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half of whose population of over twenty-three million lived in the
Mississippi Valley or on the West Coast, according to the census
of 1850. Nearly two-thirds of the country’s banking capital was in
the East, where some of our great fortunes were already being
amassed. Among them was John Jacob Astor’s, made in the fur
trade, in Minnesota among other places, and invested in real estate
and mortgages. New York had two famous editors at the time —
Horace Greeley of the New York Tribune, which in 1856 had nearly
three thousand subscribers out in Minnesota Territory,® and the
poet, William Cullen Bryant, the successful editor of the New York
Evening Post. The New York Philharmonic Society was a going
concern in 1849; it had been founded in 1842 with professional mu-
sicians. The bright lights certainly glittered in Manhattan when
Jenny Lind was presented by P. T. Barnum in her American debut
at Castle Garden early in 1850. The proceeds went to charity, and
the sum of two hundred and twenty-five dollars was paid for the
first ticket. An illuminated sign reading “Welcome Sweet Warbler”
hung over the stage, and all the great and fashionable of the time
went to hear her and sing her praises, not only in New York but
on an extended tour, which included a concert at Galena, Illinois.
Jenny Lind did not get to Minnesota Territory, but in the winter
of 1856-57 another famous prima donna, the great Adelina Patti,
gave a concert there.

It was from New England, however, that the literary glow was
coming. This was the period of the Transcendentalists with their
renascence of culture. Emerson was probably the leading spirit
among them, but other lesser lights were glowing too. Longfellow,
who was to immortalize the Falls of Minnehaha, was already a
famous poet and a professor of modern languages at Harvard Uni-
versity, where Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes was teaching anatomy
while enlarging his reputation as a wit and an author.

Among the abolitionists were John Greenleaf Whittier, the poet,
and Harriet Beecher Stowe. She had moved recently with her hus-
band and family of six children to Brunswick, Maine, where her

® Theodore C. Blegen, Building Minnesota, 179 (Boston, 1938).
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husband had taken a position at Bowdoin College. They had been
living in Cincinnati, where she had seen the workings of the Under-
ground Railroad by which many prominent citizens were helping
runaway slaves to escape. In the spring of 1850 she began work on
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which was published two years later. The first
Biglow Papers by James Russell Lowell had appeared in 1848 and
were being widely read. Through their homely humor and biting
satire Lowell made many converts for the antislavery cause. His
Vision of Sir Launfal, written in an entirely different vein, appeared
the same year. Nathaniel Hawthorne, having been dismissed from
the custom house in Salem in 1849, published his Scarlet Letter in
1850, and Henry David Thoreau was again making lead pencils
in Concord after his two years at Walden Pond. While all this was
going on in New England, the brilliant, lonely Edgar Allen Poe
died in a Baltimore hospital.

A magazine which found its way into many of the homes of the
nation, even out in Minnesota Territory, was Godey’s Lady’s Book.
Much more than a fashion magazine, the bound volume for 1849
gives many glimpses into the lives of the ladies of that day. In the
front of each monthly issue appears a colored lithograph entitled
“Paris Fashions Americanized.” This was the day of the crinoline
and of voluminous skirts. Songs with piano accompaniments and
poems appear in each number; one timely poem is entitled “A Cali-
fornia Gold Secker to His Mistress.” A section is devoted to “Model
Cottages” with elevations and floor plans, giving many clues to the
mid-century way of life and how it differed from ours today. There
might appear a picture of a new house, like Barnum’s “Iranistan”
in its pseudo-Oriental magnificence, to which a stylish note was
added by showing an open barouche drawn past the mansion by a
spanking pair.’

