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A THREE-DAY JOURNEY THROUGH WINDMILLS AND WATER TOWERS,
- INTO THE HEART OF THE STATE’S SMALL TOWNS

By Ellen Burkhardt Photos by Stephen Maturen see MAIN éTRI;ET page 12
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ilk at Carls Corner in Essig,
Minnesota, is 80 cents a glass,
$1.50 if you want a large—which,
from a quick survey of the wood-paneled
dining room, several patrons do. We're on
day two of our three-day road trip from
Lake City to Luverne. Normally, this cross-
Minnesota trek would take four, maybe
four-and-a-half hours to complete. But
our goal isn’t to get from state line to state
line as quickly as possible. It’s the oppo-
site: to take as many back roads, stop in
as many small towns, and talk to as many
people as possible.
Our route takes us through more than
30 towns, varying in size from large to

small to so minute that there’s little more
than a sign telling us we are entering and
then, almost instantly, leaving. Some of
the towns have clear cut identities and
reasons for visiting. St. Peter has Gustavus
Adolphus College and is a short drive from
Mankato, both of which invigorate its
downtown and diversify its population;
trendy River Rock Coffee is bustling with
20-somethings the afternoon we visit and,
across the street, a little girl wearing a hijab
stands in the doorway of the halal meat
and grocery store. New Ulm boasts its
German heritage with Veigel's Kaiserhoff
restaurant, Guten Tag Haus gift shop,
and August Schell Brewing Company’s

circa-1860 brewery and new Starkeller
taproom. Luverne’s Main Street has been
meticulously restored, and places like
Palace Theatre, Coffey Contemporary Arts,
Brandenburg Gallery, and Take 16 Brewing
infuse the city with creative energy.

More digging is required to discover the
personalities of other towns. Some have
little beyond the basics: hardware store,
gas station, bank, restaurant and/or bar
serving weekly lunch specials. In places
like Springfield and Lamberton, towns
centered around railroad routes and grain
elevators, a bowling alley, post office,

see MAIN STREET page 14
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THE OWNER KNOWS EVERYONE WHO COMES THROUGH THE DOOR, AND
IMMEDIATELY SETS ABOUT DISCOVERING WHO WE ARE AND WHY WE’RE THERE.
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grocery store, specialty shops, and medi-
cal clinics are added to the mix. If there’s
a school, the sports teams’ accomplish-
ments are championed on signs leading
into town; in Tracy, even the local horse-
shoeleague gets a shout-out. Water towers
like the one in Goodhue hint at the town’s
character: “Goodhue, a ‘Community’ City.”

And that’s why were here: to dig. We
live in Minneapolis and St. Paul, in two of
Minnesotas 13 totally urban counties, of
87 counties total. We want to see another
part of our state; to immerse ourselves in
the agricultural core of Minnesota and
meet its residents; to put faces to statis-
tics and landmarks to towns that other-
wise, to us, are just dots on a map.

We arrive in Essig around noon on a
Wednesday. Located just six miles west
of New Ulm, the unincorporated town
feels like a portal into another era. It’s
four blocks small, and best known for a
Prohibition-era raid of a moonshine dis-
tillery owned by one of Al Capone’s gang-
sters,and the fried chickenat Carl’s Corner,
which was awarded the 2014 WCCO-TV
Viewers’ Choice for Minnesota’s Best Fried
Chicken—a fact no fewer than five people
tell us during our visit.

Neon Grain Belt signs light up the res-
taurant’s windows and, inside, the walls.
The owner knows everyone who comes
through the door and immediately sets

about discovering who we are and why
weTe there. Even though Carls Corner
is his place, his name isn't Carl—it’s Pat
Berg. He and his brother, Ken, bought the
place from Carl “ages ago’; it was easier to
just keep the name, Pat says.

As he pours us beers—half-pints of
Schell’s Light served atop flimsy cocktail
napkins that rapidly dissolve from the
glasses’ condensation—Pat tells us he’s
an Essig lifer, one of the last students to
attend the local schoolhouse in 1975. He
knows everyone’s orders and uses this
insight to sort through the otherwise illeg-
ible handwritten receipts. The Wednesday
lunch special is “The German Meal,” but
everyone calls it simply “The Sauerkraut™

see MAIN STREET page 16
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mashed potatoes dripping with butter,
one or two sausages, dark rye bread, and
housemade sauerkraut mixed with more
mashed potatoes to “make it less sour.”
The famous fried chicken is only available
for dinner but “is worth a trip back,” Pat
tells us, “if we feel like driving all the way
to Essig again anytime soon.”

By 12:40pm, most of the tables are
full, many with men wearing faded base-
ball hats and chunky boots, their sun-
weathered faces covered with various
combinations of mustaches, beards, and
sideburns. After observing us from afar
and lobbing the occasional commentary
at Pat—“If his mouth is open, he’s lying;
if it’s closed, he just lied!” “Tell ’em about
the 'CCO story!”"—a few of them join us at
the bar. A lanky man with bright-white
veneers describes himself as a “recently
retired half-assed farmer” Another is a
former dairy farmer who transitioned
to crops six years ago. His son-in-law is
also a farmer, and works on a 10,000-
acre farm—which isn’t the norm, he says,
explaining that the majority of farms in
the area average 500 acres.
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Most of the lunch crowd are regu-
lars, and most are farmers, Pat says.
Agriculture employs just 10 percent of the
men and women living in rural Minnesota
(educational services and the health care
and social assistance industry rank at the
top, employing 23 percent of rural resi-
dents), but on this day at this time at Carl’s
Corner, its role seems to be more leading
man than supporting role.

More than a quarter of Minnesotans
live in non-urban areas, their towns’ vital-
ities tied to the soil and the sun and the
degree to which those two unpredictable
elements decide to get along.

