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Frank Cornelius Christensen 
 
Listen my friends, relatives and others, and you shall hear of the 

life and accomplishments of one we all revere, namely Frank 

Cornelius Christensen whose father was Peter Christiansen and 

mother Jane Carloline Traveller.  He was born 13 Oct 1865, the 

first of eleven children; seven brothers and three sisters.  Not 

much is known of his early life but he was a big help to his 

mother especially as more children came along.  He went with 

his father on some of his freighting trips from Collinston, Utah 

north to Montana.  He had a reward of merit presented to him dated 13 Feb 1878 at the 

age of 12 by M. J. Stone, a penman in the Richmond School of Writing. 

 

He had a spirit of adventure and always wanted to pioneer something for the good of his 

friends and neighbors and the community. 

 

He learned the blacksmithing trade from a Mr. Griffin in Richmond and he went to night 

school to supplement his education. 

 

He was a practical joker and loved to pull pranks on his family and friends.  A short time 

before a ward conference he went to Fred Whittle who had a chewing habit. The juice 

dripped from the corners of his mouth staining his white beard and whiskers.  He 

convinced him that he had been sent by the Bishop to ask him to sit on the stand so he 

did, expecting to be called to pray or preach. All the time the Bishop was wondering why 

he was there. 

 

He married Sarah Emeline Robinson also from Richmond.  Their first child, Ray, was born 

there.  He got itchy feet and decided to go north into what was then known as Gentile 

Valley, now Gem Valley.  It was known as Gentile Valley because some nonmembers of 

the LDS Church vowed they would not let any Mormons settle in the valley.  His father, 

Peter, didn’t want him to go and said he would starve to death fighting coyotes and 

sagebrush.  
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They started north in the early spring of 1888 when the baby was only four months old with 

a team of horses and a sleigh piled high with their worldly goods.  Grandpa told me that 

Grandma was proud, so much in fact that she didn’t want to be seen in their outfit.  

Grandpa let her out on the South end of Preston, Idaho and she walked through town and 

caught up with him as he waited north of town. 

 

They settled in what was known as Trout Creek Ward up on the Bench.  Grandma cried a 

lot about coming to such a forsaken place but Grandpa urged her to be patient.  He bought 

a place from his brother-in-law, Winn Robinson, who moved to Star Valley, Wyoming.  The 

land was virgin soil never having been broken up or planted.  He made a number of trades; 

60, 80, 150 acres here and there and finally settled on what we call the home place.  He 

traded with Hans Sorenson for it.  The house was T-shaped, having one large room, two 

large rooms on the side and one upstairs. 

 

Water was brought down from canyon streams to irrigate an orchard of apples, crab 

apples, pears, cherries and many kinds of plums, black caps, raspberries, strawberries, 

and a garden with all kinds of vegetables.  This location seems to be freer of frost earlier 

and later than most places on Bench.  Corn was a good crop too. 

 

People from Star Valley, especially relatives, stopped overnight on their way to Brigham 

City after fruit.  A nephew, Carl Robinson, said he never would forget the boiler full of corn 

he had at Uncle Frank’s for breakfast.  They always stopped both coming and going.  I can 

vouch for the corn at breakfast, as I never ate it at that meal until I joined the Christensen 

clan.  If you haven’t tried it, wait until its nice and fresh, then pop it in to cook, then smother 

it with good homemade butter.  

 

Grandpa was the first man in the area to pipe the water from the spring into the house for 

culinary use.  He let the neighbors use the surplus for their houses.  Many brought their 

livestock to drink at the water trough. 

 

He was always very thoughtful of Grandma, especially on washday, when he always filled 

the boiler and turned the washer for several batches of clothes before he went to work.  

Then he always carried, or had a hired man carry out the wash water.  Whenever a child 

was born, which was quite often as they had fifteen, he saw to it that Grandma never did a 
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washing or put her hands in cold water or hung out clothes to dry for at least three or four 

weeks after the baby was born.  He had lost a sister as a result of exposure after childbirth. 

 

He loved children and many neighboring children liked to watch him at work in the 

blacksmith shop.  He would spit or drop water on the anvil and hit it with a hot iron.  It 

would sound like a gun going off and then he would laugh as they ran, but they were back 

before long.  A granary was on the north end of the blacksmith shop and one day he 

locked a couple of neighbor boys and one of his own in the granary for half a day for 

stealing birds eggs from the nests of magpies and crows. He was chuckling all the time. 

 

One of the biggest things in his life was helping get water to the valley.  It is classed as one 

of the outstanding projects in the state of Idaho. 

 

In March of 1887 three men filed on 400 second feet of water to be taken out of the Bear 

River.  It was then determined that, to put over such a large project, everyone in the valley 

would have to be included.  They incorporated under the name of “The Last Chance Co. 

Limited”.  The “limited” was to sell shares only to those who would use the water on their 

own lands so no one could buy a lot of shares and speculate or sell to the farmers at a 

large profit. 

