








of proper backdrops. This was the reason be took out the 
massive front desk in the lobby and installed a wood-
burning fireplace instead. Since then, a small front desk 
has occupied a corner formerly belonging to an empty 
elevator shaft. Second- and third-floor guest rooms were 
enlarged, and private baths were added. Many of the 
inn's antique furnishings are choice pieces that Nelle 
bought cheaply during the depression. 

The first addition to the inn came in 1939 with the 
Garden Room and its pool of brook trout. The pool was 
to have been an outdoor one, but when natural springs 
in the adjoining hillside began seeping water into the 
new room, Arthur decided to move the pool indoors. 

' 'A Tradition Is Born. 
"*Here and below, see Palmer interview. May 16, 1979, 
'^Here and below, see Towne, in St. Paul Dispatch. De­

cember 28, 1970, sec 2, p. 23; Palmer interview, Mav 16, 
1979. 

Since the water was coming into the room anyway, "I 
may as well make it look good," he sa id . ' ' 

Arthur, Jr., remembered that prospective patrons 
sometimes bad trouble finding their way to the inn in the 
early days. His father remedied this temporarily by 
painting the telephone poles blue and white along the 
road from Minneapolis to Stdlwater. Then he ordered 
newspaper advertisements that told customers to follow 
these guideposts. Unfortunately, the telephone com­
pany was less than enthusiastic about the project, and 
the innkeeper ended up repainting his handiwork. '^ 

There was little question that Arthur was his wife's 
emotional anchor. When be died in 1951, she grieved 
inconsolably. (For a period of nearly three years, their 
son ran the inn virtually by himseff.) To honor her hus­
band's memory, Nelle had his portrait painted by Min­
neapolis artist Frances Greenman and installed over the 
fireplace in the main lobby. Nelle always considered this 
area — furnished with the best of colonial antiques, cus­
tom-upholstered wing chairs, and overstuffed couches 
— her private living room. 

During Arthur's lifetime, the inn never served liq­
uor. Nelle modified this policy somewhat in 1957 when 
she converted a first-floor gift shop to an intimate, Victo­
rian-style cocktail lounge. The idea was her son's, and 
the no-liquor-in-the-dining-room policy still held, but 
whatever Nelle did she did with a flourish. The drinks 
were all doubles, served in "goldfish bowls " by liveried 
barmen, who were usuafly graduate students. Nobody 
ever drank more than two. That rule was never pub­
lished, but just about the time someone thought of sig­
naling for a third round, Nelle invariably managed to 
announce that ""your table is ready. " '^ 

Arthur Palmer, Jr., suspects that few people ever 
really knew his mother. Nelle was always "on," he says, 
and ""rarely let down her hair. She had "presence' — 
what people today might call charisma. She enjoyed 
playing a part." She could also be demanding at times, 
even berating a waitress in front of customers. (Her hus­
band bad better rapport with employees and kept thirrgs 
running smoothly.) After Arthur's death, Nefle's sister 
Sarah and Art, Jr.'s wife, Maureen, often worked along­
side her as hostesses. 

What people did remember was the showy way in 
which Nelle dressed. A 1946 St. Paul newspaper article 
called her one of the "best-dressed women in this area, " 
adding that ""her exotic creations have caused much com­
ment." Her dresses were usually one-of-a-kind designs, 
and she favored large, flowery hats. During bis adoles-

THIS DRAMATIC photograph shows Nelle Palmer 
about 1940 as many remember her — hatted, 
gloved, bejeweled, and befurred. 
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cent years her son was nut much taken with her 
headgear. The same journalist reported that "be warns 
her vvJien she calls to see him at St. Thomas Military 
Academy in St. Paul, which he attends, to leave the hat 
in the car while she visits with the "bovs. " The autifjue 
earrings '"from all over the world' that Nelle wore in her 
pierced ears became a trademark. Her closets contained 
numerous handbags , F rench gloves, and beautiful 
hankies."" Certainly Nelle was striking in her appear­
ance. Her bearing was regal, and even into her 70s she 
kept a willowy hourglass figure. 

In the first years after World War II, Nelle drove a 
Lincoln Continental that had been purchased to ferry 
customers to the inn. Later, she became known for her 
flashy white Cadillac Eldorado. For Nelle, there was just 
no second best." ' 

Nelle died of cancer on December 22, 1970, in the 
heart of her favorite season. She and Arthur had greeted 
their first guests at the Lowell Inn on a Christmas Day, 
she liked to remind visitors. She reveled in the trappings 
of the holidav's, trimming the inn with joyous abandon. 
The tree put up in the lobby the day after Thanksgiving 
was traditionalb an immense flocked extravaganza on 
which Nel le l av ished mvr iad baub le s and bal ls , 
ornamental birds, and imported music boxes, each 
""selected with as much care as another woman would 
choose diamonds." Christmas vvas the time when both 
the inn and Nelle, who was most apt to be decked out in 
a "hiphugging long vvdiite satin gown, slit up the side, " 
were at their best. 

Toward the end she became very fragile. Most of her 
time vvas spent in the room she had taken after Arthur 
died, a suite still furnished with her personal antiques. 
She rarely came downstairs, and simple meals, often 
including a banana cake she vvas fond of, were brought to 
her room. A tribute paid her the week she died pointed 

out that "perhaps it is not so ironic that she died during 
the season she loved best. Like Diamond Jim Brady, 
who once said in the midst of a feast: 'If you have to go, 
wdiat a time to go,' perhaps Nelle Palmer would have 
said the same thing about Christmastime. ""̂  

The Lowell Inn remains in the Palmer family. 
Arthur, Jr., and Maureen, with the help of most of their 
nine children, are the present innkeepers. In 1959 it was 
they who came up with the idea for the Matterhorn 
Room, which honors Nelle's Swiss ancestry. Many of the 
room's fine wood carvings were purchased that year 
when the pair traveled in Switzerland. A master Swiss 
carver subsequently spent more than two years in Still­
water completing the room. Needless to say, Nelle loved 
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The younger Palmers also commissioned the long, 
narrow oval pastel and oil portrait of Nelle that hangs in 
the inn's main lobby. Painted by artist Jerome Ryan, it is 
the very essence of the elegant Nelle, the svelte, so­
phisticated hostess, her pencil in one hand, her reserva­
tions in the other — held off at a distance because she 
vvas too proud to wear glasses.""* 

""Neumeier, in Pioneer Press, March 24, 1946, magazine 
sec, p. 4, 

^' Here and below, see Palmer interview, .May 16, 1979; 
Towne, in St. Paul Dispatch, December 28, 1970, sec. 2, p. 
23. 

22 > "McConnaughey inter view June 2, 1979; Towne, in St. 
Paul Dispatch, December 28, 1970, sec. 2, p. 23. 

"'^Interview with Arthur and Maureen Palmer, Januarv' 3, 
1983, notes in possession of author. 

Mav 16, 1979. 

THE PHOTOGRAPHS on pages 210 and 211 are used through 
the courtesy of Arthur and Maureen Palmer; all others are in 
the VIHS audio-visual librarv. 
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