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Power: Electrical, Political, and Popuiar in Rural Min-
nesota

An intcresting example of poPular sabotage was born
in Minnesota during the late 1970%. 1t was%erc that a
group of 1?armcrs in Western Minnesota Pcncectcd the
art and science of toPPfin high—tension electrical tow-
ers. After federal agents Eegan investigatin these in-
cidcn’cs, the farmers would onlg rcplg, “HmP ...Must’ve
been those bolt weevils.”

The trouble began when United Power Association
and the Coopcrativc Power Association were lookin

to exploit coal reserves in North Dakota and nccdcg a
+§§—mi]e transmission line through Minnesota farmland
to the industrial center of the Twin Cities. As is tgpicai,
poor PcoPlc were screwed so that rich corPorations
could benefit. Most of the elcctricitg would be used !33

‘ indus’crg, not peo le. The utilitg corPorations chose to

P[an power lines t rough land bclonging to poor farm-
ers rather than hugc corporate farms.

What these corl:)orations did not expect was oPPosi~
tion. And that 1S cxactl.g wha’c theg receivcd.

\/irgil F‘uchs, one of the Farmers, became aware of what
this would mean for the small farmers. The Plan would
rcquire striPs 160-feet wide cut throuEH their fields, and
180-foot P lons erected to suPPort the Pg‘ons. The
health pro lems associated with electromagnetic POL
lution égrom the currents runningthrou these power
lines) were also a coiicern. Itwas alrea Yy known

Minnesota Public Radio rep(;rter Greg Barron visited
West Minnesota and described the situation as nothing
short of “gueri“a war.” Hclicopter Crews Patro”ecl 170
miles of power lines, and squacl cars combed the country-

 side. The governor cventua“g called out the FBI to l"lC!P

conduct hcavy surveillance.

Seventy-two arrests were made in just one county. Six

of these were for {:elong cl'largcs. JEvczr one rcncusecl to
testiﬁg against the farmers arrested. The onlg informa-
tion the cops got from farmers was the response, “Hm[:nc!
Must be the bolt weevils.” And even though two farmers
were eventua”g convicted of Fcionies, ’chey were only sen—
tenced to communi’cg service.

An interview with dairg farmer Tong Bartos revealed the
sentiments of most the farmers:

“Yeah | £0 along with it | wish a few more would come
down, and I 'thin theg wi”, as time goes on. The
shouldr’t have did this to us in the first place. We've did
cvcrgthing we could law{:ung. We went to anneapolis, got
lawyers, went throu gh the courts. But either thejudges
are paid off, or thcg iust don’t realize what’s going on
out here. 1think thefe’s a lot of different laws an ways

ou can look at it. There’s moral laws, too. | don’t know,
[ don't figure it’s wrong, what vie’re c]oing out here. Sure

eople think EOU gotta stay w;vfth the law, but what is the
Ew’:’ who makes it? We should have more of a say with
what goes onin this state too, you know. Thcg can’tjus’c
run over us like a bunch of dogs.”

The power line was eventua“y constructcd, and opera-
tions began in1979. Despite this ‘oss, an imPressive wave

b



Mare than £0 percent of Minnesotans ﬁmpp@ﬁﬁé the farm-
=rs against the power line. However, they were outmatched |

E‘sg the power cﬁmpﬁﬁiﬁﬁ’ ggwgss"s and tec nical experts. I
the end, state government and the courts took the compa-
mies’ side.
" In the winter of 1378,
the confrantations in
 the fizlds would span
| weeks, and ZOvVernor
Perpich sent in ﬂ&&rgiﬂ
bl of the highway -
‘ Pa‘%;"{}«g. Many of "3:5[76
cops who had been
53?%’3;3&%@%55_11: rried
against the farmers and #%
' tﬁi them they couldn't
ass@mb!é, s:,c:eglcinjt
drive on country roads, #
couldr’t stop G%i town-
5?13? roads, etc. When
confronted about
thiﬁjcogzg stated, “We
 will do whatever we can
- toget that power Jine
i thr@ug%.”

in August 1978, a 150~faot steel transmission town came
crashing to the ground. Upon inspection, authorities
found that the ﬁo?ﬁs at the base of the tower had been
loosened, Over the next few weeks, three more fell down.
Guard poles had been cut in half, step bolks had been cut
three-quarters through, bolts at the base were loosened or
removed,and insulators were shot out.

