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Eliza Edgerton Newport and St. Paul’s 
Floating Bethel, 1891-1903

christine podas-larson

One man smelled smoke in the air as he en-
tered the hallway; some felt the sudden 

heat as they lay in bed; others saw the lapping 
flames arising out their windows. In panic, 
they bolted from their rooms, yelled the alarm, 
and pounded on doors. On the night of July 5, 
1893, eighty people were housed on the Bethel 
Boat—moored at Sibley Street on the Missis-
sippi River—when fire broke out about 10:00 
p.m. Within minutes, an inferno engulfed the 
boat, sha/ering windows, surging down cor-
ridors, crashing beams, and licking the decks. 
Passengers jumped into the fiery waters, inched 
in terror along railings to the gangplank, broke 
screens and leapt to safety across the chasm that 
separated the upper deck from the Milwaukee 
Railroad tracks. Boats nearby came to the rescue 
until forced by threatening flames to cut loose. 
Heroic crew carried and dragged to the dock 
those overcome with smoke and burned beyond 
saving. People on surrounding boats, the levee, 
and Robert Street Bridge witnessed hell in the 
waters below, as if from a scene in Dante.¹

By morning light, the tragedy was clear: the 
boat was a charred hull; dazed passengers who 
had escaped waited anxiously nearby, their per-
sonal belongings forever gone. Three people 
died that night, and a fourth expired within 
the week. Lodgers in the Bethel’s Friendly Inn 
had been the homeless and unemployed; trav-
eling clergy; and those with temporary work 
in St. Paul. Most were river and railroad work-
ers, one was an actor, another a photographer, 
another a wallpaper cleaner. There was a Scot 
who worked for West Publishing. There were 
families with small children. The Bethel’s 
crew numbered its bathhouse a/endants, its 
ministers, and its engineer and matron, both 
of whom perished. Among the dead was Lulu 
Morgan, teenage daughter of the boat’s literal 
and spiritual skipper, Rev. David Morgan. The 
general consensus was that the Bethel Boat 

was a lost cause, never to return to anchor on 
St. Paul’s levee again.

Within days, Eliza Edgerton Newport, a 
trustee of the Bethel Association and presi-
dent of its Women’s Auxiliary called a meeting 
in her elegant home at 217 Summit Avenue to 
develop a strategy to raise $5,000 to repair the 
boat. On July 15, she stood up in front of the 
press and staunchly challenged assertions that 
the boat was a fire trap that should be scrapped 
and should never have been allowed on the 
riverfront: “It was no more a fire trap than any 
other wooden building and not nearly so much 
as an ordinary steamboat,” she asserted. “The 
facts should be clearly stated.”² She went on 
to raise the required funds, and the Bethel’s 
cafeteria and Sunday school reopened in Octo-
ber; by November, the Friendly Inn was again 
in business, and several hundred were served 
Thanksgiving dinner.³

The Bethel Fire, July 5, 
1893, in which four 
people perished. 
Saint Paul Pioneer 
Press, July 6, 1893, p. 1. 
Courtesy of the Minnesota 
Historical Society.
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A true believer in the Bethel Boat’s mission, 
Eliza Newport had the stature and determina-
tion to lead its resurrection so that it continued 
to serve the working poor in the heart of the 
waterfront for the next decade. The story of the 
Bethel Boat illuminates Eliza’s commitment to 
the well-being of the working classes and epito-
mizes her civic leadership, which played a sub-
stantial role in shaping humanitarian, patriotic, 
and artistic aspects of St. Paul life in the late 
nineteenth century.

Introduction
Eliza Edgerton Newport came to Minnesota in 
1872 as her husband, General Reece Marshall 
Newport, was engaged first as disbursing agent 
and later as treasurer, auditor, and chief land 
agent for the Northern Pacific Railroad.⁴ Brain-
erd, the railroad’s early headquarters, was their 
first stop. In 1877, the Newports arrived in the 
Twin Cities. In 1882, they se"led in a large home 
at 217 Summit Avenue, now site of the Cathedral 
of Saint Paul’s parking lot. Over the next thirty 
years, Eliza would rise to become one of the 
most influential women in the state and the life 
of its capital city. 

