






Volume 56 • Number 1 • Spring 2021  RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY • 21

the military garrison. In other words, he likely 
didn’t live in any one place for an extended time 
between 1829 and 1838.⁵ 

Moving “Beyond” the Fort 
By the time construction of Fort Snelling was 
completed in 1825, the area was home to the 
Dakota, military personnel and their families, 
several enslaved people, and those involved 
with the American Fur Company. There was 
also another group of residents living nearby. 

Lord Thomas Douglas, fi+h Earl of Selkirk, 
was a wealthy philanthropist who founded a 
colony in North America in response to dire 
conditions in his native Scotland due, in part, to 
English subjugation. In 1811, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company had granted Douglas land in modern- 
day Manitoba and Saskatchewan and parts of 
what is now North Dakota and Minnesota. The 
inhabitants of Red River Colony, as it was called, 
faced years of hardship, and many abandoned 
the group by the 1820s. Some traveled to Fort 
Snelling, where they were initially given per-
mission to live and farm nearby.⁶ Parrant likely 
lived among them. 

In 1837, two treaties opened land east of the 
Mississippi for Euro-American se'lement.⁷ This 
allowed the military to be'er control their sur-
roundings by sharply defining Fort Snelling’s 
military reservation. Those not connected with 
the military were eventually forced to move fur-
ther from the fort. Many tested the waters, fig-
uring out where they could se'le next. Several 
people or groups of people, including Parrant, 
laid claim near Fountain Cave in June 1838, not 
far from the fort on land that was still occupied 
by the Dakota.

At the time, this cave was a familiar land-
mark. Today, it’s covered by Shepard Road, 
halfway between Fort Snelling and downtown. 
It became a tourist a'raction in the late 1800s, 
which may partly explain why it possesses an 
outsized role in the city’s origin story. Though it 
is not known exactly where Parrant’s land claim 
was located, it is unlikely that he lived within 
Fountain Cave.⁸ The cave was simply a conve-
nient landmark for describing a location in the 
absence of a street grid or survey.⁹ 

Myth 1: Parrant was the 
First Resident of St. Paul
Did Parrant claim land near or including Foun-
tain Cave? The evidence says “yes.” Does that 
make him St. Paul’s first resident? The evidence 
says “no.” 

The most fundamental problem with this 
legend is that it is dismissive of the generations 
of Dakota and other Indigenous people who 
lived in the area before it was claimed by Euro-
pean colonizers. Stephen H. Long, an explorer 
with the US Army, traveled up the Mississippi 
to assess the future site of Fort Snelling and 
described the village of “Petit Corbeau,” Li'le 
Crow’s Village. Also known as Kaposia, it was 
located, at one point, near present-day down-
town St. Paul.¹⁰ 

As for Parrant, here’s what we understand, 
thanks to the journal of Agent Taliaferro. An 
entry from June 9 notes that a group from Ka-
posia complained about people moving onto 
tribal lands near Fountain Cave before the 1837 
treaty was known to be ratified.¹¹ Parrant and 
the Abraham Perry family were among those 
named in that entry. There is no evidence to 
suggest that Parrant arrived before the Perrys. 

When Edward Duffield Neill wrote the first 
history of Minnesota in 1858, he either didn’t 
have access to Taliaferro’s journal, or he chose 
not to focus on it. He does, however, claim that 
Parrant was St. Paul’s first resident. He bases this 
claim not on Fountain Cave, but on the errone-
ous belief that Parrant was the first European 
to reside at the future town site of St. Paul.¹² 
It wasn’t until the 1860s (most likely from the 

Seth Eastman, who 
served two tours at 
Fort Snelling, was also 
an artist. His work, 
including this image of 
the village of Kaposia, 
depicted Dakota life. 
Courtesy of Minnesota 
Historical Society. 
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scholarship of Fletcher Williams, who will be 
more fully discussed below) that Fountain Cave 
became central to St. Paul’s origin story. 

