I was at Rockford library and a book caught my eye, Minnesota Geographic Names, by Warren Upham (1969, Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul.  Originally published by MHS in 1920 as Volume 17 of the Collection of the Minnesota Historical Society.) [Uphams books are also available online at http://mnplaces.mnhs.org/upham/]

 

In the history of Breezy Hill resort, Dolores Ullstrum says that she would love to know about the origin of the name Lake Sarah, as in my Abstract dating back to 1861, the lake is first listed as Long Lake, and then in 1866 it is called Union Lake.  The creek is always referred to in the abstract as 'the outlet of ____ lake' (Long or Union).

 

I was hoping the book mentioned above would tell me something about the name of our lake, and sure enough it did.  On page 233, the book reads:  Lake Sarah, the largest in Greenwood, outflowing to the Crow river by Edgar Creek, was named in 1855 for the wife or sweetheart of a pioneer; and in the same year Lake Rebecca received its name in honor of Ms. Samuel Allen.  Sections 23 and 24 of this township had a series of small lakes, recently drained, which were named Haften, Schendel, Schauer, and Schnappauf lakes, for German farmers.
 

We know our town as Greenfield, but it used to be called Greenwood.  Page 222 of the Upham text says this:  Greenwood, settled 1855, organized May 11, 1858, took the name of a former village, which aspired to be a city, platted by Thomas A. Holmes (founder of many towns) and others in the winter of 1856-7.  It was soon superseded by Rockford, on the Wright county side of the Crow river about a mile below the Greenwood city site.  The book also quotes Minnesota History, 1881, page 311 "The origin of the name was the charming appearance of the woodlands, as seen by the first settlers, in the early days of summer."  [GREENFIELD, a city incorporated on March 14, 1958, in Greenwood Township.]

 

The book has descriptions of the origins of the Crow river's name, the cities of Rockford, Independence, Hamel, Medina, Loretto, etc.

 

I did remain curious to why my abstract would use in a legal description Long Lake and Union Lake, but I suppose that between 1855 and 1861 or 1866 names had yet to be standardized and a descriptive name of a body might be best used.  Our lake is long, so Long Lake makes sense, but being so close to Orono's Long Lake I imagine another name was quickly come up with.  I first thought that the name Union Lake would honor our nation, my finding the name first mentioned so soon after the end of the Civil War in 1865.  However, the Upham book makes me think it was called Union Lake for another reason.  Looking up other Union Lakes in the state, I came across this description of the name of a lake in Polk County, on page 429:  Union Lake, in Woodside and Knute townships, was name for its comprisig three wide parts united by straits.  Our lake has two parts with a union, so I am guessing that it was more of a descriptive name.

 

All of this is quite interesting, but what is most surprising to me is that the outlet is named Edgar Creek!  Wouldn't it be interesting to see a sign along County Road 92 labeling our creek as Edgar Creek rather than Sarah Creek?  This also makes me wonder if any of our pioneers were a couple with the names Edgar and Sarah.

Regarding the names of Lake Sarah and the creek that is her outlet.  I have gotten a History of Hennepin County published in 1881 from the library.  The old townsite of Greenwood was on what we call Sarah Creek and the Crow river.  That old history book mentions that "Lake Sarah...is about three miles long and finds an outlet to the Crow River through Edgar Creek."  This book also mentions in talking about Greenwoods founding fathers that "John B. Edgar died on his farm east of the old town site about eight years ago" [about 1873].  Apparently he was around from the beginning of the town (the first claims in Greenwood occured in 1854-55.)  My 1880 map doesn't show an Edgar farm, but I think we can surmise that his farm east of the townsite was on the creek and the creek was named for him.  Mouraine Baker Hubler's 1985 Rockford history book (Rockord, The Way it Really Was) has several entries for John Edgar...she says that apparently he was a sea captain at one point and he is known as Captain John B. Edgar.  He is usually mentioned as Capt. Edgar, and he is also mentioned as quite the orator, speaking memorably at Greenwood's 1856 and 1857 Fourth of July celebrations.  (We might want to remember Captain Edgar during our own Fourth of July parade on Lake Sarah...anyone up for calling it the Captain Edgar Memorial Flotilla?)

 

I would invite anyone interested in this sort of history to take a look at this book at the Rockford Library.

 

Perry Buffie

