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By the Numbers...

When researching the built environment,
building permits and related materials
are invaluable. These documents provide
addresses; building specifications; filing
dates; names of owners, contractors, and
builders; project costs; and other details. In this
issue, all three authors focused on the built
environment. Two writers—Nicole Foss and
Krista Finstad Hanson—spent hours reviewing
permits at the Ramsey County Historical
Society (RCHS) Mary Livingston Griggs &
Mary Griggs Burke Research Center—the only
location where early city permits are housed.
Thanks to support from the Dietz Family
Foundation of the Saint Paul & Minnesota
Foundation and a Legacy Grant, RCHS is now
creating a web-based portal providing online
access to our nearly 2 million pages of permits
and other documents by year’s end. This
project has been financed, in part, with funds
provided by the State of Minnesota from the
Arts and Cultural Heritage Fund through the
Minnesota Historical Society. Check out the
stats below to learn more:

Year the City of St. Paul’s License, Inspection,
and Environmental Protection Office donated
its building permits from 1883 to 1975 to RCHS:
2003

Year our Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs
Burke Research Center opened:
2010

Number of St. Paul building permits housed
at RCHS:
385,000

Number of pages of permits that will be
available online by end of 2024:
Nearly 2 million

Number of research requests received at RCHS
in 2023:

1,429

Please visit our Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary
Griggs Burke Research Center for building

permits or other research needs in the lower
level of Landmark Center, 75 W. Fifth Street.

SOURCE: RCHS Director of Collections and Exhibitions
Mollie Spillman.

ON THE COVER

Architect H. Emil Strass-
burger spent about
fifteen years making

his mark on St. Paul's
West Side. Photo and
name plate courtesy of
John Riley; Architectural
tools courtesy of Dmitry
Makeev (compass) and
the Collection of Auckland
Museum Tamaki Paenga
Hira (ruler) via Wikipedia
Commons.
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Message from the Editorial Board

A city boasting a variety of architecture, St. Paul is a testament to both change
and preservation. Economies boom and bust, peace follows war, buildings stand
or fall. An architect’s work endures or gets scraped by a bulldozer. Most often, the
prevailing styles and civic leaders of the time dictate what stays and what goes.
Architect Emil Strassburger is a perfect example of this, as Nicole Foss reveals to
us. His work is much admired and played a big role in developing St. Paul’s West
Side, but most of it is gone today. Linda Kohl tells us that sometimes there is only
a serendipitous series of events that spares landmarks, like our own Landmark
Center. And sometimes, modest well-built homes endure far longer than their
bigger, flashier counterparts, as Krista Finstad Hanson details for us in her piece
on the Hamline Midway neighborhood.

Whether your home, your office, or your favorite cultural landmark looks like
the ornate layers of a wedding cake or a sleek functional design of steel and glass,
the common denominator is people. Regardless of the architectural styles of the
day, the buildings of our city belong to the citizens who make up our businesses
and neighborhoods. As immigration ebbed and flowed in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, so did the prevailing styles of architecture across the city. To
follow the threads of these structures is to discover the tapestry of St. Paul.

Anne Field
Chair, Editorial Board

Publication of Ramsey County History is supported, in part, by a gift from Clara M. Claussen and Frieda H. Claussen in
memory of Henry H. Cowie Jr., and by a contribution from the late Reuel D. Harmon.

Ramsey County History has revised its numbering system. At the start of each calendar year, the first issue will be labeled No. 1.
Thisissueis Winter 2024, Vol. 59, No. 1. Note that with this change, Vol. 58 includes only three issues for 2023.



Book Reviews

Prairie Imperialists: The Indian
Country Origins of American Empire

Katharine Bjork

Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2019

352 pages; hard cover, 13 b&w photos, 5 maps,
$64.95

REVIEWED BY RENOIR GAITHER

Hamline University professor Katharine
Bjork’s book, Prairie Imperialists: The Indian
Country Origins of American Empire, exam-
ines an important, albeit often overlooked,
period of American imperialism—from
America’s “Indian Wars” of the late nine-
teenth century to the nation’s emergence
as an imperial power in its occupation of the
Philippines, Cuba, and other former Spanish
colonies. Bjork argues that the logic of US
empire and rights of sovereignty established
during American territorial expansion and
Indian dispossession in the late 1800s was
carried into America’s later imperial designs
abroad. The latest examples include wars in-
volving counterinsurgency in the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries.

Bjork highlights the importance of the
commonly held, popular tropes of racial
superiority among American whites that
marked differences between them and “ra-
cial others,” punitive pacification strategies,
and use and valorization of Native auxilia-
ries and scouts. While these features of im-
perial encounters are well documented in
scholarly literature, Bjork’s narrative choices
skillfully bring out the motives, values, and
internal conflicts of her central characters.

