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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.

Old Buildings
Almost Gone
By Georgia Ray DeCoster

T

HE FUNERAL of Sir Winston Chur
chill, televised in London, gave mil
lions of Americans an opportunity to
view a scene for which there are scant and
fast-disappearing parallels in the United
States today. What they saw were historic
streets, lined with stately old buildings still
in active use, in the heart of London
through which the funeral procession
passed.
Most of that scene’s old buildings, ven
erable and well-maintained as they are,
do not qualify as landmarks, shrines or
monuments as do Westminster Abbey,
Number 10 Downing Street or Christopher
Wren’s famous 17th century St. Paul’s
Cathedral. If they stood in an American
city, they would be marked for certain
demolition as “inefficient” or examples of
“bad taste.”
Yet, London’s accumulation of old, mid
dle-aged and youngish buildings, repre
senting the city’s architectural and historic
development over several hundred years, as
much as do her world-famous landmarks,
accounts for the city’s distinctive person
ality. Equally important, this mixture of
all kinds and ages of buildings in the heart
About th e Author: G eorgia Ray D eCoster
is a 1948 graduate o f W ellesley C ollege,
W ellesley, Massachusetts, w ith a bachelor’s
d eg ree in the history o f art and architecture.
After graduation she traveled in E urope and
taught school there. She w as appointed to
the St. Paul City Planning Board in 1960
and has b een reappoin ted tw ice since then.
She served as chairm an o f th e board’s his
toric sites com m ittee w hich pu blished the
book, “Historic St. Paul Buildings,” in 1964.
She is a m em ber o f the board o f directors
o f th e Ramsey County H istorical Society,
and o f th e executive council o f th e Minne
sota Historical Society and is first vice presi
dent of the society’s W om en s Association.
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of London has provided diversity of use,
the key to keeping a city’s center economi
cally strong as its perimeter grows.
Undoubtedly new buildings gradually
are replacing worn-out structures in Lon
don today, just as they have throughout
the past, but it is clear that urban renewal,
in its cataclysmic American form, has not
struck at the center of London as it has
struck cities all across the United States
in recent years.
AMERICAN C ITIES are threatened by
a steady dilution of historic character and
architectural personality over the years
ahead. Instead, they could be enriched by
this character and this personality if clear
ance programs were more carefully selec
tive. In the legitimate attempt to revitalize
old urban centers, public renewal programs
are sweeping too heavy-handedly through
downtown areas, removing too many eco
nomically useful buildings and destroying
the diversity that nurtures economic health.
More and more Americans are concerned
by a host of related urban problems: our
diminishing heritage of architectural his
tory, the growing tendency of all American
cities to look alike and the resulting loss
of each city’s continuity with its distinc
tive past, the increasing frequency of poor
architectural exchanges (good old build
ings being replaced by mediocre new
ones), and the loss of downtown’s mag
netism as old landmarks topple.
Outstanding progress has been made in
historic preservation in the United States
recently; many individual national shrines
such as Mount Vernon, isolated archi
tectural landmarks such as Louis Sullivan’s
auditorium in Chicago, and historic com
munities such as Williamsburg and the
Vieux Carré in New Orleans have been
spared from demolition. In addition, re
newal programs in old city neighborhoods
today stress conservation and rehabilitation

rather than total redevelopment, a trend
applauded by historic preservationists.
N EVERTHELESS, no means to stem the
casual destruction every year of hundreds
of well-designed, sound and economically
healthy older buildings in downtown areas
has been found. A newsmagazine’s article
early this year stated: “Despite encourag
ing trends, public pressure to preserve re
mains diffuse and sporadic while the com
mercial pressure to destroy remains fo
cused and continual.”
“In Manhattan,” the article pointed out,
“builders have relentlessly razed every
single seventeenth-century building and all
but eight eighteenth-century buildings.”1
A report called “Architecture Worth Sav
ing in Onandaga County,” recently com
piled by the New York State Council on
the Arts, put special emphasis on commer
cial buildings in downtown areas since
“these areas are undergoing the greatest
disruption and change.”2 Preservation of
old buildings often is defended and on the
basis of their historic or architectural mer
its alone. These considerations, however,

The Federal Courts Building, a monumen
tal city landmark on Rice Park, was St. Paul's
post office when this picture was taken about
1890. Its future is clouded by the fact that
its present tenants are scheduled to move
out when a new federal building is built
in downtown St. Paul.

