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Has it been a while since you’ve visited the Wheels Across the 
Prairie?

Maybe you’ve never looked around the museum.
This coming Box Car Days weekend is the perfect time to learn 

what you’ve been missing. 
An $8 Box Car Days Button from the Wheels is good for  

admission Friday through Monday,  Sept. 2-5.  Children under 5 
are admitted free.   Miniature train rides on the Wheels’ “400” are 
included with admission.

A pork-burger lunch will be served Saturday from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. 
in the Helmberger-Johnston building.  Thanks to the Murray County 

Pork Producers, who will provide their 
grilling expertise and special recipes. 
Cost is $8 a meal.

Demonstrations of vintage farm 
machinery will be held periodically 
through the weekend.

The Wheels’ annual classic tractor show is Friday through Monday, 
Sept. 2-5.  Exhibitors are invited to join a tractor caravan through 
Tracy on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday beginning at 4 p.m., and to 
join the Box Car Days parade Monday afternoon.

Extra activities coming for BCDs

Instead of electric refrigerators,  most 
kitchens relied on iceboxes to preserve 
food. Ice blocks, delivered by the DeVetter 
ice company, had been cut from lakes the 
previous winter and stored in sheds under 
mounds of straw.

Newsreels at the O’Brien Theatre provided 
Tracy with its only “live” glimpses of the 
outside world.  With no professional sports 
in the state, University of Minnesota football 
was the closest thing that Tracy people had to 
big-time athletics.

“Gopher football was big,” recalled 
Donaldson who could still recite the scores 
of major Big Ten contests from the 1930s and 
’40s. Fans followed the games through play-
by-play radio broadcasts  and from accounts 
from the Twin Cities newspapers.

Attending a game was a rare treat. Dick 
vividly remembered his first Gopher game at 
Memorial Stadium in 1933.  His dad scored 
the tickets from some coal-distribution 
managers who liked to come out to Tracy for 
hunting pheasants. Donaldson would help  
shoot birds for the visitors. 

“It was the last game of the season against 
Wisconsin. My Dad, Mother, and sisters all 
went to the game.  The game was played 
in a blizzard, and Wisconsin won 6-3, with 
All-American Pug Lunds scoring the only 
touchdown.  It was so cold that the women 
wanted to leave early, but I insisted on 
staying.”

Of the many cultural changes Donaldson 

noted in his life, the prevalence of cigarette 
smoking early in his life was one of the 
greatest. His father was a regular Camel 
smoker, so was young Dick, for a short time.

“When you are young, you want to look 
older than you really are, so I remember 
when I went off the college, I wanted to 
smoke Camels too.”  It was a bit of a shock to 
his mother, he said, when his family met him 
at the train depot during a break from college, 
and he made a point of lighting up with a 
Camel.

Cigarette smoking, he added, was once 
ubiquitous at public gatherings in Tracy.

He remembered also that Saturday nights 
in downtown Tracy, was the peak time for 
local shopping and socializing in the 1950s.

“People came early to get a parking spot,” 
he said.

Ideas that didn’t work
So what about the anecdotes about Tracy 

almost attracting a Hormel plant and a 
swimming pool being eyed for the downtown 
Masonic building.

“At one time we supposedly had a chance 
to get Hormel here,” Dick remembered. 
“Supposedly they were looking to expand 
this way.” 

Al Zender Sr., he said, was among the 
local leaders who tried to make the Hormel 
expansion happen. Shortcomings in Tracy’s 
sewage treatment and water facilities scuttled 
the idea.

Building a swimming pool became a 

priority for post-World War II Tracy, Dick 
said.  Because Tracy didn’t have a pool, most 
Tracy kids grew up without learning to swim.  
Tragic drownings were all too common. Only 
limited opportunities for swimming lessons 
were available at Lake Shetek, with kids 
sometimes being transported in the backs of 
trucks.

“I was on a recreation committee chaired 
by Billy Mitchell (a Tracy attorney) trying to 
drum up interest for a pool.  One of the ideas 
was to put a pool in the lower level of the 
Masonic building.  An architect in Mankato 
who had designed the Masonic building was 
contacted to see if this would be feasible.  He 
said that it would,” Dick recalled.  

The plan called for the Masonic building 
being connected with City Hall.

The vision for an indoor pool in the 
Masonic building was abandoned, 

“The school board at that time was not 
interested in operating a year-around facility.

Instead, the city and school opened an 
outdoor pool near the football field in 1951.  
The Masonic building fell into disrepair and 
was razed in 2017.

