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I
n 1900 a frustrated Min-
neapolis resident wrote to the 
Minneapolis Journal, one of 
the state’s large daily news-
papers, arguing for the enforce-

ment of a law intended to reduce 
smoke emission in the city. “It is a 
perfect nuisance,” Mrs. M. B. W.  
complained, “Sometimes one can’t 
see across Hennepin Avenue.” 1

Mrs. W. was describing an un-
pleasant fact of life. Minneapolis and 
St. Paul, like the rest of the country, 
depended almost exclusively on coal 
to fuel heating, manufacturing, and 
transportation. Over the course of 
the Industrial Revolution, smoke had 
become associated with economic 
prosperity throughout the United 
States and other nations. But by the 
end of the nineteenth century, many 
urban centers were suffering from 
the negative effects of smoke, among 
other byproducts of industrialization. 

To counter the idea that smoke 
was a sign of progress and prosperity, 
abatement advocates had to convince 
society that smoke was, instead, bad 
for business and bad for health. Be-
ginning in the 1880s and continuing 
into the 1910s (the time now known 
as the Progressive Era), many com-
munities stopped seeing emissions as 
a right of businesses and the sign of a 
healthy economy and started seeing 
them as a public nuisance and a hin-
drance to urban growth. Smoke was 
no longer just an emission—it was 
pollution. 

Throughout the nation, the effort 
to control smoke drew support from 
three major sources, each a hallmark 
of the Progressive Era. One was gov-
ernment regulation, which increased 
dramatically during this time. A 
second was the City Beautiful move-

Yaffa Epstein is an attorney with an 
affection for regulatory history. 

ment, which lasted from the 1880s 
into the early 1900s and was char-
acterized by civic activism—particu-
larly by women—bent on improving 
the appearance and healthfulness of 
the growing urban centers. The third 
was the City Efficient movement, 
which combined municipal activism 
with what has been characterized 
as a craze for experts and efficiency-
improving techniques.2

While all of these reform trends 
played substantial roles in the jour-
ney toward smoke regulation in 
Minneapolis and St. Paul, the cities’ 
individual paths toward cleaner air 
diverged dramatically. St. Paul en-
acted and enforced its regulations, 
and the challenges largely played out 
in the courts. In Minneapolis, having 
a law on the books failed to stimulate 
compliance, and it took the activism 
of several anti-smoke organizations 
to achieve abatement. Nevertheless, 
the proximity of the cities influenced 
each one’s efforts to achieve smoke 
control.

With their long, harsh 

winters and status as hubs for 
transportation and manufacturing, 
the Twin Cities were even more  
dependent on coal than much of 
the nation. In his 1912 history of the 
area, Henry A. Castle turned the 
cold weather into a selling point for 

businesses, pointing out that an un-
usually high number of homes in the 
area had hot-water systems. This, in 
turn, meant a higher demand for coal 
merchants as well as plumbers and 
steamfitters. Also, Castle argued, the 
extreme seasons helped tailors and 
merchants because residents needed 
a greater variety of attire.3

Minnesota’s natural resources 
and the businesses that developed 

from them also contributed to the 
need for coal. Lumber milling, paper 
products—bags, wrapping paper, and 
cardboard boxes—and printing were 
among the area’s largest industries. 
West Publishing, the country’s lead-
ing producer of law books in this 
era, was incorporated in St. Paul in 
1882. In Minneapolis, grain milling 
and food products were booming; by 
1880 that city led the country in flour 
output, with Pillsbury, Gold Medal, 
and other milling concerns flourish-
ing along the Mississippi River. Pro-
duction of iron and construction of 
railway cars were also major Twin 
Cities industries.4

All of these businesses thrived 
because of coal and the railroads that 
carried it to them. As Castle wrote, 
“It is cheaper to bring the coal to the 
iron than the iron to the coal.” This 
was good news for St. Paul, the area’s 
transportation hub. Not only was it 
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via water, air, or noise—their only  
recourse was to sue under the com-
mon law of nuisance to recover dam-
ages or seek an injunction to abate 
the emissions. An injunction was 
often denied if the courts deemed it 
too costly for the business. Never-
theless, by 1900 many large cities, 
including Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleve-
land, Milwaukee, and New York, 
passed laws regulating smoke emis-
sions.10 Minneapolis and St. Paul 
were part of this trend toward statu-
tory regulation.

