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The Armistice Day Blizzard of 1940 

by Maria N. Therres 

Armistice Day of 1940 dawned on a Monday.  The 
week before had been unseasonably warm in 
Minnesota; duck hunters remembered swatting at 
mosquitoes while in the marsh.  Misty rain fell all 
weekend and by Monday morning light snow had 
begun to fall.  Because of the national holiday, many 
people were hoping to take in on more day of being 
outside before the winter truly set in.  Many of those 
people were duck hunters who went out to the 
Mississippi River bottoms.  

Many of these hunters did not dress as warmly as 
usual, because of the unseasonable weather.  They 
went out in their boats and saw a great number of 
ducks flying overhead.  Not knowing what was coming, 
these hunters did not realize the ducks were trying to 
fly away from the approaching blizzard.    

The storm had actually been coming for a week.  
On November 7, a low pressure system developed into 
a storm affecting the Pacific Northwest.  The Tacoma 
Narrows Bridge was destroyed by 40 mph winds.  By 
November 10 the fast-moving storm crossed the Rocky 
Mountains in just two hours speeding towards the 
Midwest.   

The system left an icy path of destruction as it 
curved northward to the Upper Midwest.  Ice storms 
swept across Nebraska, blizzards raged across South 
Dakota, and in Iowa a tornado was reported near the 
Quad Cities where a broad swatch of warm air 
streamed up the Mississippi River Valley.  Gale 
velocities were measured at 80 mph at Grand Rapids, 
MI and were estimated to be even higher over the 
Great Lakes.  By the time the storm was centered over 
Lake Superior the barometer reading had plummeted 
to 28.57 inches of Mercury. 

The Weather Bureau Daily Weather Map for 
6:30am on November 11 had the Armistice Day Storm 
over Iowa moving northeast.  The forecast from 
Chicago was for a “moderate cold wave warning.”  
Chicago was the forecast office for the Upper Midwest, 
covering Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, 
North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wisconsin.   

In Minnesota, by 8:00 a.m. the rain began to 
change to a mixture of sleet, freezing rain, and snow at 
the Twin Cities airport.  The snow became heavy by 
lunchtime.  Severe blowing and drifting snow quickly 
developed with sustained winds around 30 mph for 
the rest of the day.  From noon until 11:00 p.m., the 
airport reported zero visibility.  The temperature fell 
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from 32 degrees at 8:00 a.m. to 15 degrees by 3:00 
p.m.  Snowfall from 8:00 a.m. November 11 to 8:00 
a.m. on November 12 was measured at 16.2”; 
Collegeville measured the highest snowfall in 
Minnesota at 26.6”.  Minnesotans were not prepared 
for the ferociousness of this blizzard. 

By late afternoon traffic in the Twin Cities was at a 
standstill which resulted in many people stranded 
overnight.  Some were fortunate to take shelter at 
their places of business or the homes of kind 
strangers.  Some were not as fortunate and were 
stranded in their vehicles or even tried to fend for 
themselves without any shelter.  Hundreds of vehicles 
were abandoned, sometimes for days after the storm.   

Dakota County residents were no different.  Two 
main thoroughfares, what are now Highway 3 and 
Highway 52, were clogged with snow and vehicles.  
Small inclines became huge problems for the travelers 
and caused severe backups.  “Poor Farm Hill” was one 
of these inclines, situated between Farmington and 
Rosemount.  Patrolman M. O. Holty said 31 persons 
stayed all night at the Hazel farm, just north of the 
poor farm.  The Hazel family not only fed the stranded 
motorists, but also the crew of three locomotives that 
were stalled in snow banks a mile west of the poor 
farm.  The train crew sent coal to replenish the fuel 
supply at the Hazel farm.  The trains were stranded for 
a day and a half, when tracks were finally cleared 
about 4:00 Wednesday morning.   

Marlin Rechtzigel remembered living on the farm 
at the bottom of the hill just north of Coates during 
the blizzard.  He said travelers that could not make it 
up the hill left their vehicles and made it to their 
farmhouse.  His parents let them all in, with people 
sleeping on every available floor space they had. 