Y

Planniﬂgt}}c

that electrical bines lower mﬁmpﬁﬁﬁ rates and milk
roduction in ﬂairg cows. And the state’s own guic{ﬁ:x
§ﬂ€5 warned Farmers against rﬁ%—uaiimg; their vehicles
under the transmission lines and warned school bus
drivers agpinst ?écidng up or &%@C'E“zargi@g children under

t?mm,

Fuchs went knacking door-to~-door at his még}ﬁ&}rs:
%ﬂf:omirig them of the p!ans. Soon after, corporate
I‘é?!‘ﬁ:ﬁ&ﬂf&ﬁ&fﬁt? were on his tail i:rggiﬂg to get rarmers to
sigrn agreements, but not one farmer sigﬁﬁﬁ,

Local f:mna}’;iias SOON Pasﬁcd resolutions disaiﬁowing
the power lines, and caunty boards refused to give
g&smi%s for the power line construstruction. The

mrps:)ratians

construction
ignored the
local con-
cerns and
turned to the
state, The
farmers also

turned to the state E@@kiﬁg %r%ei? from their “"mprw
sentatives.” The state’s Environmental Quality Coun-
cil s@gpaﬁﬁfﬁ by holding pmﬁ:@%«z hearings. The public
{:}Péﬂiﬁﬁ at the meetings ran syerw%éming@ against
the power lines, but these unfavorable testimonics
were left out of the transcripts.
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Throughout the years 1974 t0 1977, farmers tried leng }ﬁg
and ineffectual lega] channels such as these to block the
construction. TH63 were on‘g Pcrmittec] to rcqucst that
the construction happcn on someone else’s land) rather
than their own.

Not sur risinglg, the state
grante the Pcrmit for the con-
struction in1977. One county
attempted to sue, but the case
was dismissed. Atthe very
]east, government reprcscnta~
tives Promised thcy would let
the farmers know when con-
struction was to begin. But

again, theg lied.

When surveyors showed up in Virgil Fuchs’ fields, he gought
back. He drove his tractor over the surve ors’ cquiPmcnt
and rammed their Pickup truck. Farmers from across the
counties bc%ialn gathering and Planncd to ﬁght the survey-~

ors anyway t ey could.

Such tactics included gettin Permits to tear up roads, and
running chainsaws or other ?oud cquEPment so that the
surveyors couldr’t communicate. The network of farmers
that had formed tl'urough [f:ga] battles hc‘Pccl to increase
the resistance to the construction. When surveyors would
show up to begin work, hundreds of farmers would block
their way.

Even the local sheriff was sympathetic. “In my oPinion this
is a situation that began with the Environmental Qua]itg

Council, at the rcqucst of the power comPanics,
£

and that’s where the Problcm should be remanded for

resolution. . 1will not Point agunat either the farmer

or the surveyor. To Point a gun is to be PrcPared to

51’100t, and this situation does not 'usthcg either. It does
justigg a review of the conditions that bring about such
citizen resistance.”

It also seemed as if P"}iuip Martin, the head of United
Power Association, s mPatlnizcd too. He had grown

up on a farm and had even known Virgil’s mother. He
had said of her: “She reminded me somewhat of my
own mother.” But that did not stop his decision which
would affect so many small Familg armers.

It seems to make sense whg Martin was so upsct. In
North Dakota, they had faced on‘g one Protestcr and
dealt with him quic Ig. In Martin’s own words: “The
law enforcement there initiated the action to put him in
prison, or jail. And pretty soon he said Pl be a 5ood
Eo , Twon'’t do angmorc,’ and thcy let him out, and we
built a transmission line.”

However, in Minnesota: “The law enforcement refused
to enforce their own laws. We could £o out and trg to
survey, and theg would simplg Puu up all our stakes,
thcg would des’croy cvergthing we had out there. And
there was never angthing done.”

The farmers continued to file lawsuits, which ended up

going to the Minnesota SuPremc Court. However, the

Supreme Court decided against them. This act radical-
ized many of the farmers.