She charted new roles for women as lead-
ers, and her 1909 obituary noted that she was 
“always foremost in movements for civic and 
Christian advancement and . . . heartily inter-
ested and active in every effort for the true and 

lasting welfare of womankind.”⁵ Who’s Who 
Among Minnesota Women, published in 1924 
fi%een years a%er her death, recognized Eliza’s 
substantial accomplishments.⁶ The organi-
zational and aesthetic impacts of her work in 
St. Paul remain with us today.

Early Life on the Ohio River
Growing up in Marie"a and nearby Newport, 
Ohio, Eliza Edgerton and Reece Newport had 
known one another since childhood; both were 
born in 1838 and lived in the river- centered 
world of Washington County. Marie"a, at the 
confluence of the Ohio and Muskingum riv-
ers, was the first city of the Northwest Terri-
tory, established 1787, with core values that 
prohibited slavery and allowed for female es-
tate inheritance. Se"led by New Englanders 
following the Revolutionary War, it evolved as 
a center of abolitionist sentiment and a haven 
in the Under ground Railroad, just across the 
Ohio from Virginia (a%er 1861, West Virginia). 
Marie"a has a feeling much like St. Paul on the 
 Mississippi—an important river port with tall 
bluffs overlooking a broad wooded valley. 

Eliza was the fi%h of eight children of Luther 
Edgerton Jr. and Elizabeth Morgan. Eliza’s was 
a pioneer family, descending from Plymouth 
Colony’s William Bradford and migrating to the 
Northwest Territory from Norwich, Connecti-
cut, in 1816. Her grandfather, Luther Edger-
ton Sr., built a ready-made clothing enterprise 
which her father evolved into a prosperous 
mercantile business along the Ohio, with homes 
and stores in Marie"a and a few miles upriver 
in Newport. 

Eliza’s father was a model of entrepreneur-
ial and community spirit and was very active in 
the civic and church life of Washington County. 
Always resourceful, he even issued his own cur-
rency in Newport during the Civil War!⁷ Eliza’s 
mother, Elizabeth, was descended from the 
Revolutionary War Colonel George Morgan, 
who was also an explorer and agricultural entre-
preneur; his vast Morganza estate outside Pi"s-
burgh was Elizabeth’s home until her marriage 
to Luther.⁸ This patriotic heritage resonated 
deeply with Eliza—it was vividly present in her 
daily home life as she heard and thrilled to he-
roic and pioneering stories told and retold and 
as she took to heart the values of democracy. 

Many area newspapers 
made mention of the 
opening of the Floating 
Bethel in May 1891. The 
Saint Paul Globe, May 3, 
1891, p. 3. Courtesy of 
the Minnesota Historical 
Society.
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She later wrote, “I love my country . . . and 
through the traditions of my ancestry and per-
sonal experiences, have some faint realization 
of what it cost to establish and maintain our free 
institutions.”⁹

Elizabeth Morgan Edgerton’s family was 
well educated. Her father and grandfather had 
gradu ated from Princeton, and her great uncle, 
Dr. John Morgan, was in the first class of the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania and later co-founded its 
School of Medicine (renamed Perelman School 
of Medicine in 2011). Luther and Elizabeth’s 
children were educated at home and in local 
schools.

In the educational avant-garde of her time, 
Eliza le" home at age thirteen to board and 
study at the Washington Women’s Seminary in 
Pennsylvania, one-hundred miles from Mari-
e#a. The seminary’s headmistress was the in-
spirational Sarah Foster Hanna. Hanna was a 
protégé and close friend of women’s education 
pioneer Emma Willard, whose Troy Female 
Seminary was the first school for women’s edu-
cation in America and set a national model for 
other visionaries such as Catharine Beecher. 
Willard sought to broaden women’s studies be-
yond the finishing school model. She vigorously 
promoted the study of science, math, history, 
geography, and philosophy. While Willard was 
consumed with promoting women’s education 
and not involved in women’s suffrage, it is worth 
noting that Elizabeth Cady Stanton was a gradu-
ate of the Troy Seminary in 1832. Willard was in-
strumental in securing the Washington position 
for Hanna and even came to the school in 1844 
to deliver a fiery commencement address, laud-
ing the capacity of educated women to move 
beyond service to their families into service to 
their communities and nation.¹⁰ Hanna em-
braced Willard’s model and built the core cur-
riculum at the Washington Seminary from the 
Troy model. 

