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The Life and Dea of Central Park

Paul D. Nelson thousand-stall State of Minnesota pateward Minneapolis, and north. By
ing ramp. 1884 most of the land between down-
A pedestrian wandering today east of Nothing remains of the originatown andNVashburn (now Capitol) Hill
the Minnesota State Capitol woul@entral Park, once the lovghostcard- on the northern skyline had been plat-
sooner or later come upon a surprisipgrthy center of an affluent neighbotted, and much of it built.
chunk of real estate: two and a thitgbod. Nothing remains either of the On Bluff, an east-west street just
acres jutting up from Martin Lutheheighborhood that surrounded it, eleneath Universityvenue, where Min-
King, Jr,Avenue and molded into foutept photographs and memories. nesota Street reached its northern end,
terraces sloping smartly to the south, The Central Park story begins iatood the enormous houses and
adorned by trees, grass, shrubs, tabl@84. St. Paul then was just 45 yeaggounds of the Lamprelindeke, and
and benches, and offering a fine viewld, a steamboat burg transformed Bawson families. From their perch
of downtownA bronze plaque on thehe railroad into one of the boomtowrabove downtown they surely watched
site bears just these words: Centi@fithe continent. Lured by the promisiée city grow and computed the rising
Park. of work or gain, immigrants crammedlalues of their real estate holdings. Im-
But, is this really a park? The tetthe city; between 1880 and 1890 theediately below them lay the last sev-
races are concrete, resting on concrptspulation (so far as the Census Bearal acres of unplatted land between
pillars. The grass, trees, and shrubs &s@u could make it out) grew fronthem and the riveThe Lampreys and
adornments onjyleasant but uncon31,000 to 133,000. Developmer®awsons owned most of it.
yincing "’.‘dd'ons' I people St.Op to emUSh_ed u_p from the downtown ba_Sin,mAbove, looking south along Central
joy the view they do so walking to orall directions: south across the MissiSpark place East, 1909. Minnesota
from their cars; this Central Park is sippi, east acrosEout Brook, west Historical Society photo.
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In this pre-zoning era of free-for-  In the fall of 1884 Uri and Jeannbankerwas married to the daughter of
all growth and speculation, buildingeampreyWilliam and Mary Dawson, another former maypEdmund Rice.
flew up without regard for visual harandWilliam and Rose Lindeke, joinedleanne Lamprey had come to St. Paul
mony An 1886 photograph, too poowith William Dawson, Jr and wife in 1845 (at three weeks of age), when
in quality to reproduce here, showdlaria, Theodore and Carolin¢he town was a muddy hamlet. She
what the Lampreys, Lindekes, anfBchurmeierand Gustave Schurmeiecame to join her fathgsne of the most
Dawsons would have seen just two plat a portion of their lands as “Cersuccessful of first settlers, Louis Rob-
blocks to their south: a gaggle of smaltal Park” and dedicate it to the city aért (for whom Robert Street is named.)
unpainted frame houses, some ne&t, Paul. Though no record of citidfusband Uri Locke Lamprey had
some glorified shacks, all firetraps;ouncil action has been found, the pamkade a pile in of the practice of law
looking (and threatening to march) ugleal had already been made. and by 1883 had quit law for real es-
hill. A contemporary newspaper ac- The platting (and replatting of on¢éate. Prussia-borWilliam Lindeke
count described Minnesota Street small parcel) altered the layout of thessvned a flour mill and was founding
that part of town as “repulsive, unpleaseveral acres. Minnesota Street waartner of one of the regiafeading
ant, forbidding.” The neighborhood ishortened by 500 feet, moving its nortlholesale merchant firms, Lindeke,
general had an untidynplanned, un-ern end one block south. Instead Warner and Schurmeiefheodore

finished look. ending at the Lindekes’ front fence, thiSchurmeiefanother partner in that firm,
Creating a park and a north-south artery stopped at the soutihanaged its finances. Brother Gustave
neighborhood ern end of the park, at East Sumiwit married a daughter @illiam and Rose

While they could not control theenue (later East Thirteenth Street, ndvindeke, and was a principal in Foot,
forces of growth and immigration thaColumbusAvenue.)The platting also Schulze, & Pauls leading maker of
swirled around them, these wealttgreated two new parallel north-soutoots and shoeAll lived or owned
families did have the power to contrdtreets, Central Park Place East arehl estate nearby
the land that lay before thempark, Central Park Pladé/est, flankingthe  The city probably began landscap-
the right kind of park, offered the progeark. Both were narrow and one blogkg the park in 1885. Its first known
pect of buffering their neighborhoodbng.Any traffic moving up Minnesotapublic use came early in 1886, when
from helter-skelter growth and creatreet would be stopped by the patike first ice castle of the first winter car-
ing a pleasing, protected environmeratnd forced left or right. It was a simplayival was built there. The ice castles re-
And while they would have to donateffective design: access to the patlirned in the next two years, and these
the land, the cost of park developmewbuld be permitted but discouragedappear to have marked the last time the
and maintenance would fallto the city The Central Park donors were @ark served as a city-wide destination.
Perhaps it occurred to them too thapawerhouse group. Dawson was preBrom then on, as the donors surely had
park might raise the value of the redent of the First National Bank and hdtbped, Central remained a neighbor-
estate they retained been mayor of St. Paul. His son, alsdnaod park.

