Who Built the
Minnesota Capitol?

John Rachac,
Master Carpemter

John Sielaff
—Page 13

RAMSEY COUNTY

A Publication o fthe Ramsey County Historical Society

Summer 2012 Volume 47, Number 1

St. Paul’s Beaux-Arts Carnegie Libraries
Philanthropic Architecture in a Local Context

Lauren M. Freese Page 3

BHIN®ipl B m

/1 v

St. Anthony Park Free Public Library, 1917

Riverview Free Public Library, 1917

Three public libraries in St. Paul; three fagades;
one giftof money from the Carnegie Foundation
to build all three; one architect for all three
buildings; and one approved set ofarchitectural
plans. What do these facades tell us? The top
and bottom photos are from 2010. The middle
photo is from 1994. Photos courtesy ofthe
Saint Paul Public Library.

Arlington Hills Free Public Library, 1917
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A Message from the Editorial Board

e thread running through the Spring issue of our magazine is buildings and builders. In
The lead article, art historian Lauren Freese examines the facades of three Beaux-Arts style
Carnegie Libraries in St. Paul. What makes her analysis so interesting is that all three public li-
braries were built by the same construction company using similar budgets and nearly identical
architectural plans prepared by one architect. Yet the facades are not identical. Freese analyzes the
neighborhood setting for each library to explain why. From libraries, the focus then turns to the
construction of two other St. Paul landmarks: James J. Hill’s mansion on Summit Avenue and the
Minnesota Capitol. John Sielaff uses little-known records to tell us about one master carpenter,
John Rachac, and how he used his skills in finishing the interior of the Hill family’s residence and
to build the seat of Minnesota’s government.

This issue then turns to Kate Jaeger’s history of a more recent building effort: the establish-
ment of the Open Cities Health Center (OCHC), which is now in its 45th year. Since its founding,
OCHC’s mission has been to provide health care to economically disadvantaged residents of
St. Paul, especially among people of color, recent immigrants, and those who lack health insur-
ance. This is a remarkable story because it began as a grass-roots effort led by women from the
neighborhood OCHC serves. Our final article is a short and poignant account of General John
B. Sanborn’s brief interview with President Abraham Lincoln in 1863. This excerpt comes from
Sanborn’s privately printed Speeches and Addresses, which the Society has reprinted and will
publish this summer.

Anne Cowie, Chair, Editorial Board
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“As Ifin a Law Office in lllinois”

An Interview with President Lincoln

General John B. Sanborn

ortly after Minnesota began sending volunteer units to support the Union

rmy in thefight with the Confederacy, John B. Sanborn, a St. Paul lawyer

ndformer legislator, was appointed colonel and given command of the
Fourth Minnesota Infantry Regiment. In the summer of 1862, Sanborn and his
menjoined the Army o fthe Tennessee, then under the command o fM ajor General
Ulysses S. Grant in northern Mississippi. For the remainder o0 1862 andfor the
firsthalfo 1863, Sanborn and the Fourth Minnesota tookpart in several attempts
by Grant to take the Confederatefortress of Vicksburg on the east bank ofthe
Mississippi River. Although Sanborn was a citizen-soldier whoseformal training
infor war was minimal, he proved at the battles o fluka (September 19, 1862)
and Corinth (October3-4,1862) to be a very capable commander and a talented
leader, Finally after laying siege to Vicksburg, the Confederates surrendered on
July 4,1863, thereby yielding control ofthe entire Mississippi to the Union. As a
consequence ofhis gallant leadership at luka and Corinth, General Grant rec-
ommended Sanbornfor promotion to brigadier general. President Lincoln also
endorsed advancing Sanborn in rank. For reasons that are unknown today, poli-
tics, probably involving local Minnesota issues, intervened and confirmation of

Sanbornspromotion by the Congress was delayed.

A frustrated Sanborn waited patiently
for his promotion to be confirmed, but in
August 1863 he decided that his only re-
course was to resignfrom the army, which
he did, and go in person to Washington
to present his case. In his 1887 address
titled “Reminiscences of the Campaigns
Against Vicksburg,” Sanborn explained
why he resigned and then recounted his
meeting with President Lincoln and sev-
eral of his cabinet officers. Whatfollows
is an excerpt from General Sanborn’
speech.