In 1886 and 1894 respectively,  
St. Paul and Minneapolis passed 
their first regulatory ordinances. 
These laws declared the emission of 
dense smoke to be a nuisance per 
se, meaning that whether or not 
individuals could prove they were 
harmed by it, emission was imper-
missible. In St. Paul, officials tried 
to enforce the ordinances but were 
hindered by a somewhat conserva-
tive court; in Minneapolis, the chal-
lenge was finding the political will 
to enforce the new ordinance at all. 
Because St. Paul enacted and then 
tried to enforce its laws earlier than 
Minneapolis, the courts played a 
larger role in shaping the capital 
city’s regulatory regime. By the time 
Minneapolis got around to using its 
ordinance, it had been established 
that such laws were valid.

The first issue in St. Paul was 
whether a city was permitted to regu-
late smoke emissions as a nuisance. 
The 1886 ordinance applied to dense 
smoke from boats, trains, and chim-
neys. Almost immediately, the law 
faced a challenge. St. Paul’s building 
inspector, Gates A. Johnson, had is-
sued Charles Gilfillan a warning to 
abate emissions from his building at 
Fourth and Jackson streets. When 
smoke continued to rise from the 
chimney, the inspector ordered Gil-

of St. Paul’s Women’s Civic League, 
described her organization’s early 
efforts at promoting enforcement 
of anti-smoke regulation—and the 
backlash that ensued when a manu-
facturer threatened to take his busi-
ness to Minneapolis.8

The civic organizations, busi-
ness organizations, and lawmakers 

who pushed for regulation were 
fighting longstanding positive as-
sociations of smoke with both hearth 
and economic activity. For example, 
Archibald G. Bush, sales manager 
of the young St. Paul-based Min-
nesota Mining and Manufactur-
ing Company (now 3M) exhorted 
his salesmen to “follow the trail of 
smokestacks to new customers.” 9 
For the abatement movement to suc-
ceed, industry had to be convinced 
that smoke could be a problem and 
abatement could signal prosperity. 
Arguments arising from the Progres-
sive Era virtues of good government, 
public health, and economic effi-
ciency would eventually win many 
supporters.

The Twin Cities were not 
unique in their difficulties  

enacting and enforcing anti-smoke 
regulations. Until the late-nineteenth 
century, the costs of emissions as-
sociated with production were ex-
pected to be borne by society, not the 
emitter. When individuals or their 
property were damaged by emissions 
from a neighboring property— 

headquarters to the Great Northern 
and Northern Pacific railroads but its 
position as the head of navigation on 
the Mississippi River, with access to 
the St. Croix and Minnesota rivers, 
made it a prime stop for steamboats 
ferrying goods and passengers to 
and from St. Louis and many other 
points.5 

While coal fueled the successes 
of both of the Twin Cities, by the end 
of the nineteenth century it had also 
become a problem, in Minnesota as 
elsewhere. The railroad, bringer of 
coal, also burned coal, as did steam-
boats, manufacturing plants, shops, 
apartments, homes, and schools. 
Smoke poured from every chimney 
and blackened buildings, destroyed 
merchandise, dirtied clothing, ob-
structed vision, killed vegetation, 
and came to be viewed by some as a 
public-health hazard. In the winter, 
when coal use for heating peaked, 
“flakes of soot the size of a dime” 
blackened the sky and coated the  
cities and their inhabitants in grime, 
the Minneapolis Journal reported.6 

Minneapolis and St. Paul contin-
ued competing furiously to attract 
industry in the early-twentieth cen-
tury, and as industry grew, so did the 
smoke problem. Minneapolis had a 
larger population and more compa-
nies, but St. Paul’s status as a trans-
portation hub helped it win some big 
manufacturers.7 The competition 
between the cities initially played a 
role in hindering abatement efforts. 
Lenora Austin Hamlin, president 

