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FARGO

M
aybe it happened 
at your 
Thanksgiving 

table. You’re stuffed (but 
saving room for pie) 
when an older relative — 
an aunt, a grandfather, a 
great-grandmother 
suddenly launches into a 
story from long ago.

Perhaps it’s about the 
blizzard of  ’66 or the time 
your uncle climbed his 
hometown water tower 
just to prove he could, or 
how your mom and her 
sisters told ghost stories 
on the porch of  the old 
farmhouse — the one 
with the squeaky door 
that made every tale a lit-
tle spookier.

And someone at the 
table inevitably says it: 

“We really should write 
this down.”

Most of  us never do.
Valerie Monson is 

building a business 
around that moment.

Monson, 52, is the 
founder of  History Catch-
ers, a Fargo business 
devoted to capturing fam-
ily histories on video, in 
audio recordings or in 
written mini-biographies. 
She interviews loved 
ones, scans old photo-
graphs and assembles 
curated documentaries 
that families can keep for 
generations.

She calls it “A docu-
mentary of  you.”

But the idea wasn’t 
born in a business meet-
ing. It began years ago 
with one petite woman 
who kept a train station 
running in the middle of  
the Spanish flu pandemic.

The tiny heroine who 
planted the seed

Monson said that while 
she grew into a historian 
in her 30s, the first seed 
was planted when she 
was around 11, when her 
father handed her a cas-
sette recorder and told 
her to interview her 
86-year-old great-grand-
mother, Mabel, about her 
life.

One story Mabel told 
her was astonishing.

During the 1918 Span-
ish flu pandemic, the 
Northern Pacific depot in 
Dilworth, Minnesota, was 
nearly shut down when 
all the workers fell ill, 
except Mabel — a 20-year-
old stenographer barely 
over 5 feet tall.

“She was the sole 
remaining staff  member 
who could go to work,” 
Monson said.

For nearly two weeks, 
her great-grandmother 
became the entire work-
force, keeping the station 
operational as conductors 
and passengers arrived 
expecting a full crew. 
They’d ask, “Where’s the 
station manager? And 
who the hell are you?”

Years later, she still 
seemed miffed at the 
rudeness, telling her 
great-granddaughter, “I 
didn’t care for that.”

Afterward, a railway 
official traveled from 
Minneapolis to personal-
ly thank her for her 
dedication.

The story might have 
died with Mabel — if  not 
for that interview.

“That was the first time 
I realized the power of  
capturing someone’s 
story,” Monson said. “It 
would have been lost.”

An idea grows
Two decades later, in 

the early 2000s, Monson, 
who grew up in Bis-
marck, flew to Phoenix to 
spend a week with her 
grandparents.

She brought a laptop 
and tried to interview her 
grandmother about her 
past. But her grandmoth-
er didn’t want to be 
filmed or have her voice 
recorded.

“She did fill out a little 

Fargo woman helps families save 
memories through ‘documentary of you’
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Monson’s great-grandmother Mabel is pictured on her wedding day in 1922.
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After years of inspiration, Valerie Monson founded History Catchers, a Fargo-based business that helps families save their loved ones’ stories, photos and memories.

stories on B10

Saving stories 
that matter

DANIELLE TEIGEN
The Forum

WATFORD CITY — 
Singer and songwriter 
Jessie Veeder has been 
named a finalist for three 
awards by the Academy 
of  Western Artists.

Her 2024 album “Yellow 
Roses” is in contention 
for 2024 Western Country 
Album while her song 
“Hard on Things” is a 
finalist for 2024 Western 
Country Song. The music 
video for “Red Barns and 
People Get Old”, which 
features her daughter 
Rosie, is up for 2024 West-
ern/Cowboy Music Video.

Veeder and her hus-
band Chad Scofield plan 
to travel to Fort Worth, 
Texas, ahead of  the Dec. 2 
ceremony when the win-
ners will be announced. 
She’ll also have a chance 
to connect with other art-
ists during a networking 
and educational event on 
Dec. 1.

Veeder said being 
named a finalist is espe-
cially meaningful because 
it’s a peer-voted process. 
“That feels good to me,” 
she said. “This album is 
in the niche of  rural sto-
rytelling more than any 
of  my other albums, with 
its stories about rural liv-
ing and ranch life and the 
people who live and work 
the land.”