By the time William Wa's Folwell wrote A 
History of Minnesota in the 1920s, the legend that 
St. Paul began with Parrant’s cabin near Fountain 
Cave was firmly established. Folwell was the 
first president of the University of Minnesota 
and later, president of the Minnesota Historical 
Society. His book remains a valuable resource 
for historians,¹³ but his description of St. Paul’s 
origin is clouded by the legend of Parrant: 

Pierre Parrant, a Canadian voyageur, who 
had been some years in the region and 
who had given Indian agent Taliaferro no 
li'le vexation by his illegitimate practices, 
to make sure of a first choice of location, 
began, about the first of June, 1838, to build 
a lonely hovel in a secluded gorge at the 
mouth of the creek which flowed out of 
Fountain Cave in upper St. Paul.¹⁴ 

That Folwell describes Parrant’s claim as “a 
lonely hovel in a secluded gorge” is misleading. 
Per Taliaferro’s entry, the Perry family was also 
there. Perry and his wife, Mary Ann, were origi-
nally from Switzerland. They came to Fort Snel-
ling in the 1820s a+er giving up on the Red River 
Colony and moved their family to the Fountain 
Cave vicinity around the same time as Parrant.¹⁵

Taliaferro later puts the “first inhabitant” 
claim into question in a memoir he eventually 
wrote for the historical society: He acknowledges 
the Perrys but makes no mention of Parrant:

A Frenchman¹⁶ by name of Perry with his 
family remained and became a great ca'le 
raiser; so much so that the commandant 
requested him to change his location to 
Carver’s old cave, six miles below the fort, 
east of the Mississippi, which he cheerfully 
did. Here, it may be said, small things o+en 
decide our locality for us.¹⁷ 

History Corrected: Parrant was 
NOT the First Resident of St. Paul
We know Parrant claimed land in the area, 
thanks to Taliaferro’s journal and a document 
Parrant signed with an “X.” Dated November 12, 
1838, it reads, in part: 

. . . I, Pierre Parrant, residing near the 
entry of the St. Peters River, and in Wis-
consin Territory, do hereby make over 
transfer and quit claim to Guillame Bea-
ume'e of said St. Peters all my right, title 
and interest onto all that tract or portion 
of land which I, the said Parrant, now re-
side upon and occupy at the cave so called 
about four miles below [down river from] 
Fort Snelling.¹⁸

Parrant le+ that site soon a+er this document 
was created. 

Parrant lived near the cave less than six 
months. The Perry family stayed for two years, 
but in May 1840, Fort Snelling soldiers forcibly 
ejected them and other remaining families from 
the land. 

In this introduction to 
the promissory note 
mentioned above, Pierre 
Parrant “promises to pay 
to Guillaume Beaumette 
Ninety Dollars for the 
value received, without 
defalcation.” Courtesy 
of Minnesota Historical 
Society. 
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It is this exodus that is considered by some 
historians to be St. Paul’s founding moment.¹⁹ 
For the Perrys, Benjamin Gervais, Joseph Rondo, 
and others moved closer to Wakáŋ Tipi (Carv-
er’s Cave) just upstream from one of the Kaposia 
locations. Aside from Native peoples, these were 
likely the first “founders” of the future city. In 
fact, the area near Fountain Cave should not 
be considered St. Paul at all because it was, at 
the time, military property. With that, it can be 
argued that Pierre Parrant was not the first resi-
dent of St. Paul.

Parrant at Pig’s Eye
So where did Parrant go a+er he vacated the 
cave area in late 1838? This relocation is impor-
tant to understand before addressing Myth 2.

Parrant moved about three miles below the 
future site of St. Paul, not far from Kaposia, 
which had recently been abandoned for another 
site. The area where Parrant set up his “new 
home” has been known by many names: Grand 
Marais, La Pointe Basse, and Pointe Leclaire.²⁰ 
Sometime between 1838 and 1840, it came to be 
known, as it is to this day, by Parrant’s derisive 
nickname Pig’s Eye. 

Historian Folwell described Pig’s Eye as a 
“small and temporary se'lement of Canadian 
voyageurs in the employ of the American Fur 
Company at the Grand Marais on the alluvial 
bo'oms of the river.”²¹ A+er being absorbed 
into the city in the 1880s, Pig’s Eye was pla'ed 
and crossed with streets but remained sparsely 
populated. It is now occupied by a wastewater 
treatment plant as well as St. Paul’s largest and 
least visited park, Pig’s Eye Regional Park.²² 

Myth 2: St. Paul was 
Originally Called Pig’s Eye
As is stated above, there was a place called Pig’s 
Eye, but it was not and is not located where 
downtown St. Paul is today. 

