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place that probably once felt like total freedom. 
McGhee’s connection to this place that now of-
fers no trace of him enhances our understanding 
of the St. Croix River Valley’s significance as an 
influential backdrop for progressive American 
thought leaders and social pioneers and how 
they have been underrepresented in history.

The St. Croix Valley Country Club, 
1956-1962
The first known mention of the St. Croix Valley 
Country Club appeared in a Kansas City, Mis-
souri, newspaper in 1956: 

Mr. and Mrs. James Rideaux, 707 Rondo 
Ave., have purchased an 11-bedroom lodge 
on the lovely St. Croix Riber [sic], at Osce-
ola, Wis., 48 miles from the city. The estate 
has 200 acres and will be remodelled [sic] 
for all out-door sports.20 

The property, known locally as Silverbrook, 
was a defunct copper mining venture and ad-
joining summer estate of St. Paulites Hezekiah 
and Fannie Holbert (built 1895). More recently, it 
served as a Swiss-style ski resort that sat empty 
for a few seasons before Anna Belle and James 
Rideauxs’ dream of owning, renovating, and 
operating a country club was realized. Shortly 
after purchasing the property, the couple orga-
nized an open house. Three hundred attendees 
from St. Paul and Minneapolis visited over a 
December weekend. “The guests were served 
refreshments in the spacious ballroom from a 

long Chinese antique table of teakwood, inlaid 
with mother-of-pearl.”21 Rondo pianist, Har-
riet B. Gordon, and her pet bird, Nehru, enter-
tained. The club featured nineteen rooms total 
and sat high on a bluff overlooking Silverbrook 
Falls and the St. Croix River.22

From 1956 to 1962, the Rideauxs’ St. Croix 
Valley Country Club served as a satellite meet-
ing place for Rondo-based social and civic clubs, 
including the Cameo Social Club, Credjafawn 
Club, and the Twin City Forty Club. These or-
ganizations were founded in the early twentieth 
century, in part, because Black St. Paul residents 
were usually unwelcome in white society and 
prohibited from patronizing many of the city’s 
establishments. Instead, residents gathered at the 
Hallie Q. Brown Community Center, churches, 
and in living rooms and backyards. The Wis-
consin venue was an enviable escape from the 
city. A weekend there could include socializing, 
hiking, fishing, hunting, archery, or an ongoing 
game of pinochle with Anna Belle on the back 
porch overlooking the falls.23

The Rideaux Family 
Anna Belle and James Rideaux were business 
owners, civil rights activists, socialites, and 
residents of St. Paul’s Rondo community. They 
were both born in 1906 in southern states—
James in Lake Charles, Louisiana; Anna Belle 
in Birmingham, Alabama. They did not meet 
until they each ventured to Minnesota in search 
of opportunity. Anna Belle said goodbye to Ala
bama around 1930 and moved here with her 
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Robert Payne, an early owner of the Silverbrook property, created a booklet that included floor plans of the two-story mansion. This document provides important 
details of the retreat’s design. Assembled by Robt. P. Payne, courtesy of Interstate State Park. 
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baby daughter, Muriel, and her mother. James 
came north from Kansas City that same year. 
The couple met in 1933 and married in Chicago 
on February 18, 1935.24

James, educated in business and tailoring at 
Kansas Vocational College, found work in St. 
Paul’s white, high-end establishments, includ-
ing the University Club and Town & Country. 
In the 1950s and ’60s, he was a redcap night 
captain at Union Depot. He used his position 
to help Black travelers find safe lodging, often 
sending them to Rondo, where Anna Belle ran a 
boarding house for travelers. Years later, St. Paul 
Mayor George Latimer honored Rideaux’s com-
mitment to service and community by declaring 
September 26, 1978, “James Rideaux Day.” After 
his death in 1990, he was given the Roy Wilkins 
Award for his civil rights work.25 

