 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Preservation Alliance of Minnesota

10 Most Endangered Historic Minnesota Properties
The Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul
Note:  Questions 1-9 are for the background on the organization submitting the nomination and other general info.  The form was on the Preservation Alliance web site, but they have taken it down.

10.  Briefly describe the property.

The Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul is a historic landscape defined by the interweaving of its unique physical character and the history that has occurred within and in response to the landscape.  Three elements define this historic landscape’s physical character: the high bluffs; the long, wide valley, and the world renown Mississippi River.  Many elements contribute to valley’s historic character, including ancient American Indian sites, Dakota Indian sites, bridges, buildings, parks, and basic aspects of the transportation system.  This landscape is nationally, regionally and locally significant.

Uninterrupted views are the most powerful human element of this landscape.   Views over the valley extend from about one-half mile to over seven miles.  From the ancient Hopewell Indians to the valley’s current residents, views of the Mississippi River Valley have awed and inspired people.  Very few urban landscapes in the United States or the world have such a long and clear continuity of meaning and are still intact enough to convey that meaning.  (See Maps 1-3)

In the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul, its people have created a historical allocation of space tied to the natural landscape.  Building and circulation patterns have developed in response to it.  Humans have reacted so consistently to this landscape over the past 150 years that their response is imprinted on the land and has become a cultural tradition.  An essential element of that tradition has been to preserve views over the valley.   

Geographic boundaries: The boundaries roughly follow the bluff edges surrounding the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul.  The boundaries are general and tentative, but they capture the key portions of the historic landscape.  The boundaries are based on what people can see from key locations.  These locations include: Kellogg Park, the Science Museum of Minnesota, Mounds Park/Daytons Bluff, Cherokee Heights, other bluff top locations, and the Robert Street, Wabasha and Smith Avenue bridges.

11. Why is it endangered?  

Increasingly, developers are looking to build massive, tall buildings in the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul, especially opposite downtown St. Paul.  Two projects have already blocked some views: the JLT/Comcast building and the U.S. Bank building (Photo 8).  The Lander-Sherman building, approved for the West Side near the end of the Wabasha Bridge, will block more views.  The greatest threat, however, comes from the proposed Bridges of St. Paul project, which would  largely destroy the viewshed of the St. Paul valley.  If this project is allowed as proposed, other developers will surely follow.  (At a recent rezoning hearing, two other developers testified for the Bridges project because they had land near it.)

Other cities around the United States and the world have rivers running through them, but few have a river valley like St. Paul’s.  Minneapolis rests on the prairie, and its Mississippi is squeezed between tall buildings.  The urban core of cities on the Mississippi below St. Paul rest on the lower terraces, not on the bluff top.  The bluffs balance each other, framing the valley.  Tall buildings would divide the frame, throwing the setting out of balance.  The effect would be equivalent to building partitions so that you could see only portions of an artistic masterpiece but never the whole.  The Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul is a masterpiece of nature given great richness and depth by the places and stories within it.

According to the National Park Service, “The historic integrity of a cultural landscape relates to the ability of the landscape to convey its significance....”  The Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul contains sites with stories about ancient American Indians, American exploration and settlement, the history of early industries, the development of the area’s transportation system and more.  All the stories are tied to the landscape.  Our ability to understand these histories depends upon the essential character of the landscape remaining intact. 

12.  How can the threat be eliminated?
The best way to eliminate the threat is to make developers adhere to the visions and guidelines already created to preserve the viewshed of the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul.  These visions and guidelines are defined by: the Critical Area standards developed in response to the Minnesota Critical Areas Act, the St. Paul Mississippi River Corridor Plan, the West Side Flats Master Plan, the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area Comprehensive Management Plan, the Saint Paul on the Mississippi Development Framework, the Growing the Great River Park report by Ken Greenberg, the National Great River Park plan, and other documents.  Together, these documents emphasize the need to preserve the unique landscape nature has bestowed upon St. Paul and the history associated with that landscape.  These documents do not discourage development, they simply encourage development appropriate to this setting.

