




30 • RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY  Volume 57 • Number 1 • Spring 2022

Book Reviews
A Natural Curiosity: The Story 
of the Bell Museum
Lansing Shepard, Don Luce, Barbara 
Co!n, and Gwen Schagrin
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
2022, 400 pages 

REVIEWED BY ANNE FIELD

The Bell Museum, located on the edge 
of the University of Minnesota’s St. Paul 
campus, is celebrating its 150th anniversary 
with A Natural Curiosity: The Story of the 
Bell Museum, a book that fondly recounts 
the museum’s history yet acknowledges 
its shortcomings. What could have been a 
dry chronology trumpeting the e(orts of 
mainly white males is, instead, an honest 
account of the origins of the Bell, its chal-
lenges over the years, and its relevance 
today. The authors’ honesty and humility 
give ballast to A Natural Curiosity. It’s more 
than just an anniversary book. It’s an ad-
mirable yet un)inching history of how the 
Bell began and how it has survived. Na-
ture is always changing and so is the Bell 
Museum.

In 1872, the Minnesota State Legislature 
mandated a geological and natural history 
survey of the state and created a natural 
history museum. So began the winding 
road of the Bell. The book’s strength is that 
it is not a strict chronology of the events of 
the past century and a half but rather a col-
lection of stories featuring the many char-
acters who built the Bell. A reader may pick 
up this book, open to any page, and enjoy 
anecdotes and photos of people whose 
work was signi,cant to the institution. Early 
on, there is a multipage timeline of the mu-
seum’s history that allows the reader to in-
teract with random curiosity, moving easily 
back and forth through the pages while 
remaining oriented. 

One of the museum’s objectives has al-
ways been to raise public awareness of the 
natural world and conservation. Many of us 
will never see the sandhill crane migration 
or John James Audubon’s enormous The 
Birds of America folio in person, but, in A 
Natural Curiosity, readers may study beauti-
ful color reprints of the museum’s dioramas 
and selected plates from Audubon’s tome. 
This new publication is rich in content, and 

the style of the writing is conversational, in-
structive, and accessible to a range of ages 
and backgrounds.

Given the era in which the Bell origi-
nated, its hallmark was its dioramas. A di-
orama, or habitat group of animals, was a 
new way to represent nature in museums 
in the early twentieth century. Animals 
were preserved through taxidermy and 
arranged in an ecological setting in a glass 
display. The walls of the displays featured 
exquisitely painted natural settings. This 
book devotes many pages to the artistry 
and scope of these dioramas. The organiza-
tion’s goal was to provide the public with 
“windows into nature,” but, by the 1940s, 
dioramas had fallen from favor. Viewers 
had other venues through which to expe-
rience wildlife, and questions were raised 
about how much people learned from 
dioramas. Rather than destroy them, the 
Bell dioramas were lovingly and expertly 
refurbished, treated as works of art from a 
bygone era, corrected to better represent 
history as we understand it today, and in-
corporated into the museum’s new location 
on the St. Paul campus.

The book touches on the temporary de-
cline of the institution in the mid-twentieth 
century, while acknowledging the many 
people whose dedication kept its original 
spirit and purpose alive. Scientists were in 
the ,eld studying environmental change, 
biodiversity, and human impact. More 
women entered the sciences, and artists of 
diverse backgrounds were recognized for 
their abilities to enhance study of the nat-
ural world in innovative and creative ways. 
Bell Museum curators led the way nation-
ally in using digital media to catalog, man-
age, and make accessible the museum’s 
vast specimen collections. Slowly, the Bell 
reinvented itself, embracing technology, 
collaboration, and social change. Through-
out the book, it is clear that this isn’t just 
a building or an institution, rather, people 
have made the Bell what it is today.

A Natural Curiosity traces the Bell Muse-
um’s journey from its ambitious beginnings 
to near neglect and back to a valued place 
in our state’s history. The book is balanced 
and clear-eyed, both a recognition of growth 
and achievement and an acknowledgment 
of the inequities upon which the museum 
was built. The book is, indeed, a celebration 
of the Bell and, just like the museum itself, 
it is open to all.

Anne Field is a community volunteer and 
serves on the board of the Ramsey County 
Historical Society (RCHS). She is chair of its 
editorial board. 

A Private Wilderness: The Journals 
of Sigurd F. Olson 
Sigurd F. Olson; David Backes, editor 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
2021, 376 pages 

REVIEWED BY ANNE COWIE

Sigurd Olson, a father of the movement to 
save the Boundary Waters in the Quetico- 
Superior region of northeast Minnesota, 
wore many hats: backcountry guide, col-
lege professor, family man, and, in later 
years, nationally known advocate for pre-
serving wild places. But his most compel-
ling role was as a nature writer—bringing 
to life the Northwoods of Minnesota and 
Wisconsin both as a physical refuge and 
as a touchstone for spiritual renewal. His 
numerous books, beginning with The Sing-
ing Wilderness in 1956, o(er inspirational 
insights that spring from the natural world 
but can apply to anyone seeking a deep 
meaning in life. 