• • •
Oral histories can reveal rich details about 

our past. When was the last time you sat 
down with your older relatives and friends 
and had an in-depth conversation about their 
lives?

Donaldson: Indoor pool scuttled
Continued from page 5

tractorcade to wind through tracy streets
A caravan of classic tractors will make a putt-putt-

puttering return to the streets of Tracy during Box Car 
Days weekend.

The vintage machines will be part of the Wheel 
Across the Prairie’s annual Classic Tractor Show,  
Friday through Monday, Sept. 2-5.  Exhibitors are 
invited to join in a tractorcade through Tracy at 4 p.m. 
Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.

“People tell me that they just love seeing these 
old tractors drive by,”  says Jeff Meyer, tractor show 
organizer. Prairie View and O’Brien Court, he adds, are 
especially appreciative.

The tractor show has no entry fee for exhibitors. 
Mayer emphasizes that anyone with a classic tractor is 
invited.

“Any color, any age, any condition. We like to see them all,” Meyer 
says.  Vintage implements are also welcome.

A Wheels museum Box Car Days button, available for $8, is good 
for admission to the tractor show and all museum exhibits throughout 

the Box Car Day weekend.
Last year, the Wheels tractor show attracted 67 entries.  Ideally, 

Meyer would like to see 95 entries this year, since this is Box Car 
Days 95th year.

A caravan of tractors threaded its way through Tracy streets during Box Car Days last 
year.  A similar procession will take place this year.
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Thirty-three years have come and gone, 
since Wheels Across the Prairie supporters 
raised  $30,000 to bring a vintage steam 
switch engine and tender car to Tracy from 
Rochester.

Acquiring the black behemoths and 
trucking them to the museum was only 
a first step.  Extensive restoration work 
followed the train’s arrival.

Today, the 1915  engine and coal car, plus 
an attached wooden boxcar and caboose, 
continue to be the spot  most travelers 
head to at the museum  The train is still 
an arresting sight.  But a close inspection 
reveals the museum’s signature attraction is 
again in need of refurbishing. Three decades 
of exposure to sun, wind, ice, and snow 
have left a legacy of fading and peeling  
paint,  rust and broken hardware.

It is estimated that as much as $300,000 
is needed to refurbish all four units of the 
train.

The train restoration is the most costly 
item in a five-year improvement recently 
drafted by the museum board.  The plan 
identifies about  $1.1 million of  museum 

needs through 2026.
Many of the spending items are for 

maintaining existing buildings.  For 
example, in 2022, $44,000 is budgeted for 
new roofs on 
the railroad 
foreman’s 
house, the 
cottage, 
and depot.  
(Insurance 
proceeds are 
funding the 
depot and 
cottage roofs, 
which were 
damaged by 
windstorms 
this spring).  
An estimated  
$12,000 to  
$25,000 is 
projected for 
shoring up a 
sagging roof on the museum’s 1860s log 
cabin next year.

In 2026, a projected $30,000 will be 
needed to re-build a rickety blacksmith 
shop,  re-using the old lumber, doors and 
windows on a new foundation.  

But the plan also has 
estimates for future 
improvements, such 
as the construction 
of a new military 
building and insulating 
and installing a 
HVAC system in the 
Helmberger-Johnston 
building.

Implementation of 
the  five-year spending 
plan is naturally subject 
to changing priorities 
and the availability of 
future funds.  But the 
plan does provide a 
guide to work from.

The past, present, 
and future financial 

support that makes the Wheels Across the 
Prairie possible is very much appreciated.

Capital plan outlines future money needs

Concrete foundatio marks the spot where a future 
building is planned for military exhibits. the structure 
will be between the Norwegian hut and the Moline 
General Store. 

    Ron Boje (right) showed visitors how to 
grind corn with vintage machinery.

    Scores of classic tractors will be displayed at the Wheels Across the Prairie during Box Car 
Days.
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Sixteen decades the U.S.-Dakota War 
swept across Minnesota, the epic tragedy 
continues to fascinate.

An August 20 bus tour of Dakota Conflict 
sites near Lake Shetek, sponsored by Wheels 
Across the Prairie, sold out a month in 
advance.  Interest is also high for post-tour 
program that will spotlight a new book about 
the 1862 cataclysm.

