








Construction crew posed at the Hills’ new house, about 1890

grant’s desire to assume a position of promi-
nence without reminders of the past.3?

Any home as massive as 240 Summit Avenue
is certain to evoke a response. During construc-
tion, the site became an attraction for St. Paul
residents and visitors alike. Some were fascinat-
ed by the new building techniques and technol-
ogy. Others were probably drawn by the sheer
massiveness of the project and the degree of
conspicuous consumption.40

In 1891 Harper’s magazine complimented
Summit Avenue on its “sense of liberal expendi-

ture without ostentation, directed by skill and
restrained by taste.”#! While specific comments
by Hill’s contemporaries are not readily avail-
able, some probably resented or envied the
man who could build so lavishly, while others
likely thought the house appropriate for a man
of success and stature.

In 1961 the house received National His-
toric Landmark designation based primarily on
“Hill’s major contribution to the transportation
systems of the growing nation.” In the 1970s
local and national interest in public history and

39 Martin, J. J. Hill, 420.

40 Elizabeth W. Doermann and Ellen M. Rosenthal, “Introducing the Hill House,” Minnesota History 46

(Winter 1979): 332-33.

41 Quoted in Thomas W. Kelly and Joan Kelly, “A Street Above the Average: Summit Avenue, St. Paul,”

Architecture Minnesota, July-Aug. 1976, p. 31.

248  MINNESOTA HISTORY



historic preservation generated renewed inter-
est in the Historic Hill District of St. Paul in
general and the James J. Hill House in particu-
lar. A 1975 planning document considered the
house worthy of being a major landmark, based
on architectural characteristics such as site,
landscape, use of materials, building detail,
massing and scale, relation to the neighbor-
hood, and visual impact. In 1978 the Minnesota
Historical Society obtained the building from
the Archdiocese of St. Paul and began restora-
tion, turning it into a popular historic site.2
That same year, historian Ernest Sandeen,
remarking on Summit Avenue’s Romanesque
architecture, noted that the Hill mansion,
although “impressive and large enough to suit
anyone’s notion of baronial splendor,” was “not
really attractive.” He went on to observe that it
“illustrates the danger of Romanesque—that
the massive qualities of the construction may
create forbidding images of castles or (worse)
warehouses, rather than the inviting and friend-
ly vision of the rural villa.” These comments
echo the cautions of Victorian tastemaker
Downing, who liked the style but mourned the
lack of good examples, noting a “rudeness and
clumsiness . .. and a barbarous incongruity . . .
that renders them useless, except as studies.”
According to Sandeen, many architects during
the late nineteenth century were called upon to
design homes that “isolated and protected their
clients from a hostile environment.” The Hill
house failed to “use the Romanesque style in
ways which emphasized the strength and protec-
tion afforded by the dwelling, without losing

delicacy or projecting hostility.” Writers con-
tinue to comment on the home’s brooding or
forbidding presence.*3

Historian Vincent Scully, on the other hand,
argues that grandiose homes of America’s mil-
lionaires must be viewed in their nineteenth-
century context to be understood and appreci-
ated.** Within the social, political, economic,
and architectural context of its time, the
James J. Hill House was a superb example of
upper-class residential architecture and a sym-
bol of its owner’s desire for social status as well
as physical and psychological security.

Visitors lined up in 1981 to tour the Hill House.

42 Doermann and Rosenthal, “Introducing the Hill House,” 328-29; Old Town Restorations, Building the
Future from Our Past (St. Paul: Old Town Restorations, 1975), 80-82.
43 Sandeen, Historic Summit Avenue, 81; Downing, Architecture, 389; “The Looming Presence of James J. Hill,”

Avrchitecture Minnesota, July-Aug. 1987, 42—43.

4 Vincent Scully, “American Houses: Thomas Jefferson to Frank Lloyd Wright,” in The Rise of an American
Architecture, ed. Edgar Kaufmann Jr. (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970), 163, 184.

All illustrations are in the Minnesota Historical Society collections. The detail photos on p. 244 and 245
are by Elizabeth Hall Wehrwein, and the photo on p. 249 is by Thomas O Sullivan.
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