Despite all these plans and guidelines, the most important element needed now to stave off the destruction of the historic landscape of the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul is popular support that can influence the right political outcome.  Selection of this historic landscape as one of the 10 Most Endangered Historic Minnesota Properties will generate publicity, which will help create this popular support.

13.  What is the historic date of this property and why is it significant?
From the prominent bluffs of limestone, shale and sandstone that date from 454 to 458 million years ago to the valleys cut during the last two glacial epochs, St. Paul’s physical landscape is unique on the Mississippi River.  Humans have adapted to and taken advantage of this landscape in ways that give it a profound historical sense of place.  A detailed history has not been completed for this historic landscape, but here are some points that summarize what it would cover:

* Geologic forces created the foundation of this valley during the Ordovician Period, some 444 to 488 million years ago.  Glacial advances and retreats over the last 35,000 years defined the present land forms.

* Indians of the Hopewell Culture buried their dead on Daytons Bluff to gaze eternally over this landscape.  The Hopewell here represented the northern most extension of a culture that occupied the Ohio and upper Mississippi river valleys and that engaged in the trade of items from Yellowstone to the Great Lakes to the East and Gulf coasts.  (Photo 3)

* The Dakota Indians added their dead to the mounds above I Mni Za Ska, the white cliffs, as they called this valley.  To the Hopewell and Dakota, the views rose above the scenic to the spiritual.  

* Between the mid 1750s and mid 1850s, the Dakota lived in two villages tucked below the bluffs just downstream from St. Paul, the first on the east and the second on the west.  

* Early settlement of St. Paul occurred from 1840 to 1858, when the basic physical relationship of St. Paul to its valley began to emerge.  St. Paul’s city center located on the bluff top between the Upper and Lower landings.  This is also the era when steamboats dominated St. Paul’s waterfront, and St. Paul became the official head of navigation on the Mississippi River, the bookend to New Orleans.  From the bluff tops, citizens and visitors could look over the vast floodplain and see steamboats approaching from over four miles downstream and new immigrants and tourists could get their first glimpse of St. Paul.  The views from both directions are still mostly open.  (Photos 1-2)

* Within 30 years of its founding, the relationship of St. Paul to the Mississippi had been established.  The main commercial district, with large and tall buildings grew up on the East bluff overlooking the river.  Homes and smaller businesses located in the floodplains of the West Side, Phalen Creek and the Upper and Lower landings.  Residences lined the bluff tops overlooking the valley to take advantage of the views.  (Photo 5)  Many breweries had started tunneling into the sandstone bluffs to store beer.  Jacob Schmidt would acquire one of these breweries at the base of Daytons Bluff and rise to fame as a nationally recognized brewer. 

* As early as the late 19th century, the City of St. Paul had already begun its intentional efforts to preserve the valley’s essential character.  In 1885, the City sought advice from  renowned landscape architect Horace Cleveland.  Cleveland told the City:  

The day is not distant when the thickly wooded  banks, the deep and dark ravines, the rugged and  precipitous rocks, and the picturesque cascades which form the shores of the majestic river, will be regarded as your choicest possessions for the unique character they will confer upon the city.  No money could purchase what nature has here  provided; leave them as they are, such as creation's dawn beheld.  (Horace WS Cleveland, June 19, 1885, on invitation by the Common Council and Chamber of Commerce of the City of Saint Paul.)

* Acknowledging Cleveland’s foresight, the City established Mounds Park in 1892, and then Cherokee Heights Park, Kellogg Park and other parks along the bluff edge to capture the views for the public benefit.

