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Not everyone was happy when seven buildings were relocated at the 
Wheels Across the Prairie  Dec. 2-4.

A rotund opossum was positively ornery after being rousted from its 
secret den underneath Vi’s Norwegian Hut. But the critter’s grouchy 
retreat might have been the only intemperate moment of the museum’s 
moving days.

“The nice weather really helped,” said Garry Hippe, the museum’s 
point man for the project. “We could have been fighting snow,  cold 
and all kinds of things. It’s December.”

Temperatures in the 40s, sunshine, and snow-free grounds allowed  
a four-man crew from Thein Moving of Clara City to  work under 
optimum early-winter conditions. One-by-one, buildings were 
undergirded with steel beams,  hoisted onto the forks of heavy-duty 
Bobcats, and lowered onto a trailer  that had been backed  underneath.  
After being towed expertly through tight spaces and sharp turns, the 
structures were lowered onto newly-prepared foundations.

“We had plenty of room. We cleared that by a quarter-inch,” Matt 
Thein joked, after the 20-foot wide cottage edged safely past a fixed 
object.

Thein was exaggerating only a little.  It really had been a tight 
squeeze.

New footprint
The  realignment has created  two new “streets” of buildings on the 

east side of the museum grounds.
The service road  threading  past St. Mark’s Church is now lined by 

the Norwegian Hut and the Moline Store to the south, and the cottage 
and barbershop on the north.

The Amiret Post Office, country school, and summer kitchen were 
placed in line with the section foreman’s house  northeast  of the  
museum’s railroad tracks. 

Plans are to connect the buildings with sidewalks next year.
Space was left between the Moline Store and Norwegian Hut for 

the future construction of a climate-controlled building that will house  
military and veterans’ memorabilia.  Construction is  dependent on 
raising the necessary funds.

Some of the relocated buildings will need minor upgrades before 
they can be reopened.  Replacing the country school’s moisture-
damaged wood floor, which came loose when the structure was lifted, 
will be one priority.

Open space vacated by the relocated buildings will be graded  and 
seeded.  Old concrete foundations will be used    for machinery and 
implement displays.

A gift from the Evelyn Helmberger Holmboe Foundation  is funding 
most of the  $18,000 expense to move the buildings.

To prepare for the move, the contents of all seven buildings needed 
to be carefully removed and packed away.  Displays will be set up 
again as time permits next spring.

Wheels village has new look
7 buildings moved from soggy, hidden spots

Seven small buildings have been moved onto new foundations on the east side of the Wheels Across the Prairie campus.  Viewed from the northeast, 
the buildings are (from left) Moline General Store, Vi’s Norwegian Hut,  the cottage, barbershop, summer kitchen, country school, and Amiret Post Office.  
A railroad section foreman’s house, moved to the museum this summer, is second from right.  St. Mark’s Church, the Main Barn, and the depot are visible 
at center, rear.

New Look: See page four

Historian Joseph Fitzharris discussed his new book about the Third 
Minnesota Infantry in the Civil War for an August program.

Conservationist Nicole Grabow briefed board members in May on an 
assessment she had completed about museum artifacts and buildings.  
The study was funded by a Minnesota Historical Society grant.

Historical exhibits in seven buildings had to be removed and 
put into storage this fall before the structures could be moved 
to new foundations.

Moldy carpeting in St. Mark’s Church was replaced with 
new flooring this summer.  The church also received a new 
steel roof.

Despite pandemic, 2020 was busy



2020 members
Ed & Wanda Apperson (Couple $40)
Curt & Murial Reinert (Couple $40)
Shanna Larson (Individual $30)
Bill & Kaye Ivatts (Sustained Lifetime 

Membership $40 for Couple)
Jesse James (Individual Membership $30)
Ken & Linda Witt (Couple Membership $40)
Ray & Janet Randall (Couple Membership $40)
Perry & Carol Fales (Couple Membership $40)
R.C. Almjeld (Individual Membership $30)
Virgil & Deanna Laleman (Couple Membership 

$40)
Vincent & Jeanette Lanoue (Couple 

Membership $40)
Deb Ohman (Individual Membership $40)
Cal & Deb Ludeman (Sustained Lifetime 

Membership $50 for Family)
Alfred & LaVerne Jessen (Couple Membership 

$40)
Vera, Shirley and Ryder Anderson (2 year 

Family Membership $100)
Otto & Elaine Nyquist (Couple Membership 

$40)
Darlene Sabinski (Individual Membership $30)
Warren & Rosemary Hemmingsen (Couple 