To understand the legend that St. Paul was 
once known as Pig’s Eye, a good place to start 
is the New Year’s address, which circulated to 
readers of the Minnesota Pioneer on the first day 
of 1850. It included a long poem with a crucial 
passage that is familiar to St. Paul historians: 

Pig’s Eye, converted, thou shalt be, like Saul
Thy name henceforth shall be Saint Paul.²³

The line about Pig’s Eye’s conversion to St. Paul 
was repeated at the end, making this passage a 
focal point: 

When one great city covers all
The ground from Pig’s Eye to the Falls,
I then will claim Saint Paul for mine,
The child of 1849.
Pig’s Eye, converted, thou shalt be like Saul,
Arise; and be, henceforth—Saint Paul!²⁴

The tradition of newspapers circulating  a 
new year’s proclamation dates to the early 
1700s. This was typically a long poem printed 
on a single sheet. In early form, these sheets 
were a way for carriers to solicit tips, but by the 

Rev. Lucian Galtier, a local Catholic priest, referred to Pig’s Eye as “Pointe Leclaire.” Michel LeClaire 
was Parrant’s neighbor at Pig’s Eye. Although LeClaire died in 1849, he lived long enough to regis-
ter his claim at the land office. His name appears on a land patent, making it possible to identify 
his cabin. An 1848 survey map on file with Bureau of Land Management. Descriptive elements 
courtesy of Matt Goff.

This 1892 map shows 
part of Pig’s Eye laid out 
into streets in Section 15. 
Pig’s Eye Regional Park 
is where this small 
neighborhood was 
once located. Courtesy 
of John R. Borchert Map 
Library at University of 
Minnesota. 
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mid-1800s, the address, among other purposes, 
summed up the previous year and set the stage 
for the year to come.²⁵ 

The Minnesota Pioneer’s 1850 New Year’s ad-
dress was the first given to the new Minnesota 
Territory. The publication, like many frontier 
newspapers, o+en served as the town cheer-
leader, promoting growth and a positive image.²⁶ 
That address summed up, not the previous year, 
but the prehistory and the lowly origins of the 
burgeoning city, se'ing the stage for its bright 
future. 

A few months earlier in September 1849, the 
paper printed an article that described how Pig’s 
Eye got its name. 

Once at a time within the memory of 
several of our citizens, there flourished 
upon the plain before us, a Frenchman, 
name Parrant. He was a ruling spirit, and 
otherwise distinguished, by all who had 
ever viewed him, as notable for having 
one eye, unequally matched to its distant 
yoke mate, and precisely the shape of a 
pig’s eye. He being best known as the man 
of this peculiar visual organization—his 
identity became in the process of time, 
stamped with that name . . . On one oc-
casion, a gentle man inditing an epistle at 
Parrant’s desk, dated the le'er, for want 
of a more definite designation, ‘Pig’s Eye, 
such and such a month, 1842.’ The le'er 
received in return was directed to Pig’s 

Eye—in good faith. Hence the name. But 
a+er the erection of the Catholic Church 
in this place, the name of St. Paul exor-
cised the name of Pig’s Eye, and the la'er 
was driven back, as under the vagrant act, 
to its present place.²⁷ 

History Corrected: St. Paul was 
NOT Originally Called Pig’s Eye
The St. Paul church mentioned above was built 
in 1841, so 1842 is late for the place name Pig’s 
Eye to be introduced for the first time if it is a 
predecessor to the name St. Paul. However, the 
article hints at a le'er that may have helped give 
the name Pig’s Eye “eternal” life. 