Historian John Hammond will discuss 
“The Infamous Dakota War Trails of 
1862-Revenge, Military Law and the 
Judgment of History” in a 2 p.m. program in 
the Wheels’ Main Barn.  Lunch will follow. 
There is no charge for the program, but 

donations will be accepted.
Hammond acknowledges that much has 

been written about the 1862 outbreak; its root 
causes, what took place, and its controversial 
aftermath.  Hammond’s book provides an 
unflinchingly assessment of the war.  But the 
new work separates itself from other histories 
by examining how military law was applied 
in the trials that led to the execution of 38 
Dakota Indians in Mankato, on Dec. 26, 
1862.

An estimated 800 white settlers and 
soldiers and an unknown number of Dakota 
died in the 1862 war.  At least 14 settlers 
were killed near Lake Shetek on August 20, 

1862.
The morning bus 

tour was conducted by Jesse James, local 
historian and retired teacher.

Author offers insights 
on 1862 War aftermath By Seth Schmidt

Oral histories are an on-going endeavor 
for the Wheels museum so when President 
Jon Wendorff asked me several years ago to 
interview Dick Donaldson,  I didn’t hesitate.

Dick, who died this spring at age 98, was 
the consummate Mr. Tracy.  I’d interviewed 
Dick numerous times during my 34-year 
Headlight-Herald career,  covering a  gamut 
of topics ranging from THS’s 1940 state 
basketball team, his service as a B-29 pilot 
during WW II, his 1950s role in the drive to 
improve Tracy hospital facilities, the 1960s 
campaign to have Tracy selected as the site 
for the new Southwest State University, and 
Tracy’s recovery from its devastating 1968 
tornado.

But when I dropped by Dick’s Twin Circle 
apartment  in October of 2019, my goal was 
to learn more about everyday life in Tracy, 
rather than the headline events.  

Our conversation lasted for  more than 
an hour.  Dick talked and I typed.  Another 
interview was planned, but I got sick with a 
bad infection, and then COVID hit.  October, 
2019 was our last official interview.

During our talk, I picked up several 
fascinating, but long-forgotten, historical 
tidbits:  namely, that Hormel once considered 
Tracy for a new plant and that the lower level 
of this Masonic Temple was once studied as 
the site for an indoor swimming pool. More  
on that later.   

Early farm boy
Calvin Coolidge was America’s President, 

when Dick Donaldson began growing up at a 
farm east of Tracy.  Methodists in town had 
completed a new church three years earlier, 
while  St. Mary’s new edifice, had been 
dedicated in 1921.   Folks in Tracy and the 
rest of the country were still getting used to 
universal women’s suffrage and the grand 
social experiment of Prohibition.

“Our farm was in the middle of where 
the Tracy golf course is today,”  Donaldson 
explained.

Milking the family cow, was his first 
childhood chore. As a young lad, Dick would 
frequently ride a pony—later a bicycle—
into town.  Sometimes a task beckoned at 
the family coal  business established by his 
great-grandfather, George W. Donaldson, in 
1894.  Sometimes, there would be pick-up 
ball games with town chums such as Bill 
Main and Howie Rose.

“We’d have games with the East end of 

town kids 
against the 
West side 
kids,” Dick 
remembered.

Vacant 
lots or  open 
spaces at 
Central Park 
sufficed as 
ballfields, 
unless an 
adult shooed 
them away 
for tearing 
up the grass.

  “We 
didn’t have 
the amazing 
facilities 
that they have today,” the near centenarian 
remembered.

When  old enough to play “Junior Legion” 
baseball in the summer, games had to be 
played at a diamond at Teepeotah, because  
Tracy then didn’t have a field.

Equipment was both simple and scarce.
“We used to beg them down at Rignell 

Hardware to give us a bat.”  If football was 
the game, the contest ended when the boy 
who’d brought the football had to go home.

The high school football games in Dick’s 
day, were played on a new field on what 
today is Sebastian Park. Until 1930, games 
were played in a field near Central Livestock 
off South Fourth St.

 Only boys played in Donaldson’s games, 
whether on sandlots or school gyms. In 
later life, Dick became an avid fan of girls’ 
volleyball and basketball, but in his youth 
and early adulthood, he gave little thought to 
the lack of girls’ sports.

“Girls did girl things,”  Dick remembered 
of the prevailing attitudes.

 (Tracy High had a thriving girls basketball 
program that was established in 1909.  But 
the program was ended in 1927, much to the 
dismay of its athletes, leaving Tracy girls 
without competitive sports for nearly 50 
years).

Town kid
Dick’s family moved into Tracy when he 

was still in elementary school.
“I don’t think I slept that first night, 

hearing all the switch engines (in Tracy’s 
railroad yards) going back and forth,” 

recalling Tracy’s bustling rail yards, 
which in the 1920s employed about 
200 men.