* The current St. Paul Mississippi River Corridor Plan, part of the City’s Comprehensive Management Plan, demonstrates a growing maturity in St. Paul’s intentional efforts to recognize and preserve its historic landscape.  The Plan states:

The views afforded by magnificent bluffs in Saint Paul’s river corridor are part of what makes the city a special place. ... Primary view corridors should remain open and unobstructed. Accordingly, the scale of new buildings in the river corridor should relate to topography, and should preserve critical public views. ... The city is now gradually rediscovering and celebrating the river as its front yard – a majestic and unparalleled natural amenity which unites neighborhoods and downtown. 

Undeveloped bluffs should be protected, stabilized, and restored through acquisition, use of native species, building setbacks, and by prohibiting development on the bluff face.

Along the riverfront and its floodplain, new development should have a relationship to the river, a need for a river location, or the capability to enhance the river environment.

Saint Paul’s natural topography relates much of the city to the river.  Bluff formations framing the Mississippi River reinforce the city’s unique natural setting and contribute to Saint Paul’s character and sense of place.

Cultural resources in the river corridor include early settlements, historic structures, and architecturally unique bridges. These resources should be preserved and restored, as they are integral to the character and history that defines Saint Paul.

* Newer navigation sites still carry on St. Paul’s image as the head of navigation..  Lambert’s Landing, barge fleeting along the river’s edge, the Upper River Services dry dock facility, Red Rock Terminal, and the Harriet Island marina provide examples.  The St. Paul Municipal Elevator is listed on the National Register as nationally significant.

* Roads and railroads follow American Indian pathways into and out of the valley.  The same path up Phalen Creek that the Dakota took Father Louis Hennepin on 1680 became the main railroad route into and out of the city.  Despite the radically different images these two uses produce, the idea of the ancient glacial valley providing a route for transportation remains the same.

St. Paul is trying to preserve and evoke a strong sense of place.  Through its many planning efforts, the city has repeatedly declared that its natural and historic landscape is the heart of that sense of place.  St. Paul recognizes what Edward Relph argues in his book Place and Placelessness: “the spirit of a place lies in its landscape.”

No one has considered inventorying all the sites that might contribute to this landscape.  How many historic sites and homes overlook the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul?  How many lie within it?  How many people integral to the City’s and the State’s history built their houses on the bluff tops to capture the views?  Did anyone produce works of literature, music or other arts inspired by views of the this valley?  Exactly how have the transportation corridors followed the river valley and the natural openings in the valley?  The historic landscape of the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul is the sum of all this and more. 

To make this point more clearly, we’ll end our answer to this questions with three quotes from the past: 

Approaching from down river, the view of St. Paul awed writers and passengers on the Grand Excursion of 1854.  According to the Cleveland Herald, 

The morning of the 8th [of June] the excursionists were summoned to the decks to catch the first glimpse of wonderful St. Paul, the city of the Upper Mississippi.  On rounding a point the town appeared in all its beauty at a distance of about four miles.  Expressions of surprise and admiration were universal.  

Stretched along on the bluff bank of the Mississippi for nearly two miles, gleamed dome and spire, white houses, gardens and shrubbery, and extensive, well built blocks.  No town East or West shows to better advantage from a distance.  Magic had done its work, and St. Paul stood out....  (St. Paul Daily Times, June 28, 1854; taken from the Cleveland Herald.)

People can still experience this view.  

Mark Twain recognized the power of St. Paul’s landscape when he visited in 1882.  In Life on the Mississippi, he wrote, “The town stands on high ground; ....  It is so high that a wide view of the river and lowland is offered from its streets.”  He did not imagine that buildings in the floodplain could block this “wide view” by rising even higher. 

In 1925, Albert Tousley completed the second ever canoe trip from Lake Itasca to the Gulf of Mexico.  Two years later he published a detailed and thoughtful account of his trip.  “For a citizen of either of the municipalities of St. Paul or Minneapolis,”  he wrote, “to successfully discuss the vices and virtues of the other is impossible.  Those who have tried it have received brickbats from both cities; commendation from neither.  St. Paul,” he insisted, “is the prettiest city; its hills afford many views.  If one can escape the business district and reach such points as Cherokee Heights, High Bridge, Capitol Hill, Indian Mounds, Crocus Hill, or walk the river banks, he will find unrivaled city beauty.”  He had traveled the great river’s length, and this “unrivaled city beauty” stood against all other cities on the Mississippi.  Tall buildings in the floodplain would block most of these views.  