Matt Gores’s store in Coates was also the shelter 
for 31 people.  Forty-two cars were stalled just south 
of Coates and telephone poles and wires were down 
all along the roadway, then known as the Capitol 
Highway.  The Gores family fed and sheltered the 
strangers, giving them blankets and cardboard for 
warmth.   

A Minneapolis family nearly perished north of 
Hampton when their car, a 1934 Ford, stalled.    Two 

grandparents, two parents, and two children ages 6 
and 8 stayed in the car from 6:00pm Monday evening 
to 11:00am Tuesday morning.  Not prepared for the 
winter weather, the children did not even have 
mittens along.  One of the men finally made his way to 
Hampton where a sheriff’s deputy was called and the 
family was rescued.   

A Lakeville school bus was stalled late Monday 
afternoon near Phil Dunham’s farm.  The 20 
passengers and driver stayed all night with the 
Dunhams.  Schools all over Minnesota were closed on 
Tuesday as people started to dig out.   

In Rosemount a pileup occurred north of the 
school when one man needed to wipe off his 
windshield.  He stopped and got out.  Then, his car was 
hit and pushed over an embankment.  A bus driver, 
who got out to investigate, was hit and suffered a 
broken shoulder.  Another man had his wrist broken 
and his son’s wooden leg was crushed.  In the end, 
more than 20 cars were caught up in the melee.   

In Hastings, Vermillion Street (Highway 61) was 
kept open in a fashion by stranded motorists shoveling 
themselves out. City plows got started clearing out the 
city on Tuesday.  Men with shovels worked on the 
streets downtown and put the snow on trucks to be 
carried away.  The opening of the November term of 
Dakota County District Court was delayed by a day 
from Tuesday to Wednesday.   

Do you have a fun story to share with our members?  

Send a short word document with a bibliography to  
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Rotary plow breaking open drift between Pine Bend and 

Hampton on Trunk Highway 52. 
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Along the Mississippi River Bottoms, duck hunters 
were surprised by the storm.  Quickly, the weather 
turned ferocious and put the hunters’ lives in peril.  
Thirteen hunters found shelter at the Drometer resort 
in Ravenna; these hunters came from St. Paul, 
Minneapolis, Mendota, Bayport, Stillwater, and 
Hudson.  Five more hunters were sheltered at the 
Drometer’s farmhouse.  On Tuesday afternoon, a 
Milwaukee train was flagged down and some of the 
hunters were taken to Red Wing.  Four more hunters 
walked the seven miles from the Drometer farm to 
Hastings.  

Five hunters lost their lives when they were unable 
to get to safety.  They were stranded at what was 
known as Miley’s Cut on North Lake off of the 
Mississippi River near Prairie Island.  E. V. Hanson, a 
Prairie Island farmer, said the waves on the lake were 
at least six feet high and were impossible to navigate.  
Sheriff Norman Dieter, chief deputy Allen Burt, Game 
Warden E. F. Brock, and Earl Niederkorn drove to the 
Drometer farm after spotting an overturned boat on 
North Lake.  They drove partway and took skis the rest 
of the way.  The hunters were found frozen to death.  

Max Conrad, a light plane pilot, and John “Bob” 
Bean, a flight school owner, flew up and down the 
Mississippi River after the storm, locating survivors 
and dropping supplies to them.  Both men were 
nominated for the Carnegie Medal for their heroism.   

Many farmers lost innumerable livestock.  Harold 
Roche, living near Farmington, lost four bulls in the 
corner of their pasture.  Because of the upcoming 
Thanksgiving holiday, the loss of turkeys made big 
news. James Ceplecha, whose farm was near 
Northfield, lost 3,500 turkeys.  The Lakeville Hatchery 
lost about 1,000 turkeys.  Thirty volunteers from 
Lakeville helped save some of the birds but hauling 
them from their pens to the hatchery. G. W. Tulloch, 
manager of the hatchery, said he had never seen such 
loyalty in his life.  The Ranelius turkey farm lost about 
500 birds.  

