




^- '•"''• 'vv '̂•- 'W-'- • ' i l 

Joshua B. Culver 

in ice near Sault Ste. Marie and, after navigating the 
length of the lake, again became icebound for five days 
near Superior. The former register thus seemed justi
fied in the t ime spent away from Buchanan.^" 

A second and much more serious charge against 
Clark challenged his loyalty to the Democratic admin
istration. Some irate politicians or office seekers, in
cluding John Watrous himself, accused the register of 
allowing his former clerk, Stephen Walsh, to run for 
legislative office in 1858 against the party-endorsed 
candidate, Joshua B. Culver. Again, northern Minne
sota leaders wrote refuting this claim. Chief among 
them was Culver himself, who praised Clark as "one of 
my strongest and most indefatigable Supporters, and 
that you Exerted yourself most Strenuously to defeat 
Mr. Walsh, the opposition Candidate ." And Clark him
self claimed, "I am no mendicant for office. I have 
devoted my t ime and wha t talent I possess, and spent 
my money freely for the advancement of the demo
cratic cause."" 

But all this could not aid the ousted officer. Not 
even the editorial support of the local press, which 
lauded him as "one of the best officers ever connected 
with the land Depar tment . . . . a consistent democrat 

throughout a long life," could retrieve Clark's post. He 
was not to return as a government agent at Buchanan .^ 

At the t ime of Clark's removal, however, Buchanan 
was not long to be the northeastern land office. Copper 
fortunes had not been found and economic depression 
still gripped the nation. All up and down the North 
Shore, claims cabins stood deserted. Buchanan was 
likely no exception. Receiver Whipp le noted the steady 
decline, reporting to President Buchanan in May, 1859, 
that "there have been only six war ran t locations (em
bracing 920 acres) and 46 32/100 acres sold for cash 
during the past four months."^" 

On June 26, 1859, the federal land office was relo
cated to Portland, which later became a par t of the city 
of Duluth . W h a t little commercial life was left in the 
northwoods congregated in the sister settlements of Du
luth and Superior at the very peak of the big lake. 
Whipple was to remain as a government agent at Port
land until 1861.'° 

ABANDONED Buchanan began its recession to wilder
ness. Perhaps the town's first fatality was its s teamboat 
pier, claimed by breaking spring ice. Cabins stood 
empty, inhabited only infrequently by local Indians, 
prospectors, loggers, and other North Shore transients. 
The buildings were reportedly razed by fires which fre
quently swept the forest in the wake of t imber barons 
who cut rich pine harvests across northern Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, and Michigan. 

By whatever means, nature quickly reclaimed all 
traces of Land Office Buchanan. The process was so 
fast and so complete that for the past half century state 

'"Wilson [?] to Buchanan, May 23, 1859; Harrington, 
Nettleton, and Doble affidavits. 

"J. B. Culver to Clark, June 7, 1859, NARG 48; Clark to 
Thompson, June 20, 1859. 

'"Superior Chronicle, May 14, 1859. What became of 
Clark remains to be discovered. 

''Whipple to Buchanan, May 15, 1859. 
™Here and below, see Buchanan reference file, NMHC; 

Anne S. Badey, "The Towns that Became Duluth," in Duluth, 
Sketches oj the Past, ed. Ryck Lydecker and Lawrence J. 
Sommer (Duluth; American Revolution Bicentennial Com
mission, 1976), 99-100. Sidney Luce of Duluth was ap
pointed receiver in 1861, the year that the presidency went to 
Abraham Lincoln and the Republican party; Van Brunt, Du
luth and St. Louis County, 1:160. After losing his appoint
ment, Whipple served in the Minnesota House of Representa
tives in 1862; the legislative manual lists his residence as 
Duluth and his occupation as lawyer. That same year he was 
commissioned a captain and assistant quartermaster in the 
United States Volunteers. Shortly after being mustered out in 
1866, he was stricken with paralysis, from which he never 
recovered. He died in 1879. Charles H. Whipple, comp., 
Genealogy oj the Whipple-Wright Wager Ward-Pell McLean-
Burnet Families (Los Angeles: Commercial Printing House, 
1917), 108; Minnesota Legislative Manual, 1862 (St Paul-
WiUiam R. MarshaU, 1862), 47. 
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Buchanan, inset enlargement, from William Burt's 1857 survey map 

and local historians have disputed the townsite's loca
tion, appearance, and, indeed, argued whether Bu
chanan existed at all. For example, R. B. McLean, an 
early copper prospector and the first United States 
postmaster at the North Shore community of Beaver 
Bay, recorded in his reminiscences an optimistic begin
ning for the town: "Timbers were taken out, nicely 
hewed for five two-story buildings." Two of these were 
used by the land officers and the others served as hotels 
and boardinghouses. McLean also noted several cabins 
occupied by "miners, loggers and workmen."" 

'̂R. B. McLean, "Reminiscences of Early Days at the 
Head of the Lakes," undated, unpublished paper in Lake 
County Historical Society, partially quoted in Van Brunt, 
Duluth and St. Louis County, 1:122. 