Over her critical formative years, Eliza had 
an opportunity to learn first-hand about the 
executive capacities of women from one of 
tremendous intelligence, warmth, dignity, and 
self-assurance: “Once Hanna was firmly in 
charge of seminary affairs, she infused the . . . 
institution with a new energy and vigor. The 
influence of her great executive ability was at 
once felt in the growth and prosperity of the 

school and in its influence on the community.” 
Having passed rigorous public examinations, 
Eliza graduated in 1855 and returned to teach in 
Newport and was living there with her parents 
when the Civil War began.¹¹

Marriage and Coming to Minnesota
Reece Marshall Newport was born in Sharps-
burg, Pennsylvania. His family moved to a 
farm in Newport, Ohio, when he was a child. 
His father died when Reece was sixteen. Reece 
continued to work the farm until his mother’s 
death; he then moved to Marie#a to pursue his 
education. He graduated from Marie#a College 
in 1860, salutatorian and a member of Mari-
e#a’s first Phi Beta Kappa chapter. Reece was 
an ardent Republican, frequently contributing 
articles to the local newspaper in support of Lin-
coln and debating in favor of abolition in college 
societies.¹² When the Civil War began in 1861, 
he was studying at Union Theological Seminary 
in New York and saw the Union troops parade 
down Broadway. He was inspired to return to 
Ohio and volunteer in the state’s quartermas-
ter’s department.

Eliza and Reece married in Newport in 1863, 
just before Reece was assigned to the Union 
Army’s depot in Baltimore. There, he quickly 

Eliza Edgerton Newport in her mid-fifties, 
around 1892. Photo from the archives of the 
Minnesota State Society, Daughters of the 
American Revolution.

Reece Marshall Newport at age fifty in 1888. 
Photographer: Moreno and Lopez, 1888. 
Courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society.
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sewing, and outreach to the sick and poor. She 
became an early member of women’s organi-
zations, such as the New Century Club. In the 
early 1890s, she moved beyond church-based 
work and came into her own as she founded 
and/or led a host of ventures that promoted the 
well-being of St.  Paul’s working men and 
women, deepened understanding of American 
history, championed the roles of women in so-
ciety, and fostered civic beauty.

In the years 1891–92 alone, she organized the 
Daughters of the American Revolution in Min-
nesota and became the first State Regent, was 
elected a trustee of the St. Paul Bethel Associa-
tion and president of its Women’s Auxiliary, was 
elected chair of the Young Women’s Friendly As-
sociation board, and led a Ramsey County effort 
to develop an exhibition for the World’s Colum-
bian Exhibition in Chicago on the “power and 
place of women in the civilization of today.”¹⁵ 
She expanded that list through the 1890s, as 
chair of the Women’s Auxiliary of the 1896 Civil 
War Grand Encampment (the only woman on 
its Citizens Commi%ee), a founder of the Na-
tional Society of Colonial Dames in Minnesota, 
and leader of the civic Monument Association 
and other efforts to create public sculptures and 
improve the aesthetics of city streetscapes.¹⁶

Service to Working Men and Women 
Eliza championed the wellbeing, sense of dig-
nity, and self-worth of working men and women 
who struggled at the lower rungs of the eco-
nomic ladder, with li%le or no job security and 
long separations from their families and dis-
tances from their hometowns. She wanted to 
provide a foundation for them to escape from 
dire poverty, isolation, and despair into a larger 
sense of civic, social, and cultural life and to 
build their employable skills. The organizations 
in which she became deeply involved shared that 
vision. Though they had religious leaders and 
spiritual foundations, these organizations were 
nondenominational and, while se%ing forth 
high moral standards, did not proselytize. They 
offered highly practical and even bold responses 
to real needs. In her leadership role, Eliza pro-
vided robust support for the compassionate vi-
sion and tireless work of organizational staff, 
raised substantial financial and in-kind support, 
dedicated countless volunteer hours in planning 

and developing charitable and artistic programs, 
and stood as an eloquent advocate for those who 
were rarely asked to speak, as successes were 
cele brated and challenges faced.

