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The burning of St. Paul’s International Hotel in 1869. See article on “the men who ran
with the m achine,” St. P a u l’s volunteer firemen, beginning on page 4. “The Mystery of
the Leaking Lake” begins on page 18.

RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY
Executive Director
Daniel J. Hoisington
Editor
Virginia Brainard Kunz

RAMSEY COUNTY
HISTORICAL SOCIETY

« W -

Joanne Englund
First Vice President
Anne Cowie Wilson
Second Vice President
Robert Hess
Secretary
James P. Wicker
Treasurer
John Costello, Deborah Gelbach, Joan
Grzywinski, Lorraine Hammerly, Craig Jilk,
John M. Lindley, Frank Marzitelli, Dr.
Thomas B. Mega, Richard T. Murphy, Sr.,
Marvin Pertzik, Douglas Skor, Robert O.
Straughn, Gary Woeltge, Laurie Zenner.
EDITORIAL BOARD
John M. Lindley, chairman; Thomas H.
Boyd, Thomas C. Buckley, Charlton Dietz,
Thomas J. Kelley, Arthur McWatt, Dr.
Thomas B. Mega.

C O U N T Y

History
Volum e 25, Num ber 4

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Gregory K. Page
Chairman o f the Board
William S. Fallon
President

R A M S E Y

W inter, 1990

CONTENTS
3 Letters
4 Fire on the Frontier—Tradesmen, Merchants:
The Men Who Ran With the Machine
Thomas J. Kelley

1 5 Christmas Myths, Memories and Our Pagan Past
Virginia Brainard Kunz

16-17 Christmas Was For Children Then, Too

1 8 The Mystery of the Leaking Lake: Phalen Park and
Its Almost-100 Year History
Tim Koran

26 ‘Be Intimate with None. . . .’
Ronald M. Hubbs

27 A Matter o f Time
30 Book Reviews
Daniel John Hoisington

RAMSEY COUNTY COMMISSIONERS
Commissioner Hal Norgard, chairman
Commissioner Diane Ahrens
Commissioner John Finley
Commissioner Ruby Hunt
Commissioner Duane McCarty
Commissioner Don Salverda
Commissioner Warren Schaber
Terry Schütten, executive director, Ramsey
County
Ramsey County History is published quarterly
by the Ramsey County Historical Society,
323 Landmark Center, 75 W. Fifth Street,
St. Paul, Minn. 55102. Printed in U.S.A.
Copyright, 1990, Ramsey County Historical
Society. ISSN Number 0485-9758. All rights
reserved. No part of this publication may be
reprinted or otherwise reproduced without
written permission from the publisher.
On the Cover: The burning of the
International Hotel on February 3, 1869, was
sketched by St Paul artist R. O. Sweeny and
published in Harper’s Weekly on February
27, 1869.
Acknowledgements: Photographs on pages
3, 5, 13, 15, 23 (the band concert), 27, 29,
30 and 31 are from the Ramsey County
Historical Society’s photo collection. The
engine woodcut, page 7, is from the archives
of the Waterous Company in South St. Paul.
Those on pages 18, 19, 20 (ice fishing), 21,
22 (launch), 23 (races), 24 and 25 are from
the St. Paul Department of Parks and
Recreation. All other photographs used in
this issue of Ramsey County History are from
the audio-visual collections o f the Minnesota
Historical Society.

2

RAMSEY COU NTY HISTORY

35 What’s Historic About This Site?
The West Side’s Riverview Carnegie Branch Library
Publication o f Ramsey County History is supported
in part by a grant from the G rotto Foundation
and a gift from C lara M . C laussen and F rieda H. C laussen
in m em ory o f H enry H . C ow ie, Jr.

A Message from the Editorial Board

R amsey County History

is your m agazine. W ithout readers who
have an interest in St. Paul, R am sey C ounty and the surrounding
area, this m agazine cannot be a forum for ideas and discovery about
the history o f Ram sey County.
B ecause the E ditorial B oard w ants to encourage and support w rit
ing about urban and rural history relating to St. Paul and Ram sey
C ounty, w e invite you to send us any suggestions o r ideas for future
articles o r topics to be presented in this m agazine. Perhaps there is a
favorite landm ark, person, group o r institution that you w ould like to
know m ore about. W hether your question concerns the origin o f a
street nam e in St. Paul o r the origin o f a neighborhood in Ram sey
C ounty, let us know o f y o u r interest and desire to learn m ore. Please
call o r w rite o u r editor, o u r executive director o r the Society’s general
office in L andm ark C enter.
—John M. Lindley, chairm an, E ditorial B oard