Uri Lamprey MHS photo. William Dawson, SrMHS photo. William Lindeke. MHS photo



House. Stone and his wife Kate built
the house to live in, and also to give
away Upon its completion they gave
the northern half to their daughter Clara,
wife of paint magnate Thomas C.
Blood. From then on, until it came
down, the house was known as the
Blood mansion. They gave the south-
ern half to their daughter Ella, wife of
W. Adams Hardenbgh.These were
generous gifts -- the Stones paid
$16,500 for the land and another
$26,000 in building costs -- but the gifts
came with a price: George and Kate

Looking northwest across the park, 1886. To the left of the ice castle, Evan- reserved fc,)r themselve,s_ the “ght to
gelical Trinity Lutheran church. To the right, the Lamprey and Lindeke houses.  OCCURY for life a set of adJOInIt’lg rooms
on the second floor of both sides of the

house. The in-laws would be staying.
The landscaping was formal. Sidgeaving just one open lot in the center  While the Stone house was going
walks and shrubs surrounded thg the block. Except for the Dawsonp, building began also on the south side
grounds, a rectangle 500 feet north@use, all survived into the 1960s. of the park. Theodore Schulze, a
south and 200 feet widd/alkwaysled  West Central Park lagged a bit ifounder of the Foot, Schulze company
in from the corners toward the cent@yilding but not, when it came, in wealtand Gustave Schurmeismbusiness
and, by curving trajectories, converges} ostentation. Its first house (188 Partnerput up a relatively modest two-
on the paris central feature, an ornat@as the finest. Independent investstory, $9000 dwelling at 64 East Sum-
fountain located about one-third of thgeorge C. Stone built a memorabtait, where Central Park Platdest
way up from the southern edge. ThRichardson Romanesque double housached its southern end. The Schulzes
fountain likely was not installed until afat 665-667, on the northwest corneroved in in 1887.
ter the 1888Vinter Carnival. across Centrélvenue (as BldfStreet  Up the block the Stone-

Costly and promising developmenyas renamed) from the Lamprey ~ Hardenbergh-Blood clan solidified its
around the park began in 1886. The

junior Dawsons builta $15,000 home,
designed by Edward Bassford, at 668
East Central Park Place, across from
the northeast corner of the park; lum-
berman Charleg. Miller outdid them
with a $26,000 mansion next door at
654; and down at the south end of the
block Gustave Schurmeier erected a
lovely red stone, three-story set of five
QueerAnne-style rowhouses designed
byAugustus Gaugerwo years later
James Humphregresident of the Min-
nesota Soap Comparghose the lot . o A
just north of GustaveTor a giant double ooking east across the south end of the park 1886 Left to rlght the Charles
dwelling. These four buildings would Miller house, the James Humphrey double house, and the Schurmeier Queen
own the east side of the park until 1908yne rowhouse.




the west, one on the south; the much
older LampreyLindeke, and Dawson
houses presided, unchanged, on the
north.

The new Frye, Hardenbergh, and
Blood houses shared not only the de-
sirable Central Park address but also
the same creative source, the eminent
St. Paul architect Clarence H. Johnston.
He or his firmWilcox and Johnston,
designed them all. This is probably just

~ coincidence -- Johnston was the hot

— =
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The Thomas Blood house, with the the Theodore Schulze house at the immedi-
ate left in the background. This view from the Lamprey house. MHS photo.

hold on the northwest corner of the park
with a $12,500 house built at No. 655
by and for Mary Hardenbergh. She
was the widow of Peter Hardenbergh,
who had built a big “wholesale leather
findings, saddles, and fitted uppers”
business. She was also the mother of
her new next-door neighboW.
Adams Hardenbergh; he had taken
over the family business and added his
own interest in a “horse collar machin-
ery” enterprise.