In all, about 49 people in Minnesota died during 
the snowstorm, most were hunters who succumbed to 
exposure.  More people, however, died in the days 
and weeks following the storm.   Reports of heart 
attacks due to shoveling were reported all around the 
Twin Cities.  Some people later succumbed to infection 
from frostbite.   

The Armistice Day Blizzard and another 
devastating blizzard in March 1941 prompted the 
Weather Bureau to refine the forecast regional 
responsibilities.  Minnesota, formerly under the 
jurisdiction of the Chicago office, was given the 
responsibilities to make its own forecasts and 

procedures.  Twenty-four weather coverage and more 
forecasting offices were created across the Midwest.   

In a time when we can get at least hourly 
forecasts, if not weather by the minute, it seems 
unfathomable that so many people were unaware of 
the oncoming blizzard.  If the people of the Upper 
Midwest had had time to prepare for the onslaught, 
many plans for the day would have changed.  The 
Armistice Day Blizzard of 1940 is a good reminder to us 
to never underestimate a Minnesota winter.   
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Upcoming Events 

Virtual “Fast & Rough: 
Minnesota's Hockey 
Scene in 1920” 
Thursday, December 3, 
6:30 p.m. 
Online/Zoom Webinar; 
Free, Donations 
encouraged 

1920 was an influential year across the county, as the 
U.S. emerged as a world power, thousands of soldiers 
continued to return home from World War I, many 
women gained the right to vote and the U.S. earned 
silver in hockey at the Olympics. The year shaped up as 
an inflection point that pushed hockey to a new level 
of popularity in Minnesota.  Jayson Hron is a former 
communications manager for USA Hockey in Colorado 
Springs, Colo. and currently works as Director of 
Communications and Marketing for the Port Authority 
in Duluth. Sentinel and the Arizona Republic. 

This presentation is offered free of charge thanks to 
the Union Pacific Foundation's COVID Relief Grant. 
While there is no admission, we encourage you to 
provide a donation to help offset the lost revenue 
experienced by COVID. 

Registration is required to view the presentation. You 
will receive a confirmation email of your registration 
immediately after, with a second email closer to the 
event date with a link to the program 
held via Zoom. You do not need a Zoom 
account to view the program.  

https://dakotahistory.org/events  

Virtual LeDuc Holidays: 
December 5: Painting $25/20 DCHS Members 

 
December 11: Victorian Card Making $15/10 DCHS Members 

 
December 12: Baking & Holiday Traditions $10/8 DCHS Members 

 
December 18: Holiday Ornament Making $15/10 DCHS Members 

The LeDuc Historic Estate will be celebrating the holidays virtually this season with a series 
of online demonstrations.   

Registration for these events is required well ahead of time, to ensure delivery of required 
materials. 

Virtual Genealogy:  Getting Here from Where 
Tuesday, December 15, 6:30 p.m. 
Online/Zoom Webinar; Free, Donations 
encouraged 

Every migration story is different, but learning about 
common migration routes helps us understand the 
migration possibilities for our individual ancestors. 
Learn about major 19th Century American migration 
routes, as well as how to look for clues for the routes 
taken by your particular ancestor. 

Jay Fonkert is a genealogy researcher, educator, and 
writer, who focuses on 19th-century Midwest 
research. He is a co-managing editor of Minnesota 
Genealogist and president of the Minnesota 
Genealogical Society. 

Registration for this virtual event is required. After 
registering you will receive a confirmation email. A 
separate email closer to the date will be sent 
containing the link and passcode for joining the event. 

This presentation is offered free of charge, 
but donations are encouraged to the Dakota County 
Historical Society to offset the loss of revenue we are 
experiencing through cancelled events and museum 
shutdowns. Donations will allow us to continue 
operating at a high level and continue to provide these 
programs virtually in the future. 

This event is made possible by a Union 
Pacific Foundation COVID-19 Relief 
Grant.  
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