Edmund Brisse' (also spelled Brisse'te in 
some documents) was born in Montreal in 1814 
and came to the area as a teenager. He lived 
with Parrant in the winter of 1838 and ’39 and 
worked for a neighbor named Michel LeClaire 
“.  .  .   helping to build their houses and get out 
logs.”²⁸ He was also a constable for Justice of the 
Peace Joseph Brown. In this capacity, he wrote a 
le'er with Pig’s Eye as the return address. Brisse' 
turned Parrant’s nickname into a place name:

I was a constable for Esquire Brown at Chan-
Wa-Kan (Medicine Wood). I wanted to write 
a le'er to him. I looked at his eye. It popped 
into my head to date it at Pig’s Eye. When 
Le Claire [sic] and Parrant found it out they 
threatened to whip me, but never tried it.²⁹ 

Fletcher Williams, who wrote about Parrant, 
came to St. Paul in 1855 as a journalist, but he 
found his calling as secretary of the Minnesota 
Historical Society. Formed in 1849, the organiza-
tion was suffering from neglect when Williams 
took on the part-time and unpaid position in 
1867. He eventually became the Society’s first 
paid staff member. Developing this institution 
and growing its collection would become his 
life’s work.³⁰ 

Williams is best known for his book A His-
tory of the City of Saint Paul, and the County 
of Ramsey.³¹ Referring to Parrant several times 
in this tome and describing him in colorful 
language, the writer did more than anyone to 
solidify Parrant’s legendary reputation. When 

Edmund Brissett was 
one of several residents 
from whom Fletcher 
Williams solicited stories 
about the early history 
of Minnesota. Courtesy 
of Minnesota Historical 
Society. 
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Williams relates the story of how Pig’s Eye came 
to be named, the influence of Brisse'’s state-
ment is clear: 

I looked up at Parrant, (says Brisse', in 
relating the circumstances,) and, seeing 
his old crooked eye scowling at me, it 
suddenly popped into my head to date it at 
Pig’s Eye, feeling sure that the place would 
be recognized, as Parrant was well known 
along the river. In a li'le while an answer 
was safely received, directed to me at Pig’s 
Eye. I told the joke to some of the boys, and 
they made lots of fun of Parrant. He was 
very mad, and threatened to lick me, but 
never tried to execute it.³² 

The embellishments are notable. “I looked 
at his eye” becomes “seeing his crooked old eye 
scowling at me,” but one change is especially 
revealing. The addition of “I told the joke to 
some of the boys” seems to be added to cover 
a significant change in the final line. “When Le-
Claire and Parrant found it out, they threatened 
to whip me” becomes “He was very mad and 
threatened to lick me.” In Brisse'’s version, this 
story clearly takes place where Parrant and Le-
Claire were neighbors, the place we now know 
as Pig’s Eye. 

As does the writer of the 1849 Minnesota Pi-
oneer article, Williams manipulates the story so 
that Parrant and Brisse' were in the future town 
of St. Paul when Brisse' penned his le'er. This 
manipulation supports the legend that St. Paul 
was first called Pig’s Eye. 

Acknowledging that Pig’s Eye is indeed a 
separate place, Williams explains that “A+er 
Parrant removed to the bo'om, below Dayton’s 
Bluff, some three or four years subsequently, 
the name became a'ached to that locality.”³³ 
Similarly, the newspaper story claims that the 
name Pig’s Eye was driven away from St. Paul 
“as under the vagrant act, to its present place.” 
It makes more sense, even more so now that we 
understand that Brisse' wrote his le'er from 
there, that the place we call Pig’s Eye today was 
always known as such. Although Pig’s Eye is 
now within St. Paul city limits, in the earliest 
years, St. Paul and Pig’s Eye were distinctly sep-
arate locations.³⁴ 

Myth 3: Parrant Lost Claim in a Footrace
Joseph Renshaw Brown (referenced above), was 
among the troops to arrive at Fort Snelling in 
its infancy. He later joined the fur trade, and in 
1839, became a local justice of the peace.³⁵ 

A record of Brown’s cases from 1839 to 1841 
has survived. Parrant is mentioned several 
times. In particular, on February 26, 1840, Parrant 
made a complaint against his neighbor LeClaire 
for “forcible entry and detainer,” a common 
complaint among squa'ers. It seems LeClaire 
took over Parrant’s claim. Parrant sued. The 
casebook indicates Parrant lost the case and was 
required to pay thirty-six dollars in court fees.³⁶ 

However, from this case, a legend developed. 
In his book, Williams uses this story to conclude 
Parrant’s role in the area’s early history:

