
Sherburne County, Planning and Zoning Commission. 1975-81. 
I first became concerned about planning and zoning because the County was allowing subdivisions 
in the farming areas without consideration of urban services and land use. 
In the 1970s and 1980s the general consensus was that the world was going to run out of arable 
land.  
That was wrong. 
The world population has doubled yet we have more excess cropland than ever. 
When I was young, we were taught that it takes 10,000 years to replace topsoil we lost through 
erosion or depletion.  
Now we know that productive topsoil can be built in a decade or two.  
In 1974 I did not know that. 
I was raising 300 acres of corn, 100 acres I owned, and 200 acres of land. 
Almost all of the rented land was part of a 320-acre farm that was for sale. 
An unscrupulous real estate agent sold the farm in 10-acre, metes and bounds parcels.  
No survey, no subdivision plan, no driveway plan, miles from any town, in a farming area. 
In time we had over 40 new neighbor 
families, more people than at that time 
lived in the two nearest towns of 
Santiago and Orrock combined.   
Sherburne County was progressive in 
matters of planning and zoning. 
The County already had, in the mid-
1970s, a Zoning Ordnance, a Zoning  
Administrator named Harvey Alfords, 
and a Planning Commission chaired by 
Lawrence Nordwall. 
Both good and admirable men. 
I got a copy of the Zoning Ordinance, 
and after studying that, decided to visit 
the Santiago Township Board.  
In the 1970s that Board was chaired by a distinguished old farmer named Edwin Peterson. 
Edwin always wore standard farmer blue coveralls and a common blue flannel work shirt. 
He looked good in that outfit; he was medium tall and fit. 
Edwin drove a truck in Europe during WWII.  
He had plenty of convoy stories to tell during road trips to Elk River, the County Seat. 
Edwin’s wife was a beloved Becker school teacher named Opal. 
Several years later I spoke and gave the good woman a plaque at a Sunday afternoon celebration.  
I was the school board chairman in 1984.  
At that time the town board met at a square, somewhat bigger, unused, wood-framed schoolhouse, 
about one mile west of Santiago, on County Road #3. 
The three supervisors were farmers, and so in general agreement with me on land use issues.  
They had not thought about the subject a lot, I had. 
Plus, I had read and studied the Ordnance and Plan. 
The Board designated me as their representative on the issue.  
They gave me the assignment to meet with the surrounding township boards and gauge their 
interest. 
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I met with Blue Hill, Palmer, Becker, Big Lake, and Clear Lake Boards over the next months and 
received more or less the same response.  
The primary result of these meetings and discussions was that every township wanted a seat on the 
Zoning and Planning Committee. 
It took a year or so to convince the five County Commissioners to share this much control, although 
they retained final approval. 
So, in about 1979, I do recall exactly, each township could designate a member of the Zoning and 
Planning Board. 
I was appointed as the member from Santiago, my good friend Mal Goenner represented Clear 
Lake, and our family friend, Leslie Fisher, represented Becker. 
Leslie and I rode together to meetings when convenient.  
The revised Board led by Harvey and Lawrence worked together splendidly, despite often 
contentious issues. 
I learned a terrific amount about how to deal with volatile issues and emotional people from Harvey 
and Chairman Nordwall. 
Knowledge that would serve me well in my next responsibility as Chairman of the Becker School 
Board. 
The Zoning Board met at 8pm every several weeks as the workload required.  
The meetings ended when we finished with Harvey’s agenda, which normally happened about 
midnight. 
I should remind the reader that this was in the late 1970s, and our meetings took place in the old 
courthouse in historic downtown Elk River in the elegant courtroom. 
The courthouse and jail complex, west of Lake Orono, was not built until the 1990s. 
Even though it was after midnight most of us retired to the employee cafeteria for a half hour of 
socializing. 
Of course, there were vending machines, and Harvey would serve peanut buttered toast.  
For special events like birthdays, we would go to the Tally Ho Truck Stop, two miles east of Elk River. 
The Tally Ho was the only place open after midnight in those days. 
By 1980 I became involved in Becker School District finances. 
In 1981 I was elected Chairman of the Becker School Board. 
I reluctantly resigned from the Zoning Commission in 1981. 
My primary contributions were in organizing the townships and promoting the concept of one vote 
for each township, a form that the Zoning Commission retains to this day. 
Harvey Leonard Alfords died in 1995 at the age of 72. 
Lawrence Wayne Nordwall died in 1996 at the age of 81. 
Mal L. Goenner succeeded Nordwall as Chairman of the Zoning Commission and served until 1996. 
Mal died in a tragic accident on his farm in the Fall of 2015 at the age of 73. 
He was much respected and beloved by all who knew him or knew of his works.        Tom Barthel. 
 