Shortly after moving to Minnesota, Anna 
Belle’s name started appearing in the society 
columns of the St. Paul Recorder and Minne­
apolis Spokesman. She was a gifted seamstress 
and taught community homemaking and sew-
ing classes at Hallie Q. Brown and Welcome 
Hall. Anna Belle joined the Order of the Eastern 
Star, St. Anthony Hill Garden Club, the St. Paul 
Urban League, and was a founding member of 
the Cameo Social Club and an NAACP Housing 
Committee cochair for the organization’s na-
tional convention in 1960. In 1963, she owned 
and operated a dress shop in Minneapolis.26

For twenty-two years, the couple hosted 
friends, family, and community to their home 
on Rondo Avenue. However, in 1959, they were 
forced to relocate when the city and state began 
preparing for the construction of Interstate 
94 and the demolition of much of the neigh-
borhood—700 homes and 300 businesses. 
Residents were inadequately compensated for 
their properties. Ultimately, the initiative led to 
a massive loss of wealth, public space, and cul-
ture. Families and business owners watched in 
despair as all they worked for was systemically 
destroyed.27 The St. Paul Recorder announced 
the Rideauxs’ move: 

Come December 1, Mr. and Mrs. James 
Riddeaue [sic] of 707 Rondo Av., will 
be greeting their friends in their newly 
decorated and remodeled home at 765 
Marshall Av.28

It was during this stressful, anxious time, that 
the couple opened the doors to their Wisconsin 
retreat. Their work in providing a place of rest, 
relaxation, and community was more important 
than ever.

A Place to Relax; A Place to Organize
The St. Croix Valley Country Club was home to 
occasional NAACP chapter meetings and cele-
brations. For example, on January 20, 1957, the 
St. Paul Branch of the NAACP installed new offi-
cers there. The topic of the evening was “Moral 
Aspects of Segregated Housing.” Two notable 
attendees were Rev. Floyd Massey Jr. and Rev. 
Denzil A. Carty. These clergymen were local 
civil rights activists and leaders who fought 
for equity in housing, public schools, and the 
workplace.29 

The day after NAACP members met at the 
country club, Rev. Massey was formally inducted 
as chair of the Minnesota Protestant Pastors’ 
Conference in St. Paul. Among the guests was 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who spoke at the 
ceremony.30

In looking at these two events, it becomes 
clear that the struggle for civil rights was very 
much alive in Minnesota and Wisconsin and 
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James and Anna Belle 
Rideaux on their twenti-
eth wedding anniversary 
at their home at 707 
Rondo Avenue. In the 
Rideaux, Edmond, Swain 
Family Archives.

To learn more 
about the Rideaux 
family, particularly 
Anna Belle, see 
“Family Reclaims Its 
Heritage: Growing 
Up with Anna 
Belle Rideaux” by 
Cherrelle Swain on 
page 13 of Ramsey 
County History 
(Summer 2024).
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had gained tremendous momentum by 1957. 
Clearly, the Rideauxs’ club housed crucial dis-
cussions and leaders of this movement during 
its most critical time.

It was also a place of Black excellence, lux-
ury, and respite. For example, from 1957 to 
1961, the Cameo Social Club held events like 
charm school, luncheons, and slumber parties 
at the retreat. The club even chartered a bus to 
transport its young debutantes from Rondo to 
spend a few days at the venue a week before the 
group’s culminating cotillion ball. The cotillion 
program was the first of its kind in the Upper 
Midwest. Many debutantes in Mrs. Rideaux’s 

care went on to impactful careers and service 
to their communities. For example, Joyce Ann 
Hughes, a Carleton College undergraduate and 
University of Minnesota School of Law grad (the 
first Black woman to achieve this honor in 1965), 
recently retired as a longtime law professor at 
Northwestern University.31

A Short-Lived Dream
While James and Anna Belle worked hard to es-
tablish their country home-away-from-home, 
their work and community were in St. Paul. The 
distance between the two locations proved  to 
be  challenging, and, as Rondo splintered to 
make way for the interstate, the couple lost the 
beloved Wisconsin property to foreclosure in 
1962.32

