
Martin County Mysteries, Mayhem, and More . . . . . 

PART III 

Part III of this series of articles starts with a tragic event that might seem to have been 
ripped from the headlines of today’s newspapers.  However, heartbreaking events took 
place in the past as well as today. 

In 1924 the Atz family of Martin County was struck with unthinkable tragedy.  Husband 
Charles Atz was killed by an acetylene explosion.  Two year old Florence Atz died 
suddenly in convulsions, and five year old Raymond Atz died in the same manner.  Mrs. 
Esther Atz, Charles’s wife, accused a neighbor of poisoning the children; however, after 
she was accused by the authorities and facing a criminal trial in 1926, she committed 
suicide. 

Another tragedy involved Gus Jorgenson who served as Martin County’s Sheriff from 
1927-1931.  On September 8, 1931, he was called to a farm in Nashville Township by a 
farmer and his wife who were being threatened by a beet worker.  Sheriff Jorgenson 
went to the shack where the beet worker was located.  He was greeted by the beet 
worker who promptly shot him and pushed him out the door.  Jorgenson staggered to 
the farmhouse, collapsed, and died.  A posse that included National Guardsmen was 
formed.  The posse used tear gas to get the beet worker out of his shack.  He came out 
with two weapons firing, but to no avail, as he was killed by the posse. 

Fairmont also had its share of fires that changed the course of its history.  There was 
the livery fire of 1909 in which 14 horses were lost.  Others included the Syndicate 
Block Fire of 1914, the Winzenburg Elevator Fire of 1946, the Park Motor Fire of 1952, 
the Fairmont Junior High School fire of 1969, the Interlaken Ballroom fire and the Sweet 
Shop fire of 1972, to name but a few.  The Interlaken fire prompted a letter of sympathy 
from renowned band leader Lawrence Welk who had at one time played in that venue.  

Perhaps the personification of “Martin County mystique” could be best characterized by 
the appalling escapades of the Ku Klux Klan.  During the 1920’s the KKK flourished in 
Martin County. Many celebrations were held over July 4th, most notably at Interlaken 
Park.  An estimated 20,000 to 25,000 people were in attendance at Interlaken Park, of 
which half were reported to have been Klan members.  Klan membership in Martin 
County peaked at about 3,000 in 1926.  It was also reported that the Klan was so 
influential at that time that it swayed the election of the mayor and city council in 
Fairmont.  Fortunately, their presence was short lived and quickly dissolved shortly after 
the mid-1920’s. 

Then there was the puzzling account of Betty Baxter’s health issues and her 
subsequent miraculous healing.  Miss Baxter had to quit school in the 5th grade due to 



her health problems and was told by University Hospitals that they could be of no help 
to her.  Being frail and sickly, she collapsed during the Armistice Day snowstorm.  Her 
back was said to be so bent over that her head nearly touched her knees. Her health 
issues were compounded by the development of lumps on her back.  However, 
resolution of her health problems was soon to take place.  In the presence of neighbors 
and relatives praying for her on Sunday, August 24, 1941, she miraculously 
straightened up from her chair, stood erect, and walked.  She stated that she had a 
vision of the exact time and place where this miraculous healing would happen. 

The Legend of the Sisseton Oak in Sylvania Park tells of a three year old Caucasian girl 
captured by Sisseton warriors who was befriended by the “Sisseton Singer.”  Shortly 
thereafter there was a great epidemic that the “Great Council” blamed on the child.  As 
a result, both she and the “Sisseton Singer” were bound to an Oak Tree that was set 
ablaze.  The “Sisseton Singer” continued to sing throughout the fire until his death.  This 
tragedy so influenced his people that they no longer engaged in war and did not make 
war on the whites during the 1862 uprising. 

These are some of the mysteries and other interesting events from Martin County that 
are documented in publications at the Pioneer Museum.   

For more information on this topic, or to become a member, visit the Pioneer Museum in 
Fairmont. 
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