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J. H. ROBBINS WRITES OF FIRST SETTLERS 
 

A bit of history of the early settling of Northeast township by J. H. Robbins of Redfield, South Dakota 

 

The first settlement started in North East Township, Adams County, in the year 1830 by Moser, Piggett, Sam-

uel Walker, David Norney, Basel Worring, Stephen Mendenall, and Joe Carter. 

 

They located in what is now known as the Elm Grove neighborhood in the years from 1830 to 1833.  Then 

next was James Robbins and family in September 1836; also Bingman Gold, Hiram Ellison, Luke Simpson, 

1839.  From then until 1855, there was a rush, David Sprangled started a nursery of all kinds of fruit in 1841 

about four miles northwest of LaPrairie.  Immigration was fast in the forties (1840’s). 

 

The first windmill was built by Henry R. Emminga in 1854.  He owned and operated the mill until 1863.  They 

ground corn and buckwheat, corn for meal and buckwheat for flour.  The country around at that time was al-

most all a German settlement, and they raised principally buckwheat and corn.  There was a great demand for 

buckwheat flour all over the country, and the farmers had a good market at all times at the mill for buckwheat 

and corn. 

 

The mill had only wind power to depend on, but it was kept busy day and night at all times. 

 

It was a rare thing not to see the mill running.  It was built on a high spot in the Prairie on Section 33 about 3 

1/2 miles southeast of La Prairie. 

 

In 1863 the mill was bought by John Franzen from Mr. Emminga.  Mr. Franzen owned the mill until 1869, 

then he sold to Peter Osterman, who kept it until 1874.  Then it was bought by Cobus Franzen, who owned and 

managed it until 1898, when he took his son Fred as a business partner.  It was operated by C. Franzen and Son 

until 1903 when the father retired from business and was then owned by the son, F. B. Franzen until 1923.  

One thing is certain, a great landmark has gone, which at one time brought to Adams County many thousands 

of dollars.  There were times when one could count from ten to fifteen teams and wagons waiting their turn.  A 

great remembrance has gone. 
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The first store in this German settlement was one-four mile south of the windmill and was owned by Henry H. 

Franzen.  He kept a line of groceries and general merchandise and whisky by the barrel. 

 

The doors were painted green.  It was the first store I, J. H. Robbins, ever was in.  I was a small boy then, 

about six or seven years old.  There was also a blacksmith shop at the same place, as Mr. Franzen was also a 

blacksmith.  The store was made out of logs covered with clapboards for shingles.  I think there were five 

rooms, one for the store and serving room, and maybe two bedrooms and a kitchen.  I remember at one time 

one of the men gave me a stick of candy, and it sure was a treat.  They had only a small piece of land around 

the store in cultivation at that time, a log stable, and some straw sheds.  There were gardens close up to the 

house.  All around there was prairie and just a trail in those days, but it did not last long for they soon had rail 

fences and all was fenced in.  Cows running at large had bells on so they could easily be located. 

 

Before the prairie was broke, there were cottonwood trees about one mile apart, running in perfect rows across 

what is part of North East Township.  The rows were perfectly straight running north and south, from fifty to 

one hundred feet apart.  After the land was cut up and farmed, these nice trees were cut down.  If one would 

ask why they were being cut down, the answer would be that they made too much shade and ruined the crop.  

Now they are a thing of the past, but they were set out by someone before the country was settled, and they 

were ornaments for the surrounding country. 

 

The prairie around the Mill and Store was settled mostly be Germans, who were the best of citizens, all being 

first-class farmers and stock raisers.  Cattle, hogs, sheep and poultry, and the best of horses and mules were 

raised.  In 1859 there was but little of the prairie that was not in cultivation.  Now these fathers who helped to 

make Adams County and North East township have passed away and left it to their sons and daughters. 

 

I will give the names of the Germans I well remember and knew:  Henry, John and Cobus Franzen; John and 

Melget Zimmerman; Jacob Gembler; John Flesner; William Flesner; Peter and John Osterman; Ehme Bruns; 

Henry and August Heinecke; Eilert Weerts; Hiko Miller, Willard O’Neal; W. H. DeGroot; Sam Herron; Wm. 

and Carl Tenhaeff; Lib Bruns; Gerd H. Buss; Gerd Post; Gerd Ihnen; Oltman Schoene; Oltman Leenerts; and 

many others all living near the Henry Franzen store. 

 

I shall give the names of some of those people who helped settle North East Township around LaPrairie and 

east:  John DeGroot; John VanKirk; George Gordon; Edwin Gordon; John Byland; W. R. Hoyt; Joseph Hoyt; 

Alanson Tarr; J. M. Stevens; Lewis Miller; Bggr Whetstone; W. L. Crain; Enos Cain; Edwin DeGroot; Jacob 

Pettijohn; Wm. Fleming Burke; Lemuel Alexander; John Alexander; Alexander Walker; Foster; Col. Culp; 

Nixon Belfour; Jessie Walker; Henley Belfour; John Spence; and Sam Dorsett. 

 

I could name others.  Most of these folks had large families, such as William Robbins and Nathan Robbins, 

both had sons in the Union Army and quite a number of the sons never reached home but died for their 

country. 

 

 