LeClaire summoned Parrant before Squire 
Joseph R. Brown, Justice of the Peace . . . 
so strong was the testimony that Squire 
Brown . . . could not tell on what side to 
make the decision. His irresistible love of a 
joke finally helped him out of the dilemma. 
He decided that neither party had any valid 
claim in the dispute, as they had not staked 
it out in the presence of witnesses, and de-
fined its boundaries. It would, therefore, be 
the just property of the first who should do 
so. The result was, of course, a footrace back 
to the claim . . . Parrant was so worked up by 
this misadventure, that he soon a+er sold 
his claim and le+ the neighborhood . . .³⁷ 

History Corrected: Parrant Did 
NOT Lose Claim in a Footrace
The origin of this story is unclear, but of all the 
tall tales about Parrant, the footrace is the easi-
est to unravel. Justice Brown’s casebook leaves 
li'le room for doubt: There was no footrace. 
There was a normal trial in which a jury decided 
for LeClaire and against Parrant. The casebook 
indicates that a jury was always empaneled to 
decide such cases, and the idea that a justice of 
the peace had the arbitrary power to decide a 
case in such a strange manner is absurd. 

Exactly how this court case grew into legend 
is lost to history, but a possible explanation can 
be found in a 1996 Brown biography: 
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Those trials on Saturday, March 7, 1840, 
must have provided the social event of the 
season. Just about everybody in the south-
ern half of the county was there, if not as 
juror then as a witness for . . . the litigants. 
Forming the gallery—we can imagine the 
scene—were spectators and interested 
parties—officers, friends, relatives—all 
crowded into Brown’s barely adequate log 
house at Chanwakan and overflowing into 
the yard.³⁸

“The social event of the season” might have 
produced stories that people later tell and retell. 
Perhaps something happened during this event 
or the trial that inspired the footrace tale, but, in 
the words of authors Nancy and Robert Good-
man, “Everything was handled in the best legal 
fashion.”³⁹ Justice Brown’s casebook confirms 
this analysis. 

Here, There, and Everywhere 
(Including St. Paul)
Williams claims that a+er this legal dispute, 
“Parrant was so worked up by this misadven-
ture that he soon sold his property and le+ the 
neighborhood.”⁴⁰ Whether or not Parrant had 
a claim to sell at that time, it seems that he did 
soon leave. When Parrant was named in the 
1840 US Census, he was not living near LeClaire. 

These census records are sparse. Only the 
heads of household are named, with li'le infor-
mation about home locations. “Peter” Parrant 

is counted with a boy under five, and a woman 
between twenty and thirty years old. Parrant’s 
age is estimated at forty to fi+y. We don’t know 
the nature of the relationship of those listed, 
but it appears to be two parents and a child. If 
correct, the listing also makes Parrant younger 
than indicated in other documents.⁴¹ 

What is noteworthy is that he appears to be 
living near the St. Croix River. Although location 
is not specifically stated, there is a clear east-
to-west direction of the count. The list begins 
with St. Croix Valley residents and ends with 
those living near the Mississippi. Jesse Taylor, 
for whom Taylor’s Falls was eventually named, 
begins the list. Parrant is fi+h on the list, and a 
couple of spaces below is Louis Massey, whose 
land claim would become Hudson, Wisconsin. 
Further down, notable St. Croix Valley resident 
Orange Walker’s name appears. The border  of 
St. Croix County was the Mississippi River, so 
the residents at Fort Snelling and Mendota are 
counted elsewhere, but the familiar names 
from early St. Paul and Pig’s Eye are at the end 
of the list. LeClaire, for instance, is one of the 
last people counted. Parrant’s placement in this 
count suggests where he was likely living then, 
but another record is more specific.⁴² 

In April 1842, Justice Brown purchased land 
on Ki'son’s Point, “having been taken on an 
execution and sold as the property of Peter 
Parron.”⁴³ The circumstances surrounding 
this sale are unclear but indicate that Parrant 
had possession of land there. Land possession 

Pierre Parrant Minnesota Timeline courtesy of Matt Goff.
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required physical occupation, so it’s probable 
that Parrant lived on Ki'son’s Point. Because the 
September 1840 census seems to indicate that 
he was in the general vicinity of the St. Croix 
Valley, it is likely that Parrant spent the years 
1840 to 1842 at Ki'son’s Point, which is now 
part of the City of Bayport. 