may be matters of individual opinions, and
thus not only suspect but open to debate.
Therefore, it is time to establish once
and for all the economic merits of the case
for preserving older buildings where they
are paying their way, providing needed
space and returning tax revenues. In fact,
historic and architectural arguments should
be saved for noteworthy landmarks that
may never fully pay their way and may
have to be subsidized. Today, almost ev
erybody agrees that landmarks must be
preserved but it is not generally recog
nized that many of the more ordinary older
structures have a useful role to play in
revitalized urban centers of America.
THOUGHTFUL W RITERS are begin
ning to point out that compelling econom
ic reasons do exist for saving a good pro-
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portion of older structures, if downtown
areas are to remain healthy and vigorous.
“Flourishing diversity anywhere in a
city means the mingling of high-yield,
middling-yield, low-yield and no-yield en
terprises,” contends Jane Jacobs, a critic
of “cataclysmic” renewal programs and
author of the best-selling book, D eath and
L ife o f G reat American Cities. The essen
tial message of Mrs. Jacobs’ book is that
diversity in land use, in rents, in ages of
buildings, in population groups and so on
is the key to vitality of city districts and
not sameness.
In discussing the need for older build
ings, she points out that, “Cities need old
buildings so badly it is probably impossible
for vigorous streets and districts to grow
without them. By old buildings I mean
not museum-piece old buildings, not old
buildings in an excellent and expensive
state of rehabilitation— although these
Location of seven buildings, products of St.
Paul's building boom during the 1880s and
1890s, are shown on this map drawn for
Ramsey County History by Edward J. Letter-

make fine ingredients—but also a good lot
of plain, ordinary, low-value old buildings,
including some rundown old buildings. If
a city area has only new buildings, the
enterprises that can exist there are auto
matically limited to those that can support
the high costs of new construction. . . .
Over the years there is, therefore [in
healthy city districts] constantly a mixture
of buildings of many ages and types. This
is, of course, a dynamic process, with what
was once new in the mixture eventually
becoming what is old in the mixture.”3
IT IS NO SECRET that in one down
town renewal project after another across
the country small businesses have been
forced out of the redeveloped loop areas,
probably permanently, because of inability
to pay for space in new buildings and the
growing lack of suitable and less expensive
space in older buildings in the same areas.
Typical of these small businesses are neigh
borhood bars, bookstores, antique dealers,
foreign restaurants, studios, galleries and
specialty shops and businesses of all kinds.
Carroll L. V. Meeks, professor of archi
tectural history at Yale University, ad-
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vances other economic arguments for re
tention of old buildings. He mentions “the
high cost of demolition, the impossibility
of providing so many cubic feet of sound,
generation or so from now . . . and the
far greater cost of the present day rates
of providing so many cubic feet of sound,
durable, useful space elsewhere.”4
Another a r c h ite c tu r a l historian, Dr.
Theodore M. Brown of the University of
Louisville, writes that, “Obviously there is
not enough capital in the most monumental
renewal program to even start to eliminate
all existing architecture in order to begin
over again. The use of existing physical
elements is now recognized as a practical
necessity and as a cultural asset. . . .”5
A COMMON economic argument for
historic preservation was restated in con
crete terms by Senator Ralph Yarborough,
who observes that “luring just 25 tourists
a day to a town, says the U. S. Department
of Commerce, is equal in income to estab
lishing an industry with a $100,000 pay
roll.” He goes on to say that “a part of
our national character and strength will be
forever lost if we bury our past in our
plans and projects for the future.”8
Special attention should be directed to
several high-quality older buildings in
downtown St. Paul that are threatened by
demolition, abandonment or gradual attri
tion. These buildings are the Guardian
Building (formerly the Germania Life In
surance Company Building), the New York
Building, the Federal Courts Building, the
St. Paul Building, the McColl Building
(formerly the First Merchants Bank), and
the Pioneer and Endicott buildings.
If prevailing attitudes continue, all seven
buildings are in eventual danger of being
torn down but of immediate concern are
the first three. Of these, the Guardian and
New York buildings are slated for clear
ance as part of the Capital Center project,
a 12-block redevelopment project just get
ting underway in the heart of St. Paul’s
old financial and retail district. The fu
ture of a third, the Federal Courts Build
ing (the old post office), a monumental
city landmark on Rice Park, is clouded by
the certain loss of its tenants who will move
into a new $11,500,000 Federal Building
to be built in the loop.
ALL SEVEN of these works of the Vic

The New York Building shows a distinctly
"Hanseatic" or northern German influence
in design.

torian era were constructed in the decade
of St. Paul’s biggest building boom, be
tween 1888 and 1898. This was a lavish
period in which New York, Boston and
Chicago architects often were commis
sioned to design St. Paul’s most ambitious
buildings, and James J. Hill imported Swiss
and Italian artisans to work on his $200,000
Summit Avenue mansion.
The seven buildings in question all were
designed by leading architects and con
structed with the finest materials and work
manship available. All attracted much fa
vorable comment, locally and nationally,
at the time they went up. Typical are the
following comments about the Guardian
Building (the Germania Building) from an
architectural magazine of the period:
“The Germania Life Insurance Company,
of New York . . . has just erected in St.
Paul one of the finest, most solid and cost
liest office edifices in the world. . . .
“The walls of the basement are about
five feet thick and twenty-three feet deep
down to a boulder formation. On top
of this formation is placed a bed of con13