Joseph Paul Frye had, like so
many of $. Pauls early rich, started
in the dry goods business. By the
time he and his wife Nannie built their
$9,000 house at 643 Central Park
PlacaMestin 1890, he had, like his
new neighbors the Lampreys and
Dawsons, moved on to real estate, |
in the firm of Frye and Jenkins. The 4
Fryes’ would be the last single-fam-
ily dwelling built on the park. Just &8
four years after it began, the first %=
stage of Central Park development
had come to its end. There were four
new houses on the east side, three
on

Clarence H. Johnston. MHS.

residential architect of the time -- but a
suggestion survives that there may have
been some design coordinatibheS.
Paul Globereported in November of
1885, before any building had begun,
that the houses on the park “will all be
erected in a peculiar style suitable to
the location.” However it came about,
the fact that these five houses of the first
eight built on the park came from the
same architectural mind must have given
the nascent neighborhood a rare stylis-
tic integrity It would not last long.

Below, looking northwest across the park,
1900. Evangelical Trinity Lutheran Church
is at left, the Hardenbergh and Blood
houses in the center, and the Lamprey
house at the far right. MHS photo.




The second stage

The second stage of park devel-
opment began in 1891, when physician
John Conrad Nelson put up a three-
story apartment building at 56-6- East
summit, next to the Schulze home. This .
soon proved a modest beginning. Plan- ‘:}ia-;ri
ning was already in motion for some- ﬁ.]’f = P :
thing far grandeReal estate man Fred [l SE S B A1
S. Bryant, doing business as St. Paul
Apartment House Co., bought the
southern four lots of Central Park Place
West, engaged architect Charkes
Wallingford, and in 1892 brought forth
The MaceyNinety-five feet wide at the

street, 84 feet deep, and 65 feet tall, _
two wings joined by a transverse hall Looking south across the park, 1898. The steeple in the center belongs to

. . 'Central Park Methodist Church. The apartment block at right is the Macey, and
this masonry mass weighed down th P g Y

’ Sbove it the tower of the old State Capitol. Minnesota Historical Society photo.
southwest corner of the neighborhoqd

and balanced the rowhouset{feet
wide, 45 feet tall) across the parl&e
Though we do not know how many, |
units it had then, a fair guess is 40 amrrqg
flats. The Macey (later calletheVir-
ginia, and then again The Macey)
itself tripled thenumber of housing
units on the park.

The next yeaWilliam Reed put up

The next event, one that assur@@here the Xcel Center stands toglay
ntral Parls eventual destruction, OCThough little of this ever took shape,
rred in 1894, when the State of Mirjlbert's vision powerfully influenced all
sota chose land just a few hundrgglhe decades of debate and planning
ards west and slightly north of the paggout the Capitdhpproach that fol-
s site of its new Capitol. lowed. Most of the plans offered over
Though state government was stifhe succeeding decades included some
small atthe enld of tne t(fl_eer;gl;rythe variant of a mall stretching south along
R ravitational pu n omas r Street. with new vernment
a three-story apartment building &sjjvan' apt phrase) of the Stae’gliﬁj?ngi onit. The bu?ldir?g;)s on Con.
#645, between the Frye. and Malgngle mostimportant building could NGkal ParkWest all stood on a narrow
Hardenbergh houses: Claren?g“ to be powerful. In the short run, ew|ock with their backs to Cedar Street
Johnstors architectural monopoly of, y investment and building decisioamy a few dozen yards awdyny new
the northwest corner of the park hagk a1, would have to be made in refuiiding on that block of Cedar would
been broken. The Reed building (lat lence to it. In the long run, the neg@nsume their back yards at the very
known as The Genesee) also endedit Padditional government building$east.
second phase of Central Park devglz, 1 resqre all buildable land nearby  Thus while the works oftSPauls
opmentTwo events would soon interi ., ing the 2.33 open acres callagio most eminent architects, so near
vene to interrupt, then wrevpcably aL’ZentraI Park. may have complemented an d’enhance q
ter, Central F.’arls fateThe fII’S.t was The choice of Cass Gilbert to depne another for a time. Gilbes Ere-
the depression of 1893, which >URign the Capitol (he won the commiggion threatened Clarence Johnstons’.
presged al! k.l nas ofinvestment and €&onin 1895) affected the park too. Thehough it would take half a century and
nomic activity for the rest of the 19 big-thinking Gilbert coupled his buildmore, the statehouse doomed Central
centuryThough several lots around thi% g '

: design with landscape design: Heark. The wrecking ball would swing
park remained open, and St. Paul “YMhagined a vast esplanade extendiffgm the Capitol dome.

tinure]d o grql\gxir;%t;]ing would be buil south from the Capitol through down-
on them unti : town all the way to Seven Corners



built.