Detailed directions could be found for making any number of
creations, ranging all the way from intricate new hair-dos to a

crocheted cover for a curtain pull. A department called “Health
®See Godey’s Lady’s Book, 38:265, 432, 433; 39:87, 155. The issue for August,

1849 (39:155), announced that “We have received a club of four subscribers” from
Minnesota Territory.
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and Beauty” contained an intriguing article on walking. It enu-
merated the benefits to be gained from this form of exercise, and
then went on to explain to the young athletes of 1849 exactly how
it is done. “The weight of the body rests on one foot while the
other is advanced; it is then thrown upon the advanced foot while
the other is brought forward; and so on in succession.” *°

In the literary section of the magazine, “Heroic Women of the
Revolution” by Mrs. Elizabeth F. Ellet was appearing serially. Mrs.
Ellet is especially interesting to us, as she was sent by a New York
newspaper to visit Minnesota in the summer of 1852. Her account
of the trip was published the next year in her Summer Rambles in
the West. In it she tells how she and another lady wanted to join
a party of men who were planning a three-day expedition to Lake
Minnetonka in a spring wagon. The men objected strenuously, since
the journey would be rough, there was no road, and the party was
to camp out overnight at Minnetonka Mills. But Mrs. Ellet an-
nounced that she didn’t see why a lady could not sit on a wagon
as well as a man —and the ladies went! **

A headline appeared in a newspaper recently which read, “No
More Frontiers.” How different it was in 1849 when one had quite
a few frontiers from which to choose! While the gold rush was
going on, another trek was taking place to a different frontier —our
own upper Mississippi Valley. Though it was not as glamorous
as the California movement, it is even more interesting to those who
live here a century later. Henry H. Sibley, in a speech in Washing-
ton in December, 1848, characterized this migration well when he
said: “They have not been attracted thither by the glitter of inex-
haustible gold mines, but with the same spirit that has actuated all
our pioneers of civilization. They have gone there to labor with the
axe, the anvil, and the plough.”**

The axes had been busy in the pine lands on the St. Croix, but
there were very few anvils and ploughs in the region as yet. Per-

® Godey’s Lady’s Book, 38:213.

 Elizabeth F. Ellet, Summer Rambles in the West, 116~165 (New York, 1853);
Godey's Lady’s Book, 38:307.

3 Blegen, Building Minnesota, 135.
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haps Sibley was speaking hopefully, for though its area reached all
the way to the Missouri River, there was little actual settlement
when the territory was created. This was just the beginning of
things; the great boom did not come until well along in the 1850’s.
Of course the rivers had always been there, and Fort Snelling traced
its beginnings back to 1819, and Henry Sibley’s good stone house
across the river at Mendota dated from 1835, the year after its
builder arrived to take charge of the trading post for Astor’s Ameri-
can Fur Company. There was a small colony at St. Paul. When
Governor Ramsey arrived he found “A dozen framed houses, not
all completed, and some eight or ten small log buildings with bark
roofs” —but it was to mushroom in size when the news spread
that it was to be the capital of the territory. There was a still smaller
settlement at St. Anthony by the falls, and only a government mill
and a house where Minneapolis now stands, as its site still was part
of the Fort Snelling Reservation and was not available for settle-
ment. In the St. Croix Valley there had been a town clustered about
the McKusick lumber mill at Stillwater since 1844, and a mill had
been built even earlier at Marine up the river. There was just a
bare beginning of rural settlement on the prairie on Lake St. Croix
near Afton. These little communities, with the Pembina settlement
on the Red River, were asking to be made a territory. There were
few roads; the rivers were the highways. There were no bridges
across the Mississippi, only a crude ferry at the Falls of St. Anthony.
In the summer of 1849 the sheriff of St. Croix County was directed
to take a census. He counted 4,680 inhabitants, including soldiers.*®
This figure fell well below the population numbers which had been
furnished Congress.

Iowa had become a state in 1846 and Wisconsin in 1848. Twice
bills to create Minnesota Territory had been introduced in Con-
gress without success, but this time Sibley introduced a measure. He
was elected delegate from part of the old Wisconsin Territory
known as the St. Croix Triangle and not included in the new state,

¥ William W. Folwell, 4 History of Minnesota, 1:229, 230, 250 (St. Paul, 1921);