Eliza had closely observed and developed 
a deep understanding of the working classes 
from her early life in Ohio. Her father’s stores 
and homes in both Newport and Marie%a were 
quite literally on the working Ohio riverfront; 
thus she was familiar with those engaged in all 
levels of river commerce. Her family had built 
their clothing and mercantile businesses in the 
early nineteenth century through the hard work 
of all family members, including the women. 

For nearly half a century, she was in a posi-
tion to closely observe the growth of commerce 

217 Summit Avenue in the snowy winter of 1896–1897. Courtesy of the author, from her grand-
father’s (R. M. Newport, Jr.) scrapbook.

The Newport Home at 
217 Summit Avenue next 
to the foundation of 
the Cathedral of Saint 
Paul. The home was 
eventually demolished 
and replaced by a park-
ing lot. Courtesy of the 
Archdiocese of Saint Paul 
and Minneapolis Archives.
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at river ports and railroad hubs. She had a keen 
eye to working conditions in Marie!a along the 
Ohio River, in Baltimore during the Civil War, 
and in Minnesota through early development 
of the Northern Pacific and Western Railroads.

In 1882, within months of her arrival in 
St. Paul, she had organized a band of women to 
incorporate and open a coffee house near the 
river at 142 East Third Street in an effort to pro-
mote temperance and provide low-priced meals 
to workers. 

The St. Paul Bethel 
Eliza was likely drawn to the work of the Bethel 
Association because its mission and methods 
expressed values that she shared, including the 
Bethel’s initial ties to the Presbyterian Church.¹⁷

The Bethel Association evolved from the 
Western Seamen’s Friend Society that began in 
Ohio in the 1830s. It served the boatmen of the 
Western waters, and temperance was a core 
tenet. It soon associated with the Bethel [Pres-
byterian] Church in Cleveland and in addition 
to church-based efforts, evangelical “floating 
bethels” carried out itinerant missionary work. 
From 1867, the Bethel Union split from both 
the Society and Presbyterian Church to focus 
on nonsectarian social and educational relief 
work.¹⁸ As the Society spread west, its work in 
each city was put completely under local control. 

Though locally autonomous, there was  a 
loose structure for sharing and learning 
among Bethels in various states and some 
level of central guidance from an Ohio (later 
Chicago)- based superintendent. St. Paul Bethel 
Associa tion was founded in 1872 and formally 
incorporated in 1882. Its mission was to serve 
both men  and women and to succor workers 
who gravitated to the wharf and downtown dis-
tricts and  whose labor “separated them from 
home and the stability of family and church 
life.”¹⁹ Many were homeless. The Association 
worked initially  on an itinerant basis as its 
ministers visited riverfronts and boats, lumber 
camps, poor houses, hospitals, and prisons to 
offer prayer, religious and secular reading mate-
rials, and encouragement.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
the population was shi(ing from country to 
city, thousands of new immigrants were arriv-
ing in St. Paul, and workers were flocking to the 

city. Between 1870 and 1880, St. Paul’s popu-
lation grew from 20,030 to 133,156. Nearly all 
were at the mercy of boom and bust economic 
cycles that extended into the 1890s. With this 
rapid growth, slums and saloons arose in the 
city: “The liquor problem was making life in-
creasingly difficult for poor working men and 
their families, with drink cited as the root of 
social evils.”²⁰

In the face of tremendous need, St. Paul Bethel 
leaders Rev. Robert Smith and Rev. E.  R. Pierce 
had long been aware of the need for a home for 
their work but lacked the funds to purchase or 
build a structure. Ultimately, the inspired solu-
tion was based on two models: the floating Beth-
els and coffee houses, such as the one established 
by Eliza in 1882, where people could enter for 
the minimal cost of a cup of coffee, meet other 
people, gossip, and discuss issues of mutual in-
terest in an atmosphere devoid of alcohol, bet-
ting, and other vices.²¹

St. Paul’s Floating Bethel was designed by 
architect Isaac Hodgson and constructed by a 
shipbuilder named Asa Batchelder in Still water 
for $7,000. The funds came mostly from the 
sale of land that had been donated to Bethel 
by James J. Hill, a Bethel trustee. In May 1891, 
it opened on the riverfront’s Lower Landing, 
docked at the base of Sibley Street as allowed 
by a special city ordinance. Rev. David Morgan 
was the Bethel’s chaplain and skipper. Eliza was 
both president of the Women’s Auxil iary (a typ-
ical organizational role for women at the time) 
and a member of Bethel’s board of trustees (an 
unusual role for a woman).