The Guardian Building, once known as the
Germania Building, is shown in this pre-World
W ar I photograph.

crete, composed of small stones and
Portland cement fourteen feet broad
and three feet thick, upon which rest
large footing-stones battering on an an
gle of sixty degrees to the thickness of
the walls. This formation is built strong
enough that at any time the building can
be carried to the height of twelve or four
teen stories. The superstructure is built to
the top with granite and Portage Entry
stone. This building is strictly fireproof,
with iron beam construction and tile floor
arches. The entrance halls are finished in
Italian marble and all stairs, flooring and
casings are of the same material. All doors
are made of fire-proof material and the
elevators are finished in old brass. Every
room is provided with a vault and fire
place, and heated and ventilated by steam
in the most approved manner, and one
feature of this building is that every room
has outside light and air.
“TH E ENTRANCE on Fourth Street is
flanked on each side with large polished
granite columns supporting an arch richly
decorated. This arch extends into the
second story. The entrance on Minnesota
Street is flanked on each side with clus
tered columns, supporting arches richly
carved. These columns are red polished
14

granite throughout, and rest upon large
blocks of red granite seven feet high, which
extend around the two street fronts. . . .
“The building may be described as pala
tial, without the least exaggeration. In
fact there are few royal palaces in Europe
that could be compared with it for solidity
and beauty of construction. . . . This superb
architectural monument . . . adorn [s] one
of our principal business streets.”7
In the same magazine, the praises of the
New York Building are sung by Conde
Hamlin, then managing editor of the Si.
Paul Pioneer Press and later business mana
ger of the N ew York Tribune.
“New York Life,” he wrote, “has built
[in St. Paul] a towering structure whose
divided front bespeaks a Hanseatic model.
Here, too, money has been used with lavish
hand and the rich coloring of the entrance,
lined with marble and mottled pillars from
the quarries of Italy, is thoroughly in keep
ing with a mahogany woodwork which add
to the finish of one of the finest buildings
of the west.”8
All recognition of the quality of these
Victorian buildings, however, does not date
from the period of their construction. As
recently as 1960 the New York Building
was singled out for its architectural sig
nificance by the National Park Service and
included in that agency’s Historic Ameri
can Buildings Survey.
TH E FED ERA L COURTS Building
also has attracted favorable comment in
recent years from two men nationally prom
inent in the fields of city planning and
architecture. Victor Gruen of Victor Gruen
Associates and Pietro Belluschi, dean of
architecture at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, upon independent visits
to St. Paul within the last decade, have
called attention to the monumental signifi
cance of this old civic building and its
fortunate location on the square across from
the St. Paul Public Library.
It is undeniable, however, that mid-20th
century taste in architecture generally calls
for far sleeker lines, rather than the ornate
detail of these late 19th century buildings.
Consequently, such Victorian structures, in
St. Paul as elsewhere, nowadays have fall
en into “the trough of disregard,” as one
author puts it. Buildings 50 to 75 years
old, he says, are too old to be thought

Italian marble was used for the stairs, floor
ing and casings in the entrance halls of the
Guardian building.

“modern” and too young to be thought
“picturesque.”9
This shifting of architectural taste, with
an accompanying lack of maintenance,
dooms fine old buildings to the wrecking
ball far more often than does their sup
posed obsolescence.
In an article written to defend the pres
ervation of the Richmond County Court
house, built at the height of the High
Victorian Gothic period in Virginia, Carroll
Meeks expresses a far-sighted point of
view. Reminding his readers of the “muta
bility of taste,” Meeks emphasizes the fact
that Thomas Jefferson intensely disliked
the architecture of Williamsburg and that
Lillian Russell would not be thought beau
tiful today.
“TH E FACT IS,” says Meeks, “High
Victorian Gothic is a style as characteristic
of the nineteenth-century English-speaking
world as the works of Dickens or Tenny
son. . . . The crux of the matter is that the
generation of the eighties and nineties of
the last century had a character, vigor and
self-confidence lacking today in people, and
that there was something admirable about
it for all its crudities.”
Meeks goes on to quote E. R. White
in One M ans Meat, that what is one
generation’s “architectural gem” becomes

