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As communities were being settled in the Midwest, spec-
ulating men saw the need for providing those supplies which
the pioneers could neither produce nor make. Perhaps
something about the name of Good Thunder beckoned some
of these speculators. Between 1871 and 1907, twenty-two
men, some singly, some of partners, tried their hand in the
general store business, a unique institution in a fast-growing
village.

dohn G. Graham was the first to come. Early in June,
1871, according to Thomas Hughes in his History of Blue
Earth County, John G. Graham “. . . moved his stock of
general merchandise to Good Thunder from Garden City
where he had been in business.” He had built a one and
a half story structure on the north side of Main Street at the
corner of what is now Front and Main in Good Thunder.
The upper level provided living quarters for the owner of the
store.

A report in The Good Thunder Herald of January 1, 1896
conflicts with the historian as to the opening date. In an arti-
cle entitled, “The Pioneer Merchant of Good Thunder,” the
report states that:

Mr. Graham opened his store on December 3, 1870
“. .. his first sales being . . . a broom and a bar of
soap . . . His large emporium contains goods of every
description, groceries, dry goods, boots and shoes,
in fact anything that is usually found in a general store,
and through square dealing and honest goods he has
prospered and well earned a retirement from his ac-
tive life.”

This statement about retiring made in 1896 is interesting
because his store is listed in the Directory of Mankato and
Blue Earth County - both Shoemaker’s and Polk Company’s,
up through 1904-1905. And according to the Good Thunder

“Herald, August 8, 1904, Mr. Graham sold “. . . his stock
of business to M.E. Leverich of Mankato . . . He has already
taken possession of the goods in the present building.”

Later in the same paper for October 10, 1904, is the an-
nouncement, “J.G. Graham has again made arrangements
toward the disposal of his stock . . . “including the buildings,
fixtures and hotel equipment, the purchaser being Mr. White
of Amboy . . .” Whatever the problem was, Mr. Graham
had not disposed of his store by April 17, 1905. In the
“Herald” for that date is an announcement by Julius Kapoun
and Company:

We wish to announce . . . that we have just finished
taking invoice after having closed a deal whereby we
have come into the possession of the stock formerly

The General Store: A Popular Place for Pioneers and

for Speculators in Good Thunder

owned by C.J. Macbeth, generally known as the Graham
Store. We have come to stay and wish to retain all the
old customers.

. Graham, c. .

But not any of the three men, Kapoun, Macbeth, nor Graham
are listed as proprietor of a general store in Good Thunder in
the Directory of Business for 1906. Perhaps speculators saw no
need for another general store in Good Thunder. According to
Rev. E.D. Neil, in his History of Minnesota Valley, published
in 1882, “The village now contains four general stores.”

In addition to Graham’s, was a general store belonging to Fred
Mann. A native of Wisconsin, in 1875, “Mr. Mann embarked
in the mercantile business in Good Thunder and now has a pros-
perous trade,” according to Neil. Shoemaker’s Business Direc-
tory of the City of Mankato and County of Blue Earth, 1881,
lists this general store under the title “Just and Mann.” Mr. Mann
must have taken a partner for his venture.

The third general store was opened by A.E. Ludke. Accord-
ing to Neil, Mr. Ludke, originally from Wisconsin, came in 1878
where he had been in business, “to Good Thunder and con-
tinued his business.”

The fourth store, was that belonging to B.S. Hawes, who,
the author states, “after farming in Beauford two years . . . came
to Good Thunder to set up his mercantile business.”

These last two men, Ludke and Hawes, are listed in the
Business Directory for 1881, but neither is listed in ensuing direc-
tories as proprietors of general stores.

During this time speculators in this business came and went,
but one had the longest history of all: Wiedenheft. It seems as
if it is only a decade ago that the sign “Wiedenheft's” was re-
moved from the front of the brick building on the south side
of Front Street.

Part I

Henry C. Wiedenheft, born in 1873 in Germany, came
to Good Thunder in 1871, the same year Graham did, and
established a boot and shoe business. According to the
January 1, 1896, Good Thunder Herald:

Henry is an industrious, hard-working man . . . Sev-
eral years later (1883) he built an addition to his store
and put in a full line of dry goods and groceries and
is carrying on a large business assisted by his sons and
daughters. Though not as pretentious as some of our
other citizens, he enjoys the respect and confidence
of the community and is getting a good trade.

Entirance to Wiedenheft Bros. Store, c. 1910. Left to
right, unidentified salesman, Anna Wiedenheft, Gus-
tave Wiedenheft.

Two of Henry's sons, Gustave and Oftto, assumed
management of the business in 1907. Helen Wiedenheft,
daughter of Gustave, lives in Good Thunder. She clerked
in the general store at one time and has vivid memories of
how the merchandise was displayed and sold. She says, for
example, they did not display lingerie items in bins or on
racks, as they do now in some stores. “Bras, slips, panties,
and corsets were all in individual boxes on the shelves.” Other
items on shelves in the clothing department were bolts of
fabrics, and lace trimmings. They sold patterns, too. “I
remember that,” Helen says, “because we used the unsold
ones in the out-house.” Other clothing items included dresses,
coats, hats, overalls, shoes, and hosiery.

In the grocery department, most items were sold by the
bulk. Clerks sold vinegar by dispensing it from a barrel through
a spigot into crockery jugs provided by customers. Clerks
scooped sugar out of the bin behind the counter and sold
it by the pound. With a wooden paddie, they ladled peanut
butter out of a tub and weighed it into little waxed cardboard

“boats” for customers. Because there was no such thing
as homogenized peanut butter at that time, the peanut
oil would rise to the top of the tub. She recalls trying to
stir it back into the batch. Sooner or later, though, Mr.
Wiedenheft poured the oil into jars and shipped it to
Chicago. “Whatever was done with it there,” Helen says,
“I don’t know.”

Helen recalls the large bunch of bananas that always
hung near the front of the store. Clerks would take a
sharp, hooked knife to cut them off for the customers.
“Sometimes,” she added, “we would find one of those
big black spiders hiding in the bunch.”

Cookies were not packaged now as they are in the
supermarkets. Displayed in tiers of foot square cardboard
cartons, and protected with lifti-up glassene covers, cookies
were sold by the pound, too.

As other general store owners did, Wiedenheft's
“candled” eggs brought in by farmers to trade for mer-
chandise. PIK (payments in kind) was a widely accepted
practice in the general store. Sometimes farmers brought
in a crock or two of home-made butter to trade for mer-
chandise. At such time a clerk or owner of the store would
put a sign in the window, “Mrs. _____ brought in fresh
butter today,” to alert the customers. Villagers were always
eager to buy fresh, home-made butter.

Helen recalls that they even sold kerosene by the bulk.
It was stored in a little building in back of the store.
Customers needed kerosene for their lamps and stoves.
In fact, everything that was needed to feed and clothe,
to cook and sew for a family could be found in a general
store.

Robert Wiedenheft, son of Otto, after working with his
uncles for some time, took over the business in 1946.
Later he was joined by his brother-in-law, Leonard
Heuchert. With the sudden death of Robert in 1964 came
the beginning of the end of his long standing general store.

Lucille A. FitzSimmons
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