Bjork introduces readers to memorable
US military leaders and settings and some
suspenseful moments highlighted through
the lives and actions of US Army officers
Hugh Lenox Scott, Robert Lee Bullard, and
John J. Pershing. All served in “Indian War”
campaigns following the US Civil War. They
later held a succession of colonial offices
in Cuba and the Philippines. Concluding

Prairie
Imperialists
/ﬂ YA"m Irtdlar\[.Co\miry Origins of
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chapters focus on Pershing’s punitive ex-
pedition in Mexico in response to Francisco
“Pancho” Villa’s raid on Columbus, New
Mexico, in March 1916.

Discussion of the role of Indigenous
scouts in these campaigns against Native
peoples is laudable and may be surprising
to some readers, as it is the through line to
use of such auxiliaries today. According to
Bjork, “ . . the logic of empire rendered all
colonized people scouts” She adds, “The
expected role for the Natives in this sce-
nario [referring to the Spanish-American
War] was to provide local knowledge and
act in a supporting role.” Recent examples
of supportive auxiliaries in American mili-
tary campaigns include Iragi Army scouts
and translators, as well as ethnic minorities
who formed the Northern Alliance in US
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Despite some skepticism among military
leadership, use of whites and non-whites
as scouts proved advantageous to empire
building. Skepticism derived primarily from
a deeply-held belief among some that
whites engaged in military scouting might
lose their own racial identity and superior-
ity. White scouts ran the risk of “going Native”
or perhaps compromising their investment

in cultural white supremacy. At stake was a
kind of “tainting” of white civilization with
cultural and racial primitivism.

Bjork writes about Robert Lee Bullard’s
conflicted relationship between scouting
and white civilization:“Bullard thought that
white civilization was antithetical to the
values of scouting, which he extolled in his
writings. He remained equally insistent on
the redemptive power of such a connection
with the primitive precisely for “super-civi-
lized"” (presumptively Anglo-Saxon) men.”

However, a belief prevailed that ac-
corded an unwavering valor to Indige-
nous and African American scouts, due to
genetic or racial/ethnic advantages. Bjork
notes that such valorization of scouting
units was part of America’s historic sym-
bolic construction of racial hierarchy, sub-
ordination, and traits of inheritance. For
example, her discussion of the so-called
“immune regiments” of African American
troops during the Spanish-American War in
Cuba follows this theme.

Critical to Bjork’s argument is the per-
sistent friction between romanticized
notions of racial “otherness” inherent in
the colonized and guarded acceptance
of cultural and racial superiority among
American military leadership engaged in
imperialist warfare.

Bjork notes that imperialism not only
attempts to circumscribe new geographic
boundaries of sovereignty but cultural
ones, as well. The character of American
imperialism was—and in many respects,
continues to be—shaped by debate over
these two margins. American military lead-
ers of this period developed strategies of
containment and punitive measures to
maintain cultural and physical boundaries
between new American sovereigns and
racial others in occupied territories follow-
ing the 1898 war. This book describes these
strategies of governance built around a
core threat of punitive military violence
and “the racial dimensions of political and
social life at home.”

Prairie Imperialists provides excellent
background on the cultural and politi-
cal mores and conduct of senior military

You Know History: Send Your Ideas
Ramsey County Historical Society welcomes article proposals for our quarterly history magazine Ramsey County History, as well
as for books, podcasts, and other media—because who knows history better than members of our community at the county, city, or
even neighborhood level? Visit https://rchs.com/publishing/got-history/ to learn more.
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leaders and those whose profiles Bjork pro-
vides. This book is aimed at readers inter-
ested in military history, American studies
scholars, and historians. Included are archi-
val black and white photographs and maps
that highlight relevant content. At times, it
would have been helpful to have the maps
placed closer to pertinent discussions. Still,
this scholarly, well-researched book in-
cludes generous notes, accurate index ref-
erences and cross-references, and a solid
bibliography.

Renoir Gaither is a poet and former aca-
demic librarian. He has held positions at the
Shapiro Undergraduate Library at the Uni-
versity of Michigan and Magrath Library at
the University of Minnesota in St. Paul. He is
a member of the Ramsey County Historical
Society Editorial Board.

NOTES

1. Katharine Bjork, Prairie Imperialists: The Indian
Country Origins of American Empire (Philadelphia:
University of Philadelphia Press, 2019), 16.