Now, howeverthe parcels north
of the park, the Uri LampreWilliam
Lindeke, andWilliam Dawson lots
came into playLindeke had died in
1892, Dawson in 1906, and Lamprey
had by 1905 moved to Forest Lake.
The founders had gone. In 1909 the
city authorities made a decision that
expressed unmistakably how the zone
had changed: They chose the former
Lindeke and Dawson properties for the
site of the new Mechanirts High
School. No neighborhood or enclave
A 1907 Cass Gilbert Capitol Mall design extending to Seven Corners. MHS. could call itself exclusive, or even fash-
— - ionable, with 1200 high school kids

Deciphering the real estate dealingear that Central Paskilays as an excoming and going every day
around the parkis easier than figuringysive neighborhood had already If that were not enough, in 191
out what people did inside the park, ghssedArchitect James Brodie built ahe Minnesota Bread Co. began work
leastin these early years. Some actifiree-story flats near the corner of Eamt a new bakery at 77 Edstelfth
ties leave a trail; others do not. Whajymmit and Cedajust to the west ofStreet, one block south of the park.
we can surmise about how people Usgf parks southwest corner in 190What in time became tiaystee Bak-
the park during its prime years, 1885j \arnery a founder of the McGill- ery (and lasted into the 1990s), filled
to 1905 or so, comes mainly from Wha{arner printing compariuilt four sto- the entire block bounded by*.and
it looked like — its design and thgjes of flats at 78 East Summit (latéEast Summit on the south and north,
photo record. Park design encouraggown as The Brewster) in 1905, arly Minnesota and Robert on the east
only sedate activityt was small, of y H_ Griffin added two-and-a-half stoand west. Henceforth a tenant mount-
course, with no broad open spaces &gk more at 74 East Summit the folng to the towers of Gustave
no playground equipment. The benchgsying yearGriffin himself now lived in Schurmeies Queernne rowhouses
curving walkways, summer flowethe former Theodore Schulze house 612-620 Central Park East would
plantings, and fountain promoted sittingext doorSchulze, along with quite 400k down not on the common people
strolling, gazing, circumambulations ifeyy other prominent businessmen, hafiSt. Paul — kept at a comfortable dis-
the carriage. These must have been iigyed to théberdeen HoteAnother tance — but on the backside of an in-
kinds of uses the pasktonors had inpyge building rose next to The Maceyustrial oven complex. It had taken just
mind. Central Park’popularity as ajn 1906, the Minnehaha (latéan Niel, 25 years: The Central Park vision had
postcard subject suggests thattfen Mayfair)Apartments — 90 feetoeen made realitynd then slipped
achieved a certain status as an urgye, 108 feet deep, four stories tall,
oasis. In use and to a lesser degree @pae wings, probably another 48 units. -
pearance it resembled the Irvine Paglyg now multiple-unit housing invaded i
of today the east side of the park; in 1908 DI, | ‘e a 8

o and MrsWilliam J. Hurd built a fouwr . %\,
Transition flat building at #638, between the ol

But the parls uses were about t¢jymphrey and Miller houses, bot
change, because the neighborhoggcox & Johnston creationgvith the —
changed around it. When building resyception of the block east of Minnd= -~ & S
sumed in 1901, the openland filled withta Street at the south end of the park, The Hurd, 1910. Minnesota
apartments, then structures that magg |and fronting the park had nowbeen  Historical Society photo.




away ments, the James Humphrey house, aadintry tightened belts in the cignd

As though to make the pointin bold, ithe Gustave Schurmeier (for lack oftaough people did not yet know it, the

1916 one of the first houses built dpetter name — Schurmeier himself saldilroads, source of so much of St.

the parkWilliam Dawson, Jis 1886 the building for a small profit in 1887Pauls wealth and employment, had al-

mansion, came down to be replaceowhouses sloped with the land fromeady passed their peak; only decline

by the Filben Court, an apartment buildtorth to southAcross the street (oncéay aheadA great deal of SPauls

ing, In 1915 the Uri Lamprey hous&ast Summit, now East Thirteenth) theusing stock had built in the'1€en-

came down, replaced the following yearhite, fragranTaystee Bakery took ugury and hurriedlyand poor economic

by the new headquarters of the Minnte whole block. Moving west acrostimes accelerated its deterioration. By

sota Historical Sociefylesigned by Minnesota Street, the four-story apathie mid-30s, St. Paul had some notori-

none other than Clarence Johnston, gitent building built by ENVarner (The ously bad slumsA writer fromFor-

ing him now a remarkable six buildingBrewster), then the smaller one put tpne magazine touring thiwin Cities

on the park. These would be the lasy W.H. Griffin, the old Theodore in 1934 found & Pauls slums to be

buildings built on Central Park for halSchulze house, DNelsons flats and, “among the worst in the land. Above

a century — and the next one built, et the Cedar cornedames Brodig’ all, there is the atmosphere of a city

1958, would bring the parkdestruc- three-story flats. Moving up Centragrown old.”

tion. ParkWest, The Maceythe Mayfair Neighborhoods near Central Park
This, then, was the Central Pattkie Frye house, the three-story Repdrticipated in the slide, and Central

neighborhood from 1918 until its encapartments, the Hardenbergh mansiétark did too. The apartments and flats

