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On the C over: T h e Sibley H ouse at Mendota, hom e o f fur trader Henry Hastings
Sibley w ho w as Minnesota’s first governor,
was in a state o f general decay w hen this
picture was taken in 1904. Even so, th e old
stone house w as a favorite gathering spot
for such groups as th e N ative Sons o f Min
nesota w ho p osed for their picture during
their first annual picnic. This and all other
pictures on the following pages are, unless
otherw ise credited, from th e Minnesota
Historical Society’s collection.

Before and after— Restoration of the Sibley
House by the Minnesota Daughters of the
American Revolution.

C an H istory
C om e A live?

In Its Historic Sites,
Nation Finds Its Roots
By Elmer L. Andersen

Form er Governor o f Minnesota
IFTEEN YEARS AGO our family de
cided to make a pilgrimage to Nininger, the home of Ignatius Donnelly
who has been described as “the most color
ful, many sided, and paradoxical person
ality ever to figure in the state’s history.”
I long had been attracted to Donnelly, one
time Minnesota lieutenant governor, repre
sentative in Congress, author and pro
moter. Nininger was the site of the com-
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About th e Author: Elm er L. Andersen was
Minnesota’s 30th governor, serving from
1961 to 1963. N ow vice president o f the
Minnesota Historical Society and a form er
m em ber of th e board o f directors o f the
Ramsey County Historical Society, h e long
has b een interested in both history and
politics. H e w as elected to th e Minnesota
State Senate in 1949 and served until 1958
when h e did not seek re-election. A 1932
graduate o f th e University o f Minnesota, he
received th e U n iv e r s it y ’s Outstanding
A chievem ent Award in 1959. H e is chair
man o f th e board o f the H. B. Fuller Com 
pany, St. Paul, and recently w as nam ed
chairman o f th e National R epublican Citi
zens Com m ittee.

munity that Donnelly projected, and in
fact, had developed to a considerable de
gree until the panic of 1857 reduced the
dream to a shambles.
We had been told that his home still was
standing. My wife and I thought our chil
dren should see this home as a background
for understanding a chapter and a person
ality of Minnesota history. We packed a
picnic lunch and drove to Hastings and
then, by side roads, to what was supposed
to be the site. We saw a cornfield and, up
a path, a farmhouse. Some few hundred
feet beyond the farmhouse we saw the out
line of a stately dwelling which we im
mediately recognized as the Donnelly
house.
As we approached we were dismayed to
see the dilapidated condition of the house.
It was a specter. Windows were knocked
out, shutters dangled—what once had been
lovely red velvet drapes were in shreds,
shades were torn and flapped in the breeze.
W e stepped on the creaky porch and
entered the open door. W e saw books
strewn on the floor. What once had been a
fine old grand piano literally was falling
3

