











restive gens libres, or métis, of the northern plains. With
this, the vision of American territorial expansion began
to fade, although in Minnesota it flickered a short time
longer, encouraged by the U.S. purchase of Alaska in
1867 and the Riel Rebellion of 1870 in Manitoba. But
although the 49th parallel remained the international
line, bioregions, human communities, and economic
interests continued to ignore it. Before the first railroad
was opened from Minnesota to Puget Sound, Canadian
citizen James J. Hill’s St. Paul, Minneapolis, and Manito-
ba Railroad, financed by the Bank of Montreal, was car-
rying grain from Manitoba to the mills of Minneapolis.

THE NINE TERRITORIAL YEARS had set the stage for
transforming the natural and cultural landscapes of the
upper Mississippi country into those of a “civilized”
Euro-American community. The undisturbed systems of
plant and animal life that Americans called “wilderness”
were converted into commodities subject to ownership

and exchange. A way of life that regarded them as eter-
nal and necessary for human existence was ruthlessly
eliminated. As a result, the scene was also prepared for
the tragic drama that drenched Minnesota’s western
prairies in blood when the Dakota made a last desper-
ate effort to take back their country in 1862.

Still in the future during the territorial years was the
time when the forests would be slashed and the curves
of prairie land would be regimented into rectangular
fields fenced with barbed wire and deeds. Even farther
in the future was the time when Minnesota could boast
of being the world’s breadbasket and its iron mines
would build the steel infrastructure of an industrial
society. And undreamed-of yet was the swelling metro-
politan area that would leap even state lines to become
the transportation, economic, and cultural hub of the
whole region between the upper Great Lakes and the
Rocky Mountains. The script, however, was already in
place.
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I Unless otherwise noted, factual material for this article can
be found in standard sources on Minnesota history, especially
volume 1 of William W. Folwell’s A History of Minnesota (St. Paul:
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