The Bethel served the “floating class” along 
the river: boatmen, railroad workers, workers 
on the landings and depots.²² Some worked in 
menial jobs; others had been laid off or injured. 
Bethel served the women and children who 
were deeply impacted by the family breadwin-
ner’s unemployment or diminished financial 
circumstances. It also served the large popu-
lation of transients who simply eked out an 
existence on the riverfront. All served were 
deemed the “worthy” poor.²³ The Bethel was a 
hands-on operation that provided what people 
needed: food, clothing, fuel, and shelter to 
tide them over temporary misfortunes. “There 
was nothing in the work to encourage idleness 
and dependency.”²⁴
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There was a push by the Milwaukee Railroad 
to remove the Bethel from the depot pier at Sib-
ley to Jackson Street—a move ardently resisted 
by the Diamond Jo Line Steamer Company 
and localized river interests. At one point, the 
Bethel was moved to Robert Street, but the city 
engineer deemed it a hazard to river traffic and 
the bridge structure. Moored again at Sibley, in 
March 1903, a huge block of ice rammed into 
its hull, and the boat sank in ten feet of water 
to se"le on the muddy river bo"om. Shivering 
lodgers were saved, and no one was injured, but 
the boat was a total loss.²⁹

Through all of this, Eliza remained a loyal 
and dedicated trustee, organizer, and leader. 
The need and demand for services did not abate 
a%er the disaster. It was clear something had to 
be done, and, this time, not on a boat. Resources 
were quickly secured to purchase and renovate 
the old Grand Opera House building at Waba-
sha and Fourth streets (that building had suf-
fered extensive fire damage and closed in 1899). 
In August 1904, the new land Bethel opened, 
serving both men and women with 142 rooms 
(some for families), a cafeteria that could serve 
500 meals per day, the familiar reading, indus-
trial and sewing rooms, a new assembly room 

for teas and entertainments, and even a gym 
and bowling alleys.³⁰

Final Years
Reece had le% the railroad in 1888 to start his own 
real estate, mortgage, and insurance business, 
first with partners Thomas Cochran and Emer-
son W. Peet and later with his son Luther. For a 
decade, his enterprise thrived, but in 1898, he was 
hard hit by the rippling impacts of economic re-
cessions. He rented out the Summit Avenue home 
between 1900 and 1905, as he and Eliza tempo-
rarily moved to a smaller home at 433 Ashland.³¹ 
The business recovered, and they returned to 
217 Summit in 1906, though Eliza’s health was 
failing. She died there on May  27, 1909, at age 
seventy-one. Reece died on November 1, 1912.³² 
They are both interred in Oakland Cemetery.

Rev. David Morgan remained with St. Paul 
Bethel through 1915; a%er that, it remained open 
under new leadership for another three years 
and then went dormant. In 1927, the Bethel As-
sociation entered into an agreement with the 
Union Gospel Mission, making it a conditional 
gi% of all its assets (totaling $42,500). Union Gos-
pel Mission had undertaken a campaign to raise 
funds for a hotel for workingmen at Eighth and 

The wreck of the Bethel 
marked the end of 
“the floating era,” but 
the work to help those 
in need of assistance 
moved on shore and 
continues even today. 
Saint Paul Globe, 
March 11, 1903, p. 10. 
Courtesy of the Minnesota 
Historical Society.
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seemed a perfect solution for both organizations. 
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Christine Podas-Larson is the founder of Pub-
lic Art Saint Paul and great-granddaughter of 
Eliza Edgerton Newport. 

Union Gospel Mission’s 
Bethel Hotel at Wacouta 
between Seventh 
and Eighth Streets 
around 1960. 

The Bethel has been in 
its present location since 
1980 at 435 University 
Avenue. 

Photos courtesy of Union 
Gospel Mission Twin Cities. 



 RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY • 21

Magazine, (July–December, 1892): 368–73, published by 
the National Society of the Daughters of the American 
Revolution. The Morgan family story is related in the 
biographical sketch from The Journal of Dr. John Mor-
gan of Philadelphia from the City of Rome to the City of 
London 1764, published in a limited edition by J. B. Lip-
pinco! Company Philadelphia, 1907, in the collection 
of the author with inscription “to Eliza E. Newport the 
great-grandniece of Dr. John Morgan.”
 9. Records of the Daughters of the American Revo-
lution in the Minnesota Historical Society: “Report by 
Eliza Edgerton Newport, First State Regent to the Chap-
ters of the Daughters of the American Revolution in Min-
nesota,” 1898.
 10. Emma Willard, “Address to the Pupils of the 
Washington Female Seminary,” (G. Parkin, 1844), 13.
 11. Eliza studied and boarded at the Washington 
Women’s Seminary from 1851–55. The Seminary’s 
early history noting Eliza’s graduation is related in the 
program of the Semi-Centennial Celebration of the 
Washington Female Seminary, 1838–1886, Washington, 
Penna., 1886 courtesy of Citizens Library, Washington, 
Penna. Harriet K. Branton wrote of “Sarah Foster Hanna 
and Washington Female Seminary” for the Washington 
Observer, July 1978. 
 12. Records of Reece M. Newport’s college life, in-
cluding his participation in debating societies, are in the 
archives of the Marie!a College Library, Marie!a, Ohio.
 13. Daniel Carroll Toomey in an email to the author, 
May 3, 2018. Toomey is a Civil War historian and author 
of The War Came by Train: The Baltimore & Ohio Rail-
road during the Civil War (Baltimore: B&O Railroad Mu-
seum, 2013).
 14. American Monthly Magazine, 1:572.
 15. The Saint Paul Daily Globe, February 18, 1982, 
p. 2. 
 16. Eliza’s leadership in the GAR 30th National En-
campment was extensively covered in Twin Cities 
media, notably in the St. Paul Daily Globe, December 17, 
1896, p. 2 and August 26, 1896, p. 2; the Souvenir Pro-
gram for the GAR 30th National Encampment, St. Paul 
1896; and in her own words in the Report of the Officers 
and Chairmen of the Commi"ees of the Thirtieth Na-
tional Encampment GAR held in Saint Paul, Minnesota 
August 31 to September 5, 1896, pp. 62–65. Her leader-
ship of the Young Women’s Friendly Association was 
featured in the St. Paul Daily Globe, October 25, 1903, 
p. 33. Her leadership in promoting the aesthetics of the 
public sphere is noted in the St. Paul Daily Globe, April 
15, 1897, p. 2 and July 16, 1897, p. 10.
 17. Minneapolis Star Tribune, October 4, 1882, p. 2 
and St. Paul Daily Globe, November 5, 1882, p. 3.
 18. Encyclopedia of Cleveland History, Case Western 
Reserve University, 1998.
 19. St. Paul Globe, March 15, 1891, p. 2. 
 20. Virginia Brainard Kunz, Where the Doors Never 
Close: The Story of Saint Paul’s Union Gospel Mission (St. 
Paul: The Union Gospel Mission, 1993), pp. 12–13. 
 21. The history of the Saint Paul Bethel Association 
and its decision to open a Floating Bethel is described in 

