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A Tribute to John Watson Milton

(1935-2023)

JOHN M. LINDLEY, RCHS EDITOR EMERITUS

didn’t know John Watson Milton as a poli-

tician; I only knew him as a man who was
passionate about politics.

Dick Nicholson of St. Paul introduced me
to John, probably in 2008. Dick was a member
of the editorial board of the Ramsey County
Historical Society (RCHS), a volunteer group
of which I was also a member. At one of those
board meetings that always began at 8 a.m. in a
drafty, fourth-floor courtroom of the Landmark
Center, Dick welcomed John as a guest and told
us a little about his work as a writer and histo-
rian. It was the beginning of a fruitful collabora-
tion between John and RCHS. Shortly afterward,
the society published an article in its quarterly
history magazine that John had written. Soon,
he joined the editorial board, writing additional
articles for Ramsey County History.

A graduate of Princeton University and the
Harvard Business School Executive Program,
John worked for several businesses, including
Fortune 100 and healthcare companies. He was
elected to the Minnesota Senate in 1972 and
1976. There, he chaired the health subcommit-
tee and authored major bills to improve health-
care, especially for seniors.

John was also writing, publishing, and speak-
ing about issues that interested him. In 2005, he
published The Fallen Nightengale, a biography of
Enrique Granados (1867-1916), a Spanish com-
poser of classical music. This award-winning
book was published in Spanish and Catalan, as
well—languages in which John was fluent.

In 2011, John approached RCHS about pub-
lishing his biographical manuscript of the late
Minnesota senator from St. Paul, Nicholas D.
Coleman (1925-1981). John had served in the
senate with Coleman and was an admirer of the
late senator’s politics and accomplishments.
John spent years researching, interviewing, and
writing this book. Published in 2012, For the
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Good of the Order: Nick
Coleman and the High
Tide of Liberal Politics
in Minnesota, 1971-1981
was well received and

has become a standard
account of Minnesota politics in the 1970s.

Writing about state politics wasn’t new for
John. In 2008, he published Time to Choose, a
novel that addressed the complex issues related
to abortion. In 2010, he wrote the afterword to
the late Senator Allan H. Spear’s memoir, Cross-
ing the Barriers. Spear (1937—2008) was one of
the first openly gay Americans to serve in elected
office. In the senate, the two had worked together
to bring what John identified as “fairness, oppor-
tunity, shared sacrifice, justice, and peace” to
Minnesotans. They became close friends.

John Milton was never at a loss for words.
When I worked with him on For the Good of the
Order, my biggest challenge was determining
how to trim some of his words and sharpen his
prose so that the verbal volume didn’t put off
readers or cause them to miss his point. John
had a keen eye for detail and nuance. Those
strengths in his writing rose out of the vast re-
search he’d done as he immersed himself in his
subject. He also knew how to construct a scene,
whether in historical writing or in fiction. When
appropriate, he might introduce a musical refer-
ence, such as a piece or segment by a particular
composer that helped set the tone. As someone
who spent eight years casting a vote on a host
of bills in the Minnesota Senate, John didn’t shy
away from telling you where he stood on a ques-
tion. He knew how to make a choice. He did the
same in his writing.

The Ramsey County Historical Society is
grateful for all John Milton contributed to the
board and the society through his writing, re-
views, advice, and humor. He is missed.

John Watson
Milton at a

book signing in
Barcelona around
2005. Courtesy of
Maureen Acosta.
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Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.

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 Heyéta Othtinwe (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 committed 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
Mnis6ta Makhoche, 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 Dakhota (Dakota) people. It is also home to the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous
peoples, all who make up a vibrant community in Mnis6ta Makhdoc¢he. RCHS acknowledges
that its sites are located on and benefit from these sacred Dakota lands.

RCHS is committed 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 Mnis6ta Makhodche.

www.rchs.com info@rchs.com (651) 222-0701