Blegen, Building Minnesota, 163, 164; Mary W. Berthel, Horns of Thunder, 100n,
(St. Paul, 1948); Minnesota, Council Journal, 1849, p. 184.
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and he succeeded in getting himself admitted to Congress. Sibley
was helped along by Senator Stephen A. Douglas, who had been
out to Minnesota in 1847 and was friendly to the bill, but there was
little hope that it would pass. People back in Minnesota were wait-
ing eagerly for news. By all reports the winter was a long, hard
one, and of course Minnesotans were cut off from the world as
soon as the river froze over. The nearest mail distribution point was
Prairie du Chien, from which dog sleds carried mail over the ice
in winter, but the service was infrequent and uncertain. In the win-
ter months settlers on the upper river were really isolated. Nothing
could show this more plainly than the story of how the little settle-
ments first heard of the territory’s establishment. In January, 1849,
they got the news that General Taylor had been elected president
in the first week of November. About February 1, news came that
Delegate Sibley had introduced the Territorial Bill, but there were
only faint hopes of its passing. Nothing more was heard that month.
The snow began to melt early in March, and after that no more
dog sleds could go through the mush, so there would be no more
news until steamboat navigation opened in the spring. At long last,
on April g the “Dr. Franklin No. 2” came up the river and docked
at St. Paul, bringing word that the bill had passed and had been
signed by President Polk on March 3—one of his last acts as presi-
dent.™ You can imagine the excitement in the little settlements
along the rivers!

Alexander Ramsey of Pennsylvania was sent out as the first gov-
ernor, to the evident disappointment of some of the men already
here who would have been only too glad to have the job! The first
legislature met in St. Paul in the dining room of the two-story white
frame Central House on September 3. Among its most important
measures was an act “to establish and maintain the common
schools.” Stringent Sabbath laws and two important liquor laws —
one forbidding the sale of liquor to the Indians, the other a license
law —were passed. The Minnesota Historical Society was incorpo-
rated during this first session.

 Blegen, Building Minnesota, 132; Folwell, Minnesota, 1:244~247; History of Min-
neapolis and Hennepin County, 71 (Chicago, 1914).
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Who were some of the leading citizens of the young territory?
Mention has been made of Governor Ramsey, who was thirty-four
when he came out to St. Paul that May of 1849 and had already
been a member of Congress from Pennsylvania. After doing an ex-
cellent job as territorial governor, he later became the second gover-
nor of the state—a position he left to become United States Senator
during the Civil War; and he finally served as Hayes’ secretary of
war in 1879. His was a distinguished record of service.

Sibley, who was to be the first governor of the state, was, accord-
ing to Dr. William W. Folwell, “easily the most prominent figure
in Minnesota history” from the time he reached Mendota on horse-
back in 1834 to his death in 189g1. His wife, a sister of Franklin
Steele, presided over his gracious home at Mendota, where many
distinguished guests were entertained. Steele had been the sutler
at Fort Snelling since 1837, but he had many other strings to his
bow. He had been successful in locating a claim on the east side
of the Falls of St. Anthony, and in 1847 he built a dam across the
east channel and erected a sawmill. He constructed the ferry and
was altogether very active in the early history of the town. His
assistant in the store at the fort was John Stevens, later Colonel
Stevens, who in the fall of 1849 built the first house in Minneapolis
where the Great Northern Station now stands.

Another prominent young man was Henry M. Rice, who went
to Mendota to work with Sibley in the fur company as co-partner.
As they did not get along too well, Rice terminated his connection
with the company and, having married, removed to St. Paul in June,
1849. There he bought a large tract of land and started extensive real-
estate developments. He had taken a part in politics, as well, having
gone to Washington and lobbied for the territorial bill at his own
expense. He organized the Democrats in the new territory, holding
a caucus at his home and later a mass convention at the American
House, his new hotel, on October 20. The Minnesota Pioneer was
declared the organ of the party.

This brings us to one of the most colorful characters of the terri-
tory, James Madison Goodhue, the editor of the Pioneer. A graduate
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of Amberst, he had been editing a paper in a Wisconsin village, and
upon hearing of the establishment of the new territory, he bought a
newspaper outfit and went to St. Paul in April, 1849. Ten days later
he issued the first number of the Pioneer, published in a shack which
he said was as “open as a corn crib.” A great booster for Minne-
sota, he foresaw a magnificent future for the territory, and he wielded
a courageous and sometimes caustic pen. He was once stabbed by a
relative of a man he had attacked in print. A visitor in the summer
of 1849 wrote back to Ohio saying that there were three printing
establishments in St. Paul, but only one could survive. Goodhue’s
paper still survives as the St. Paul Pioneer Press. He died in 1852,
three years after his arrival in St. Paul, and his obituary was read
by another outstanding citizen, the young Presbyterian minister
Edward D. Neill, who was to found Macalester College.*®