apart from exposure to the elements.
Our joyful pilgrimage wound up as a
deeply stirring lesson in what can happen
when historic buildings are neglected. We
returned to St. Paul and tried to arouse in
terest in restoring the house but it was
much too late. While we were in the
process of our futile try, the house was
torn down, the rubble was carted away and
nothing now remains.
IN CONTRAST was an experience of
some years earlier. I was invited to have
tea with Lama and Anna Furness at the
Ramsey House in St. Paul. The Furness
sisters were the granddaughters of Alex
ander Ramsey, first territorial governor of
Minnesota, and they had lived all their
lives in the home. This graystone structure
with its iron rail fence was much as it had
been during the life of Alexander Ramsey.
When I was ushered into the spacious
hall and then into the great living room, I
stepped over the threshold of time into the
past. The furniture, the decorations, the
books, the pictures, the mementos, they all
were there—all that one might have im
agined would be in the home of an early
governor of the 1840’s, 1850’s and 1860’s.
Clearly, the Furness sisters had a sense of
history and were preserving this home for
posterity. With their passing, it has been
revealed that they made provision for the
permanent maintenance and care of this
great historic home. One cannot visit that
house without having an historical experi
ence to be gained in no other way.
Benjamin Franklin once said, “I wish it
were possible to invent a method of em
balming drowned persons, in such a man
ner that they might be recalled to life at
any period, however distant; for having a
very ardent desire to see and observe the
state of America a hundred years hence, I
should prefer to any ordinary death, the
being immersed in a cask of Madeira wine,
with a few friends, ’til that time. . . .” Al
though no one has yet solved the problem
of projection into the future, it is possible
in restored historic buildings to transport
ourselves to an earlier time and almost re
experience life as it was then.
W E CAN B E THANKFUL we live in a
time of great interest in restoration and
preservation of historic buildings and sites.
Yet, this satisfaction must be qualified by
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the fact that every day opportunities are
being lost as freeways bite their way
through historic treasures, as promoters
with no sense of history tear down the old
to make way for the new, or as well-mean
ing people indulge in restorations or adap
tations without the gift of taste or the dis
cipline of historical integrity.
Walter Muir Whitehill, librarian of the
Boston Athenaeum, has recalled that build
ings in America always have been imperiled
by those who covet the land on which they
stand. In 1808 when the first church of
Boston, during the pastorate of Ralph
Waldo Emerson’s father, sold its “old
brick” meeting house at 1713 Washington
Street to move to Chauncy Place, the fol
lowing lamentation appeared in the In de
pendent Chronicle:
“If a proposition had been made in Lon
don, Paris or Amsterdam to the society
owning the First Church of either of these
respectable cities, to sell on a principle of
speculation their ancient edifice, it would
have been spurned with indignation—the
trifling profit anticipated by the sale would
never have led the proprietors to have
razed a house of worship so well repaired
as the Old Brick to gratify the rapacity of a
few men who trouble society both in
Church and State. After the demolition of
the Old Brick, there is scarcely a vestige
of antiquity in this town. W e hope ‘Old
South’ will remain in its original ground.
Even the British troops, though they at
tacked other places of worship never dared
meddle with the Old Brick, for Chauncy
was there.”
“N EVERTH ELESS,” Whitehill reports,
“the Old Brick came down and 68 years
later the Old South of 1729, a few blocks
down Washington Street, came within an
ace of doing so. That congregation, unable
to resist $400,000 offered them, also sold
their meeting house for demolition. This
time there was a clamor too great to with
stand. The Boston Tea Party had been
brewed in the Old South Meeting House,
the anniversary orations commemorating
the Boston Massacre were delivered there.
Poets and orators mounted the stump to
such purpose that the Old South Associa
tion in Boston was formed to preserve the
building as an historic monument. This
was the first instance in Boston and, in-

Preservation that Failed— Ignatius Donnelly s
house at Nininger is shown above as it was
pictured in 1874 in Andreas Atlas. Below
is the house in 1937. At right is Donnellys
study with his portrait above the desk.

deed, the first of such magnitude in the
United States, where respect for the his
torical and architectural heritage of the
city triumphed over a consideration of
profit, expediency, laziness and vulgar con
venience.”
It was a South Carolina woman, Ann P.
Cunningham, who saved Mount Vernon.
According to Professor Thomas J. Wertenbaker, professor emeritus in history at
Princeton University, Miss Cunningham
heard that the property had been offered
for sale to the United States government
and then to the state of Virginia and both
had declined to buy. Recognizing that the
home and tomb of Washington might be
lost to the nation, she organized the Mount
Vernon Ladies Association which raised

$200,000 by public subscription, secured the
property and has held it in trust for the
American people for nearly a century. The
vigilance of the ladies is undiminished as
they currently are fighting to preserve the
view by resisting wrongful use of the op
posite bank of the Potomac River. It is an
interesting sidelight that one of the Furness
sisters was on the board of the Mount Ver
non Ladies Association for many years.
W E ALL OWE much to the individuals,
the organizations, the governmental agen
cies that have preserved the Starbuck and
Coffin Houses on Main Street, Nantucket;
the Mclntire houses and stables of Chest
nut Street in Salem; Jefferson’s Monticello;
the river plantations on the James; Beacon
Hill in Boston; the gardens and mansions
5