The Twin Cities were not unique 
in their difficulties enacting and 
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In 1895 the St. Paul City 
Council tried again. It enacted 

an ordinance pursuant to the state 
enabling legislation, resurrecting 
much of the language from the 1886 
attempt. The first part of the statute 
declared guilty anyone who allowed 
dense smoke to be emitted from any 
boat, train, or chimney in St. Paul. 
The second part specified that the 
owners or employees of boats and 
trains and the proprietors, lessees, 
and occupants of buildings must not 
allow dense smoke to be emitted. In 
1897 Alfred Johnson, engineer for 
the St. Paul Gas and Electric Light 
Company, was arrested, tried, and 
convicted under this ordinance.16

On appeal to the Minnesota 
Supreme Court, Johnson’s attorney 
argued that the drafters of the or-
dinance did not intend it to apply 
to the employees of building own-
ers. It made sense that the drafters 
would hold boat and locomotive 
engineers culpable, the attorney 
claimed, because it was more difficult 
to ascertain the ownership of these 
mobile emitters. Further, the own-
ers of ships and trains were likely to 
reside outside of St. Paul’s jurisdic-
tion, and thus the city might have to 

In what the St. Paul Pioneer Press 
called an important case, William B. 
McCue, an engineer for the Minne-
sota Soap Company, was arrested for 
violating the statute. McCue’s lawyer 
argued that all chimneys emit dense 
smoke, so every homeowner or build-
ing occupant within the prohibited 
distance of the requisite number of 
homes violated the ordinance. He 
further argued that the restrictions 
regulated an arbitrary class of build-
ings, which was unconstitutional. Ig-
noring the question of the definition 
of dense smoke, the city attorney ar-
gued back that the exceptions carved 
out by the statute were not arbitrary. 
Emitters who met the requirements 
would be emitting less smoke or 
emitting it in a location that would 
render it less offensive to the public.14 

The court agreed with the de-
fendant that the law created a class 
distinction. It neither addressed the 
vagueness of the undefined term, 
dense smoke, nor objected to the 
characterization of dense smoke as a 
nuisance. In fact, the court referred 
to smoke as a nuisance even as it 
struck down the law, finding that the 
statute constituted impermissible, 
arbitrary class legislation.15

fillan’s arrest. The municipal court 
convicted him and imposed the max-
imum penalty: a $100 fine or 90 days 
of hard labor. Instead of accepting 
punishment, Gilfillan appealed to the 
Minnesota Supreme Court.11 

The state’s high court dismissed 
the charges against Gilfillan. It also 
struck down the ordinance, ruling 
that the city could not create a statu-
tory nuisance without enabling leg-
islation from the state. Additionally, 
the Court agreed with Gilfillan’s ar-
gument that the legislature could not 
authorize the creation of a nuisance 
unless the matter it sought to regu-
late was deemed a nuisance under 
the common law—though the court 
admitted that smoke might be such a 
nuisance.12 

The following year, the state 
legislature passed the necessary en-
abling legislation, but St. Paul failed 
to reenact its ordinance. In 1889 the 
legislature took matters into its own 
hands, enacting a statute that pro-
hibited the emission of dense smoke 
within the city of St. Paul anywhere 
within 1,000 feet of six homes or one 
public building. The law had an ex-
ception for small manufacturers that 
met certain restrictions.13

Steam locomotive, 1910

ST. PAUL’S FIRST ANTI-SMOKE ORDINANCE
The capital city’s first statute featured rather inclusive language: 

The Common Council of the City of St. Paul do ordain as follows: Section 1: The emission 
of dense smoke from the smoke stack of any boat or locomotive, or from any chimney 
anywhere, within the city, shall be deemed and is hereby declared to be a public nuisance.  
Section 2: The owner or owners of any boat or locomotive engine, and the person or persons 
employed as engineer or otherwise in the working of the engine on or engine in said boat, or 
in operating such locomotive, and the proprietor, lessee and occupant of any building, who 
shall permit or allow dense smoke to issue or be emitted from the smoke stack of any boat or 
locomotive, or the chimney or any building, within corporate limits, shall be deemed and held 
guilty of creating a nuisance, and shall for every such offense be fined a sum not less than 
$20 nor more than $100. Section 3: It shall be the duty of the Building Inspector to cause this 
ordinance to be enforced, and to make complaints against, and cause to be prosecuted all 
persons violating the same.