In the process of  voting 
on the work of  her fellow 
singers and songwriters, 
Veeder noted how inspir-
ing it was to see what oth-
ers are producing.

“There are people in 
this academy across the 
country from all ages — 
from young sisters to 
those in their 60s and 70s 
who are still writing 
music and telling their 
stories, which is really 
authentic to the brand of  
Western music,” she said. 
“There’s just so much 
passion for rural living. I 
think that’s what is so 

special about this acade-
my — the members pro-
ducer really heartfelt 
work.”

Veeder started working 
on songs for “Yellow 
Roses” after returning 
from the annual National 
Cowboy Poetry Gather-
ing, which takes place in 
Elko, Nevada. She came 
home inspired by so 
many other artists who 
attended the event that 
she pulled out some 
unfinished songs from 
her 2015 album “North-
ern Lights” and got to 
work.

Many of  the songs are 
deeply personal, includ-
ing the titular “Yellow 
Roses”, which shares the 
“incredible story of  
tenacity” of  her great-
grandpa who came to the 
area with little and 
proved the claim that is 
still in the family today. 
He planted yellow roses 
that still grow on the 
Veeder ranch more than 

100 years later.
“It’s a story our family 

tells and I was able to put 
it in a song,” Veeder said.

“Hard on Things” isn’t 
based on a true story, but 
the character is someone 
many people in a rural 
setting will likely relate 
to, Veeder said. The song 
tells the story of  a man 
who simply doesn’t take 
care of  the things or peo-
ple in his life and how 
that affects others.

Veeder recorded the 
album in Nashville with 
her producer Bill Warner 
from Warner Works in 
the historic OmniSound 
Studios on Music Row 
where artists like Taylor 
Swift and Beyonce once 
recorded. OmniSound 
was razed in the summer 
of  2024 after a change of  
ownership.

“The album is so well 
produced,” Veeder said. 
“They brought my songs 
to life and took good care 
of  them.”

To bring the touching 
story of  “Red Barns and 
People Get Old” to life in 
a music video, Veeder 
worked with Nolan John-
son from Quantum Digi-
tal out of  Bismarck. The 
song tells the story of  
Veeder’s grandmother 
Edie and when her son — 
Veeder’s dad — returned 
to the ranch after her 
husband died in his 30s.

“I love this video. It’s a 

beautifully shot piece of  
work thanks to Nolan,” 
Veeder said. “The song is 
from my grandma’s per-
spective and how when 
she looks at her son, she 
sees her husband. Now 
that she’s in partnership 
with her son, she can 
bring the ranch into the 
future.”

Veeder enlisted a 
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Jessie Veeder named finalist for 3 music awards

Contributed / Jessie Veeder

Jessie Veeder released her fourth album, “Yellow 
Roses,” in 2024.
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BIRTHDAY STAR: Actor 
Kaley Cuoco was born in 
Camarillo, California, on this 
day in 1985. For her role as 
Cassie Bowden on “The Flight 
Attendant,” Cuoco earned two 
Emmy nominations. She played 
the title role on “Harley Quinn” 
from 2019 - 2023 and she 
starred as Penny Hofstadter 
on the long running hir series 
“The Big Bang Theory.” 
Cuoco’s films on the big screen 
includes roles in “The Man 
from Toronto,” “The Wedding 
Ringer,” and “Killer Movie.”

ARIES (March 21-April 19): 
A connection might not get 
made if part er A is in their body 
and partner 2 is in their head. 
A day trip could be satisfying 
but with below-zero Universal 
stars, keeping plans simple is 
recommended.

TAURUS (April 20-May 20): 
An old fear could arise from 
your subconscious mind about 
money or resources, get all 
the facts but don’t act until at 
least tomorrow. Setting up a 
practical budget could help set 
your mind to rest.

GEMINI (May 21-June 20): 
It could be time to square 
something up with a friend. 
Allow a partner some grace 
if they’re more aligned with 
playtime than handling anything 
serious today, spicy stars could 
keep their focus on romance.