of Charleston, and a great many more that
could be mentioned.
Thoreau’s Walden Pond would be a pub
lic swimming resort were it not for an em
battled group of Concord patriots who
fought the Massachusetts Supreme Court.
The Chalmette National Historical Park,
the battlefield where Jackson stood off the
British at New Orleans, would be a sewage
treatment plant save for the efforts of a
citizens’ group.
The most impressive and comprehensive
restoration is that of Colonial Williamsburg.
Here is demonstrated the true purpose of
historical preservation: to recapture the life
of the people of other days. Nothing can be
more vivid than watching the pewterer
carrying on his trade under the sign of the
golden ball, the cordwainer repairing shoes,
the baker withdrawing loaves of fragrant
bread from the great ovens and the house
wives busy with household tasks.
The study of history must shed light on
the spirit that motivates man, for this is the
element of greatness in every society. How
better can history be understood than in
the preserved or restored buildings in
which people lived and worked? Here, in
deed, history comes alive and quickens the
sensitivity of every visitor. Colonial Wil
liamsburg is more than a rich experience.
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It probably has been the single greatest
stimulant to historical preservation and in
terpretation in our nation.
ONE OF TH E recent great victories and
significant revelations of public support for
historic preservation appeared in the Con
necticut industrial and commuting town of
Norwalk. Tim e M agazine of November 23,
1962, reported the story. In 1867 a Civil
War profiteer, LeGrand Lockwood, spent
one-and-a-half million dollars to build a 60room chateau that is perhaps the finest ex
ample of Victorian architectural extrava
gance still standing. The panic of 1873
ruined Lockwood, and in 1876 he sold the
mansion to Manhattan soft drink magnate
Charles D. Mathews. It remained in the
family until 1938 when title passed to the
city of Norwalk. For years the city used it
for offices but when time came to build a
new office building the council did agree
to submit to the voters the question of re
storing and preserving the Mathews manFoundations of the buildings which once
stood at Fort Ridgely, the frontier fort which
withstood two attacks during the Sioux W ar
of 1862, have been uncovered and show
clearly in the picture below taken in 1959
by the National Park Service. At right, above,
is the living room of the Oliver H. Kelley
house north of Elk River, and below it is the
Ramsey House.

sion as an historic site. The vote was eight
to six in favor of the proposal.
Carroll Calkins, who organized the citi
zens’ committee, commented: “What hap
pened on election day showed that Amer
icans have a far livelier sense of obligation
to the past, and to posterity, than many
have realized.”
How recently the national interest in
preservation has gained momentum is in
dicated by the fact that it was not until
1947 that the National Council for Historic
Sites and Buildings and the National Trust
for Historic Preservation in the United
States were formed. We also can be grate
ful for the many committees for preserva
tion of historical buildings that local chap
ters of the American Institute of Architects
have established, and the great many local
organizations supporting particular projects.
Some of the reasons for this surging in
terest can be found in the fact that we are
becoming an older nation. There is a de
sire by more Americans to get closer to
their roots and traditions. Museums and
historical societies are orienting their activ
ities to popular education. Vacationing
Americans are discovering, indeed as are
all Americans, that history adds under
standing and enjoyment to their lives.
In the June, 1960, issue of Minnesota
History, Russell Fridley, director of the
Minnesota Historical Society, reviews the
Minnesota record in preserving historic
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Still another Minnesota home which will be
preserved as an historic site is this mansion
built at Hastings by Brigadier General W il
liam G . Le Due.

sites. It was in 1864 that Edward D. Neill
made the first study of Fort Snelling as a
historic site. He urged its preservation and
expressed the fear that within a generation
not one stone would be left on another.
IT WAS DURING the 1885 to 1915
period that the most extensive and success
ful preservation took place in our own
state, carried on by the now defunct Min
nesota Valley Historical Society. Great
public interest was aroused in important
sites connected with the Sioux War of 1862.
Monuments were erected, markers and
tablets were placed, two memorial parks
were established, and interest created that
continues today. And although that society
is gone there are county historical societies
doing great work in that part of the state.
In the late 19th century, J. V. Brower and
the Minnesota Historical Society success
fully urged the legislature to save an exten
sive wilderness area around Lake Itasca,
the source of the Mississippi River, and to
establish Minnesota’s first state park in
1891. It amazes me how recently we have
become aware of the importance of our
natural heritage, the importance of our his
torical heritage, and have taken steps to
preserve them. Mendota, once the head
quarters of the American Fur Company