the next generation’s “crude, bulbous work,
repugnant in detail, awkwardly handled
and grossly executed,” and very likely will
become the following generation’s “mag
nificent expression of self-confidence, pride
and ambition robustly handled with re
markable vigor and invention.”
It is unlikely that architectural qualifi
cations alone could save these threatened
buildings. Of more importance to their
combined fate is the gathering of evidence
that they could be economically useful in
a revitalized downtown St. Paul.
From information made available by
those managing the buildings today, it can
be concluded that all three structures are
in comparatively good condition with the
Guardian Building in somewhat better
shape than the other two. All are at ca
pacity or near-capacity occupancy, and all
offer space at approximately half the rate
it is estimated will be charged in new
buildings going up in the same area.
W H ILE THE New York Building is
85 per cent occupied, the Guardian and
the Federal buildings are 100 per cent
occupied. Rental fees for space in the
New York Building are $2.25 to $3 per
square foot, and at the Guardian Building
they are $2.50 to $3.50. This compares with
$4 to $6 for space in the First National
Bank Building and $5 in the new Degree
of Honor Building. Anticipated rents in
the new office buildings to go up in the
Capital Center project will be $5.50 to
$6.50. (No rent is charged to government
agencies currently occupying the Federal
Courts Building, but if commercial tenants
were to replace them, rents comparable to
those of the Guardian and New York build
ings undoubtedly would be charged.)
The Guardian Building is fully air-con
ditioned, its exterior recently has been
sandblasted and it has had extensive re
modeling and a new lobby in the last five
years.
As for the Federal building, considerable
sums ( “more than $40,000”) have been
spent on it in the last eight years by the
General Services Administration of the fed
eral government for new wiring, a new
roof and paint and plaster repairs. It is a
fire-resistant building, has all 123 rooms
in use today and has a sub-basement air
raid shelter completely ready to accommo15

date 8,000 to 9,000 people. Twenty-five
per cent of its windows and roof drains
need repair.
TH ESE SEEM to be compelling reasons
why the demolition of useful buildings
should be avoided.
As a justification for the total block or
cataclysmic approach in currently accepted
urban renewal planning, it often is stated
that although certain older buildings do
have architectural merit or “flavor,” their
dated appearance would clash with the
new buildings around them. Therefore
they must be sacrificed. One wonders what
magic wand, unavailable until now, will
render the “new” buildings anything but
“old” themselves in a few years.
Those who fight cataclysmic urban re
newal in America today run the risk of
being thought sentimental and ill-informed.
Among their severest critics often are archi
tects who think that historic preservation
ists confuse the architectural significance
of ordinary 19th century buildings with
that of monuments like the Parthenon or
Chartres Cathedral. Such critics fail to
understand that historic preservationists,
taking a long-range, broad-minded point
of view, carry their respect for high-quality
architecture of all periods beyond land
marks.
Doing battle on the historic preservation
front in America today is like fighting a
many-headed monster that grows a new
head in place of each one that is cut off.
Some of the “heads” historic preservation
ists must lop off include:
—A belief that anything new, no matter
what its quality, equals “progress.”
— Lack of knowledge of and pride in
local history.
—Poor maintenance standards and poor
remodeling schemes for older buildings.
— Efforts of city planners and highway
engineers for the past 25 years to satisfy
the needs of automobile owners for driv
ing and parking space, bringing about the
loss of many fine old buildings.
— Unfamiliarity with successful past so
lutions to urban problems, with the result
that most modern American cities are more
expensive and less convenient places to
live in than most modern European cities
which are much older.
—Increasing availability of public mon
16

ey for renewal programs that make it pos
sible to clear out whole sections of builtup areas at once, possibly reducing tax
revenues for several years as well as
diminishing the historic character of cities.
In their zeal to save the best of the past,
however, historic preservationists would do
well to remember what the problem is not.
It is not “renewal” itself, for renewal is a
constructive force without which St. Paul,
as well as other American cities, still would
be a collection of dugouts and shanties,
strung out along dirt roads. Without re
newal, the city would not have magnificent
landmarks such as the Cathedral of St.
Paul, and highway improvements such as
Shepard Road along the Mississippi River.
Urban renewal, then, is only a new name
for the historic process by which cities
upgrade their land use and buildings.
Whether it is handled as a publicly-financed
program or on a private basis, it must be
guided so that the best results are achieved,
economically, architecturally and function
ally. One way is to make sure that clear
ance is selective, removing poor quality
buildings and replacing them with better
quality buildings.
As Minouru Yamasaki, an architect of
renewal and designer of the Northwestern
National Life Insurance Company’s new
building in the Gateway district of Minne
apolis, said when visiting the area in April
of 1963: “All civilizations of the past have
expressed themselves in their architecture
. . . we in America haven’t reflected our
selves very well. . . .”10
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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.
SHE
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.