Moving clockwise from the cornetand the finest of all, the Thomas Blooah the park began to be divided into

Cedar $eet and East Centr@enue double house. smaller units; The Hurd, built as a
(formerly Bluff Street): the Minnesota fourplex, by 1930 held 14 units; the
Historical Society Building and MeKids take over Van Niel (first the Minnehaha and later

chanicArts High School, where the  The twenties and thirties were hattie Mayfair), probably 48 comfortable
LampreyLindeke, and Dawson manen the neighborhood and on the paalpartments originaljjnad become 74
sions formerly stood. On the east sidself. Though the twenties may have 1930, 21 of them vacant; The
the Filben Court apartments, theared culturallythey sputtered ecoMaceys likely 40 had been converted
Charledl. Miller house, the Hurd apartnomically in St. Paul. Lean times in farrto a similar numbeEven some of the
mansions were cut up; James
Humphreys double house at 624 Cen-
tral Park East had become the LaCove
apartments, 20 units. The Frye house
had three units on the second fj@od
the first floor stood vacant. Many of
the apartments were simply sleeping
rooms. Many of the Central Park be-
came a working class neighborhood.
And kids took over the park. The
fountain, once pure ornament, became
a wading pool; the elegant female fig-
ures that had adorned it were removed.
The city continued to maintain the
grounds, but there was no need to pre-
serve a pretense of antique charm. Ina
1930 report the Department of Parks

A 1916 plat map of Central Park and surroundings. MHS. and Public Buildings commented that
Central Park “had gone into decay due




fall, softball in spring and summevith
home plate tucked at the southern point
of the narrow “bowl,” softballs and
baseballs flared left or right ended up
in the street — so the neighborhood lads
developed the rule that anything hit there
meant an automatic out. “I learned to
hit to center field, and that stayed with
me the rest of my life.”

For boys, at least, friendships made
in the park tended to stay in the park.
Tom Ray and his friends rarely visited
each other in their homes. “I didn’t
- i know anything about my friends’ fami-

— - T -l lies, or even if they had families at all.”
Enjoying the Central Park fountain, 1928. Minnesota Historical Society photo. There was one annual exception to the
no-visit practice — Halloween. The
to the fact that it was used both as a Tom Roy and Beverly Dunbar (neglder kids liked to congregate at
playground and as a park.” The neightanson) grew up on opposite sides @fMalley’s Hambuger Shop in the
borhood children might have arguedentral Park in the 1940s and eaMayfair. Some of he Mecharfeats kids
with the parks commissioners over th950s, he iThe Mayfait she inThe liked to go there to smok&nd Tom
word “decay’ For them a fountain toHurd. Though acquainted, they ran ROy got his first paying job there.
splashin on hot afternoons had to @éferent circles and their parents did For Bev Dunbatlife “on the park”
animprovement on one they could onfbt know each otheBoth recall Cen- offered everything a kid could want.
look at. tral Park as the cengéterally and figu- Firstand mostimportant, friends:o

As that 1930 report described, thetively, of a kid-friendlykid-dominated could never walk outside that there
city gave into the children and decideglorld. For Mt Roy; the park meantweren't groups ofkids. .. There were
to turn the center of the park into a plagports and chums, during good weattgiobably about 15 kids my age who
ground. “The park was regraded ifiom morning till dark, football in thehung out on the park all the time.” The
1929 and a stone wall enclosed play-
ground area was built in the center so
that area where the children play would
not be an eyesore for the rest of the
people.”A front-pageDispatch piece
heralded the installation of atrue wad-
ing pool.The fountain came oud '
curved, partial wall went up on the south
end, and whatever grass and sidewalk
remained in the center of the park wereji
replaced with a gravel surfaée off,
half-moon structure, purpose now for- =
gotten, went up at the north end. No
wading pool was ever built, and for the
rest of its days Central Park bore an}

unfinished look. Neighborhood kids
called the oblong, gravel-paved cen- Construction of the never-finished wading pool, 1929. The Taystee Bakery is

tral area “the bowl.” behind it. St. Paul Dispatch photo, Minnesota Historical Society.