That these territorial gentlemen were charming as well as enter-
prising was attested by one of the first celebrities to visit the terri-
tory, Fredrika Bremer, a Swedish authoress. She came up on the
“Nominee” in October, 1850, and visited in the home of Governor
and Mrs. Ramsey. She wrote in her Homes of the New World:
“If I were younger, and if my life’s purpose were less decided than it
now is, I confess that there is here and there one of these American
gentlemen, with their energy, their cordiality and chivalric spirit,
who might be dangerous to my heart.” *

One of the earliest teachers in Minnesota, except for those at Fort
Snelling and the missions, was Harriet Bishop, who came out from
Vermont and opened the first school in St. Paul in 1847. She stopped
first with a missionary to the Indians a few miles down the river at
Kaposia, and then was paddled up to St. Paul by a couple of Indian
girls in a canoe. The school was a log hovel, chinked with mud,
previously used as a blacksmith shop. In 1848 some St. Paul ladies
formed a sewing circle, called the Circle of Industry, to raise money
for a new school. Miss Bishop was told to bring her own books, as

* For a complete picture of Goodhue’s role in Minnesota Territory, see Berthel
Horns of Thunder.

¥ Furness, in Minnesota History, 28:317; Fredrika Bremer, Homes of the New
World, 2:185 (London, 1853).

y
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there were no bookstores within three hundred miles. In 1867 she
published a book about Minnesota called Floral Home. She was sent
out by the National Popular Education Society, a New England
organization that supplied teachers for new settlements.*’

A fairly typical early journey from the East to Minnesota was
that of the Huse family. The father’s health was bad, and since
the “salubrious” climate of this region was being highly advertised for
lung troubles, the family decided to go West. After leaving their
home in Machias, Maine, in the spring of 1846, they went by boat
to Boston, thence to Albany by train and team, and by canal boat to
Buffalo. There they boarded a steamer and went down the lakes
to Milwaukee, and then traveled by team to Madison, where they
stayed some time, thinking to make it their home. After a time
they were off again, however, this time by team and boat to La
Crosse, where they boarded a Mississippi River steamboat for Still-
water, then a thriving little lumber community. There they stopped
again for the winter, while the father went to St. Anthony to work
in Franklin Steele’s mill and to build a home for his family. In the
spring of 1848 they finally arrived at their destination and moved
into a little log house.*®

The Huse family’s trip west is interesting because it illustrates the
many types of transportation utilized by settlers in going to frontier
Minnesota — coastwise ships, railroads, canal boats, stage coaches,
teams, and, lastly, river steamboats. They were supplemented by
“shank’s mare” in some cases, and by the covered wagon when the
rural communities started to be settled. Though nine thousand miles
of railroad had been constructed by 1850, most of them were on the
Eastern Seaboard, and the rails were not to reach the Mississippi
until 18s54.

It is difficult today to appreciate what a significant part steam-
boats played in the first years of the territory; its very lifeblood de-
pended on their comings and goings. They brought the settlers and

¥ Zylpha S. Morton, “Harriet Bishop, Frontier Teacher,” in Minnesota History,
28:132-141 (June, 1947).