the St. Paul Daily Globe, June 1, 1884, p. 4; March 15, 1891, 
p. 2; and May 21, 1894, p. 2.
 22. St. Paul Daily Globe, May 21, 1894, p. 2.
 23. St. Paul Bethel and other late nineteenth-cen-
tury charities worked hard to distinguish the “worthy/
deserving poor” from those who were viewed as tramps 
and vagabonds. Newspaper coverage of charitable ef-
forts in the Twin Cities, speeches by organizational 
leaders, and fundraising pamphlets of the time em-
phasized this distinction. In its printed appeal for land 
and support for the Bethel in 1903 (in the collection of 
the Minnesota Historical Society), the St. Paul Bethel 
Association restated its mo!o: “to help those who will 
help themselves” and included a testimonial crediting 
the Bethel with keeping tramps away from St. Paul’s 
waterfront.
 24. The St. Paul Daily Globe, July 7, 1893, following 
the Bethel fire.
 25. Commission and opening of the Floating Bethel 
and its early operation received broad coverage in local 
newspapers throughout the 1890s, especially in the St. 
Paul Daily Globe, May 3, 1891, p. 3 and the Minneapolis 
Tribune, May 11, 1891, p. 3. The opening of the Bethel 
Bath was featured in the St. Paul Pioneer Press, June 24, 
1893, p. 7 and July 15, 1893, p. 10; the St. Paul Daily Globe, 
June 24, 1893, p. 4; and the Minneapolis Tribune, Febru-
ary 5, 1893, p. 3.
 26. The Mothers Teas began soon a-er the Floating 
Bethel opened and continued to draw crowds over the 
next decade. The St. Paul Globe, November 2, 1902, p. 
29, told the story of “St. Paul’s Unique Mothers Club.”
 27. Newspapers regularly featured stories about life 
aboard the Floating Bethel throughout the 1890s. Exten-
sive coverage was featured in the St. Paul Daily Globe, 
April 18, 1892, p. 8 and April 10, 1898, p. 18. 
 28. The St. Paul Globe, November 8, 1901, p. 2. The lo-
cation of the Bethel was o-en at issue before Saint Paul’s 
Board of Alderman as reported in the St. Paul Globe in 
short news updates throughout 1901 and 1902.
 29. The boat was hit about 9:30 in the evening on 
March 10, 1903, as widely reported, especially in the 
St.  Paul Pioneer Press, March 10, 1903, p. 2 and the 
St. Paul Daily Globe, March 11, 1903, p. 10. The St. Paul 
Daily Globe carried a beautiful eulogy to the Floating 
Bethel on March 29, 1903, p. 14.
 30. The Saint Paul Daily Globe, August 14, 1903, p. 2.
 31. The St. Paul City Directory tracks the resi dences 
of the Newports in St. Paul from 1882 until Reece New-
port’s death in 1912, and ads in the St. Paul Daily Globe 
and St. Paul Pioneer Press, 1901–1905 carry advertise-
ments for rental of 217 Summit Avenue by R. M. New-
port and Sons. Louis and Maud Hill rented 217 Summit 
while their own home was under construction across 
the street (at 260 Summit), and their daughter was born 
there, per announcement in the Minneapolis Tribune, 
June 12, 1903, p. 5.
 32. Obituary of Reece M. Newport, St. Paul Pioneer 
Press, November 2, 1912, p.1.
 33. Bruce Sanborn papers in the collection of the 
Ramsey County Historical Society, St. Paul, Minn.
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The Ramsey County Historical Society’s vision is to be widely recognized as an inno-
vator, leader, and partner in preserving the knowledge of our community, delivering 
inspiring history programming, and using local history in education. Our mission of 
preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future guides this vision.

The Society began in 1949 when a group of citizens acquired and preserved the Jane 
and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon Heights, which the family had acquired in 1849. Fol-
lowing five years of restoration work, the Society opened the Gibbs Farm museum 
(listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974). Originally programs focused 
on telling the story of the pioneer life of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance 
of a Dakota Advisory Council, the historic site also began interpreting Dakota cul-
ture and lifeways, building additional structures, and dedicating outdoor spaces to tell 
these stories. The remarkable relationship of Jane Gibbs with the Dakota during her 
childhood in the 1830s and again as an adult encouraged RCHS to expand its interpre-
tation of the Gibbs farm to both pioneer and Dakota life.

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine, Ramsey County 
History. In 1978, an expanded commitment from Ramsey County enabled the organi-
zation to move its library, archives, and administrative offices to downtown St. Paul’s 
Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts building on the National Register of His-
toric Places. An additional expansion of the Research Center was completed in 2010 
to be"er serve the public and allow greater access to the Society’s vast collection of 
historical archives and artifacts. In 2016, due to an endowment gi# of $1 million, the 
Research Center was rededicated as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs Burke 
Research Center. 

RCHS offers a wide variety of public programming for youth and adults. Please see 
www.rchs.com for details of upcoming History Revealed programs, summer camps at 
Gibbs Farm, and much more. RCHS is a trusted education partner serving 15,000 stu-
dents annually on field trips or through outreach programs in schools that bring to life 
the Gibbs Family as well as the Dakota people of Cloud Man’s village. These programs 
are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and foundations, all of whom 
we appreciate deeply. If you are not yet a member of RCHS, please join today and help 
bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.
The mission statement of the Ramsey County Historical Society  

adopted by the Board of Directors on January 25, 2016.
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