tested for the last time in the 1904 
case, City of St. Paul v. Haugbro. 
Knut Haugbro, a fireman (stoker) at 
the Angus Hotel, was charged with 
allowing dense smoke to be emitted. 
His attorney attacked the ordinance 
on grounds of vagueness—it did 
not define “dense smoke”—and also 
appealed to the judges’ positive as-
sociations with coal: “This ordinance 
penalizes every housekeeper who 
kindles her fire to get the morning 
meal.” He invoked St. Paul’s promi-
nence as a manufacturing center and 
its long, cold winters. If this regula-
tion were upheld, he implied, the 
people of the city would starve and 
freeze. Besides, he argued, as estab-
lished in Gilfillan, smoke was not 
a nuisance unless the facts showed 
that the emissions were causing ac-
tual harm.19 

The Minnesota Supreme Court 
did not find the term “dense smoke” 
to be vague. Those words, it said, 
had a commonly understood mean-

“man of tremendous vigor, directness 
and disregard for political expedi-
ency.” His smoke-abatement fight 
and methods were described in a 
report subsequently released by the 
league, with the suggestion that they 
be an example for other cities.18

St. Paul’s smoke ordinances were 

prosecute their employees in order 
to hold anyone accountable. Build-
ing owners, on the other hand, were 
more likely to be available, and it was 
fairer to prosecute them; after all, the 
engineer had no control over what, if 
any, smoke-prevention devices were 
installed or what grade of coal was 
used (though he could use labor-
intensive burning techniques that 
helped reduce emissions). The Court, 
ignoring the issue of fairness, ruled 
that the ordinance did not apply to 
employees, based on statutory inter-
pretation principles. 

Five days after this decision, 
the St. Paul City Council clarified 
its intentions by amending the 
1895 ordinance. The new language 
spelled out that employees could, 
indeed, be held culpable. In 1901 
St. Paul’s health commissioner, the 
charismatic Dr. Justus Ohage, began 
prosecutions under this ordinance 
in earnest, hauling both building 
owners and engineers into court 
on a daily basis. An inspector from 
the health department would ex-
amine chimneys and photograph 
those spewing “heavy smoke.” After 
the film was developed, he arrested 
someone at the building (it is un-
clear whether owners or engineers 
were penalized more frequently), 
and the photographs were used as 
evidence in the trial. Ohage was 
successful in obtaining a convic-
tion in every case. As a result, many 
building owners were convinced to 
install smoke-reduction devices. By 
1903 Ohage claimed to have reduced 
emissions in St. Paul by 50 percent.17 

The commissioner became some-
thing of a national celebrity among 
civic boosters. In 1903 he gave a key-
note speech, “The Smoke Nuisance,” 
at the Third Annual Convention of 
the American League for Civic Im-
provement, where he was hailed as a 

Justus Ohage, St. Paul’s activist health 

commissioner, about 1898

ST. PAUL’S 1895 ANTI-SMOKE ORDINANCE
“ An Ordinance to prevent and prohibit the emission of dense smoke,  
and to declare the emission of dense smoke a nuisance”

Section 1: That the emission of dense smoke from the smokestack of any boat 
or locomotive, or from any chimney, anywhere within the city of St. Paul, is hereby 
declared to be a nuisance; and whosoever shall permit or allow the emission of 
dense smoke from any such smokestack or chimney shall be deemed and held 
guilty of creating a nuisance. Section 2: -
gine, nor the person or persons employed as engineer or otherwise in the working 
of the engine or engines in any boat or of any locomotive engine, nor the proprietor, 
lessee, or occupant of any building, shall permit or allow dense smoke to issue or 
be emitted from the smokestack of any boat or locomotive engine, or the chimney 
of any building, within the corporate limits of the city of St. Paul.