2. Bjork, 77.

3. Bjork, 17.

The Heart of the Heartland:
Norwegian American Community
in the Twin Cities

David C. Mauk

St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Historical Society Press,
2022

472 pages; paperback, b&w illustrations, 7 maps,
$29.95

REVIEWED BY MARY LETHERT WINGERD

As the title of this volume suggests, the Twin
Cities, especially Minneapolis, have long
claimed the title as the heart of Norwegian
settlement in America. Even today, genera-
tions beyond the peak exodus from Norway,
Minnesota is renowned as an ethnic Scan-
dinavian stronghold, though in reality that
distinction is increasingly difficult to detect
in its present-day multiethnic population.
Still, as David C. Mauk compellingly
demonstrates in this densely researched
tome, Norwegian immigrants and genera-
tions of their descendants played essential
roles in the settlement and development of
the Twin Cities and the social/cultural ethos
that came to distinguish them. The author
offers a tour de force of research, mining
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every available source to find evidence of
Norwegian influence from the outset of
white settlement to the present.

Scholars of immigration and ethnicity
will find much to appreciate in the level of
detail presented here. Such a fine-grained
examination of a particular community
is invaluable in bringing to light larger
patterns of immigrant settlement and ac-
culturation. For example, Mauk traces a
little-studied phenomenon of rural-to-
urban ethnic chain migration that greatly
influenced community development in the
Twin Cities. In fact, the greatest growth in
the Norwegian community there came well
after direct immigration from Norway had
slowed. Minneapolis and Saint Paul acted
as magnets that drew Norwegians who
had first settled in rural Minnesota. They
came to the cities with a store of American
experience, which enhanced their ability
to navigate the urban environment and
advance the success of the ethnic group
as a whole. This insight and others to be
gleaned from this study have broad impli-
cations for immigration studies.

One could wish, though, for more infor-
mation about conditions in Norway that
prompted, and then ended, such a sig-
nificant exodus. Who were these people?
What were the political and economic con-
ditions that caused them to pull up stakes
in the first place and undertake such a life-
changing journey?

Experiences in the home country clearly
factored into the way the community grew
and developed in Minnesota, as well as
its complicated relationship with Swedish
and Danish fellow ethnic Americans, and
continued attachment to Norway itself.
Though we learn here that generations of
Norwegian Americans maintained a strong
connection to their historic homeland,
somewhat more attention to the initial
push factors would have enriched an un-
derstanding of the evolving social and cul-
tural landscape.

Nonetheless, historians will value the
breadth and depth of information in this
volume. The general, interested reader,
however, may find the level of detail
daunting. The fascinating story of the Nor-
wegian-American community often gets
lost in a plethora of facts that do little to
advance the narrative. It seems unneces-
sary to know the hour-by-hour schedule
of events for every Norwegian celebration
or to know the name of every person who
headed one of the Norwegian congrega-
tions or organizations. And it is impossi-
ble to follow the intricate descriptions of
neighborhood and ward configurations
without a map to function as a guide.

None of this, however, should deter
those with a serious interest in the Norwe-
gian-American experience in America. Nor
should it detract from the contributions
to immigration scholarship made by this
volume, which represents a prodigious ac-
complishment, clearly the result of years
of dedicated research by an expert on this
subject. There is much to be learned from
this authoritative history of the “heart of
the heartland,” a welcome addition to Min-
nesota history and to the broad canvas of
immigration history as well.

Mary Lethert Wingerd is professor emerita of
history at St. Cloud State University. She is the
author of Claiming the City: Politics, Faith,
and the Power of Place in St. Paul and North
Country: The Making of Minnesota.

This review originally published in the journal
Norwegian-American Studies 41. Copyright
2023 Norwegian-American Historical Asso-
ciation. It is reprinted here with permission
from the Norwegian-American Historical
Association and the University of Minnesota
Press.

RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY - 31




RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY

President & CEO
Chad P. Roberts

Editor
Meredith Cummings

Editor Emeritus (2006-2018)
John Lindley

Founding Editor (1964-2006)
Virginia Brainard Kunz

RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY
Board of Directors

Mari Oyanagi Eggum

Chair

Robert W. Mairs

First Vice Chair

Elizabeth J. Keyes
Second Vice Chair

Lorraine Griffin Johnson
Secretary

Marc ] Manderscheid
Treasurer

Jo Emerson, Stephanie Fastner, Jim Fleming,

Tim Glines, Judy Kishel, Debbie Lee, Joe Lutz,
Alison Midden, Dr. Megan Morrissey, Dixie Nelson,
Peter Nguyen, Chad P. Roberts, Sisokaduta (Joe
Bendickson), Ellen Turpin, Joe Twomey, Glenn
Wiessner, Helen Wilkie, Mark Williamson,