 

A Mr. Haliday made the first survey using a gun barrel for a spirit level.  Another surveyor 

named Atkinson was from Richmond.  When Mr. Atkinson was surveying he saw a rabbit 

half swallowed by a rattlesnake with its heals kicking and he said  “I’m afraid that is what 

you have ahead of you, difficulties as severe as those of the rabbit.”  The day of the first 

survey they killed 49 rattlesnakes where they were working. It was 1½ years before the 

actual work was begun on the dam.  They spent this time getting logs and timber out of the 

mountains for the dam.  At one time Grandpa and two other men logged off the mountain 

above the dam. They would float the logs down the river to the dam site. The dam site was 

11 or 12 miles from the home place. 

 

Grandpa was always full of fun and pranks.  But this one time he almost went too far for 

his own good.  At their camp he put a dead rattlesnake in the boot of one of the workers 

after he had gone to bed.  When he tried to pull his boot on in the morning it almost 

frightened the man to death.  He knew who would do such a trick and took his gun 
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planning to kill Grandpa. He looked all day for him.  Grandpa hid on the reach under a 

wagon box all day until the man’s anger and fright had cooled off.   

 

They were working hard six days a week but had 100 feet left to go to get the water over 

the right of way before the 12th of February or lose their filing.  It was winter and the ground 

was frozen so hard they couldn’t dig a ditch.  All the men went home ready to give up, all 

but Mr. Slick, his helpers, and Grandpa.  Grandpa suggested they make a snow ditch, 

running a little water in at a time and letting it freeze.  Mr. Slick thought he was out of his 

mind but after thinking it over said “Go ahead and try it”.  He gave Grandpa two teams.  

They called some of the men back.  They scraped and plowed a 100-foot ditch in the 

snow.  They finished and turned the water in on the 10th of February.  It took the water one 

hour and thirty-five minutes to run the full length of the right away, saving their filing two 

days ahead of the deadline.  Another company of men under the name of Boswell was 

waiting for them to fail so they could pick up the option and speculate on the water.  

Thanks to Grandpa’s ingenuity it was saved. 

 

To make the foundation for the dam they built long cribs, filled them with rock, and pulled 

them out on the ice.  When the ice melted the cribs sunk into the river forming the 

foundation.  

 

Many loads of food came from the Christensen garden.  Grandma would go up to the dam 

site with 10 or 12 loaves of freshly baked bread, cans of butter, buttermilk, milk pots of 

baked beans, pies, cakes, cookies, and other goodies. The food was covered with suet 

paper, a layer of green alfalfa and a canvas.  When the Christensen wagon rolled in it was 

a welcome traveler.  Food was always shared.  The Company borrowed $20,000 to get the 

project going. Much credit is due to the men who pioneered this.  They did not seek any 

grant or federal aid, like today.  The men who lived on and farmed the land on the project 

did most of the manual labor.   

 

The system has 125 miles of laterals, or canals branching out, which irrigate 29,000 acres 

of land.  A tunnel had to be cut through 2200 feet of solid rock.  Two flumes span the Bear 

River, one for a distance of 740 feet and another for 240 feet.  Automatic control gates and 

many other modern features have been added.  It is recognized as one of the most 

complete and efficient irrigation systems in the nation.  The $20,000 they borrowed was 
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paid off in February 1914 and they had a big celebration.  Much more money was 

borrowed from time-to-time to replace the old structure.  Some years ago it was calculated 

that the income from the project totaled over five million dollars a year.  At the present time 

much more ground is reached and is more evenly watered using sprinkling systems rather 

than when the water was chased all over the field with a shovel and small ditches. 

 

Grandpa wasn’t religiously active such as going to church and holding positions in the 

ward.  But he was always ready to help on any project in his area or elsewhere.  He was a 

man of religious principles and good habits.  Smoking, drinking and swearing were 

abhorred.  He would not allow quarreling among his children.  His oldest daughter, Jane, 

said, “We never had any reason to quarrel”.  It was said of him “He couldn’t preach a 

sermon but at a Dam meeting he could hold the floor with any of them.”   

 

It was also said he was charitable to a fault. He was charitable to all, especially those in 

need.  A man named Dan German and family who lived out by the ice cave knoll about 

four miles away walked down in the winter for something.  Grandpa saw that he didn’t 

have any overshoes, so gave him his and then wrapped his own feet in paper and 

gunnysacks tied with twine. 

 

Soda Springs, 22 miles away, was the nearest shopping center.  The Idanha Hotel, 

Whitman Store, and others competed for the products from the Christensen garden and 

orchard.  Ed Whitman, at whose store they traded, carried Grandpa on the books thru crop 

failures, cattle losses and good times as well.  He said his name was as good as the bank. 

A rabid coyote got in a herd of cattle and over 400 head had to be killed, a loss of 

thousands of dollars.  He signed a note with a man who never paid back any money and 

Grandpa had to pay it all. 