Steamboat Jessie B with 
log raft, about 1905



Summer 2011  233

ecuting emissions violations in May 
1903. By the end of that year, the 
city’s cleaner air was the envy of Min-
neapolis. In contrast, Commissioner 
Hall refused to resume prosecutions, 
claiming that they were not effec-
tive. He also repeated the concern 
of the earlier health commissioner: 

arresting overworked firemen and 
engineers was unfair. He asserted 
that while smoke was a nuisance, it 
was not “a menace to health in Min-
neapolis.” 23

Fed up with this inaction, the 
Minneapolis Real Estate Board de-
cided to take matters into its own 
hands. In December 1904 it brought 
an action against Richard Mather, 
the engineer for General Electric, 
one of the biggest emitters in town. 

When downtown merchants as-
serted that smoke damage caused 
expensive losses, the Minneapolis 
city attorney blamed them for not 
taking on the prosecution of the 
emitters. In 1901 a new health com-
missioner, P. M. Hall, made about 
30 arrests and obtained the same 

number of convictions. Further at-
tempts at enforcement, however, 
were derailed by the 1902 national 
coal shortage caused by striking 
Pennsylvania anthracite miners, dur-
ing which both businesses and resi-
dences had little choice but to use 
inferior, smokier grades of coal. (St. 
Paul’s ordinance was also suspended 
during this time).22

In St. Paul, Commissioner Ohage 
enthusiastically returned to pros-

ing, which the court quoted from a 
similar Chicago case: “This court will 
understand by ‘dense smoke’ pre-
cisely what everybody else does who 
has ever seen a volume of dark, dense 
smoke as it comes from the smoke-
stack or chimney where common soft 
or bituminous coal is used for fuel in 
any considerable quantities.” 20 

The Court also found that the or-
dinance was properly enacted under 
the enabling legislation. In addition, 
it ruled that the regulation of smoke 
was not arbitrary because it attacked 
a real harm: “It is not so easy to see 
how dense smoke can be regarded 
with toleration, or found acceptable 
to the senses of ordinary humanity.” 

While St. Paul initially 
had difficulty convincing the 

courts that smoke was a nuisance 
that should justifiably be regulated, 
Minneapolis faced a different prob-
lem. Its ordinance of 1894 was never 
tested by the high court because, as 
of 1900, it was unenforced. As a re-
sult, civic and business organizations 
stepped up to promote abatement. 

The lack of enforcement illus-
trates that, despite the era’s reform 
movements, not everyone agreed  
that smoke was deleterious. “You 
can’t have factories very well unless 
you have fires. . . . The more smoke 
we have here, the better it will be for 
the city and for everybody,” one local 
official proclaimed in 1899. Addition-
ally, the Minneapolis health commis-
sioner refused to enforce the ordi-
nance because he claimed it unfairly 
punished the employees who stoked 
the fires, not the building owners.21

Yet business owners and ordi-
nary citizens alike complained about 
smoke. Letters to the editor of the 
Minneapolis Journal and several 
editorials called for enforcement. 

Shoppers along downtown Minneapolis’s busy Nicollet Avenue, about 1905

Business owners and ordinary 
citizens alike complained 
about smoke.



smoke in 1907. Abatement was a 
cause frequently championed by 
such groups across the nation during 
the City Beautiful movement. In the 
late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 
centuries, women were asserting 
their right to engage in civic affairs 
having to do with health and urban 
development by categorizing these 
spheres as “civic housekeeping.” If 
a woman’s place was in the home, 

then women would recast civic activ-
ity as domestic activity and argue 
that their experience as household 
managers qualified them to guide 
urban reform. While they did not 
have the right to vote except in mat-
ters relating to schools, Minnesota 
women were influential, according to 
Castle, in “moral and esthetic” mat-
ters through civic clubs. They were 
“patrons of the city beautiful.” 26 