CANCER (June 21-July 
22): If you’re working today, 
you’ll likely put in your whole 
heart — but don’t let a money 
issue trigger and emotional 
display. A spontaneous new 
idea could be a winner. It could 
be hard to find the right steps to 
complete a task.

LEO (July 23-Aug. 22): 
Money as a philosophical 
construct might be a topic 
for thought or conversation. 
Imagination could align well 
with action now, helping you 
to finish, or at least advance, 
a creative project. Believe in 
improvements.

VIRGO (Aug. 23-Sept. 22): 
Someone might want to grab 
their toys and go home, but 
a better approach to shared 
resources could arise within 
just a few hours. Time invested 
in your home or home life now 
could make a happy difference.

LIBRA (Sept. 23-Oct. 22): 
Some childish behavior could 
briefly surface in a relationship 
but if there’s no giant clapback, 

then the moment can pass, 
and the day could go more 
smoothly. With a below-zero 
day score, it’s best not to stir 
any pots.

SCORPIO (Oct . 
23-Nov. 21): An emotional 
misunderstanding could glitch 
a helping relationship for part 
of the day, potentially building 
resentments. Tomorrow is a 
much more helpful day in the 
Universal sky, so better odds 
for fixing things.

SAGITTARIUS (Nov. 
22-Dec. 21): The recipe 
for having fun might seem 
impossible to find for at least 
a few hours today, too many 
complications, not enough 
space. After, it could be easier 
to make good things happen.

CAPRICORN (Dec. 22-Jan. 
19): A squabble over something 
on the domestic scene could 
become nuclear today, don’t 
initiate, try not to engage. Give 
the stars a couple of days to 
settle before revisiting this 
situation.

AQUARIUS (Jan. 20-Feb. 
18): A communication could 
go dramatically awry, better 
to keep it to yourself for at 
least a day or two more. Active 
times together with friends can 
stretch your body and your 
mind. A new logic could make 
real sense.

PISCES (Feb. 19-March 
20): Ignore anything pushing 
you to take action on a 
financial matter today, negative 
Universal stars most often 
create negative outcomes. 
Better results can be obtained 
tomorrow or another day.

IF TODAY IS YOUR 
BIRTHDAY: December could 
be an active month, you’ll feel 
better if you use some of that 
energy to work out, not just 
socialize for the holidays. There 
could be an opportunity to make 
something right, it’s likely worth 
doing. A collab or partnership 
at this time could elevate your 
skillset and resume. January 
could be an excellent month, 
kicking off 2026 strongly. 
Your intuition and star-quality 
are near an apex, you could 
be unforgettable. Let your 
confidence emerge organically, 
forcing anything is too easy to 
detect. Avoid a situation with 
anything hidden from view. 
February could start with a 
good plan, then devolve under 
poor Universal stars. You might 
also need to deal with trolls 
or just some pessimism. By 
mid-March you should be fully 
on your way into a strong new 
year.

© 2025 Tribune Content 
Agency LLC.
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D
ear Annie: I feel 
foolish even 
writing this, but I 

cannot tell if I am 
overreacting or if I have a 
real problem on my 
hands.

My best friend, “Dana,” 
and I have been close for 
more than 20 years. We 
have raised our kids 
together, shared holidays, 
taken trips and weath-
ered the usual storms of  
adult life. Lately, though, 
something has shifted. 
Whenever we are togeth-
er, she is glued to her 
phone. Not just checking 
it occasionally, but scroll-
ing, texting, laughing at 
messages and taking calls 
in the middle of  our 
conversations.

Last week, we went out 
for dinner to celebrate 
her birthday. I spent more 
time watching her type 
than I did talking to her. 
When I finally said, “I 
feel like I’m third-wheel-
ing with your phone,” she 
brushed it off  and said 
she was “multitasking.” I 
tried to let it go, but it 
stung. I had planned a 
whole evening for her, 
and she barely looked up.

Here is the part that 
really bothers me. When I 
mentioned it again a few 
days later, she told me I 
was “too sensitive” and 
should “just relax.” 
Annie, I am all for relax-
ing, but it is hard to feel 
close to someone who 
seems more interested in 
a screen than a human 
being sitting right in 
front of  her.