Lee Pao Xiong, July Xyooj

Directors Emeriti

W. Andrew Boss, George A. Mairs, Richard T.
Murphy Sr., Paul A. Verret

Editorial Board

Anne Field, Chair, Thomas H. Boyd, Anne Cowie,
John Diers, Kate Dietrick, Renoir W. Gaither,

John Guthmann, Lisa L. Heinrich, Kyle Imdieke,
Laurie M. Murphy, Paul D. Nelson, Richard H.
Nicholson, Jay Pfaender, Chad P. Roberts, Linda
Schloff, Mark Taylor, Steve Trimble, Mary Lethert
Wingerd, Matthew Wright

Honorary Advisory Board

William Finney, George Latimer, Joseph S. Micallef,
Marvin J. Pertzik, James Reagan

Ramsey County Commissioners

Commissioner Trista Martinson, Chair
Commissioner Nicole Joy Frethem
Commissioner Mary Jo McGuire
Commissioner Rena Moran
Commissioner Rafael E. Ortega
Commissioner Victoria Reinhardt
Commissioner Mai Chong Xiong

Ryan T. O’Connor, Manager, Ramsey County

Ramsey County History is published quarterly

by the Ramsey County Historical Society, 323
Landmark Center, 75 W. Fifth Street, Saint Paul, MN
55102 (651-222-0701). Printed in U.S.A. Copyright

© 2024, Ramsey County Historical Society. ISSN
Number 0485-9758.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication
may be reprinted or otherwise reproduced
without written permission from the publisher.
The Society assumes no responsibility for
statements made by contributors.

History

A PUBLICATION OF THE RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY J

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 Heyata 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 Makhdoche. 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.

GIBBS FAarM

Pathways to Dakota & Pioneer Life
Experience | Understand | Grow

R.C.H.S.

RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

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



In Memoriam

In recent months, Ramsey County Historical Society (RCHS) said goodbye to two admired members of the RCHS
Board of Directors—Carl Kuhrmeyer (1928-2023) and Roxanne Sands (1940-2023)—and to David Riehle (1946-2024)

a member of our editorial board.

Carl Kuhrmeyer grew up on St. Paul’s East Side Roxanne Sands brought positive energy to the work
and loved the city of his childhood. He enjoyed a of RCHS and made the projects she was involved in
forty-two-year career at 3M, first in the role of me- more fun for everyone. In her professional life, she
chanical engineer and later as executive vice president. was a graphic designer and editor. Civically, she was a
Kuhrmeyer was an experienced board member in the member of the Junior League of Saint Paul and City of
East Metro, collaborating on many boards, always Lilydale Planning Commission. She joined the RCHS
with the goal of improving people’s lives. He brought board in 2016 and served as secretary from 2018-2021.

humor and tremendous talent to the RCHS board

from 2012-2022, serving as second vice chair and
member of the Gibbs Farm Transformation Task Force.
He and his wife, Janet, were generous contributors to
RCHS, providing leadership in the renovation of the

Red Barn.

David Riehle was a beloved member of the RCHS edi-
torial board. Over twenty years, he shared his expertise
and love of birding, labor, politics, social justice, and
railroading in the many fascinating articles he wrote for
Ramsey County History magazine. Committee members
were always eager to learn history through Riehle’s
unique perspectives.

RCHS is grateful for the diligent work and thoughtful collaboration that
Kuhrmeyer, Sands, and Riehle brought to RCHS and the community. They are missed.
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CAMPS FOR KIDS AGES 4 T0 13
REGISTER AT RCHS.COM

PeeWee Mini Camps
Kids on the Farm
Dakota Camp

Life of a Gibbs Girl
Nature Detectives
Victorian Ladies
Minnesota Time Travel Camp
Farm Survivor
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It Takes a Village
Building Community in the Hamline Midway Neighborhood

KRISTA FINSTAD HANSON, PAGE 19
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On September 6, 1928, Theodore Mertens applied for a permit to construct a modest home at 1199 Capitol Avenue (Englewood Avenue today). Mertens signed the
application “Theo. H. Mertens for H. Schaettgen,” also a local contractor and Merten'’s father-in-law. The pair worked together to build most of the houses along the
1162-1218 section of this street. The next day, this permit was issued. As Krista Finstad Hanson conducted research for her Hamline Midway article, she relied heavily
on St. Paul Building Permits to understand how and when the twenty-nine homes built here came to be. Author Nicole Foss also made use of these permits for her
cover story. The permits are archived at Ramsey County Historical Society and will be available online by the end of 2024. Courtesy of Ramsey County Historical Society.
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