











One cannot deny, however, that railroads have been
important factors in Minnesota’s settlement pattern. In
terms of sheer mass, in fact, Minnesota’s railroads are
signific:mt clements in the contemporary lmldsc‘ap(‘ and
land-use patterns. Minnesota has about 12,000 miles
of railroad track. About 65 per cent (7,800 miles) is
what we might call main-line track — “high iron”
(heavier, high-c'r. and stronger), with heavy traffic and
modern signal systems. Only about 5 per cent (610
miles) remains in branch lines — those spur-type op-
crations which link main-line points to smaller towns
in the agricultural or mining hinterland. The branch-
line figure, once much larger, reflects the waning fu-
ture of the marginal line which once was a county’s
or town’s vital link with the outside world, In another
two decades the branch line probably will be gonc.

Of Minnesota’s 12,000 miles of track, 30 per cent,
or about 3,400 miles, is in railroad yards — areas of
numerous parallel tracks where freight cars are stored,
classified, and shuffled to make trains. This type of
railvoad property compriscs a surprisingly large portion
of urban areas. Fully 8 per cent of the built-up St. Paul
area, about 5 per cent of Minnecapolis, and some 8
per cent of Duluth consist of railroad yards. Even in
smaller cities like Owatonna and Mankato about 4 or
5 per cent of the built-up land is in railroad vards
and tracks. The percentages are disprepmtionnte]y
larger in towns like Staples, where important railroad
vards and shops account for 16 per cent of the built-up
area within the town limits. Land-use maps alone, not
to mention payrolls, reveal the importance of the rail-
road in what are traditionally called “railroad towns.”
In Staples, to use that town again as an example, the
former Northern Pacific yard is fully onc-third the
size of the built-up arca of the town and its environs.

But railroading, like other industries, is consolidat-
ing itself. And when a railroad greatly reduces its
operations at a pm'ticular place, not only are ]arge
numbers of workers laid off but alse vast land arcas,
tc‘mporarily at least, are abandoned. Conservative esti-
mates would indicate that several hundred miles of
tracks will be abandoned in Minnesota by 1990. Rail-
road mergers such as the formation of the Burlington
Northern from several companies are expected fur-
ther to accelerate abandonment of tracks and facilitics,
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since there is duplication on-several lines. Other rail-
roads, too, will doubtless part with redundant or simply
unprofitable lines in the future.

The concept of abandonment is a basic part of the
impact of the railroad on Minnesota; since large por-
tions of urban areas and even small towns are taken
up by railroad tracks, abandonment often makes
available high-potential land. In the Twin Cities, for
example, a Burlington Northern plan for yard develop-
ment may free hundreds of acres of industrial land.
Even in smaller towns, abandoned rail corridors may
be used for industrial development, parks, or parking
lots. At one time, for instance, much of Staples’ econ-
omy depended on the Northern Pacifie. The several
hundred employees needed in the 1920s, however,
have been replaced by only several dozen in Staples,
and much of the land in and around the railroad yard
is no longer used. Remaining railroad structures, such
as roundhouses and shops, might conceivably be con-
verted to community uses. Similarly, community use
has been recommended for the old Great Northem
roundhouse at Breckenridge, Minnesota.”

Railroads had, and still continue to have, a tre-
mendous impact on Minnesota. At one time merely
peripheral to the state’s river and oxcart transportation
svstem, railroads soon came to dominate Minnesota's
settlement pattern. By 1885 there was no important
arca in the state which developed without a very close
relationship to the railroad.

Conditions have changed drastically in the half
century sinee 1920, and in a sense the study of rail-
roads in Miunesota is one of relict features. Yet, since
s0 much of our settlement pattern was part and parcel
of railroad planning, we may benefit by a better un-
derstanding of the wavs in which decisions made almost
a century ago still affect the lives of both rural and
urban “settlers” today.

" Commumity Planning and Design Associates, Brecken-
ridge, Minnesota, Downtown Dcuvelopment Plan, commu-
nity discussion map { Minneapolis, 1968).

THE ILLUSTRATION on page 61 is from Alfred Andreas,
An Hlustrated Historical Atlas of the State of Minnesota,
80 (Chicago, 1874); all photographs are from the society’s
collection.
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