About the first of August, the whole
list of appointments of those recom-
mended for promotion came back, with
the single exception of my name. | there-
upon wrote out my resignation, and
took it to [General] McPherson, who
approved it and then rode with me to
General Grant’s headquarters, and the
General accepted it, and directed the
proper staff officers to give me transpor-
tation to St. Paul, to allow me to take out
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my horses, and to turn over to me the col-
ors captured by my command at Jackson.

One of General Grant’s staff officers
communicated the secret, that Grant
had written a personal letter in regard to
my case, and that the promotion would
surely come.

Soon after my arrival home, the sena-
tors offered to give me letters to the
President, and really seemed anxious that |
should return to the army. But in the Army
of the Tennessee, | had lost relative rank to
such an extent that my usefulness would
be much curtailed. But after much delib-
eration, | concluded to return to the army,
and went to Washington with the letters
of the senators. General Frank Blair was
there, and wanted to go with me to meet
the President. | had not seen the President
since March, 1861. The interview was pe-
culiar, amusing and interesting. We were
invited in immediately upon sending in
our cards, and found most of the cabinet
officers present. Seward, Chase, Welles

and Stanton remained quite a while, and
heard us answer questions asked by the
President about the campaign. At length
I handed to Mr. Lincoln the letters from
the Senators.He looked at them, and says,
“Then they are ready for this now. | will
give you a letter to Stanton.” He imme-
diately wrote it, and after the interview
closed | took it over to Mr. Stanton, who
opened it and handed it right back to me,
and | have it still, and said, “Why didn’t
you come to me in the first instance? What
did you go to the President for?” And he
immediately revoked the order of General
Grant accepting my resignation, and made
the appointment a second time, saying that
he had known all about the case all the
time. Hence | was not out of the service
a day, from December 22d, 1861, the day
I mustered in, to June 1st, 1866, the day |
mustered out.

The course of Minnesota was cer-
tainly very different from that of other
States. Other States seemed to push their
men and officers forward with great zeal,
while Minnesota seemed disposed to
hold hers back, and lost all opportunity of
commanding influence in the army, and
otherwise diminished her power.

This was the last time | ever saw Mr.
Lincoln. He seemed as genial and so-
cial as if in a law office in Illinois. After
handing to me the letter he had written to
Stanton, he turned over another leaf of his
portfolio, and says, “Blair, | want to read
to you a letter | have written to [General]
McClemand, and get your opinion of my
epistolary powers. McClemand has ap-
plied to me to call a court of inquiry upon
his conduct and that of General Grant, in
the campaign against Vicksburg; and you
know McClemand and | are old friends,
but this is something that | can’t do, and
I am trying to get out of it the best way |
can. You see Grant has given us about the
only good things we have had so far in this



war, and the people of the country won’t
see him ordered before a court of inquiry
now; so here is what | have written.”

And he read the letter. It was quite
lengthy for an official letter. The chief
point of it was, as | now remember, that
the orders and acts of both McClemand
and Grant, had been in the presence of tens
of thousands of their fellow citizens, and it
would matter little what a court composed
of a small number of these citizens might
find the facts to be, basing their findings
upon the evidence of a few more such citi-
zens, and closing with declining to call the
court. He added that he had studied pretty
hard on that letter, and that he believed that
was the best he could do. General Blair
congratulated him on his success. Mr.
Lincoln then illustrated the case by a very
apt story, which, like many of his illustra-
tions, cannot be givenjust as he told it. But
the gist was, that long years before, when
he was district attorney in Illinois, he had
proceeded with the trial of a case of assault
with intent to murder, without any previous
consultation with the complaining witness;
the county attorney having attended on the
grand jury, and drawn the indictment. He
proved his primafacie case easily by the
complaining witness. The prisoner had
shot at him with a pistol loaded with a
leaden bullet, and hit him; proved the time
when and the venue, and rested. The coun-
sel for the defense commenced to cross-
examine the witness with great ferocity.
“In whose house were you when you were
shot?” The witness stammered out, “In the
prisoner’s house.” “Who was there with
you?” With still more stammering, he said,
“The prisoner’s wife.” And so it went on,
till the question was asked, “Where did
the bullet hit you?” Whereupon the wit-
ness stopped and refused to answer. The
judge told him he must answer, and he
still refused; and at last Mr. Lincoln said
to the witness, he couldn’t see as it would
do any harm for the witness to answer so
simple a question, and, “You may as well
answer the question; it can do no harm.”
Whereupon the witness, with great emo-
tion, said, “Well, Mr. Lincoln, if you must
know all about this, the fact is, that he took
me on the rise.” With a hearty laugh, he
added, | think McClemand wants to take
Grant on the rise, for he has already risen
pretty high in the estimation of the people.

Brigadier GeneralJohn B. Sanborn (1826-
1904). Engraving by H.B. Hall& Sons in about
1865. Photo courtesy ofJennifer H. Gross.

But sixteen years have passed away
since the events above detailed, and the
saddest, gloomiest feature of this review
of unwritten history and unrecorded
events, is the havoc made by death with
the actors in those days. Not a group
comes before the mind that has not been
thinned or annihilated by death. Of the
five colonels of the first brigade, Boomer,
Alexander, Eddy and Mathias, that were
wont to meet and converse as friends dur-
ing the siege of Corinth, are dead, and |
alone remain. Of the group that met at my
tent the evening of the 21st of May, 1863,
Dana, of the New York Sun, and myself,
are all that survive. McPherson, Boomer,
Alexander, Eddy, are all gone. Of all
those met in September, 1863, in the
Executive Mansion, not one continues but
myself. Lincoln, Seward, Chase, Welles,
Stanton and Blair, are all numbered with
the dead; of the staff, Rawlins, Bowens,
and others are gone. And this deeply im-
presses me with the thought, that if any
of us who took part in those exciting days
and scenes, are carrying in our minds por-
tions of the unwritten history that may be
of interest or profit to posterity, we must
commit it to writing soon, or the darkness
of the grave will exclude it from the light
forever.

Thanks to President Lincoln’ interven-
tion, John B. Sanborn received his well-
earnedpromotion to brigadiergeneral. He
subsequently served in Missourifrom late
1863 to the end of the war. Some months
after General Robert E. Lee’ surrender
at Appomattox brought the long, bloody
war to an end, General Sanborn received
orders to Kansas. There he negotiated the
terms by which those slaves who were then
living in the Indian Territory (present-day
Oklahoma) were emancipated. During
this assignment, Sanborn receivedpromo-
tion to brevet major generalfor his service
in Missouri. He then was mustered out of
the army and briefly returned to St. Paul
before he was appointed by President
Andrew Johnson to a commission of cur-
rent andformer military officers and civil-
ians to negotiate treaties with the Native
tribes of the Great Plains, who were
hostile to the postwar expansion of set-
tlers and railroads in Kansas, Nebraska,
Colorado, and Wyoming. At last Sanborn
returned to Minnesota in 1870 and re-
sumed his lawpractice. He died in St. Paul
in 1904, where he was honoredfollowing
his passing for his service to Minnesota
and the United States.

This summer the Ramsey County His-
torical Society is publishing a reprint of
General John B. Sanborn’s Speeches and
Addresses. This volume was collected and
printed in the 1960s by General Sanborn’s
descendants. It contains ten speeches and
addresses that Sanborn published between
1869 and 1887, including the speech from
which this excerpt of his interview with
President Lincoln is taken. The Ramsey
County Historical Society has added an
Introduction written by John M. Lindley
to the reprint volume. The Introduction
provides an extended biographical pro-
file of General Sanborn that concentrates
on his service in the Civil War and gives
a brief explanation of the themes found
in each of Sanborn’s speeches and ad-
dresses in the book. A generous gift from
General Sanborn’s great-granddaughter,
Jennifer H. Gross, has made the reprint-
ing of the Speeches and Addresses pos-
sible. Copies of this reprint will be avail-
able from the Society at its offices in
Landmark Center.
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The CSPS Hallin St. Paul displays this photo ofJohn Rachaé, a master
carpenter who helped to build the SummitAvenue mansion ofJames J. Hill
and the Minnesota Capitol. Formore on John Rachad, see page 13. Photo by
Julia Kierstine. Photo courtesy ofthe Czech-Slovak Protective Society, St. Paul.