Is this the new normal 
for friendships, or do I 
need to rethink mine? — 
Feeling Second to Her 
Phone

Dear Feeling Second: 
You are not overreacting. 
Being ignored in favor of  
a screen is frustrating, 
and it is rude. Being on 
the phone may be “nor-
mal life” these days, but 
it should not take center 
stage when two friends 
are trying to connect.

You handled it kindly 
by bringing it up. Her dis-
missing your feelings is 
the real problem. A good 
friend listens when some-
thing hurts, even if  they 
did not mean to cause it.

Try one simple, honest 
line: “I miss talking with-
out interruptions.” Say it 
calmly and let her 
respond. If  she values the 
friendship, she will put 
the phone down. If  she 
cannot manage that, you 
may be investing more 
than she is.

Dear Annie: Earlier 
this year, my family 
moved into a new neigh-
borhood after decades in 
our old community. I 
arrived with so much 
optimism. The street was 
charming, the neighbors 
seemed warm, and there 
was this lovely sense that 
we had stepped into a 
place where people truly 
knew one another.

But as the months 

passed, the dynamic shift-
ed. We’ve hosted small 
gatherings and always 
show up when someone 
needs a hand, yet invita-
tions rarely come our 
way. My next-door neigh-
bors chat happily with 
others on the block, but 
with us, it stops at polite 
hellos. The group text for 
the neighborhood was 
even more discouraging. I 
kept seeing photos of  
events and parties I 
hadn’t known about until 
after they happened. It’s 
as if  everyone received 
an unspoken welcome 
packet except us.

I’ve tried to stay friend-
ly and open. I’ve dropped 
off  misdelivered packag-
es, complimented people’s 
gardens, asked about 
their kids’ sports teams. 
Still, the more I reach 
out, the more self-con-
scious I feel, as though 
I’m pushing myself  into a 
circle that doesn’t quite 
want to expand.

Is this just part of  
adjusting to a new place? 
Am I imagining some-
thing that isn’t really 
there? How do adults find 
real connection in a com-
munity without coming 
across as needy or over-
eager? — Feeling Left Out 
on Maple

Dear Left Out: Moving 
to a new neighborhood 
can feel a bit like showing 
up to a party where 
everyone else already 
knows the inside jokes. 
It’s lonely, and yes, it can 
sting, but take heart. 
Most long-established 
communities don’t mean 
to exclude newcomers. 
They’re simply moving 
along old, familiar 
grooves.

You’ve done all the 
right things: being warm, 
showing interest, extend-
ing invitations. That’s 
gracious, and it hasn’t 
gone unnoticed, even if  
no one has rushed over 
with a casserole. Some-
times it just takes one 
person, one real conversa-
tion, to shift everything.

For now, ease up on 
feeling like you have to 
win anyone over. Stay 
kind, stay open, and let 
these relationships devel-
op at their own pace. 
Good neighbors aren’t 
made overnight. And if  
anyone can soften a street 
full of  routines, it sounds 
like you can.

Follow Annie Lane 
on Instagram at @
dearannieofficial. Visit http://
www.creatorspublishing.
com for more information. 
Send your questions for 
Annie Lane to dearannie@
creators.com.  
COPYRIGHT 2025 
CREATORS.COM

Second to the screen

cowboy she knew who 
would fit the part well — 
Cody Brown — to act in 
the role of  the son while 
veteran Fargo actor 
Carol Mikkenson trav-
eled to Watford City for a 
day to play the role of  
Veeder’s grandmother. 
After some initial film-
ing, Veeder called John-
son and said something 
was missing.

“I wanted to tie it into 
the next generation, so 
Rosie came in at the last 
minute and she’s in the 
video as the daughter, as 
me,” Veeder said. “Hav-
ing the kid come in at 
the end is a reminder of  
why you hang on to plac-
es like this even when 
it’s hard.”

For a songwriter who 
has been writing about 
her life living on the 
land in western North 
Dakota, Veeder said dis-
covering that others tell 
similar stories was 
validating.

“As a kid, I 

romanticized living here 
because I knew how spe-
cial it was,” she said. 
“I’ve always known how 
special the stories are 
here and wanted to tell 
them, so the fact that 
they are awarding and 
recognizing us for tell 
them means a lot to me.”