and home of many notables, including Min
nesota’s first state governor, Henry H. Sib
ley, is one complete community which has
been preserved in the state. Minnesota
Daughters of the American Revolution have
been dedicated and persistent in their ef
forts in this work.
The National Park Service has done a
fine piece of work in preserving the Pipe
stone Quarry and restoring the fort at
Grand Portage on the north shore of Lake
Superior. Much more needs to be done in
Minnesota to accelerate public interest in
preservation and to tell the state’s history
effectively.
Two important recent developments are
most encouraging. In 1958 the Minnesota
Historical Society accepted the gift of the
Le Due house at Hastings and now has
several other properties of great interest
and significance, including Kathio State
Park, one-time capital of the Sioux nation.
Then there is the beautiful place along
the Mississippi River near Elk River where
Oliver H. Kelley went about his farm
chores feeling that something ought to be
done to organize the farmers. He felt they
were being victimized and that they were
helpless in the face of great economic
power. Offered a job in Washington he
seized the opportunity and, while there,
formed the National Grange, the first farm
organization in the country. Later he re
turned to his farm at Elk River to guide
the destiny of this new organization.
W E ARE IN DERTED to the Grange for
preserving the Kelley house and making it
possible for the Minnesota Historical So
ciety to acquire it. Now it can be preserved
for all time as one of the significant agri
cultural historic sites in the country.
The second development is the recogni
tion of historic site acquisition and de
velopment as a proper part of the longrange natural resources program adopted
by the 1963 legislature. This provides
financial support, and encourages sound
planning. Minnesota is the first state to
give historic preservation this important
status.
Legislation is needed in Minnesota, as in
other states, to protect the public interest
in historic sites in private ownership or

about to be destroyed by highway expan
sion or other public activity. W e take so
for granted the exercise of the public in
terest by condemning property to build a
road, to preserve the public health, or to
do many other things in the public sector.
But we haven’t yet become equally con
scious of the similarly compelling reason
why the public interest in a cultural and
historic heritage should be considered
above anyone’s personal interest in prop
erty. The interest of all parties must, of
course, be considered, but our laws should
recognize the need for preservation of im
portant historic sites. We must not permit
any more of our heritage to be plundered
and destroyed.
MORE ATTENTION needs to be given
to the importance of adequate research and
concern for detail in our restoration activ
ities. As Professor Wertenbaker has said,
there are only too many instances in which
there has been a minimum of research and
a surplus of imagination. The donor does
not know what the original was like, the
builder does not care, the public accepts
anything. So, some so-called restorations
are unlike anything that ever existed in any
place or at any time and remain through
the decades as monuments of misinforma
tion. Historians, legislators, planners, archi
tects, and many other specifically qualified
individuals, all working together, are excel
lent insurance against inferior work in Min
nesota.
Most of all we need a sense of ur
gency. The solution to some pressing pub
lic needs, when deferred, is not totally lost.
A highway not built this year can be built
next year. An important historic site avail
able today will be irretrievably gone tomor
row.
My hope is that Minnesota will preserve
and restore Fort Snelling and other valuable
sites, interpret them through re-creation of
the life of their day so that, as Conrad
Wirth has said, a visitor to one of these
places may “stop time at a great moment of
history and look with increased understand
ing into the past.” And I may add, face
the future with pride refreshed, confidence
strengthened and spirit uplifted through an
experience with history that has come
alive.
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TH E GIBBS HOUSE
H eadquarters o f the Ram sey County His
torical Society, 2097 Larpenteur Avenue W .,
St. Paul, Minn.

Ramsey County Historical Society was founded in 1949.
S HE
During the following years the Society, believing that a
sense of history is of great importance in giving a new, mobile
generation a knowledge of its roots in the past, acquired the
100-year-old farm home which had belonged to Heman R.
Gibbs. The Society restored the Gibbs House and in 1954
opened it to the public as a museum which would depict the
way of life of an early Minnesota settler.
In 1958 the Society erected a barn, behind the house, which
is maintained as an agricultural museum to display the tools and
other implements used by the men who broke up the prairie
soil and farmed with horse and oxen.
Today, in addition to maintaining the Gibbs property, the
Ramsey County Historical Society is active in the preservation
of historic sites in Ramsey county, conducts tours, prepares
pamphlets and other publications, organizes demonstrations of
pioneer crafts and maintains a Speakers’ Bureau for schools and
organizations. It is the Society’s hope that through its work the
rich heritage of the sturdy men and women who were the pio
neers of Ramsey county will be preserved for future generations.