A Los Angeles-based real estate developer 
purchased the property. Vandals cut a hole in 
the roof before the developer hired a local fam-
ily to live in and maintain the home. In 1970, 
the developer sold the estate to the State of 
Wisconsin. Once again, it sat vacant. The state 
could not justify the expense or the complica-
tions to maintain the property and declared it 
a hazard in 1974. Locals took anything of value 
from inside, removing marble columns from 
the veranda and filling the concrete foundation 
with earth and rubble. Firefighters burned the 
mansion down and removed most remnants of 
what it once was.33 

Today, the location of the former St. Croix 
Valley Country Club is open to the public within 
the boundaries of Interstate State Park on the 
Wisconsin side of the river. Ruins of a wading 
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On January 21, 1957, Rev. 
Floyd Massey Jr. became 
chair of the state’s 
Pastors’ Conference. 
Those pictured at 
Massey’s home include 
(back row L-R): William 
Cratic, Fair Employment 
Practices Committee 
(FEPC) commissioner; 
Rev. Denzil Carty, 
president of State NAACP 
Conference; Walter 
Goins Jr., Pilgrim Baptist 
trustee board chair; Cecil 
Newman, newspaper 
publisher; Frank Smith, 
president, St. Paul 
NAACP; L. Howard 
Bennet, president 
Minneapolis NAACP. Also, 
(front row L-R): Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr., 
and Rev. Floyd Massey Jr., 
pastor, Pilgrim Baptist. 
In St. Paul Recorder, 
May 25, 1957.

In 1957, Cameo Social 
Club debutants attended 
a sleepover at the 
St. Croix Valley Country 
Club the Saturday prior 
to the Second Annual 
Cotillion Ball at St. Paul’s 
Lowry Hotel. Pictured 
here (top to bottom, 
L-R): Joyce Ann Hughes; 
Myrna Kathleen Day; 
Carolyn Joyce Rawlings 
and Dorothy Johnson; 
Elsie Mae Stone and 
Gail Yvonne Payne; and 
Janet Onetta Walton 
and Marva Ann Boyd. 
In Cameo Social Club 
records, courtesy of 
Minnesota Historical 
Society.

Firefighters in Polk County, Wisconsin, brought the once-majestic 
Silverbrook Mansion/St. Croix Valley Country Club to the ground 
in 1974, as it had become a safety hazard. Courtesy of St. Croix Falls 
Historical Society. 
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pond, water pumphouse, and limestone gate pil-
lars are still visible on the Silverbrook Loop Trail 
along an old county highway. Once through the 
gates, the trail opens into a giant meadow with 
the remains of bubbling artesian wells and ponds 
that feed a spring flowing over a waterfall at the 
bluff’s edge. Upon visiting, it is clear this land 
has a history—a recorded energy of greatness.

Big Round Lake Retreats, 1952-1977
Maceo A. Finney, the Northern Pacific Railway 
assistant general chairman of the Dining Car 
Employees Union Local 516; his wife, Lola; and 
their son, William Kelso Finney, lived at 437 
Rondo Avenue. In 1952, Maceo, an avid fish-
erman, purchased forty acres from a German 
farmer named Tolbert Shilling in the heart of 
recreation and resort country—Big Round Lake, 
Wisconsin. The lake is in Polk County’s George-
town Township. Finney partnered with Emmett 
Searles to buy and parcel the property for other 
Rondo families to enjoy. It included pasture and 
ten lakefront lots and was referred to as both 
the “Finney-Searles Ranch Resort” and “Fin-
ney’s Country Place.” The Carter Fletcher and 
Burt Buckner families joined them.34

Life there was enjoyable, and summers spent 
on Big Round Lake provided a lot of “firsts” 
for a young William Finney. By age seven, he 
learned to shoot a BB gun and later became an 
avid marksman. His father had been raised on a 
farm and enjoyed country life when he wasn’t 
working for the railroad. Lola Vassar Finney, 
a lifelong St. Paulite and owner of Finney’s 
Beauty Parlor, was less interested in the rugged 
life. “Mom called everything a rabbit. ‘Get that 
rabbit!’ she’d say, and I’d have to tell her, ‘No, 
that’s a chipmunk. No, that’s a mouse.’ ” By age 
twelve, William learned to drive a car on gravel 
roads, drive a tractor, row a boat, start a motor, 
and grow crops.35