Olson published eight books and a half-
dozen collected works over the years, but 
his personal journals have remained un-
published—until now. David Backes, the 
editor of this collection—A Private Wil-
derness: The Journals of Sigurd F. Olson—is 
well-quali,ed for the task of bringing them 
to light. When Backes was a college under-
graduate, he considered dropping out and 
wrote to Olson, whom he admired, for ad-
vice. The naturalist wrote back immediately 
and convinced Backes to stay in school, 
eventually paving the way for Backes’ fu-
ture career as a professor and scholar of 
Olson’s life and work. 

These journals cover roughly twenty 
years of Olson’s life—from age thirty to ,fty. 
During this time, Olson was busy providing 
for his family. Still, he had an abiding desire 
to leave his employment as a teacher and 
turn to writing fulltime. He tried writing 
for magazines and newspapers, constantly 
trying to “make it” and determine what 
would appeal to readers so he could sell 
enough copies to support himself. In his 
private journal entries, he agonized to him-
self, worrying that he would never achieve 
success in portraying the spiritual element 
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of the wilderness he cherished in a format 
that would attract an audience. 

What strikes the reader is Olson’s per-
sistence: he never gave up—even through 
reams of rejection letters and failed at-
tempts to “break through” as a writer. Fi-
nally, when Olson was in his ,fties, he spoke 
at a national conference on wilderness 
preservation. Publisher Alfred A. Knopf was 
there. Knopf saw potential in Olson’s work, 
and the rest, as they say, is history.

The journals seem somewhat at odds 
with the popular view of Olson as a con-
,dent, charming man who was ultimately 
successful in saving the Boundary Waters 
and advocating for national wilderness 
preservation. Through his contempla-
tions, Olson freely acknowledges periods 
of depression and discouragement in his 
quest to publish. But his re)ections are the 
honest depictions of a person struggling 
to hone his craft and ,nd a way to dis-
seminate his personal view of the natural 
world. Budding authors working to write 
and publish may see in Olson’s dedication 
a path toward realizing their own vision. 
And if they happen to visit the wilderness 
for inspiration, Olson would be the ,rst to 
approve. 

Anne Cowie retired as a career law clerk with 
the Minnesota Court of Appeals. She has 
served on the RCHS Editorial Board for sixteen 
years, !fteen of those as board chair. She en-
joys taking long walks in the wilderness.

2022 Minnesota Book Award Finalist1 
Con&uence: A History of 
Fort Snelling 
Hampton Smith
St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 
2021, 278 pages

REVIEWED BY MATTHEW W. WRIGHT

The past six years have seen the publication 
of two new histories of Fort Snelling and its 
surroundings by the Minnesota Historical 
Society Press. These two books, Fort Snel-
ling at Bdote: A Brief History by Peter DeCarlo 
(2016; annotations added 2020) and Con$u-
ence: A History of Fort Snelling by Hampton 
Smith (2021), present the ,rst book-length 
studies of the fort from (and before) its 
founding in 1819 to its ,nal decommission-
ing after World War II. 

Previous books, such as Marcus L. Han-
sen’s Old Fort Snelling: 1819-1858 (1918) and 
Evan Jones’s Citadel in the Wilderness: The 
Story of Fort Snelling and the Northwest 
Frontier (1966), focused on the early years 
of the fort until its ,rst decommissioning 
in 1858, when Minnesota became a state. 
Other books have been published by Mary 
Henderson Eastman, Charlotte Ouisconsin 
Van Cleve, Henry Hunt Snelling, and, in re-
cent years, Corrine L. Monjeau-Marz and 
Stephen E. Osman. 

The DeCarlo and Smith books attempt 
to cover the entire chronological history 
of the fort. They will likely provide at least 
part of the foundation for the new in-
terpretive plan for Fort Snelling, which, 
having recently marked its 200th anniver-
sary, is in the midst of a major renovation 
and reorientation in its historiographical 
presentation. 

Both books re)ect, as earlier ones did, 
the preoccupations and prejudices of their 
era. Hansen, for example, wrote from a tri-
umphal nationalist perspective and was 
primarily concerned with the fort’s role in 
establishing US sovereignty in a frontier 
territory after the War of 1812. The Smith 
and DeCarlo books, on the other hand, are 
written largely from a postcolonial per-
spective that does not accept uncritically 
the legitimacy of US national expansion 
and privileges the perspectives of Indige-
nous people, particularly the Dakota. They 
also re)ect present-day concerns with race, 
gender, and sexuality. This marks a clear 
shift in the way that the stories of the fort 
are told.