Membership $40)
Hugh & Linda Curtler (Couple Membership 

$40)
Scott & Kim Campbell (Family Membership 

$50)
Dennis & Doris Persons (Couple Membership 

$40)
Ron McDaniel (Family Membership $50)
Sandy Bolin (Individual Membership $30)
Elenora Monsen (Individual Membership $30)

Donald Buzzell (Family Membership $50)
Greg & Kristina Carlson (Family Membership 

$50)
Mavis Garrett (Individual Membership $30)
Ruth Sanders (Sustained Lifetime Membership 

$50 for Family)
Pam Nowak (Individual Membership $30)
Ron Bendixen & Warren Emmons (Couple 

Membership $40)
Bob & Annie Syverson (Couple Membership 

$40)
Tom & Pam Keul (Couple Membership $40)
Jim Kaiser (Individual Membership $30)
Judy Klatt (Couple $40)
Wayne & Dorine Brock (Couple Membership 

$40)
Douglas Edwards (Individual Membership $30)
Steven Lee (Individual Membership $30)
Conrad & Linda Tikkala (Couple Membership 

$40)
Dr. Wilfredo & alice Apostol (Couple $40)
John & Sharon Meyer (Couple Membership 

$40)
John & Muriel Coulter (Couple Membership 

$40)
Jeff and Carrie Meyer (Couple Membership 

$40)
Billie Jo Lau (Individual membership $30)
Carol Strand (Individual Membership $30)
Jane and Chauncey Muedeking (Couple 

Membership $40)
Ron Boji (Individual Membership $30)
Jon Wendorff (Individual Membership $30)
Dave and Linda Rykhus (Couple Membership 

$40)
Robert and Marianne Ankrum (Family 

Membership $50)
Nancy Craig (Individual Membership $30)
Michael Coyle family (Family membership $50)
Don and Carolyn Engelkes (Couple membership 

$40)
Joyce Greeley (Individual Membership $30)
Eugene & Marilyn Swanson (Individual 

Membership $50)
Darrell and Linda Wendorff (Couple 

Membership $40)
Priscilla Muske (Family Membership $50)
Mike and Margie Fraser (Couple membership 

$40)
Garry Hippe (Individual Membership $30)
Becky Averill (Individual Membership $30)
Russ and Sandy Stobb (Couple Membership 

$50)
William Whitman (Business Membership 

$100)
Darold Edwards (Individual Membership $30)
Jeff and Shari Blegen (Couple Membership 

$50)
Seth & Betsy Schmidt (Couple Membership 

$40)
Judy Klatt (Family Membership $50)
Billie Jo Lau (Individual Membership $30)
Virgil Laleman (Couple Membership $40)
Mark & Kathy Peterson & Marge Peterson 

(Other $100)
Darlene Sabinske (Individual Membership $30)
Warren & Rosemary Hemmingsen (Couple 

Membership $40)
Nancy Sanderson (Family Membership $50)
Cal & Deb Ludeman (Couple Membership $40)

Hugh & Linda Curtler (Family Membership 
$50)

Lana Hoss (Individual Membership $30)
Chuck & Linda Madden (Couple Membership 

$40)
Larry & Marge Fischer (Couple Membership 

$40)
Pam Herrick (Family Membership $50)
Fredrick & Marcella Schram (Family 

Membership $50)
Peggy & Sandy Ludeman (Family Membership 

$50)
Wayne & Evelyn Dirlam (Family Membership 

$50)
Dennis & Doris Persons (Couple Membership 

$40)
Art & Karen Peterson (Couple Membership 

$40)
Mike & Darcy Carlson (Family Membership 

$50)
Bill & Deb Chukuske (Couple Membership $40)
Allan & Cleone Richardson (Couple 

Membership $40)
Ron & Carol Dahl (Couple Membership $40)
Jim & Linda Furan (Family Membership $50)
Dr. Wilfredo & Alice Apostol (Other $100)
Scott Campbell (Family Membership $50)
Curt & Bev Wixon (Couple Membership $40)
John Edwards (Individual Membership $30)
James Babcock (Individual Membership $30)
Norine & Kami Hanson (Family Membership 

$50)
Marlene Meyer (Individual Membership $30)
Lois Schmidt (Individual Membership $30)
Clint Peterson (Individual Membership $30)
Jack Miller & Wendy Sellman (Couple 