~ v




the park itself: “V& played every game ﬁu?
possible, baseball, football, red rover = . -
anything you could think of.” Itwas an .
innocent place, too, the most sinful ac-
tivity being the older boys’ nighttime . }
crap games in the bowl. Little Bev #
Hanson sometimes earned a nickelt M
warning the players of an approachin
squad carSome of the craps players b
went on to become policemen them-
selves.
And there was endless fun to be T
hadwithout leaving the shade of the §&
park’s tall elmsThere was Bill, the * Y,
“crummy, narrow little store” in the "X, '
basement of he Mayfair where ev-
erybody shopped and where the park

The Capitol Approach, 1945. Central Park is at the far right. MHS photo.

kids hung out. “V&'d spend all of our

money at Bills store, getting gum oko the bakery and call down to the baterical Society building and roller skated
candy or Babe Ruth bars or Bit 0’ Honests working in the basement, “Throwhrough the tunnel to the Capitol. In
or comic books. Thursday night wags up some rolls!” and often get thersummer when the ice man made his
comic book trade nightVe'd get to- They climbed to the roof of the red flatounds, “as soon as he’d go into a
gether in the park and trade . . . theggheir term for the Schurmeiebuilding we’d run in the back of the
were enough people that you'd have@vhouses) and leapt from roof to rodfuck and get pieces of ice — then we’d
big selection.” The girls would go ovesr went down to the cellar of the Hisreally have a treasure.” Just going into

Part of the “screen of ugliness,” 1930. At center right is the Macey; the white
apartment building at far right is The Brewster. MHS photo.

the buildings around the park offered
wonder (or plundeXThe Mayfair had
elevators marvelous to behold, “brass,
beautiful, ornate, absolutely gorgeous,”
and glassed in so that visitors could
watch. The Filben Court had a maga-
zine stand in its lobbyif you wanted

a magazine you’'d sneak up to The
Filben Court and go through their
magazines, and then run out.”

Some of the old buildings on the
park held fascination for the neighbor-
hood kids. The old Charles Miller
house they called “the castle,” and no
one knew what went on inside. The
Thomas Blood mansion had by this
time been cut into many rooms; it re-
tained its beauty and kids could tell it
had once been fine — so how come
poor people lived there? The red flats
had spires and turrets. This was a neigh-



position. But those were different times.
There seems never to have been a pub-
lic announcement that Central Park
would be converted to other uses. Its
abandonment was simply allowed to
become inevitable.

From the moment the Capitol was
completed in 1906, agitation about the
capitol approach never ceased. The
disorderly and increasingly run down
neighborhood in front (south) made a
jarring contrast with the Capitsl’
gleaming marble grande@ver the
decades many voices had called for
removal of this “screen of ugliness.” In

The park and neighborhood, 1955. In the center, the Minnesota Historical Society 19_29 the St. PaLDa”y‘[\leWS ran.a .
building; to the right, Mechanic Arts High School; across from it to the south, the SEI€S of ten front-page “photo ed|tpr|-
Filben Court, then the Miller house and The Hurd. MHS photo. als”illustrating the problem and calling

— for city and state action. The Capitol,
borhood in physical decline, and surefjjany families sent sons off to serve,yrote the papestands “isolated in its
much more interesting for children thad those who stayed behind felt unitgghevard of building horrors.” Behind
a groomed subdivision of tod&yhat N their patriotism and shared sacrificese calls lay the memory of Cass
kid wouldn't love to have two or three>tanding in line together waiting for thesjhert's plans for a majestic capitol
ancient, mysterious, down-at-the-hedi@re shipment of Duz detergentwasgy)||. pepression, waand a host of

mansions nearby? botherbut also a statement of solidagner opstacles long prevented action,
Except for the absence of peopl®- but in the postwar years a modernizing

of color (and of course St. Paul was _ spirit took hold in St. Paul. Eyes bright-

overwhelmingly white in those days)l e screen of ugliness ened by prosperity looked with height-

the Central Park neighborhood of this  Today any proposal to destroy gneq disdain on old buildings. Many
era seems to have been an admiraBly Park would incite insuperable 0By any of them would have to go: urban
egalitarian communibAs Mr. Roy and
Mrs. Dunbar recall it, almost everyon P LIV
(except perhaps those at the ton
Filboen Court apartments) lived at abo
the same lower-middle-class level; r &=
ethnic or religious groups dominate(& =
They were all just kids from Centre
Park. They went to different grad
schools, Catholic Schools for mahut
for high school they all attended t ™
MechanidArts. Probably because b
now all the apartments on the park we St =i
small, families were small too, many ¢ —
them with just one parent. Neither Be - _ _ — :
Dunbar noffom Ray remembers an' s — e
stay-at-home mothers; all Parent$ne north end of the park, with pergola, 1960. Minnesota Historical Society photo.
worked. When war came,




renewal. - —
In all of the years of Capitélp- |

proach planning, wrangling, and revi Sk _ P ; -y

ing, Central Park itself was rarely mer Sl e . '}l’llﬁr £

tioned, though it fell squarely withinthe) =% samg eS80 50 00 0
developmentarea. There seemedto| = = o = *"0 o sde Y a4 L e

a tacit understanding that the park, 4;; WA BN TR N N TS

the neighborhood, orbothwouldhav| . 0~ =7 4 W8 : N, N

to be sacrificed. Indeed, Clarenc| 'ﬁ' W oo d % 0 “il"}.'-a ' |
Johnston himself drew up a planin 19 | i : .-"ﬁﬁ S 1 = S TR

in which the park survived, but aIIoE R ,;g;l FRT Y *mi"ﬁ
the houses he designed on its east : [si S L‘?; e #* & i;& i: e '"?