‘Be Intimate with None . . .
amily relationships might or not known here. It is expected that 100 couples
have been much different in mid- will attend. It is to be got up in New York
19th century America than they are style, with a programme of the dances and
today, but the lives of young women printed
cer
cards for the ladies to mark their
tainly were circumscribed then by custom engagements upon.”
and etiquette.
By 1854 Sarah had moved to New
Sarah Wilkin, of Goshen, New York, York, apparently to attend a finishing
was fortunate to have an older brother who school, and Wilkin was generous with his
apparently was all too willing to provide advice, as well as with some financial sup
guidance as she prepared to negotiate the port:
thorny thickets of Victorian society. In
“I received your letter informing me of
several delightful letters written in the your arrival in New York. I trust by this
1850s, Alexander Wilkin, a St. Paul time you have become reconciled to the
businessman and real estate entrepreneur change and find your situation pleasant.
who was then in his early thirties, Try and improve yourself, but do not apply
describes his own social life and offers yourself so closely as to ignore your
some advice drawn from his vast ex health.
perience as a sought-after bachelor and
“Be very careful what associations you
man-about-town.
form and do not suffer yourself to be too
“I scarcely know what to write about much influenced by those about you. You
that will interest you,” he told the teen- will find many amiable, obliging and kind
aged Sarah in an early 1850s letter that hearted persons to whom you will become
draws a picture of social life in the frontier attached but who possess little principle.
village. “If you were older and had ‘come
“Be intimate with none until you have
out’ in society, I could amuse you with fully ascertained their character, but be
descriptions of balls & parties, which are kind and pleasant to all. Bear in mind your
numerous here this winter. Day before Mother’s instruction and advice, for you
yesterday I attended a wedding and a large will find none during your life more wor
supper party. Last evening, an evening thy. I wish you would pay attention to your
party; and a very elegant gentlemen’s sup- French, as I may after awhile wish to take
perparty. Tonight I am invited to a musical you abroad for a time.
soiree-tom orrow night to a German ball,
“Attend to accomplishments as well as
and on Monday to an Odd Fellows ball,
the useful branches. I have written to Wil
which will be the grandest affair ever liam Palmer to advance you money if you

need, as Father may not think to supply
you with what is necessary. Be economical
but do not stint yourself. Dress well but not
gaudily.”
Later, he offered the following advice
on etiquette:
“When you are in [New York] city you
should take pains to learn the little matters
of etiquette of Society. In these seemingly
unimportant items consist good breeding
& people are judged among strangers by
their compliance with them. It will do no
harm to read some standard work on these
subjects.
“You have a good deal of natural dignity
of manner & grace which goes a great way.
Avoid all cant phrases. They are undig
nified and vulgar . . . .Never call your
acquaintances by nicknames as seems to be
an almost universal custom in Goshen.
When respectable strangers visit in the
neighborhood, if you know who they are
and that they move in the best society
where they live, be particular to call on
them. You should have some neatly en
graved cards.”
Wilkin’s wistful hope of someday tak
ing Sarah abroad for a time was never real
ized. He lost his life in the Battle of Tupelo
during the Civil War.
—Ronald M. Hubbs

Myths from page 15

Then as now there were toys, toys and
toys advertised-C hina head dolls, cast
iron wagons drawn by two horses. Auto
graph books with their sentimental little
greetings were big sellers, at least up
through the 1930s. Stitchery, then an art
rather than a craft, was promoted for lov
ing hands at home to add beauty to such
practical gifts as aprons, doilies,
tablecloths and kitchen towels.
At this time of year, when tradition and
memory hold us in thrall, it is interesting
to note how much a part of the past the
present is.

F

Danz’s Military Band to entertain the cus
tomers. Only the prices were new, for to
day’s readers.
Schuneman and Evans’s ad in the Sun
day Pioneer Press for December 15,1895,
urged readers to “spend here where every
thing is cheapest” and offered a ladies goldplated watch with a Swiss movement for
$4.50; an engraved sterling silver pocket
knife with two blades for 48 cents and “a
real diamond ring” for $1.98.
Cost-cutting went on in the face of com
petition from other merchants, and down
payments, easy credit and deferred pay
26
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ments abounded. The New England Furni
ture and Carpet Company at 435 Wabasha
Street, advertised its $6 desk for $3.95,
offered a partial payment plan and waived
the 5 percent carrying charge if you bought
before January 1.
Zimmermans, at 380 Minnesota Street,
advertised Kodaks in 1910 and coined the
word “Kodakery” to describe the hobby
that had been all the rage since 1889 when
George Eastman invented the flexible roll
film and a simple camera to go with it.
Somehow, “Kodakery” didn’t catch on but
the term “Brownie,” meaning almost any
little box camera, did enter our language.
These sold for $1 in 1910 and “Special Ko
daks,” evidently top-of-the-line, for $65.

This article is based on Wilkins letters in
the archives o f the St. Paul Companies.

—

Virginia Brainard Kunz

Before the days o f boom boxes, canoeists at Phalen Park in the 1920s brought along their victrolas to listen to music. For a
history of the park and o f Lake Phalen, see the article beginning on page 18.
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