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thought he would try it, and see what effect it would
have upon his lungs. His health gradually improved,
and before the following spring he was well and hearty,
with an appetite like a Turk.” John H. Stevens, later
famed as a founder of Minneapolis, was consumptive
when he moved west in 1848. He wrote that his small
Wisconsin party included a doctor, but after they
arrived in Minnesota, “There were no sick—the doctor
left in disgust.” In describing the area north of Still-
water, Seymour observed: “The healthiness of this place
can not be questioned. A single death by sickness has
not occurred among the white population within the
last year. The only death was that of a young man, killed
by the falling of a tree.”33

Minnesota publicists also promoted the territory’s
potential for agriculture, playing on the popular Amer-
ican metaphor of the frontier as a future garden—a par-
adise created without travail by yeoman farmers. Waxing
enthusiastic about the St. Paul–Stillwater area, Seymour
predicted that “it will, ere long,
be dotted with farmhouses, and
enlivened with the songs of multi-
tudes of cheerful and thriving
husbandmen.” After the Dakota
cession treaties of 1851, promot-
ers turned to the region along
the Minnesota River and its trib-
utaries. Ramsey himself declared
it to be “the garden spot of
Minnesota.”34

Much agricultural promotion
sought to convince farmers that
the territory was not too far north
to raise the usual eastern crops.
Consequently, a favorite ploy was
to emphasize Minnesota’s central-
ity—not its northness. Promoters
accurately pointed out that
St. Paul was on the same latitude
as southern France and northern
Italy and well to the south of
Great Britain and Germany.
Ramsey told of successful farming
north of even northernmost
Minnesota. After seeing extensive
cultivated fields at the juncture of
the Red and Assiniboine Rivers
(present-day Winnipeg, Mani-
toba), he pronounced that area
“a picture of rural affluence and
comfort.”35 Ramsey’s inferential

proof that all of Minnesota was potentially farmland was
often repeated by other promoters.

Although only a small portion of Minnesota was cul-
tivated during the territorial years, promoters did not
hesitate to boast about the productivity of its rich soils.
Other advantages such as cheap land, nearby markets
for farm produce at lumbering camps and Indian agen-
cies, and accessibility to timber and water were also held
out as inducements to prospective settlers.36

Emphasizing climate, health, and agriculture, pro-
moters also praised Minnesota’s water transportation,
waterpower, lumbering, scenery, and outdoor sports.
In the prerailroad age, navigable waterways were a
major concern, and Minnesota’s growth seemed assured
because of its location at the head of the Mississippi
River and Great Lakes commercial arteries. During the
early territorial period, the Missouri River was promi-
nently mentioned, but this stopped as the boundaries
of the future state became evident. Promoters had
a knack for making all of the Mississippi’s northern

Daguerreotype showing St. Anthony Falls, whose waterpower was

quickly harnessed for milling lumber, and the new businesses on St. Anthony’s

Main Street, about 1855 
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tributaries appear to be navigable, conveying the mes-
sage that steamboats could service the farming frontier.

Comments on waterpower elicited the usual com-
parisons to New England’s industrial cities, and, thus,
the Falls of St. Anthony reinforced the contention that
Minnesota was the New England of the West. Promoters
only vaguely sensed the extent of Minnesota’s pineries
and had absolutely no perspective on their future ex-
ploitation, so they simply called them “inexhaustible.”37

Descriptions of the beautiful scenery concentrated on
the Mississippi River and on lakes in timbered areas.

Booming settlement in 1855–56 prompted promot-
ers to stress rapid development as one of Minnesota’s
greatest attractions. Well aware of the common assump-
tion that frontiers were backward, they advertised Min-
nesota’s growth to show that it was indeed “civilized.” In
noting rapid change in St. Paul, which had an estimated
population of 10,000 in 1856, Andrews observed: 

As I stood looking at the city, I recalled the picture in
Mr. Bond’s work, and contrasted its present with the

appearance it had three or four years ago. What a
change! Three or four steamers were lying at the levee;
steam and smoke were shooting forth from the chim-
neys of numerous manufactories; a ferry was plying the
Mississippi, transporting teams and people; church
steeples and domes and great warehouses stood in
places which were vacant as if but yesterday; busy
streets had been built and peopled; rows of splendid
dwellings and villas, adorned with delightful terraces
and gardens, had been erected.38

Promoters proved no exception to the principle that
those who love one place tend to disparage others. In
portraying Minnesota as exceptionally desirable, they
derided New England’s soil as rocky, churlish, and ex-
hausted. They found the climates of the Middle Atlantic
states and Ohio River valley too damp and unhealthy,
the southern slave states enervating, sickly, and unpro-
ductive. The routine, caustic lambasting of the South
evidenced the spirit of self-assumed Yankee superiority,
reflecting many of the promoters’ Yankee ancestry and

Bustling St. Paul, a detail of B. F. Upton’s panorama taken just before the panic of 1857 slowed growth; in the 

foreground are workmen laying bricks for a new county jail at Cedar and Fifth Streets; in the background is the

Methodist-Episcopal church at Jackson and Ninth Streets.
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the certitude of their Puritan forefathers. Even those of
non-Yankee genesis adopted the Yankee value system.
Often, the slaveholding South was expanded conceptu-
ally into a Greater South, including even Illinois and
southern Iowa, that was then criticized for its “ague pro-
ducing” lands. By 1856 the slavery conflict in “Bleeding
Kansas” and Indian troubles in Oregon and Washington
territories provided another opportunity to show Min-
nesota’s superiority. California, growing rampantly be-
cause of its gold rush, was an object of particular scorn.
Promoters derided it as a lawless, immoral Sodom and
Gomorrah lacking the elements that assured future
greatness.39

Minnesota’s publicists made contributions in addi-
tion to attracting settlers to the territory. They set the
stage for the revival of state-sponsored promotion and
the continuation of private promotion throughout the
frontier farming period. Their emphasis on salubrious
Minnesota was continued until the 1880s, and by

attracting thousands of sick people to Minnesota, they
planted the seeds of the state’s vigorous public-health
program. Their predictions about Minnesota’s future
greatness not only seemed to provide moral justification
for Indian land cessions, but stimulated Minnesota’s
later Manifest Destiny demands for annexing central
Canada. The elitist promotional descriptions of the
moral and intellectual superiority of Minnesotans was
a precursor of Social Darwinism, which, among other
things, emphasized the superiority of white people.40

Lastly, by defining the nature of Minnesota they
provided a common identity to the new people called
Minnesotans. As portrayed by promoters, Minnesotans
were industrious, frugal, practical, intelligent, moral,
very defensive about their climate and cultural attain-
ments, and proud of their new home. Present-day
Minnesotans should have no difficulty recognizing
familiar elements of their image that date to these terri-
torial years.  ^
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