8 History of Minneapolis and Hennepin County, 81. See also a reminiscent article
by Mrs. Amada Huse Parker in the Minneapolis Journal, October 19, 1913.
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their families, food and supplies, and equipment of all sorts, for the
little colonies were not self-sustaining and almost everything was car-
ried in by steamboat in the early years. A letter printed in the Pio-
neer in November, 1849, commented on the “sharkish” look of the
“Minnesotians” when the first steamboat arrived the previous spring.*®
The advertisers in the early papers were many of them Galena mer-
chants, though the local stores were building up their stocks, too.
In the spring there were visitors other than those who arrived on
the river boats. When the grass was long enough for pasturage, the
Red River carts came down from Pembina, in trains sometimes
made up of as many as five or six hundred carts laden with furs.
Both the carts and their wheels were made entirely of wood, and
since no grease was used, the terrific squeaking could be heard for
miles. On one occasion in St. Anthony, church had to be recessed
while the carts passed, for nothing could be heard above the din.*
Life had its lighter moments, even in that first year. A letter from
St. Paul dated August 2, 1849, tells that the Fourth of July had been
celebrated in fine style with an oration by Judge Bradley B. Meeker
and music by the military band from Fort Snelling. To top it off,
there were fireworks and a ball was held at the American House.”*
Nor was the cultural side of life neglected in the young commu-
nities. In 1850 a course of lyceum lectures was given in St. Anthony
by the ministers and lawyers, Neill going from St. Paul to deliver
the first of the series. Each was followed by the reading of a paper
composed by the ladies. That year for literature the pioneers had
Harper's Monthly and the Home Journal, as well as the new best
seller, David Copperfield. It is said that a copy of this volume passed
from hand to hand and was falling apart by the time the river
opened in the spring.?
In the summer of 1848 a rather unique visitor was in Minnesota

* Willoughby M. Babcock, “Steamboat Travel in 1849,” in Minnesoza History, 7:5%
(March, 1926).

* Marion D. Shutter, ed., History of Minneapolis, 272 (Chicago, 1923).

* New York Evangelist, 20:123 (August 2, 1849). A copy of this item, based upon
a contemporary letter, is among transcripts of Minnesota material in eastern news-
papers made for the Minnesota Historical Society.

* Isaac Atwater, ed., History of the City of Minneapolis, 1:65 (New York, 1893).
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—an artist named Henry Lewis. He purchased two canoes and
fastened them together, and then erected a wooden shelter over
them. In this strange craft, which he named the “Menehaha,” he
and two helpers made a leisurely trip down the Mississippi, and
Lewis sketched as they went. He was gathering material for what
has been called the “motion picture of our grandfathers’ day,” a
giant panorama. It consisted of a great roll of canvas on which pic-
tures were painted to be unrolled to the accompaniment of a lecture.
The next year, upon the completion of his panorama, Lewis began
to exhibit his masterpiece. Twelve feet high and twelve hundred
yards long, it carried to audiences far and wide pictures of the scen-
ery along the river, records of Indian life, and portrayals of life in the
American towns along the river’s banks. By the end of the 1850’
there were eight or ten Mississippi panoramas touring the show
halls of the nation, while several had been taken abroad. They were
a tremendous success. In the spring of 1849 Banvard’s panorama
was seen by six hundred thousand Englishmen in Egyptian Hall in
Piccadilly, and exhibited to Queen Victoria and the royal household
at Windsor. The wonders of the Mississippi Valley were widely ad-
vertised, and this probably had an important effect on the settlement
of the new country. Henry Lewis’ panorama and most of the others
have disappeared, but he left a journal of his trip and later produced
some charming oil paintings of early sites on the river.”

Other scenes of the year 1849 might make as thrilling a panorama
today as did those of the Mississippi Valley in 1850. Scene after scene
flashes to mind as one thinks of that year of our territory’s establish-
ment—the steamboat “Dr. Franklin No. 2” moving up the Missis-
sippi with the news about the creation of the territory, wagon trains
of the forty-niners crossing the plains, stirring debates in Congress, or
stately packets bearing a hold full of immigrants as they left the
problems of the Old World behind to shoulder those of the New.
It would certainly have been exciting to have been alive in 1849!

% Bertha L. Heilbron, ed., Making a Motion Picture in 1848: Henry Lewis’ Journal,
1-13 (St. Paul, 1936). Some of Lewis’ Minnesota paintings were purchased from the
artist in 1901 by Thomas B. Walker, who presented them to the Minnesota Historical
Society and other Twin City libraries and galleries.



Minnesota
Historical Society

Copyright of Minnesota History is the property of the Minnesota
Historical Society and its content may not be copied or emailed to
multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder’s
express written permission. Users may print, download, or emalil
articles, however, for individual use.

To request permission for educational or commercial use, contact us.

1/[ www.mnhs.org/mnhistory


http://www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
mailto:permissions@mnhs.org?subject=Minnesota History magazine - Request permission for commercial or educational use�
www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
http://www.mnhs.org/�

