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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

Welcome to the “new” Ramsey County History. In 1987 the
Society’s Board o f Directors established a task force to develop 

a strategic plan. One o f the principal recommendations o f that task 
force was to publish our magazine on a quarterly basis. For that 
purpose an Editorial Board was established and as a result o f  their 
efforts over a two-year planning period, we are proud and happy to 
present to you, our members and our readers, this new , enlivened 
format. You will note the additional new features, such as “A M atter 
o f  T im e,” Letters to the Editor, book reviews, descriptions o f St. 
Paul’s historic sites and other features.

W e hope you will enjoy this new format, and request your 
comments and reactions to it. We also would like to rem ind you that 
we always are looking for m anuscripts, for writers and particularly 
for reminiscences, those colorful and personal accounts o f  your 
experiences and m em ories o f St. Paul and Ramsey County. If  you 
would like to contribute to our new m agazine, just call the editor.

— William S. Fallon
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What’s Historic About this Site?
The Dahl House:

The Last
o f Old Lowe rtown

Editor’s Note: This is the first in a series 
o f articles on Ramsey County’s historic 
sites which will be published in forth
coming issues o f  Ramsey County 
History.

One of the most unlikely of 
Ramsey County’s historic sites, 
for those of us who think of 
them in terms of the mansions of the rich, 

is a one-story, stucco-covered cottage on 
the edge of the approach to the capital. 
But the William Dahl house at 136 Thir
teenth Street, deserves its listing on the 
National Register of Historic Places as 
the last surviving residence of the once- 
residential Lowertown district.

William Dahl, who came to Min
nesota Territory from England about 
1849, was a man of several occupations. 
Early St. Paul records list him as a clerk, 
census taker, shopkeeper and general 
agent for the Hudson’s Bay Company.

In 1857 Dahl purchased a lot on the 
edge of Lowertown and around the cor
ner from the sturdy two-story stone 
structure fur trader Norman Kittson was 
building on Jackson between Twelfth and 
Thirteenth Streets. Dahl completed his 
wood frame Greek Rivival cottage the 
following summer. His contractor was 
Ireland and Donavan. The “Ireland” in 
the partnership was Richard Ireland, 
whose son, John, became the first arch
bishop of St. Paul.

The original Dahl house measured 
twenty by thirty feet with a low-pitched 
gable roof and a full basement. As the 
years passed, two additions were made to 
the house. The first, added around 1886, 
included a nineteen by sixteen-foot kit
chen attached to the rear of the house. In 
1962 a fifteen by sixteen-foot din- 
ing/recreation room was added to the kit
chen and the entire structure was covered 
with stucco.

William Dahl’s house (arrow) in St. Paul in 
1866-7 (top photo). This view from Mount 
Airy was taken by Whitney’s Gallery, St. 
Paul. Below is the house as it looked in 
1936. A. F. Raymond photograph.

The main living rooms for William 
Dahl and his family were in the basement 
of their new home. Unheated sleeping 
quarters occupied the main floor. 
William lived there only a few months, 
however. He died of consumption in 
September, 1858, leaving his wife, 
Catherine, who was pregnant with their 
third child, to support the family. She did 
so by taking in washing.

The Dahls’ only son, Edward, went 
into the furniture business at the age of 13 
to help with the family’s expenses, and he 
inherited the homestead when his mother 
died in 1901. By that time Edward had 
retired from the furniture business he had 
operated for twenty-five years and was 
devoting all of his time to serving as a 
secretary for the St. Paul Junior 
Pioneers. In 1889 he had been a founder 
of the Pioneers, a civic-minded group

dedicated to supporting the city’s 
development and preserving its heritage.

Edward and his wife, Sophia, lived in 
the house until the summer of 1936, 
when he sold it to Roy Patterson. The 
next year Edward died at the age of 81. 
The Pattersons remodeled the house ex
tensively and raised their children there 
before Mrs. Patterson sold the property 
to the state of Minnesota after her hus
band’s death. The state used the house as 
offices for the criminal system om
budsman. The house still stands as one of 
the last remaining reminders of St. Paul’s 
pioneer past.

When Edward Dahl moved from his 
boyhood home in 1936, he recalled for a 
newspaper reporter some memories of 
the years when he and the city were 
growing up together:

“There’s a lot of sentiment stored 
away in this house,” he said. “Father died 
here and so did mother. . . . When I 
was a kid [in the 1860s], I used to pick 
hazel nuts up the hill yonder,” he con
tinued, pointing toward the state capital, 
“and across Robert Street were the Tip
perary flats. It was covered with shacks.”

Kittson’s house has long since been 
demolished, as have all of the other 
homes that once graced Lowertown, but 
the home that William Dahl built for his 
family 132 years ago expresses the 
lifestyle of the common folk of that 
period.
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Henry H. Sibley’s house at 417 Woodward, St. Paul, from the 1874 Illustrated Historical Atlas 
of the State of Minnesota, published by A. M. Andreas.
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