west sides were raze&tchitects can
be unsentimental about their own cr ||

- i Lk sir Jp NS e bann
h__..-_.__l_ﬁ__f N it 1ea 00 Jp 1 iy iy, _&

ations. In the late 1940s and ear')'A Clarence H. Johnston Capitol Mall plan. Central Park sans ne|ghborhood
1950s plans for clearing the screen Ofis at the right.

ugliness and extending the capitol mat
took concrete form as the state goflood double house, one by one fefell in early 1965 and The Hurd in au-

ernment began building again. The mdaly 1958 the block lay barren for theumn 1966. The last of the single-fam-
was enlarged to its current size, and ifest time since 1885. The Centenniay residences, and the last Clarence
old building horrors taken down td3uilding roseThe vestiges dficto- Johnston design, the Charles Miller
make room for new ones. rian elegance gave way to sterile, atiouse, enjoyed a final season of utility
First came th&/eterans Serviceless utility Progress. and renown as the first headquarters of
building, due south of the Capitol, com- The park as a neighborhood did ntite Sate Planninggency from the sum-
missioned in 1946 and opened in 1958e immediatelyThe houses and apartner of 1967 until it mid-1969; it came
Next came the Highway (noWwans- ment buildings opposite the pask'downthe followingppril. The last apart-
portation) Building on the west side giouthwest corner gave way to the nawent building, The Filben Court, per-
the Capitol and just south of the Stabéational Guardrmory in the spring ished in March of 1974. Mechadids
Office Building, built 1956-1958. Theof 1960. On East Central Park Placdigh School held on until 1976, and
next logical building site, the only wouldhe red flats went first, Blugust of 1960. the Taystee Bakery till 1993.
that would restore balance to the nsalllhe old James Humphrey double house The fate of the park land itself lay
layout, was on Cedar Street, just south
of the Minnesota Historical Society
building —that narrow block whose east
side faced Central Parkhe states
choice of the land on Cedar St. between -
13" and East Central for its new office
building, named Centennial for its con-
struction in 1958, the 10@nniversary

the fate of Central Park. Every building
on Central ParkVest had to go to
make way for it.

The wrecking began in 1956: The |
Macey The Mayfair The Genesee, the

old Frye and Hardenbergh houses, and The Brewster comes down, 1960. Minnesota Historical Society photo.
at last the finest of all, the Thomas




ended up costing over twice that much.
- 1 : The legislature boosted its appro-
| S e | . T priation to $3,570,000, but by npw
Sl B T : ol R = . 1972, that was no longer enough; the
& Department oAdministration rejected
- all bids because the estimated cost had
risen over $4,000,00@/rangling over
{ money went on (and costs continued
to rise) until May of 1973, when the
Legislature at last surrendered to ne-
cessity and authorized the five million
and change now required. Construc-
tion began in late 1973 or early 1974,
but work stopped in March of 1974
due to a dispute with the contractor
The ramp apparently opened for busi-
it i : ¥ nesssometime later that year
Central Park Place West, to the left, has been cleared, 1958. The Macey, the Four score and ten: ninety years
Blood mansion, and all the others are gone forever. MHS photo. spanned the life of Central Park, from

_ plan to plat to living park to parking
for a few years in bureaucratic limbdzuthrieTheater rampAnd then there is the plaque:

In 1967 the Legislature created the Designing the thing proved muCBtory persists that it is there on the pil-
CapitolAreaArchitecture and Planninggasier than building it. Constructiopyyin the ramp to signify compliance with
Board (CAAPB) to oversee developsosts far exceeded what the Legislgtegal obligation. Because the original
ment near the Capitol, from Jacksdtre had appropriated, so the Boagnors gave the land as a park, the story
Street on the east to Rice Street on fid to go back for more mon#&yhat goes, if it ceased to be one the land
west, University on the north and thiead been expected to cost $2,000,0§8uld revert to the donors or their
future path of I-94 on the south. Th~
Board recognized that the automobi
would have to be appeased; there m
be more parking. One imaginative ple
called for a parking area to be built ov
the freewayin front of where the
Sassen Building stands ndanly when
this was judged infeasible did offici
attention focus on Central Park.