Membership $40)
Neal Ingebrigtson (Individual Membership 

$30)
Maria & Taylor Fish (Individual Membership 

$30)
Louis VanMoer, (Family Membership $50)
Amy Williams , (Family Membership $50)

business memberships
Bornitz Financial $100
Kiwanis $100
Greenwood Nursery $100
Southwest Sanitation $100
William Whitman $100
I & H Greenhouse $100
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Name:

Address

City/State/Zip:

Wheels Across the Prairie 2021 Membership 
info@wheelsacrosstheprairie.org

levels of MeMbershiP
(Due annually on May 1)

Individual – $30
Couple – $40
Family – $50

We appreciate your continued support of the Wheels museum.  Your membership 
and other financial gifts help maintain   and  preserve museum buildings, grounds, 
and  collections.

At this time, we ask that you sustain your membership or join if you are not 
already a member.  With your help the Wheels museum can continue its mission of 
preserving our priceless heritage. Please mail your membership dues to:

WHeeLS ACrOSS THe PrAIrIe MuSeuM
PO BOx 1091 • TrACy, MN 56175

Thank you for your membership and helping preserve our past for future 
generations. 

2020 Board Members: President Jon Wendorff, Vice President Jane 
Muedeking, Treasurer Carol Strand, Historian Marcy Schramm, Secretary 

Linda rykus. Board members Garry Hippe, ron Boje, Jeff Meyer, John Meyer, 
Becky Averill, Seth Schmidt, Muriel Coulter.

Business – $100
Other – $_______

By Seth Schmidt

Sunday, Nov. 29, 1891 dawned on the 
growing railroad town of Tracy much like any 
other.

Travelers checked their watches at the 
Commercial Hotel, thinking about the  morning 
train to Huron.  The saloons along Front Street 
were dark, exhausted by the previous night’s 
crowds. But at the Owl restaurant, strong 
hands peeled potatoes for the expected dinner 
crowd.

Horse-drawn carriages and buggies  
clustered outside the First Presbyterian 
Church, testifying to the faithful inside.

In backyard barns across the village,   family 
cows had  been milked and fed.  Horses 
munched their oats at the Endersbee livery 
barn. A small flock of turkeys, spared from 
Thanksgiving,  pecked ground corn behind the 
Bedle & Seguar meat market.

A strong  wind blustered in from the south.
Several little boys, roving along Front Street, 

were the first to notice the flames smoldering 
underneath the boardwalk near the Hughes 
furniture  store.

Roused by the boys’ alarm, excited men 
rushed to tear up the wooden sidewalk, only to 
expose a greater horror.   The store’s basement 
had become a roaring furnace. Angry flames  
were creeping through  floor boards, up wall 
joists, through window wells, and into adjacent 
buildings. 

In less time then it took studio photographer 
L.D. Moses to lug his bulky camera to the 
scene, the downtown blaze had become  a 
conflagration.

Fanned by the relentless south wind, one 
after another of the mostly-wood storefronts 
along Front St. ignited. The Heine shoe store, 
the old post office, Harrigan’s shop, the Owl 
eatery, the City Hotel, Stafford Hardware, 
Tevlin’s Saloon, the meat market and more 
became flaming torches.

The village’s hook and ladder squad, with its 
horse-drawn equipment, hurriedly rolled into 
position to begin a desperate fight.

“The firemen fairly blistered their hands 
and faces, but did not falter or abandon their 
posts,”   reported the Tracy Trumpet, one of 
the town’s three weekly newspapers.  But   
the lack of a village water system greatly 
hampered firemen.

With smoke and flames engulfing nearly the 
entire block bounded by Fourth, Front, Third, 

and Morgan streets, the whole business district 
was imperiled. Some worried  the entire village 
north of the railroad tracks would be lost.

Business owners  rushed to save  goods and 
records  from endangered buildings. Scores  
of townspeople helped as merchandise and 
furnishings  were frantically carried from 
buildings and chaotically piled onto streets 
or loaded onto wagons.  Everywhere, random 
knots of people heroically fought creeping 
flames.

 A locomotive was hooked onto one 
building, in hopes pulling the structure from 
harm’s way, only to have the edifice collapse 
in a pile of rubble.

A railroad hydrant, using water piped from 
Lake Siegel, provided some of the water 
needed by firefighters. Other water was 
brought closer by locomotives over the rails 
parallel to Front St. 