Dennison is one such town. Population
171, the five-block blip is located nine
miles from Northfield, halfway between
U.S. Highway 52 and Minnesota Highway
3. It’s the kind of place that, unless they
need gas, travelers pass through as fast
as the reduced speed limit allows. Corn
fields creep right up to the towns main
drags, 375th Street and Goodhue Avenue,
and are broken up only by a smattering of

houses, the city hall, Marathon gas sta-
tion, Farmer’s State Bank, a lifeless post
office, a mechanic shop, Fireside Lounge
restaurant, and MarLea’s Bar.

At first glance, the place appears to be
a ghost town. We're the only ones walking
around at noon on a Tuesday, and, after
peering into a handful of boarded up busi-
nesses, were not totally convinced there
are even 171 people who live here. Before
packing up and moving on, we decide to
pop into MarLea’s for a drink. Inside, we're
surprised to find a dozen men and women
eating lunch: a four-top with two men and
two women, all elderly, all eating cheese-
burgers; and a handful of high-tops that
host leather-skinned men in well-worn
T-shirts, steel-toe work boots, and belted
cargo shorts.

We settle in at the bar and start chat-
ting with LeAnn, the bartender/waitress/
sole non-kitchen staffer this particular
afternoon. She tells us her husband works
as a field sprayer and has struggled
with flooded fields caused by the previ-
ous week’s 10-inch rainfall. Most of the
men who come in for lunch are either

see MAIN STREET page 18
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“WHEN AGRICULTURE’S DOING WELL, THE TOWNS DO WELL. [..]
THE RURAL COMMUNITY SUPPORTS THE TOWN—SHOPS LOCAL, BUYS LOCAL.”
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construction workers or farmers, she con-
tinues, adding that business ebbs and
flows with the weather: “On rainy days,
like today, it’s packed; on sunny days, not
so much.” Posters advertising something
called the Dennison Demolition plaster the
walls. LeAnn tells us it’s a traveling wres-
tling show the town hired to put on an out-
door match that Saturday—they ordered
bleachers and everything. “I just hope a lot
of people show up,” she says, then waves at
the two men who just walked in. She starts
pouring a Pepsi and a Mountain Dew. Just
like Pat at Carl's Corner, LeAnn already
knows what they want.

We're only there an hour, but that’s
all it takes for Dennison to switch from

SEWARD CO-OP

being just another name on the map to
being an actual place—a community
with character and an identity. It’s also
enough time to realize that, like Essig,
Dennison likely wouldn’t exist if not for
the farmers, and the workers like LeAnn’s
husband whose industries rely on farm-
ing, patronizing the local watering holes
with enough regularity to ensure that
they survive.

This sentiment is echoed by Joel Talsma,
who farms a total of 480 acres in Edgerton
and Chandler, including a grass-fed cattle
farm. “When agriculture’s doing well, the
towns do well, says the 33-year-old—a not-
insignificant fact considering that just six
percent of farm owners in Minnesota are 34
or younger. “In Edgerton, there’s two high
schools and two grade schools—it’s usually

booming. And it’s because the rural com-
munity supports the town—shops local,
buys local’”

Joel looks like a younger, stockier Ron
Howard. He recently returned to the area
after working at CHS Inc. as a grain buyer
and commodities broker to follow in his
father’s (and grandfather’s) footsteps to
pursue farming full-time. In addition to
grass-fed cattle, he also raises grain-fed
cattle, hogs, and sheep, and grows corn,
soybeans, alfalfa, and various cover crops
for his cattle to graze. He wholeheartedly
embraces progressive farming practices
and was named the Pipestone County
Conservation Farmer of the year in 2016.
But for as much as he enjoys it, Joel admits

see MAIN STREET page 20
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“I THINK THAT’S HARD SOMETIMES FOR CONSUMERS TO REALIZE:
THAT THERE'’S STILL A FACE BEHIND THIS, AND IT’S STILL THE FAMILY FARM.”
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farming is not an easy life. “Agriculture as a
whole is a hard industry to transition into,”
he says. “Land values have really esca-
lated the past 10 years, and it’s just a capi-
tal-intensive enterprise. If you don't have a
family member or good connection where
you can go through a transition process, it’s
difficult to start”

It's not impossible, though. “This area is
relatively good and thriving in that there’s
a lot of young people [farming],” he con-
tinues, pointing to surrounding prop-
erties, all of which are owned by young
couples.

Many of them are smaller operations—
organic dairies and apiaries, grass-fed
cattle—which a growing number of
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consumers consider to be more desir-
able than conventional farms. “They want
to see a face to their food, and not have
it just be lost in the industrialized sys-
tem,” Joel says. “But one of the mispercep-
tions I think is difficult as farmers is that
whether farms are big or small, a lot of
them are still family run. There are huge
farms around here, but it’s [still a] family.
[...] I think that’s hard sometimes for con-
sumers to realize: that there’s still a face
behind this, and it’s still the family farm. It
just looks different””

The objective of seeking out the face
behind a place, beita 10,000-acre feed-corn
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farm or a 55-person capacity bar, echoes
in my head as we drive back to the Twin
Cities. It’s easy to take the most efficient
route from Point A to Point B. But efficiency
doesn’t lead to invitations to outdoor wres-
tling matches or advice from a bartender
in one town on what to order at the sup-
per club you're visiting the next night in the
next town. There’s value in slowing down
and stepping outside the comfort zone of
one’s own car and routine—in talking with
someone who, on paper, you have noth-
ing in common with, but knows more than
you ever will about cover crops and can tell
you where to find the best baked goods in
town. And who knows: swapping efficiency
for intimacy might also lead to discovering
the best fried chicken in Minnesota—as
long as you arrive after 5pm. §
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