In 1908 the Minneapolis Journal 

Although the company’s general 
manager maintained that “the more 
smoke and whistles a town has, the 
more prosperous it is,” Mather was 
convicted. This was the beginning 
of a long and effective campaign by 
the Real Estate Board. Its employees 
photographed chimneys belching 
dense smoke and ones emitting less 
smoke to prove that abatement tech-
niques worked. The board joined 
forces with the Commercial Club 
and, through public statements and 
meetings with city officials, pressured 
the still-obstinate Commissioner 
Hall to take action, leading to the 
creation in 1905 of a new position: 
smoke inspector.24

It is significant that the Real Es-
tate Board was Minneapolis’s first 
organization to undertake an anti-
smoke prosecution. If, as was often 
claimed, a smoky atmosphere re-
flected well on a city’s prosperity, then 
dense smoke should lead to increased 
property values and board advocacy 
against smoke reduction. Instead, the 
board must have believed that abate-
ment would be of greater value to real 
estate purchasers.25

Women’s organizations in Min-
neapolis joined the fight against 

named the Minneapolis Real Estate 
Board and the Minneapolis Women’s 
Club as the major agitators for abate-
ment. Club members acted with the 
support of the business community. 
For example, shortly after the club 
announced its anti-smoke agenda, 
the manager of the Edison Building, 
Minneapolis’s first skyscraper (today 
incorporated into the Lumber Ex-
change Building at Hennepin Avenue 

and Fifth Street), invited the women 
to inspect its boiler room and recom-
mend changes. The Minneapolis 
Journal ridiculed both this plan and 
the men who took the women’s polit-
ical efforts seriously, featuring a car-
toon of a middle-aged woman in 
Victorian dress directing a scruffy-
looking fireman and publishing pho-
tographs of the building’s rugged 
engineers and firemen who were to 
be under the direction of the ladies.27

SMOKE JOKES
The Minneapolis Labor Review, a union newspaper, made no 
pronouncements on smoke abatement before the Women’s Club 

by the encroachment of wealthy females on their turf. Two similar 
jokes appeared in the paper in the months surrounding the Minne-
apolis Journal’s snide commentary. The first: “The Women’s club 
discussed the ‘smoke nuisance’ Monday night, but didn’t get so 
far as to vote on the particular brand of cigarets [sic].” And then: 
“‘Sassiety’ women are going to try to abate the smoke nuisance. 
But will they begin at home and shun the insidious cigaret?”

Four years later, another joke seemed to show either sympathy 
for smoke abatement or, at least, a negative interpretation of the 
motives of its opponents.

“I’ve noticed you have given up the fight for a cleaner city.  
You used to be one of the leaders in the opposition to the smoke 
nuisance.” 

“Yes, I’ve come to the conclusion smoke cannot be abolished. 
It is useless to keep harping on the question.” 

“By the way, what business are you in now?” 
“Oh, I’ve quit working for a salary. An uncle of mine left me a 

valuable interest in one of our biggest machine shops.”

Source: Minneapolis Labor Review,
1907, p. 3, Aug. 4, 1911, p. 3.

Women’s organizations in 
Minneapolis joined the fight 
against smoke in 1907.
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mittee focused on securing a “high 
class” technical expert, rather than a 
mere engineer, to serve as the city’s 
smoke inspector.29 

Groups favoring smoke abate-
ment generally raised three types 

of argument: protecting public 
health, preventing economic dam-
age, and promoting efficiency. Public 
health, frequently invoked, was ul-
timately the least effective means of 
persuasion, due to the era’s medical 
uncertainty. Prior to the 1880s when 
bacteria were discovered, miasma 
was the predominant explanation 
of illness—that is, people believed 
diseases were caused by foul odors 
and gases. Although germ theory 
had begun to replace this belief, 
confusion lingered and, while health 

Despite these efforts to denigrate 
female reformers, Minneapolis poli-
ticians and the community at large 
took the Women’s Club seriously. 
Commissioner Hall accepted its help 
in gathering photographic evidence 
against emitters. The club exerted 
significant pressure on the smoke in-
spector by inviting efficiency experts 
to analyze the smoke problem and by 
threatening to petition the mayor for 
the inspector’s removal if he did not 
follow the experts’ recommendations. 
It also enlisted the help of University 
of Minnesota students in preparing a 
study of emissions.28

A third Minneapolis group ac-
tively advocating for smoke abate-
ment at this time was a committee 
of doctors, judges, and businessmen, 
apparently affiliated with the Minne-
apolis Commercial Club. This com-

Above and right: Ridiculing women’s political efforts, though 

public opinion supported their cause: Minneapolis Journal,  

December 19 and December 22 ( firemen), 1907.