Firemen from Marshall arrived on a special 
train at 2 p.m., in response to an emergency 
telegram sent from the depot.  The Marshall 
equipment allowed a second stream of water 
to be applied onto the flames.

• • •
The Tracy and Marshall  hook and ladder 

companies, working  until 11 p.m., saved the 
town.  But losses were heavy.

Twenty-six buildings were destroyed, 
including three hotels, 16 stores, one residence 
and  a  warehouse.  Only three of two-dozen 

buildings in the half-block bounded by Fourth, 
Front, and Third streets  escaped destruction. 
Property losses totaled $45,399, of which  
just  $18,476 was covered by insurance.  
The Hughes store, where the blaze started, 
carried not a plug nickel’s worth of insurance 
coverage.

Arthur Rose, in his 1912 “History of Lyon 
County, called the 1891 Tracy fire “the most 
destructive conflagration in the whole history 
of Lyon County.”

• • •
Almost all  the burned-down buildings were 

of  wood-frame construction. The only brick 
building lost in the blaze, which housed the 
Post Office and a book store, was fired by an 
unprotected second-floor door.

The village council, meeting three days after 
the disaster, passed an emergency ordinance 
restricting the construction of wooden 
buildings in the downtown district.

On April 25, 1892, the village leaders 
authorized the sale of a $25,000 improvement 
bond to finance a Tracy “waterworks” system.  
Two months later, the council accepted a 
$27,640 bid from the Fairbanks Morse & 
Company to install the system.  Work began 
late that summer, with shovel-wielding men 
laying the new mains.  In December of 1892, 
city leaders accepted the completed job 

‘Most destructive conflagration’
1892 water system comes too late for Tracy

As the November, 1892 fire spread, townspeople rushed to salvage contents from smoke-
enshrouded buildings.  Goods can be seen loaded onto a horse drawn wagon (left) and piled in the 
street.  (L.D. Moses Studio).

Fire: See page three

to all who have supported the 
Wheel’s mission this past year!

Become a new member or renew for 2021
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Old system uncovered
Some 128 years later, in the summer of  2020, a Duinick Inc. excavating 

crew uncovered a six-inch diameter, cast-iron watermain, stamped with the 
date “1892.”  That water main, buried eight-feet deep in front of the former 
Hollywood Theatre on Third St.,  had been operational until shortly before  
the 2020 excavations began.  Four blocks of 1892 water mains were replaced 
during the 2020 project, leaving two blocks of the 13-decades-old pipe to be 
replaced in a future project. 

The 1892 relic of Tracy’s first water system will be displayed at the Wheels 
Across the Prairie Museum beginning in  2021.

(Sources: Dec. 4, 1891, Tracy Trumpet; 1891-92 Village of Tracy official minutes; 
Arthur Rose, History of Lyon County, Shane Daniels Tracy Public Works Director).

Fire
Continued from page two

In the late summer of 2020, a cast-iron watermain stamped with the date 
“1892,”  was dug up in downtown Tracy by crews installing new water and sewer 
mains.   right, handwritten Village of Tracy minutes in the fall of 1892 show 
payment authorizations for cast-iron pipes used in Tracy’s 1892 “waterworks” 
project.

A half-block of commercial buildings in Tracy was reduced to ash by a devastating  fire on Nov. 29, 1891.  Looking northeast from the intersection of 
Fourth and Front streets, this Moses Studio photo shows townspeople sifting through the smoldering ruins.   The Pattridge Dept. store—a large brick 
building that was erected earlier in 1891—can be seen at rear center.  At far right is the First State Bank, which was the only Front St. building between 
Fourth and Third to survive the blaze.  To the left of the Pattridge store is the endersbee livery barn.  Tracy’s 1880 Central School, which would be 
destroyed in a 1912 fire, is visible at far left.

The women’s suffrage movement is chronicled in a traveling exhibit that will 
be  at the museum in 2021.

By Jon Wendorff

As we look to the future, lots of changes 
happened this  past year.  There were a lot of 
unknowns, but we charged ahead, 

The museum’s “second row” is no longer as  we 
moved these buildings to higher ground, in order 

to save our valuable buildings for future generations.  No longer 
are these buildings hidden behind the Main Barn

2020 has been a different year for many because of the 
pandemic, but we still managed to have visitors from all over 
the United States. Special thanks to our board members  and 
paid staff this summer, and also to those who  volunteered their 
time this fall to help prepare buildings for the move. 