Trouble at the Lake
Shortly after purchasing the farm and house 
and building two cabins on the property, the 
four families were victims of arson in late 1952 
and early 1953 after they had closed their homes 
for the winter.36 

The Fletcher cabin was the first to burn on 
December 17, 1952. The Polk County Sheriff’s 
Department investigated the fire and blamed 

faulty wiring. Because of this, they ordered 
electricity to all other structures on the prop-
erty cut. However, more fires were discovered 
on January 4, 1953. Flames destroyed the Buck-
ner’s cabin and the Finney/Searles farmhouse. 
This time, it was clear the fires were targeted 
and deliberately set. The sheriff’s department 
discovered two sets of footprints in the snow 
leading to the structures and the imprints of a 
gasoline can and crankcase oil container where 
two people set it down to climb a fence. Police 
believed the fires were set in the early morning 
of January 2 and burned for two days before lo-
cals reported them. During that time, approxi
mately an inch of snow fell, obstructing other 
possible clues and evidence.37

Rupert Fisk, a real estate and insurance agent 
from St. Croix Falls, had sold the Shilling Farm 
to Finney and Searles. Fisk told reporters from 
the St. Paul Recorder that there was indignation 
from locals because the families were Black and 
owned such desirable lakefront property. Fisk 
also said the most “resentment came from the 
tavern in a village named Twin Town that is 
about a mile and a half from the property” at the 
intersection of County Highways E and G. Fisk 
said he had to return the money on a lakefront 
lot he’d sold after the purchaser had been told 
a “deliberate falsehood” while visiting the tav-
ern. When interviewed by law enforcement, the 
tavern owner placed blame on the residents of 
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Carter Fletcher and his 
son Readus Fletcher Sr. in 
the early 1950s. Courtesy 
of Readus Fletcher Jr.
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the nearby St. Croix Chippewa Reservation and 
shared hateful opinions that “[N]egroes were 
not welcome.”38 

Fisk notified the families of the first fire on 
December 19, 1952. Shortly after, Buckner, whose 
cabin had not burned, received a letter from In-
tegrity Insurance Company postmarked Decem-
ber 19 informing him that his property insurance 
policy was canceled. By January 10, the Finney 
and Searles families received notices that their 
policies also were canceled after they’d just in-
creased them following the Fletcher fire. They 
were never given a reason for the cancelation. 
However, Fisk, who had sold the policies to 
Finney and Searles, said it was too risky to con-
tinue insuring the properties unless there was 
“a change of circumstances [ownership].” Fisk 
also said he did not think any insurance agency 
would insure “Negros in that area.” Finney and 
Searles were resolute. Whether or not they were 
insured, they would rebuild. The families, with 
the exception of the Fletchers, constructed 
cabins in the spring using steel Quonset-hut 
structures developed during World War II. The 
Fletchers decided to rebuild on the Apple River 
near Amery.39 

Multiple officials and agencies investigated 
the fires, including Polk County Sheriff James 
Moore, Wisconsin Atty. Gen. Vernon Thomson, 
Deputy State Fire Marshal William Rohn, 
branches of the Wisconsin and Minnesota 
NAACP, the Wisconsin Commission on Human 
Rights, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. 
Rev. Carty, as president of the Minnesota Con-
ference of the NAACP, worked directly with the 
Commission on Human Rights to spotlight this 
investigation and increase public awareness. 
Carty called the fires “acts of terrorism that 
cannot be tolerated by any civilized people.” 
The fire marshal assured the newspapers that 
[we] “are not going to tolerate this sort of thing, 
even though it may happen in other states . . . 
we’re going to try even harder in this instance 
to find the guilty persons.”40 

Reporters from the Minneapolis Spokesman 
and the St. Paul Recorder interviewed Big Round 
Lake community residents after the fires. “It 
was their opinion that those they talked with 
seemed ashamed,” and the fires were cowardly. 
Many worried it might happen again.41 

William Finney, today a retired St. Paul po-
lice chief and recently retired Ramsey County 
undersheriff, remembers: 

