faribault
and Northfield remained.

To many living during the 19th century the swift waters of
the Cannon River meant water power and industry, but to
Ignatius Donnelly, Minnesota representative to Congress from
1863 to 1868, that water meant transportation. Donnelly put
through Congress a project whereby the U.S. government
made a survey of Rice, Goodhue and Dakota counties with the
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object of developing a short steamboat route from the
Minnesota River to the Mississippi River via the Cannon
River and a series of locks. Needless to say, Donnelly's
steamboat route never materialized.

No account of the history of the Cannon River valley would
be complete without mention of the Jesse James gang's 1876
attempt to raid the Northfield bank, now the cause for annual
celebration by that city.

Originally intending to rob the Mankato bank, the gang rode
on to Northfield when Jesse James was recognized on the
streets of Mankato. Two members of the gang, sent ahead to
survey the prospects in Northfield, reported that the situation
looked promising. It wasn't. The townspeople put up a stiff
fight with guns commandeered from the hardware stores,
killing two of the outlaws. Of the six gang members who
escaped, posses captured three and killed one. Jesse James
and his brother, Frank, managed to escape the territory.

As settlers came to the Cannon River valley, counties were
established and cities platted. Here are brief descriptions of
how some of the settlements along the river originated:

Rice County: Established March 5, 1853, and named in
honor of Henry Mower Rice, one of the two first U.S.
senators from Minnesota.

Faribault, the county seat, was platted in 1855, organized
in 1858 as a township and incorporated as a city in 1872. The
city was named after its founder, fur trader Alexander
Faribault.

Northfield, platted in 1855, incorporated as a village in
1871 and as a city in 1875, commemorates John W. North, its
founder.

Dundas, platted in 1857 and chartered in 1879, bears the
name of a large town in Ontario commemorating Henry
Dundas, an eminent British statesman. Its founders, Edward
T. and John M. Archibald, came from Dundas in Ontario, built
a flour mill here and made some of the finest flour in the
state.

Goodhue County: Established March 5, 1853, and named in
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honor of James Madison Goodhue, the first printer and editor
in Minnesota, whose influential writing helped persuade
settlers to come to the state.

Red Wing, the location of a mission to the Dakota Indians
in 1837, was first settled for farming and Indian trading in
1850-52; was chosen to be the county seat in 1853; and was
incorporated as a city in 1857. Red Wing was the name of a
succession of Dakota chiefs whose band resided where the
city now stands. The Dakota name for this place was
Rhemnicha. This means Hill-Water—Wood place, formed by
three Dakota words: Rhe, a high hill or ridge, mini, water,
and chan, wood. The name refers to the Barn Bluff and other
high river bluffs, and to the abundance of water and wood,
which made it an ideal campground.

Cannon Falls, settled in 1854 and organized in 1858,
derived its name from a waterfall located here which was
buried in 1910 through the construction of a dam across the
Cannon River.

Welch, settled in 1857 and organized in 1864, was then
named Grant, in honor of General U.S. Grant, but it was
renamed Welch in 1872 to commemorate Abraham Edwards
Welch of Red Wing. He volunteered at Lincoln's first call for
troops at the outbreak of the Civil War and was a first
lieutenant in the First Minnesota regiment. Later he was a
major in the Fourth Minnesota regiment, and died from
wounds received at the battle of Vicksburg.

Dakota County: Established October 27, 1849 and named
for the Dakota Indians, whose name means alliance or league.

Randolph, established in April 1858, was then named
Richmond, in honor of John Richmond, the first settler within
its limits. This name was rejected in September 1858 because
there was another Richmond in the state; and in October it
was renamed Randolph, after the Virginia statesman, John
Randolph.

Waterford, established in 1858, received its name from a
ford across the Cannon River. This ford was on the old trail
from St. Paul to Faribault.
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