Town living brought more 
opportunities to work in the family 
business.

“We used to sell a couple 
hundred boxcars of coal in a year.”

Coal deliveries to homes and 
businesses, Dick said, were a “back 
breaking, dirty job.”  Coal first had 
to be emptied from hopper cars, 
then dumped into storage bins at 
the Donaldson business on Morgan 
Street.   Then the coal had to be 
manually loaded and unloaded 
again for deliveries.

A conveyer belt helped unload 
the railroad car, but otherwise, 
most of the work came at the end 

of a scoop shovel.  An oversized scoop with 
two small wheels and two long handles, was 
considered a labor-saving device.

“I started scooping coal when I was 12 
or 13,”  Dick said.  No one at that time, he 
added, worried about the potential health 
risks of coal dust,  or the smog and smoke 
created by burning coal in home furnaces.

“Customers were just happy to have a 
supply of coal so they could stay warm in 
the winter,”  Dick said.  (The Donaldson coal 
business ended in 1973).

The steam locomotives and switch 
engines moving through Tracy also belched 
prodigious amounts of sooty smoke, Dick 
remembered, but because the railroad was 
such an accepted part of life, no one thought 
twice about it.

At age 14, Dick graduated from shoveling 
coal by getting a job at Tracy Produce.  
Initially he earned 12 cents an hour candling 
eggs.  Then it was on to a chilly cooler, 
where he graded, weighed, and packed 
chickens six to a box for shipping to Chicago 
and New York.

“It got pretty cold in that cooler,” Dick 
remembered.

• • •
The world that Dick Donaldson grew up in 

was devoid of television, the Internet, Smart 
Phones, and digital games. Air travel was 
in its infancy.  Few people had telephones. 
News traveled over telegraph wires and the 
radio.

 

Dick Donaldson served as an American 
B-29 bomber pilot during World War II

DonalDson
continued on page 6

tea cart finds new home at museum
To a little Tracy girl in the 1920s, her mother’s tea cart was a thing of beauty.
“It stood in the corner of our dining room,” remembers Genevieve (Gilpin) Schentzel.  

“Mother would use it only when we had company.”
Grace Gilpin, would lovingly pull out the accessory when she had friends over for coffee.  

Esther Nash, Elizabeth Valentine, Ruth Johnston, Mrs. Harold Algyer—and in later years, 
Marie Keul—were among the visitors.

“They would sit around the dining room table, while mother would serve them from the 
cart,” recalls Mrs. Schentzel, a 1942 Tracy High School graduate who now lives in Edina.

The Tracy native tells  how her mother had to sweet talk her father—who was frugal with 
money— into the tea cart acquisition.

“It was definitely a luxury item at that time,”  Mrs Schentzel remembers.  “But my mother 
saw this and really wanted to have it, so my dad agreed.  He liked to see mother happy too.”

The tea cart was purchased from Ohman Furniture of Tracy.
“We were good friends of the Ohmans, and my father was very strong about doing our trade 

with Tracy businesses.  I’d hear of other ladies getting on the train  to Mankato to shop for 
dresses.  But my father would never go for that.”

Her dad, J.D. Gilpin, was the publisher of the Tracy Headlight and Headlight-Herald from 
1912 until his death in 1944.  In the early 1920s, the Gilpins built a stylish two-story stucco 
house on the corner of Hollett and Fourth streets.  The tea cart  stood in the dining room for 
decades, surviving the June 13, 1968 tornado, that peeled the house’s west wall away.

But the infamous twister wasn’t the cart’s biggest test.
Sometime in the 1930s, a high school theater group borrowed the cart as a set piece for a 

school play.
“Some boys got to flirting with the girls and wheeled them around back stage on that cart. 

That’s why the wheels wobble today. It was never the same.”
The tea cart was inherited first by Genevieve’s older sister, Gladys. In more recent years, 

Genevieve has had the cart.  She felt the Wheels museum would be a perfect spot for the Gilpin 
family tea cart.

 “I wasn’t using it anymore, so I am pleased that people can see it at the museum.”
Several hand-painted cups and saucers from the museum’s collection have been placed on 

the tea-cart’s mirrored serving tray.

Above, Genevieve (Gilpin) Schentzel was 
happy to send a cherished tea cart to the 
Wheels Across the Prairie.

Bottom, the beauty of hand-painted cups 
and saucers are displayed on the cart’s 
mirrored tray.

Hormel in tracy? indoor Swimming Pool
Conversation recalls little known historical tidbits