In February of 1970 the CAAPE L - .
announced a design competition fo - | il
parking facility to be built on the par ﬂ-d-
site. The design specification book| (e gl
noted, “Originally this site was a par ' - ;
but since has been converted intg
parking lot”— Central Park’only of-
ficial epitaph.Architect Geoge |

MC_GUIre of er_meapo"S wonthe _C_Om- The “Central Park” parking ramp, fall of 2003. The street at right stil bears
petition, defeating second-place finisher  the name, Central Park Place East. Photo by the author. Because of new
Ralph Rapson, architect of thgrone construction, this view no longer exists.
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heirs. This would explain the landscapf a city park would have raised a fuszark is, fortunatelynumerouswith
ing atop the structure — park-like adn the press, so | spent hour upon hauaps and addresses | was able, even-
coutrements. The city of St. Paul maigoing through newspapers and the &tally, to identify almost every building
tains the thing as an official park to avoidaul Housing and Redevelopm@nt on the park in a photo; the Joseph Frye
the reversiorAlas, the story is not truethority clipping files at the Minnesotaouse is the most prominent exception.
The donors’ 1884 dedication specifietiistorical Society libraryl was wrong. Good fortune raised its lovely head
“to the public and for the public uséguessed also that public events migdt various times. Lou Paul of the
forever” When the city and statdiave been held at the park during pgamsey County Recordsiofice res-
replatted the land as part of the Capitoiotic holidays, and that these wouldued me one frustrating afternoon, and
Grounds in 1961, they used precisehave gotten a little press, especially pointed me to the little drawer contain-
the same language, and a public patke parks early years. | was wrongng microfiches of Dedications of Plats:
ing facility is plainly a public use. Theabout that too. there | found thélpha and Omega --
city stopped including Central inits list ~ Tiny beams of light came from scathe parks original 1884 platting and its
of parks at about this time. tered sources. The 1930 City Dired962 replatting as part of the Capitol
In terms of measurable utiliyark- tory reverse listings gave me addresggsunds. Through an organizer of Me-
ing may now be the best use public ahd the names of buildings on the padhanicArts High Schook annual re-
the old Central Park space. It meet§ae addresses gave me access to timions, | found Beverly Dunbawith-
daily need of hundreds of workers andvaluable sources: real estate recomist whose generosity and enthusiasm
the state government that relies on thiirthe office of the Ramsey County Réhis story would be much less interest-
labor. But this is also true: If the Ceneorder and the city building permitdng and complete. She led méltam
tral Park enclave had somehow surew held by the Ramsey County HifRoy and, indirectlyto the descendants
vived it would be hailed today as torical SocietyWith these | could traceof Bill Woedevich, of Bills Grocery
miracle of historic preservation, andvery building on the park from conMaureen McGinn of the Ramsey
celebrated as a source of St. Paul cigituction to demolition, and every re&ounty Historical Society gave me stuff

pride and pleasure. estate transfer that | would not have found on my own
Names were important. The namedout the Charles Miller house and
About the sources of the park creators and donors apeme of the Central Park area archi-

Readers may be surprised to legoear in thet. Paul Daily News, Nov. tects.
that projects such as this one -- af¢1919, thd®ispatch, July 23,1932,  The Minutes of the Capitédlrea
this one for certain -- often involve mangnd in LIoyd Peabody*History of the Architectural and Planning Board
hours of fruitless groping and floundeParks and Public Grounds of St. Pauljfelded, though reluctantly it seemed,
ing for facts and leads. in Collections of the Minnesota His-  the story of the parking ramfwo gen-

This article began with a pair oforical Society, vol.V, 1913 As these eral works on the capitol area proved
guestionsYears ago | came upon were all prominent people, they agrelpful: Thomas O’Sullivars North
postcard image of Central Park -- popeared in MHSS biography card file.Sar Satehouse (Pogo Press, 1994),
sibly the one shown on the cover -- afithese cards point the researcherdond Gary PhelpsHistory of theMin-
wondered, “Where was it and whatublished material about the individuaesota Sate Capitol Area, prepared
became of it?” This yealRamsey als. Obituaries are extremely helpful.for the CAAPB in 1985. Paul Clifford
County History gave me the opportu- Maps were essential. One of tHearsons Minnesota Architect, The
nity to try to answer those questionsjoys of local history comes from visitLife and Work of Clarence H.

At first finding the answers re-ing the places that interest you: “Herdohnston (Afton Historical Society
sembled assembling a jigsaw puzzle, butvas here. It happened here.” PdPress, 1996), is the essential work on
without having a picture of the comticularly wonderful are plat maps andohnston.
pleted puzzle or even knowing whettbe Sanborn fire insurance maps, be- Little by little these beams and oth-
all the pieces were. Hence the gropisguse of their detail. They show inders combined to make a light just bright
and floundering. vidual lots and buildings. enough to illumine this small plot of St.

| had guessed that the destruction MHS’s photo record of CentraPauls past.
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