Reportedly, the fires were the work of or 
at the instigation of the KKK leader in the 
area. He owned a bar down the road from 
our cabins. At some point during the inves-
tigation, his bar mysteriously burned down 
and was completely destroyed.42

Newspaper accounts support Finney’s mem-
ory. On August 21, a fire did indeed destroy the 
Twin Town Tavern. The blaze started in the 
garage at 9:30 am and burned so quickly that 
by the time the nearest fire department arrived, 
the structure was consumed in flames. Within 
forty-five minutes, nothing remained of the 
business or the attached apartment. It was es-
timated that the damage caused by the fire was 
about $75,000. The tavern was never rebuilt. No 
one was ever prosecuted for the crimes.43

While there is not a definite connection be-
tween the Twin Town Tavern to the arsons or 
the Ku Klux Klan, we can piece together the 
context in which racist attitudes existed in the 
St. Croix River Valley at the time. 

The extremely secretive brotherhood came 
to the valley in 1924, quickly building member-
ship through Pierce, St. Croix, Polk, and Barron 
counties. During the 1920s, the KKK was more 
popular in the North than in the South. Some 
northern whites were threatened by the grow-
ing prosperity of Black Americans moving in 
from the South. In fact, the Klan argued pub-
licly that “they would be African Americans’ 
greatest protector provided they stayed within 
their social position.”44 Clear Lake, also located 
in Polk County and only twenty-five minutes 
from the Finney and Searles property, was an 
active recruitment area. The Clear Lake Star’s 
weekly newspaper even included a column 
called “Klan Komment Korner.” The news
paper’s editor was a known member. By the 
1930s, after multiple members were exposed 
and organizational tell-alls were published, the 
KKK dispersed but took their beliefs and values 
to other civic groups, business organizations, 
and political parties. For example, Fred R. Zim-
merman, Wisconsin’s secretary of state at the 
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time of the arsons on Big Round Lake, had, at 
one time, been a member.45

It wasn’t long before officials lost focus on 
the investigation. In the 1953 Governor’s Com-
mission on Human Rights Annual Report of the 
Director on Cases of Alleged Discrimination, 
Director Rebecca Chalmers Barton wrote that 
her role in investigating the case was to “keep in 
sympathetic contact” with those involved and 
also to remind them that “no premature con-
clusions could be fairly held as to the attitudes 
of the community. . . .” While there was definite 
evidence collected by local, state, and federal 
law enforcement agencies that the fires were 
deliberate, Barton suggested, “segments of the 
Negro press played up the incident and jumped 
to conclusions.” The commission stopped ac-
tively working on the case that April after the 
sheriff said any further involvement would 
“confuse the issue and possibly detract from the 
work of the law enforcement officer.”46

Even Atty. Gen. Thomson, who spoke at the 
Wisconsin State Conference of the NAACP in 
October 1953, did not mention the arsons de-
spite overseeing the lead state agency investi-
gating the crimes. Thomson became governor 
of Wisconsin in 1957.47 

Still, this bleak reality of racism came sec-
ondary to the joy experienced and the memo-
rable times the Finney, Searles, Buckner, and 
Fletcher families spent together at their homes 
away from home.48 
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In the 1959 Polk County plat book, the properties of the Finney and Searles families are mapped 
at #13: S. Ranch Resort. Courtesy of St. Croix Falls Historical Society.

Retired St. Paul Police Chief William Finney has fond memories of 
time spent at Big Round Lake. After the arson on their property, 
the Finney’s built a new cabin. In 1960, family gathered around 
the fireplace. William Finney’s father, Maceo, stands by the fire-
place. A young William and his cousin, Beatrice Coleman, appear 
ready to bolt from the chair so they can play outside. A friend is 
seated at the right.

William Finney’s parents, 
Lola and Maceo Finney, 
along with Maceo’s sister, 
Helen Finney Higgins, 
who was visiting from 
Los Angeles, paused 
for a photo outside the 
cabin on April 15, 1963. 
Both images courtesy of 
William Finney. 
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