The first indication that Parrant eventually 
resided within the future site of St. Paul comes 
from the “Proceedings of the County Board of 
St. Croix, Wisconsin.” The county formed in 
1840 and included the triangle of land between 
the Mississippi and the St. Croix Rivers—today’s 
Ramsey and Washington Counties. 

In June 1842, two months a+er his land near 
the St. Croix River was sold, Parrant obtained a 
license to sell liquor at “Jervais bo'om.”⁴⁴ Ben-
jamin Gervais (sometimes “Jervais”) was a fur 
trader from Canada. He was an early resident 
who arrived from the Red River Colony. This 
area would soon be referred to as St. Paul.⁴⁵ 

The wording of Parrant’s license suggests the 
name St. Paul had not been firmly established 
yet. It is difficult to say for certain when the 
name was solidified, but it was before 1844. On 
the first day of that year, Parrant again applied 
for a license: “Application also made by Wil-
liam R. Brown in behalf of P. Paron of St. Paul 
for a license to keep a tavern at that place, which 
was not granted.”⁴⁶ Besides mentioning St. Paul 
by name, this record is notable, as it is the last-
known record of Pierre Parrant. 

What happened to Parrant a+er that date, for 
now, is lost to history, although a clue appears in 
a statement from Vital Guerin in the Williams 
papers. Guerin was one of the first residents of 
St. Paul. He, along with Gervais, donated the 
land upon which the log chapel of St. Paul was 
built.⁴⁷ His name is on the original city plat. In 
1866, Guerin wrote for Williams a meandering 
account of early St. Paul. The phrasing and 
structure of this document make parts of it 
difficult to interpret, but Parrant is mentioned 
multiple times. 

One passage states: “Parrant sold whis-
key—shanty under hill—sold to Roberts.”⁴⁸ 
Louis Robert (sometimes Roberts) was an early 
resident of St. Paul. In fact, his is the first name 
listed on the plat. Today’s Robert Street is named 
for him. Robert came to the area in 1843,⁴⁹ so 
the timing fits neatly for him to have bought 
Parrant’s shanty near the river a+er Parrant was 
denied a tavern license. 

Another passage reads: “Parrant was a 
Canadian— came here from [Montreal]—was 
perhaps sixty years old. Parrant le+ here to go 
to St. Croix—never heard from again.”⁵⁰ This 
portentous conclusion might further confirm 
Parrant’s connection with the St. Croix Val-
ley. It could be that Guerin is confusing the 
comings- and-goings of Parrant when he sits 
down to remember them many years later, or 
perhaps this is an important clue to Parrant’s 
ultimate fate.

Though there is no evidence of what hap-
pened to Parrant a+er 1844, there is—perhaps 
predictably—a legend. A granite monument in 
northeastern North Dakota marks the grave of 

John Schmitt painted 
this oil on canvas 
titled Chapel of St. Paul 
around 1845. Courtesy 
of Minnesota Historical 
Society. 

A handwritten entry in 
Vital Guerin’s state-
ment from the papers 
of Fletcher Williams. 
Courtesy of Minnesota 
Historical Society. 
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Adolph Carl and four of his children. This was 
an unmarked grave until Lillian Gilbertson, a 
great granddaughter, had the monument in-
stalled in 2001. While it honors the farmer and 
Civil War veteran, Pierre Pig’s Eye Parrant is also 
mentioned on its face. This is because Carl was 
married to Eleanor Parrant, who is thought, at 
least by some of the descendants of the Carl 
family, to be the daughter of Pierre Parrant. 
This is likely family lore that has grown into yet 
another Pig’s Eye legend.⁵¹ 

The lack of solid historical evidence about 
Parrant’s life explains, in part, why so many leg-
ends are a'ached to him. As the never-ending 

process of historical examination continues to 
demystify the life of Pierre Parrant and the role 
he played in the history of St. Paul, perhaps, 
someday, aspects of this article will be exposed 
as mere legend, as well.

Ma! Goff is an archivist for Kraus-Anderson, 
a Minneapolis-based construction and real es-
tate company. He is also a part-time librarian 
for Hennepin County. From 2010 to 2019, Goff 
worked in the reference department of the Min-
nesota Historical Society’s Gale Family Library, 
where he came upon many Minnesota history 
mysteries and the means to pursue them. 
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