Smith’s book is divided into chronologi-
cal chapters covering the fort’s history and 
its surroundings and their place in Dakota 
and Euro-American history before Zebulon 
Pike’s expedition in 1805 until the ,nal chap-
ter on the establishment and re-creation of 
Historic Fort Snelling as we know it today. 
Each chapter is presented in the larger con-
text of local, national, and world history, 
and is compellingly and accessibly written. 
Smith uses primary sources to great e(ect, 
including quotations from letters, journals, 
newspapers, maps, and paintings. The sec-
tion on the place of dueling among o!cers 
at the fort under (and including) Colonel 
Josiah Snelling is particularly fascinating. 
There also is an attempt to include the sto-
ries of those seen as missing in previous 
histories, particularly Indigenous people, 

African Americans both enslaved and free, 
and women. 

The e(ort to include a fuller Native pic-
ture ,nds less success in Smith’s discussion 
of Dakota and Ojibwe warfare, which was 
a constant presence around the fort and 
in the territory until the forced removal 
of most of the Dakota in the wake of the 
US Dakota War of 1862. Smith does brie)y 
note several instances of Dakota-Ojibwe 
violence in his book, but they are down-
played or couched in ways that empha-
size cooperation and fellowship. This is a 
larger problem in DeCarlo’s book, which 
deemphasizes this con)ict even more. In 
these works we see an intentional shift in 
the historical representation of Minnesota’s 
Indigenous people that focuses less on the 
warrior cultures of the Dakota and Ojibwe 
and more on a story of Indigenous harmony, 
victimization, and survival.

Smith’s book successfully executes his 
goal of presenting a history that re)ects 
the experiences of a variety of people. The 
question of the fundamental signi,cance 
of the fort, which, in the view of Osman 
in Fort Snelling and the Civil War was “how 
generations of soldiers and civilians used 
the fort as a fulcrum for regional growth,” 
is not disputed by Smith. However, his 
evalua tion shifts from a positive or morally 
agnostic re)ection of historical change to 
one of regret and critical re)ection. 

The question of whether or not early 
modern European colonization is so quali-
tatively di(erent from other forms of migra-
tion, displacement, and conquest as to 
necessitate this historiography, I invite the 
reader to ponder.

Overall, Smith’s book is highly recom-
mended for readers well-versed in the his-
tory of the fort and those new to the subject. 
The other books mentioned here also are 
necessary reading to understand the varied 
ways in which this important site has been 
and can still be seen.

Matthew W. Wright studied history at St. Olaf 
College, Waseda University, the University of 
Washington, and UCLA. He has taught his-
tory and worked as a historical interpreter at 
the Minnesota State Capitol. He serves on the 
RCHS Editorial Board.

NOTES
 1. The 2022 Minnesota Book Awards were not 
yet announced at time of publication.



The Ramsey County Historical Society (RCHS) strives to innovate, lead, and partner in pre-
serving the knowledge of our community, deliver inspiring history programming, and incor-
porate local history in education. 

The Society was established in 1949 to preserve the Jane and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon 
Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 
in 1974, the original programs told the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance 
of a Dakota Advisory Council, RCHS also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways, now 
telling the stories of the remarkable relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people 
of Ȟeyáta Othúŋwe (Cloud Man’s Village).

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine Ramsey County History. In 
1978, the organization moved to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts build-
ing on the National Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was 
completed in 2010 and rededicated in 2016 as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs 
Burke Research Center.

RCHS offers public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.com for details of up-
coming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse and depot tours, and more. 
The Society serves more than 15,000 students annually on field trips or through school out-
reach. Programs are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and foundations, all 
of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not a member of RCHS, please join today and help 
bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.

Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, & Inclusion 
RCHS is commi#ed to ensuring it preserves and presents our county’s history. As we continue 
our work to incorporate more culturally diverse histories, we have made a commitment to 
diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion that is based on this core idea: RCHS exists to 
serve ALL who call Ramsey County home. To learn more, please see www.rchs.com/about. 

Acknowledging This Sacred Dakota Land
Mnisóta Makhóčhe, the land where the waters are so clear they reflect the clouds, extends 
beyond the modern borders of Minnesota and is the ancestral and contemporary homeland 
of the Dakhóta (Dakota) people. It is also home to the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous 
peoples, all who make up a vibrant community in Mnisóta Makhóčhe. RCHS acknowledges 
that its sites are located on and benefit from these sacred Dakota lands. 

RCHS is commi#ed to preserving our past, informing our present, and inspiring our future. 
Part of doing so is acknowledging the painful history and current challenges facing the Dakota 
people just as we celebrate the contributions of Dakota and other Indigenous peoples.

Find our full Land Acknowledgment Statement on our website, www.rchs.com. This includes 
actionable ways in which RCHS pledges to honor the Dakota and other Indigenous peoples 
of Mnisóta Makhóčhe.

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.
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