
TIORATIOI{ AIID Tl|E PRAIRIE

The lt{lnnesota pral.rie wlth rtch soLL and abundant plant and

aniual ltfe ts the product of the lnteraet,Lon of nature and huoan

energy and purpoae. For hundreds of years before the modern ere

Lt wae shaped by the actLvLtles and controlled fl.ree of natLve

peopleg Lnto a grassland that Eupport€d tbe food resources that

nade pogsl.ble a comf,ortable and productLve comunal ltfe.

DurLng the last three hundred year6 the area hae seen the

LuLgratLon of wave after weve of, new peoples. Baglng theoeelves

on the resourcee of the praLrLe they have created new houes, neu

eocLetLes and new cultures. Thel.r LnteractLon wLth the praLrLe

hae changed them profoundly and they Ln turn altered Lt.

The ftrst of the newcon€rs of the modern perLod were the

Dakota people who nLgrated out of the eastern forests Ln the 18th

century and gave up thel.r forest huntLng, gathering and

agrlcultural ltfe to become plaLns hunters. The Dakota created a

new culture buLlt around the horae and the buffalo Just before

the tl.me of the AmerLcan RevolutLon. In the proceas, they became

the doolnant people of the regJ.on for the next sentury. Puehed

out by the tragJ.c war of 1862 they have slnce returned to

southwe8tern ltlLnnesota. Thelr preEenee and thelr culture are an

abl.ding testenent to theLr early contributLon to the naking of

the regLon.
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The moeaLc of settlement by European grouPs Ls one of the

rogt varied and complex patterns found an5nrhere in the Miduest.

Although the area had been vieLted by French Canadlan, European

and Yankee traders, explorere and travelers only a few settled ln

the area before the 1.860's. The real settlenent by European

ethnic groups did not begin until after the Givil Uar. Juat as

theLr Dakota predecesaor8 had ehaped the environment of the

region to Euit the needs of a huntLng cULture, the newcomers

remade it for a vorld of uarket agri.culture butlt eround the

fanlly farn.

The flrst of the new groups to come were New Englanders and

New Yorkere, nany of then GtviL !ilar veterans and their fanilies.

They pioneered some of the earliest farms ln all parts of

southwestern MLnnesota. But their real contrLbution was the

building of the raLlroads and the creatlon of towns. They latd

down the transportatLon arterl.es of a whole new socLety end

constructed its nerve center8. The nSrtes Ln the cemetaries

adjornLng the EpiscopalLan, PresbyterLan, and Method,ist churcheg

they founded Ln the tolrns of the region attest to their role in

reshaping of the prairLe. They were followed into the towns and

the nearby faroland by J.migrants from the Britlsh Lsles and

Canada who shared thelr language, religLons and cultures. Lyon

and Redwood counties saw the heavl.eet rural. settlements by Scota,

I{elsh, EnglLsh and Ganadian Lnnlgrants.
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The countryside beLng created by the new forces came to be

dominated, however, not by BrLtLshers, Yankees or Yorkers, but by

people from continental Europe with a more intense desLre for the

land and often with better farning sktlIs. German-speaking

settlers FrisLans, Germans from Russia and Poland,

Luxembourgers, Prussians, Sudetens, Pomeranians, Saxons and

Rhinelanders settled on farms in al-l parts of the region in

substantial numbera. Thelr nl.gration was natched by other groups

of sktlled farmers from the tow Countries: Dutch Catholics and

Belgian Flemings Ln Lyon County and Protestant Dutch in the areaa

near lowa. These peoples became auong the most successfuL

farners on the prairie.

As elsewhere in Minnesota, ScandinavLan settlerg also noved

onto the Land Ln large numbers. Prosperous Norwegl.an farms and

accompanying Lutheran churches cropped up everyrhere in

southwestern MLnnesota with particularly heavy concentrations in

ChLppewa and Yellow MedLcLne counties. Snaller groups of Danes,

Swedes and lcelandere jolned then. The Danes set up a distLnct

relLgious ethnLc conounity bullt around a folk school at Ty1er.

The Swedes settled a few succeeeful colonLes such as the one at

Balaton while the Icelanders who brought uLth them theLr great

love of books and oral poetry created a distinctive connunity at

MLnnesota.
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Eaet Central Europe also contributed sone elements to the

new society being born on the prair ie.  Czechsr oF Boheniang as

they w€rs known local ly,  set t led on farrns in eett lements in

Redwood and Renvi l le count ies.  Poles and Slovaks came later as

inmigrants f rom snal l  farns in their  honelands to urban Aner ica.

They  o f ten  to i led  years  in  the  n ines  and the  e tee l  m i l l s  o f

I l l i no is  and Penney lvan ia  be fore  they  cou ld  buy  the  land fo r

which they hungered. The Slovaks sett led in several  snal l

co lon ies  in  p laces  such as  Jackson county r  wh i le  the  Po les

created a f lour ighing community around an imposing Baroque-sty le

church  a t  Wi lno  in  L inco ln  County .

A second urave of French Canadians followed their voyageur

predecesgors to southwsstern l{innesota. Coming fron Canada and

I l l ino is  they  founded a  fa rming  co lony  and a  church  in  Lyon

County.  Another smal l  but  d ist inct  group of  imnigrants were the

Ir ish who sett led at  Avoca and Curr ie,  encouraged by the ef for ts

of  Archbishop l re land of  St .  Paul  who also brought other groups

such as Germans, Belgiang and Poles to the area. The Ir ish

nexrconers had to naster farming techniques quite different from

those they knew in the old wor ld to succeed. The cont inued

presence of  l r ish nanes in today's platbooks in the region show

that  many learned them we l l .
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By the second generat ion,  snal l  nurnbers of  the chi ldren of

a l I  o f  the  e thn ic  g roups  in  the  count rys ide ,  bu t  espec ia l l y  those

from the Scandinavian groupsr moved to the Engl feh-speaking towns

and c i t ies  o f  the  reg ion  to  take  jobs  and s ta r t  bus inesses .

There they were jo ined by groups of  Jewish inmigrants,  many of

them refugees of  fa i led Jewish l l idwestern farming colonies,  who

brought  new energyr  cap i ta l  and bus iness  sk i l l s  to  the  rna in

gtreets of  southwsstern Minnesota.

The nen and women of  the European nigrat ions which fol lowed

the  Dakota  peop le  to  the  pra i r ie  c rea ted  the i r  own d is t inc t i ve

Amer ican ident i t ies  as  they  bu i l t  the i r  separa te  commun{ t ies .

But they also learned fron each other and from the land which

nurtured then and gave their  fani l ies a home in the moral  and

phys ica l  un iverge .

The region ie now seeing a new wave of  immigrants of

Mexicanr Afr icanr Hmong, Laot ian,  Vietnanese and Cambodian

ances t r ies  seek ing  l i ve l ihood and homes as  ear l ie r  imn igran ts

d id .  And l i ke  the i r  p redeceasora ,  many w i l l  s tay  to  c rea te

communit ies and add new elements to the prair ie mosaic and a neut

chapter to i ts story.  Afr ican Americans, coming to study or

work,  are also drawn to The region in increasing numbers aa part

of  the latest  wave of  modern migrants who promise to enr ich our

eoc ie ty  even more  w i th  the i r  cu l tu res  and ta len ts .
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