Nelson Peery
Born in 1923 in St. Joseph, Missouri, Nelson Peery moved
with his family in 1928 to Minneapolis and later to the
small river town of Wabasha, where his father was a
postmaster. The family later returned to Minneapolis, and
Nelson entered Central High School on September 1, 1939,
the day war began in Europe. The school, he later wrote,
“opened its doors to a class of suddenly serious youth
flung out of the frying pan of the depression into the fire
of total war.” After graduation in 1941, he enlisted in the
all-black 93rd Infantry Division of the army and served in
the South Pacific. He returned home in January 1946:
“With the rest of the recently discharged veterans,
I clumsily tried to integrate myself into civilian life.
The January, thirty-degrees-below-zero Minneapolis weather was the same, but the old house no longer
felt like home. I didn’t know how to connect with my brothers. I was eighteen when I left home and
twenty-three when I returned. During those years we lived in different worlds.
“Talking to the guys in the tavern, I realized how much they hadn’t changed, and how much I had. I’d
thought I could pick up where we left off. I couldn’t. . . . Those who were political at all were anxious to
fight for the equal rights promised them during the war. The myth of Minnesota liberalism made the reality
of rigid segregation in the city all the more unbearable, but since they knew very little of the fight for freedom raging through China, India, the East Indies, Indochina, and the Philippines, they could only imagine
a fight within the system. I had been there and I knew our fight was part of the unfolding struggle in the
colored, colonial world—a fight against the system.”
As a teenager, influenced by Richard Wright’s Native Son and by working with the writer Meridel LeSueur,
Peery had begun to gravitate toward the philosophical ideals of Communism. After the war, he joined the
American Communist Party, worked as a bricklayer, and became a labor organizer and civil rights activist.
He now lives in Chicago, where he works as a lecturer, writer, and educator.
Brian Horrigan
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Brian Horrigan is an exhibit developer at the Minnesota Historical Society. This essay is based on an interview in 2006 for the Minnesota’s Greatest
Generation Project by Ben Petry and on Peery’s memoirs: Black Fire: The Making of an American Revolutionary (1994) and Black Radical: The
Education of an American Revolutionary (2007), from which the above passage is excerpted.

The Minnesota Historical Society is in the midst of a long-term project to preserve and present
the history of “Minnesota’s Greatest Generation,” the men and women who grew up during the
Great Depression and came of age during World War II. This essay is part of a series that spotlights
the experiences of generation members from all walks of life. For more on the MHS project, visit
www.mngreatestgeneration.org.
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Lookout Park
(Minnesota Valley)
Wayside, Eden Prairie
Americans fell in love
with the automobile in the
1920s. The car, and the unprecedented go-anywhere-anytime
freedom that it offered, appealed to
the country’s independent-minded
citizens and quickly resulted in the
budding national pastime of motor
touring. By the 1930s, the automobile’s reach was great, but good roads
and public services were in short
supply. State and federal agencies
responded by building a network
of highways enhanced by roadside
amenities for the growing number

of tourists motoring their way across
the vast American landscape.
Lookout Park Wayside provided
a welcome respite and a panoramic
view of the Minnesota River Valley to travelers crossing the North
Star state. Constructed in 1938 by
the National Youth Administration
(NYA), a New Deal relief program,
the five-acre wayside consisted of a
stone concourse and—for hungry
travelers—a picnic area equipped
with tables, fireplaces, and ample
room to stretch. To edify the visitor, a
historical marker interpreted the valley’s glacial origins, significance as a
settlement route, and importance as
the site of the 1858 Battle of Shakopee between the Ojibwe and Dakota.
The finely crafted stonework of the
concourse was characteristic of the
Rustic Style, which sought to minimize intrusive manmade structures
through careful design and use of
native materials. In its understated
beauty and sensitive landscaping,
Lookout Park Wayside was an en-

hancement—not an imposition—on
the terrain. In fact, it resembled a
more rigorously organized version of
the land upon which it stood.
Now, cars are faster and travelers linger less along the road. Truth
be told, even the most eagle-eyed
motorist would be hard pressed to
find Lookout Park today, obscured as
it is by overgrowth, diminished as it
has become from vandalism and neglect. Only remnants of hand-hewn
stonework and a still-inspiring view
suggest this was the spot from which
hundreds of thousands of adventurous motorists once took their first
long look at Minnesota.
—Jane King Hession
Jane King Hession is the coauthor of Frank
Lloyd Wright in New York: The Plaza Years,
1954–1959 (2007) and president of the
Chicago-based Frank Lloyd Wright Building Conservancy.
Source: Rolf T. Anderson, draft, National
Register of Historic Places Nomination,
Lookout Park Wayside, July 20, 2001.
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