Merry Christmas to each of you!  Bring on 2021

The ratification of the 19th amendment, which gave women 
the universal right to vote in 1920, will be highlighted in a 
traveling exhibit at the Wheels next year.

The display follows the decades-long women’s suffrage 
movement.  Congress passed the 19th amendment in early 1919, 
with the Minnesota legislature ratifying the measure that fall.  
The amendment became law in August of 1920 when three-
quarters of states had ratified the amendment.

 November, 1920, was the first time American women  were 
allowed to cast a ballot in a general election.  In Tracy, women 
previously had the right to vote in  school elections. 

Wheels to have
suffrage exhibit

Bring on 2021!

The Lyon County 
Historical Society has 
published a new picture 
book in celebration 
of Lyon County’s 
sesquicentennial.

The volume shows 
scenes from  all county 
communities, including 
Tracy, Garvin, Amiret and 
Balaton.

Many sesquicentennial events were postponed because of the 
coronavirus pandemic this past year. 

Lyon County was established in 1870.

Photo book published

The Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 has disrupted everyday life in ways we 
couldn’t have imagined a year ago.

Facial masks in public spaces have replaced smiles.
Families are being urged to forego large holiday gatherings to minimize 

the risk of spreading the coronavirus.
Events we once took for granted—concerts, social gatherings, sporting 

events, church services, happy hours, dinner parties, eating out, movies 
and travel—have either been sidelined or drastically altered. High school 
graduation 2020 became a drive-in parking lot event.  Even Tracy Box Car 
Days was cancelled. 

“Distance learning” and “zoom meetings” and “shelter in place” have 
entered our collective vocabularies more than we’d like. Supervision of-line 
education is a new duty to juggle for parents of young children.

Worse, at this writing, about 300,000 Americans have lost their lives to 
Covid-19.

Fifty or 100 years from now, how will the Covid-19 pandemic be 
remembered? 

Why not write down and share some of your pandemic perspectives, 
feelings and experiences? 

The current pandemic is frequently compared with the 1918-19 influenza 
outbreak. That health crisis took the lives of 675,000 people in the U.S., and 
an astounding 50 million people worldwide.  Dozens of Tracy people were 
killed by the influenza in the fall of 1918.

Yet curiously, the Wheels Across the Prairie Museum doesn’t have a 
single journal, letter, or photograph in its collection related to the 1918-19 
pandemic.

With that in mind, local museums like Wheels hope that the historical 
record about the 2020 pandemic includes contributions from people like you.

Send your pandemic reflections to Wheels Across the Prairie,  PO Box 
1091, 3297 Why. 14, Tracy, MN. 56175.  Comments can also be emailed to 
info@wheelsacosstheprairie.org.

Why not record 
pandemic memories?
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Hippe and Ron Boje, both Wheels board members, assisted with the 
move.  Doug Kass Construction of Garvin did the concrete work for the 
new foundations.

Twin goals
Museum backers feel the museum’s new footprint has two major 

advantages.
First, the move to higher, better-drained sites will help preserve the 

buildings and the historic collections that they contain.  Wet conditions 
at the old locations put artifacts at risk of mold and mildew and had 
damaged several buildings.

The seven buildings are also  more visible from Hwy. 14 in their new 
locations. It is hoped that the new look will boost attendance, by giving 
travelers extra reason to stop and check out the museum. 

Wheels President Jon Wendorff says he has heard many positive 
comments about the museum’s new layout.

“People say, ‘wow, you’ve really got a village out there now.”  
Well, we always did, but the buildings were always hidden where you 
couldn’t see them.”

New look
Continued from page one

The Wheels Across the Prairie Museum “village” has a more expansive look, following the Dec. 2-4 relocation of seven buildings.  This view is from the Highline road looking toward the southwest.

Buildings were carefully raised before being placed on a trailer and 
towed to new foundations.

How do you maneuver a one-room schoolhouse on wheels?  Very 
carefully.

The Amiret Post Office is prepared for its new 
home.

The one-room school house is lowered onto 
its new site. Two Bobcats carefully hoisted and lowered 

structures.

Moisture issues had damaged the wooden floor in the 
country school, causing it to break loose when it was lifted.

Meticulous planning allowed structures to be placed precisely onto foundations.

Details were checked and doubled checked before structures are 
lowered onto foundations.