"Here and below, see John R. Carey, "History of Duluth, 
St. Louis County, to the Year 1870," in Collections oj the 
Minnesota Historical Society (St. Paul: The Society, 1901), 
9:272; Van Brunt, Duluth and St. Louis County, 1:122, 152; 
Writers Program, Works Projects Administration, comp., 
The WPA Guide to the Minnesota Arrowhead Country (1941; 
reprint, St. Paul: MHS Press, 1988), 11. On Carey, see Warren 
Upham and Rose B. Dunlap, Minnesota Biographies, 
1655-1912 (St. Paul; MHS, 1912), 106. 

Judge John R. Carey, who settled in the area in 
1854, was more vague and less complimentary toward 
Buchanan: "Like many other paper towns on the north 
shore [it] never amounted to anything. Cowell never 
obtained title to the land embraced in the townsite. It 
was a wilderness while the land-office was located 
there, and it became still more so, after the removal of 
that office to Portland."'^ 

Writing a generation after Buchanan was aban
doned, Carey also claimed that when Whipple arrived 
at the townsite in 1857, "there was not a single human 
habitation to be found." Years later, members of a fed
eral writers' project recorded, "In 1856 the Govern
ment established a land office at Buchanan, a forest-
covered wilderness offering not even a place to land a 
boat. John Whipple, the receiver, viewed the site with 
dismay, then opened his office in 1857 in an abandoned 
house two miles distant, in the deserted Montezuma 
[townsite], which thereupon became Buchanan. . . . 
Here the mouth of the Sucker River provided at least a 
good beach." 

But Buchanan was more than a paper town and a 
forest-covered wilderness. The suggestion that the land 
office was not even located at Cowell's original town-
site is soundly refuted by primary sources, most notably 
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the documents left by federal land surveyor William 
Burt. His 1857 field notes place the town at Cowell's 
location, just west of the mouth of the Knife River, and 
the maps he drew also confirm the si te ." 

The area has been occupied for most of the past 
century, and today is encompassed, in par t , by the 
small fishing and tourist town of Knife River. Besides 
countless copper hunters, loggers, and fishermen who 
have t ramped the Buchanan woods, the site has also 
been crossed by two major thoroughfares—U. S. High
way 61 and the scenic North Shore Drive. Two railroads 
also traversed the site: the Dulu th , Missabe & Iron 
Range, between Duluth and Two Harbors , and the 
now-gone Duluth & Northern Minnesota logging line, 
which was headquartered at Knife River for the first 
two decades of this century. The area has undoubtedly 
been much altered since John Whipple moved his office 
to Portland in the summer of 1859. 

A historic marker along the scenic roadway places 
the office in the southwest corner of the plat ted town-
site. But Burt's maps contradict the plaque and settle a 
dispute between local historians who do not agree on 
the exact location of the land-office quarters within the 
315-acre Buchanan townsite. The surveyor pinpointed 
the federal building (or buildings) very near the lake-
shore and immediately east of the range line between 
Lake and St. Louis counties. The exact spot may well 
be beneath the asphalt surface of the old North Shore 
highway. 

Carey's claim that Cowell never held title to the 
townsite cannot be substantiated but may well be true. 
Few, if any, of the original settlers paid cash for their 
holdings; rather, they filed federal preemption claims 
and owned the land simply by living on it. But when 
rich dreams faded and disillusioned homesteaders left 
the northwoods, their plots reverted to the government. 
Cowell's town probably followed this general rule. 

But Land Office Buchanan did exist and did flour
ish. The lives of such men as John Whipple and Samuel 
Clark are testimony to the fact. And while references to 
the townsite will always be open to speculation, per
haps the most accurate description of the location was 
writ ten by Leonidas Merritt in 1914. Merrit t , com
memorated as one of the "seven iron men" of Minnesota 
mining history, arrived at Superior as a child in 1856 

The dlustrations on p. 281 and 287 are from the author; aU 
others are in the MHS collections. 

and spent most of his life exploring and exploiting the 
region's wilderness. From memories of his youth, the 
iron man reconstructed the forest community: "Not 
many may know that in 1856 and 1857, on the North 
Shore of Lake Superior, just this side of Knife Island, 
was located a pretty little city called Buchanan, at tha t 
t ime the emporium of the North Shore, wi th a preten
tious hotel, kept by one George Stull, the United States 
land office, s teamboat docks, several saloons, boarding 
houses, etc. The town was abandoned soon after Min
nesota was admit ted to the Union. The several homes 
and business places mentioned stood for many years 
tenantless and intact, until finally destroyed by forest 
fire."'* Merritt recalled the t rue air of Land Office Bu
chanan, now totally gone but once the commercial hub 
of Lake Superior's bustling North Shore. 

^'Burt, field notes and survey maps. Township No. 52 N., 
Range No. 11 West of the 4th Mer[idian], and Township No. 
52 N, Range No. 12 West of the 4th Mer., received Oct. 19, 
1857, in U.S. Department of Interior, Bureau of Land Man
agement, Washington, D . C , copies in Lake County High
way Dept. Various contradictory locations for the land office 
proper appear in Wieland, "Some Facts and Incidents"; Ad
ams, "North Shore"; and William E. Scott, "The Political 
Development of Lake County," unpublished paper, Aug., 
1935, in Lake County Historical Society. 

''Paul De Kruif, Seven Iron Men (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and Co., 1929), 5; Adams, "North Shore"; Van Brunt, 
Duluth and St. Louis County, 1:123. 
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