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A Pioneer Farmer and the 
Civil and Indian Wars

LIFE  ON THE frontier required cour
age, stamina, the ability to adapt and, 

sometimes, to fight. Men such as James A. 
Bull, who came to Minnesota in 1858, found 
themselves caught up in events of the Civil 
War and the Sioux War of 1862. In the 
following letter, Bull’s son, Coates P. Bull, 
describes his family’s participation in both 
wars. The following account is typical of 
the experiences of many Minnesota men of 
that era. Bull first describes his father’s farm 
at what is now Fiftieth Street and France 
Avenue, Edina, then continues:

“One day [in 1862] [father] had gone to 
Minneapolis with produce and to get sup
plies (7  mi. via wagon road). The soldiers 
[in Minneapolis] were commandeering 
every possible conveyance to rush a lot of 
soldiers to St. Cloud to quell a reported out
break by [Sioux] Indians.

“[Father] was told that he could go along 
and drive if he wished but his team and 
wagon were ‘in service’ right then. He 
could not afford to lose the team and/or 
wagon. What to do? He found Geo. W. 
Baird, former neighbor across the road . . . 
[and] told him the circumstances, also [his 
wife, Mary] was ill. Baird said he would 
see that all was cared for at home. . . .

“Three days later enroute to St. Cloud 
the commanding officer told [father] he 
could go home as word had come down the 
line that all was quiet at St. Cloud. Also

The area at Fiftieth Street and France Ave
nue South, now the Minneapolis suburb of 
Edina, once looked like this. In this lovely 
scene photographed in 1893 on the Bull farm, 
the author and his brother, Alvah, are shown 
"trysting" with friends.

he was given some cash in order to get 
feed for himself and horses. He arrived 
home and found things in good shape. 
Baird had looked after the livestock and 
Mrs. Baird looked after the welfare of [his 
wife]. . . .

“. . . my mother’s brothers and father 
were in service as follows: [her] father, 
Milton Cooper, moved to Minn, with his 
family in 1857—settled in Minneapolis 
(17th St. Now just back of Catholic 
Cathedral, Hennepin Ave). Milton walked 
from home to Ft. Snelling and back every 
day 2 or more years doing carpenter work 
there ( Distance 6 mi. each way). Hoed his 
garden evenings (by lantern light) and 
Sundays. Died at the age of 91.

“[Mother’s brother] Preston was a ‘sharp 
shooter’ and during one battle the Union 
soldiers were lying down and the ‘Bebs’ 
were shooting cannon balls over the area. 
One of them burst near Preston and M of 
his rump was shattered. He lay in an old 
shed near by for 2 days before [he was] 
removed to a hospital, where he recovered 
and clerked as Estimator in the office of [a] 
sash and door factory. . . .  [In Minneapolis] 
He died at 91 yrs. of age—just 2 weeks 
after quitting work.” Letter from Coates P. 
Bull to William L. Covert, November 10, 
1962.



Headquarters of the Ramsey County His
torical Society, 2097 Larpenteur Avenue W., 
St. Paul, Minn.

THE Ramsey County Historical Society was founded in 1949.
During the following years the Society, believing that a 

sense of history is of great importance in giving a new, mobile 
generation a knowledge of its roots in the past, acquired the 
100-year-old farm home which had belonged to Heman R. 
Gibbs. The Society restored the Gibbs House and in 1954 
opened it to the public as a museum which would depict the 
way of life of an early Minnesota settler.

In 1958 the Society erected a bam, behind the house, which 
is maintained as an agricultural museum to display the tools and 
other implements used by the men who broke up the prairie 
soil and farmed with horse and oxen.

Today, in addition to maintaining the Gibbs property, the 
Ramsey County Historical Society is active in the preservation 
of historic sites in Ramsey county, conducts tours, prepares 
pamphlets and other publications, organizes demonstrations of 
pioneer crafts and maintains a Speakers’ Bureau for schools and 
organizations. It is the Society’s hope that through its work the 
rich heritage of the sturdy men and women who were the pio
neers of Ramsey County will be preserved for future generations.


