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The Floods of ‘97: Agriculture,
Archives and Oral History

Long before the Red River of the
North created a 3000 square mile in-
land sea, the Minnesota State Histori-
cal Records Advisory Board had
planned a multi-year project to im-
prove documentation of the state’s
agricultural communities. While
changes in the urban landscape and
the realities of city life have received a
good deal of attention, changes sweep-
ing rural communities have received
much less. Faced with the retreat of
health care, education, and retail fa-
cilities to ever more centralized loca-
tions, rural communities are caught
up in a quiet revolution that affects
the quality of life on farms and in
small towns across the nation. To lay
the groundwork for projects that will
deal with these realities, the Board
commissioned a survey of organiza-
tions and individuals serving the needs
of farm families and those in small
towns. To ensure a workable field of
action, the Board selected the Red
River Valley of northwestern Minne-
sota for its pilot projects. The com-
pleted survey led to a Board meeting
with community leaders in Novem-
ber, 1996, and to a series of meetings
and workshops that will be held during
May—August 1997.

The massive flooding that over-
whelmed much of northwestern Min-
nesota has given extra impetus to the
Agriculture and Rural Life Project and
has added priorities to its plan of
work. The Minnesota Historical So-
ciety has begun an oral history project
to document the devastation and its
effects, as well as the period of recov-
ery that will stretch for many months.
Working in concert with local histori-
cal organizations and with the North-
west Minnesota Historical Center at
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Moorhead State University, the Soci-
ety will create a record of this “once
in 500 years” event that captured the
attention of a worldwide audience. At
the same time, Society staff are cap-
turing information from the major
World Wide Web sites established to
convey information and images of the
flood, and to provide links between
flood victims scattered over hundreds
of miles in temporary shelters. This
work is critical in order to deal with
WWW sites that sprang up overnight
and were abandoned as the crisis
passed.

While the flood was unexpected and
destructive, its documentation is im-
portant to the Project and to the larger
goals of the Minnesota Historical So-
ciety. As the Society’s staff meets the
challenges of improving documenta-
tion of rural life, it must also deal with
calls for information on the preserva-
tion of family photos, diaries, letters,
and objects. And it must deal with the
needs of county and local historical
organizations whose buildings and
collections were caught in the path of
flood waters. The oral history project
will last for six months in order to deal
effectively with the aftermath of the
flood. Documenting the crisis has
been done; documenting the far
longer and more difficult period of
cleanup, reconstruction, and coping
is a major goal. The oral histories will
be part of the much larger Agricul-
ture and Rural Life Documentation
Project. Both projects are linked to the
Hispanic Communities Project de-
scribed elsewhere in this issue.

For additional information, contact
James E. Fogerty, Minnesota Histori-
cal Society. 612.296.9989. E-mail:
james.fogerty@mnbhs.org

Hispanic Communities Project
Begins in Minnesota

The history and current situation of
Minnesota’s Hispanic communities is
the subject of a major project. Spon-
sored by the Minnesota State Histori-
cal Records Advisory Board, the
project will build upon work done
some years ago with the Mexican-
American community in the Twin
Cities of St. Paul and Minneapolis.
The current project will lay the
groundwork for improved documen-
tation of Hispanic communities
throughout the state, with a special
emphasis on those in the Red River
Valley of northwestern Minnesota.

Many of the Hispanic communities
in Minnesota’s towns and small cities
grew as a result of seasonal work for
the beet sugar and commercial can-
ning industries. The communities
have gradually become permanent as
work—especially in the sugar and
meat processing industries—has be-
come year round with a need for full
time labor. The Board commissioned
a survey of organizations and indi-
viduals serving Hispanic communities
in northwest Minnesota, and held a
November, 1996, meeting in
Moorhead that was attended by more
than two dozen community leaders.
The Board hopes to award a series of
small grants to community organiza-
tions to aid in preserving their records
and recording their history.

The massive flooding that paralyzed
parts of the Red River Valley earlier
this year has had considerable impact
on the Hispanic labor force. The ex-
tent of that impact and the
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