“Yellow Roses” is Veed-
er’s fourth album. Her 
first album, “Nothing’s 
Forever,” was released in 
2012 with “Northern 

Lights” in 2015. Her 
“Playing Favorites” 
album in 2020 included 
covers of  her favorite 
songs.

Veeder is also a weekly 
columnist for The Forum 
of  Fargo-Moorhead.

Readers can email Forum 
Features Editor Danielle 
Teigen at danielle.teigen@
forumcomm.com.
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Contributed / Jessie Veeder

Jessie Veeder records a song for her “Yellow Roses” 
album at OmniSound Studios in Nashville, Tennessee. 
Shortly after, the historic music studio was razed.

Contributed / Jessie Veeder

“Yellow Roses” is a finalist for the 2024 Western Country Album for the Academy of 
Western Artists.

VEEDER

booklet I’d given her, 
with a question for every 
day of  the year,” Monson 
said. “She filled it out 
religiously. It’s so 
precious.”

Her grandmother lived 
to 97. Those written 
responses — along with 
the conversations — 
became the closest thing 
the family has to a 
biography.

After that trip, Monson 
told herself  she wanted 
to do this work for others 
someday.

But life intervened. For 
the next 20 years, the 
NDSU education gradu-
ate worked in customer 
service and banking. She 
made close friends and 
built a life in Fargo.

And then, in 2018, her 
father died suddenly at 
69, just two months 
before retiring.

“He was our bridge to 
past generations,” she 
said. “We knew his sto-
ries. But we didn’t write 
them down.”

She shakes her head at 
the memory.

“When he died, that 
knowledge died with 

him,” she said.
The regret — sharp 

and fresh — convinced 
her it was finally time to 
act on the dream that had 
been percolating since 
childhood.

A business built on 
listening

Monson launched His-
tory Catchers in 2024, 
working with a business 
advisor at the North 
Dakota Small Business 
Development Center who 
told her, “There’s nothing 
you can’t do.”

Today, Monson walks 
into living rooms and sits 
at kitchen tables to ask 
people about their lives. 
She prepares clients in 
advance with sample 
questions, such as “What 
was your first memory?” 
“What modern technolo-
gy changed your life?” 
and “What message do 
you want to leave for 
your grandchildren?”

She also asks them to 
find a few favorite photos 
to include in their video 
biography.

Some clients want 
their hair just so. Some 
want to reminisce for 
three hours. Some cry. 
Some laugh. Some, like 
one woman, insisted on 

meeting outside her 
home so her husband 
wouldn’t be puttering 
around in the 
background.

Others want to have 
children and grandchil-
dren with them during 
the interview, and almost 
always, a moment hap-
pens that surprises the 
family.

“Every single experi-
ence I’ve had, someone 
says, ‘I never knew 
that,’” Monson said. “I 
just never get sick of  it.”

She understands why 
elders sometimes 
hesitate.

“They’re shy, and you 
don’t draw attention to 
yourself  and you don’t 
brag,” she said. “Our cul-
ture is just strong and 
silent.”

But she also knows the 
value of  hearing — really 
hearing — someone tell 
their story.

“There’s something so 
special about watching 
their face when they 
describe things, and 

seeing the inflection in 
their voice and the 
accent,” she said.

Monson knows many 
people feel intimidated 
by cameras or unsure 
where to start. That’s 
why she emphasizes 
working at the storytell-
er’s pace, letting them 
dictate how their history 
is told. Packages start 
around $250.

But whether you hire 
her or do it yourself, 
Monson wants families 
to understand this holi-
day season, as relatives 
settle in and the stories 
start to flow, the time is 
now to save the stories 
before it’s too late.

“History is so fragile, 
it’s so fragile,” she said. 
“You can make friends 
with an era, but you’re 
not going to get your 
grandma’s story from 
anyone else. When it’s 
gone, it’s gone.”

Tracy Briggs can be 
reached at tracy.briggs@
forumcomm.com
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Valerie Monson said you can learn about an era but only 
loved ones can tell their story of living at that time.

Contributed / Valerie Monson

Interviewees can dictate how long the interviews last and 
whether they want to be on camera.
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