St. Paul’s viewshed is the most powerful historic element that connects people living, working and visiting this valley today with the ancient Hopewell, the early Dakota, with settlers and explorers, with planners and others who recognized it as something “dawn’s creation” might have beheld.

14.  Is there any opposition to the preservation of this property?  

Yes.  The major developer and other developers who want to build large structures in the valley without any restrictions.  In addition, there is some opposition among community members that has created intense controversy within the West Side citizen’s Organization.  There is a strong desire to see the area redeveloped but broad disagreement about what should be developed and how new development will impact St. Paul’s historic river valley landscape.  The St. Paul Chamber of Commerce is in support of intense development on the west side flats, as are several building, trade and developer groups, who could potentially be opposed to this nomination.

15.  How would listing this property on the 10 Most Endangered Historic Minnesota Properties help?  

As stated in the answer to question number 12, selection of the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul as one of Minnesota’s 10 Most Endangered Historic Minnesota Properties will help create the popular support needed to ensure that this property is preserved.  Also, it would bring attention to a landscape many take for granted.  Tens of thousands drive through or along the valley every day without thinking about it.  The general public needs to look at this landscape with fresh and informed eyes.  They need to realize what is at stake.  The publicity generated by being selected as one of the 10 Most Endangered Historic Minnesota Properties would ensure that more people understand and get involved to insist that the historic landscape is preserved.  

16.  What are your next action steps to save the property?
FMR has and will continue to work with local citizens, elected officials and other environment and preservation organizations to advocate for development that respects and enhances the river valley landscape.  FMR is closely tracking the proposed Bridges of St. Paul project and will continue to coordinate a loose coalition of over 20 groups opposed to the project.  Currently, the developer is trying to negotiate a compromise plan with three local district councils that opposed their recent rezoning request.  FMR and others will be implementing communications strategies such as op-eds, email alerts/updates and website enhancement to raise awareness of, and also to influence, this process.  If identified as one of Minnesota’s 10 Most Endangered Historic Properties, the community will gain increased awareness and appreciation for the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul during the current phase of neighborhood review and negotiation.  In the long run, FMR will coordinate organized opposition to any formal compromise or proposal that threatens to impair this important scenic, historic and cultural landscape.

FMR will also work with MNRRA to continue efforts to define the landscape and its associated properties.  If feasible, we will work to nominate the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul to the National Register of Historic Places.

17.  Other than listing this property as endangered, what can the Preservation Alliance of Minnesota do to alleviate the threat?
Help with the research needed to fully define the historic character and boundaries of the Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul.

Help coordinate or present forums in which this historic landscape receives more public attention.

Testify at upcoming hearings and write letters to key officials at the state and local levels.

Participate in coalition activities, including strategy development, communications, public outreach and member organizing.

18.  Any additional comments?
The Mississippi River Valley at St. Paul historic landscape lies with in the boundaries of The Mississippi National River and Recreation, a unit of the National Park Service established by Congress in 1988.   In the authorizing legislation, Congress stated: “The Mississippi River Corridor within the Saint Paul-Minneapolis Metropolitan Area represents a nationally significant historical, recreational, scenic, cultural, natural, economic, and scientific resource.”  The natural and historic landscape of St. Paul played a key role in these statements.  The preservation of this landscape, therefore, is a matter of national concern, not just a local issue.

19.  List other local persons, organizations and groups who support the nomination and give their contact information.
Mississippi National River and Recreation Area

National Park Service

111 East Kellogg Blvd, Suite 105

St. Paul, Minnesota   55101

20.  Please provide names, titles, phone, and email of any appropriate contacts other than those already listed.

None.