 

One time his father and mother, Peter and Jane Caroline, came up to visit.  They were 

taken to the Last Chance Dam in a Surrey.  When they came to the real steep hill the 

women would not ride but got out and walked to see the dam. 

 

Grandma hated to go into debt but Grandpa convinced her they would never get ahead if 

they didn’t.  She never opposed him on buying more land or property. 
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He said he hoped they would never have the sorrow his brother-in-law, John Robinson, 

had in losing two wives and some children.  He said, “We can take crop failures and cattle 

losses as long as the trouble stays at the barn or fields.”  They did lose a baby, Leslie, their 

eighth child when one year and one day old. 

 

Grandpa loved to play practical jokes.  One time in Richmond he dressed up like a hobo 

and went to his cousin, Ray Robinson’s, house for a sandwich saying he hadn’t had 

anything to eat and had come a long way.  Vers, Ray’s wife, started to make him a 

sandwich but signaled Julian to run to the barn for his Dad.  When Ray came he 

recognized Uncle Frank and they had a good laugh.  He had been to about six places 

collecting sandwiches. 

 

He told his daughter-in-law, Golda, Card’s wife, as he launched off on a story telling 

session when he visited them: “Yes, I remember when we lived in a log house just east of 

Bob Clegg’s.  It was in the middle of winter and intensely cold.  All night we had kept a fire 

blazing in the kitchen stove.  One of the youngsters was born during the night.  I don’t 

remember which one, however I do remember that Mrs. Nancy was their helping Mother 

as the midwife.  I kept a good fire all night. In the early morning I took the water bucket and 

went to the ditch for water.  Starting towards the house, I froze in my tracks from fear.  The 

roof of the house had caught fire from the chimney and already smoke was rising from the 

roof.  I did the only think there was to do.  Running and stumbling as fast as I could to the 

side of the house I threw that water to the roof of the house.  It struck the fire and 

quenched it.”   

 

“Do you know I remember one year when I had a crop of hay.  It was a good crop.  I got 

busy and cut the whole field before hauling any of it in.  But we had a wet year just like this 

one (1941).  Well, it rained on that hay and kept it wet until new hay had grown ankle deep.  

We had to haul it off in a wagon after it completely spoiled so the new hay could grow.  I 

had a wheat field along the road.  The grain stood waist high on a man.  One day Dr. 

Kackley from Soda Springs came over to the Bench.  He came up to me and said, ‘You 

know, Frank, as I came by your field of grain I had to stop and look at it.  Never in my life 

have I seen grain like that.  I stopped my team and went out and stood in the grain’.” 
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“One noon after a hot hard morning working at the head of the canal I climbed up the hill 

from the canal bed and made my way to prepare dinner.  On reaching the camp we were 

dismayed to find the brush on one side of the camp ablaze.  The fire evidently started from 

the campfire.  One of the men hurriedly grabbed two small buckets and ran down the steep 

bank to the river and back.  After five or six trips he swore and glared at me saying ‘Are 

you going to sit there and let our camp and supplies burn?’  I laughed and said, ‘Don’t you 

think it would be a whole lot easier to just move the camp than to carry water onto that 

fire?’” 

 

Golda said, “The trait I remember best of Grandpa was his hearty laugh or chuckle.  It 

consisted of three ho! ho! ho!’s deep and vibrant and full of mirth animating his whole face. 

 

Grandpa and Willard Hubbard, who was the first bishop, brought the first steam thresher 

into the valley and they did custom cutting for some years. 

 

At the age of seventy, Grandma convinced Grandpa that he should divide the ranches 

among the boys, which he did.  He was interested in gold mining claims when he had a 

slight stroke but it was almost impossible to keep him down as he fought to keep going.  

He passed away in August 1943.  Grandma joined him just thirteen months later. 

 

I remember Grandpa’s laugh and as a child it seemed to me his ears were very large.  My 

mother kept me in short dresses as a little girl.  When I was about six or seven Grandpa 

told me he was going to make some deerskin britches if my mother didn’t make my 

dresses longer.  He died the day the circus came to town, but my Dad took Brad and I to 

the circus anyway because we had planned to do it.  Grandpa’s funeral was the first one I 

had ever gone to.  It was a shock to me to see my father and all of my uncles cry.  They 

are a very close family and my happiest memories are Christensen parties and hearing 

stories of early days and practical jokes. 

 

This legacy has been an inspiration for me.  When I had my first baby in Japan I thought, 

“If Grandma Christensen could have fifteen children and only a doctor for the last one, I 

can surely do this”.  When things have come up that stumped me, I think of Grandpa’s 

determination to keep going and make things succeed.  It gave me the determination to 

keep trying and looking for better, smarter ways to do things.  There isn’t much you can’t 
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do if you want it badly enough. I hope getting to know these people better will give some 

feeling of pride and determination to succeed. 

 

Complied and written by Barbara M. Christensen, granddaughter. 

 

Put into digital format by Stanley D. Hansen 21 Feb 2007. 
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