American industrial process. Smoke 
was waste that could be prevented 
with total combustion, local advo-
cates argued, saving factory owners 
large quantities of fuel. The conven-
tion of the International Associa-
tion for the Prevention of Smoke, 
held in Minneapolis in June 1910, 
concluded: “While great losses are 
caused by the prevalence of smoke, 
these losses are small in comparison 
to the estimated losses by reason of 
the deficient combustion which pro-
duces smoke.” 32

The smoke problem had been 
created by technology, and by the 
twentieth century, many were con-
vinced it could be solved the same 
way. As early as 1905, engineering 
societies were showing building 
engineers and firemen how to tend 

that smoke caused damage. It ruined 
property and blackened buildings, 
the real estate men asserted. Smoke 
doubled laundry bills, an edito-
rial complained. While deleterious 
health effects were difficult to prove 
and easy to ignore, businessmen 
could not help but notice and care 
about increased costs. In 1905 the 
new Minneapolis smoke inspector 
estimated the city’s smoke damage 
at $5,500,500 (equivalent to about 
$129,660,000 today).31 

The second economic argument 
was inefficiency. Ideas about sci-
entific management and efficiency 
were gaining traction throughout the 
nation and would explode follow-
ing the 1911 publication of Frederick 
Taylor’s Principles of Scientific Man-
agement, which revolutionized the 

effects were frequently mentioned in 
legal and political arguments, they 
were impossible to prove. In 1909 an 
“expert” calling himself the Prophet 
of Smoke gained attention, arguing 
that industrial smoke was healthy—
even necessary to health—because 
it killed the germs in the air. (An 
editorial in the Minneapolis Journal 
refuted this theory, opining that an-
cient races survived without exposure 
to carbonic acid). An earlier editorial 
in that paper had claimed: “People 
are aroused slowly on questions of 
health. They have formed the habit 
of discounting germ theories and of 
sniffing at organized movements to 
make them healthier.” Instead, the 
editorial urged, it was more effective 
to focus on economic arguments.30

The first economic argument was 

Firemen stoking the Windsor Hotel furnace as proprietor Charles J. Monfort looks on, St. Paul, about 1900
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persecuted in such a manner when 
they were doing the best they could. 
Whereupon the court asked Mr. Eus-
tis to remove his hat,” the Minneapo-
lis Journal reported.34

Despite Eustis’s opinion that the 
ordinance was misapplied to honest 
businessmen, he was a vocal figure 
pushing for “a solution to the smoke 
nuisance” from a manufacturer’s 
perspective. In January 1905 he 
advocated that the city hire an ex-
pert to examine furnaces and advise 
building owners how best to reduce 
smoke—a seeming endorsement of 
the Real Estate Board’s and Com-
mercial Club’s campaign for a smoke 
inspector. Eustis, however, took a 
less punitive view of the expert’s role: 
“A man is not a criminal because his 
chimney smokes,” he said, propos-
ing education and scientific research 
rather than prosecution. One month 
later, Eustis invented a smoke con-
sumer that he installed in his Corn 
Exchange, rendering it “nearly 
smoke less.” Commissioner Hall 
claimed that it was the best device  
he had seen.35 

The divergent arguments 
and approaches to smoke abate-

ment in Minneapolis and St. Paul il-
lustrate facets of the national debate 
on emissions during the Progressive 
Era. There are several possible expla-
nations of why events developed dif-
ferently in the two cities. Early efforts 
were hampered on both sides of the 
river by fears that enforcing regula-
tions would lead businesses to flee 
to the other city. But two things may 
have led St. Paul to push enforcement 
sooner than Minneapolis. One was the 
enthusiasm and charisma of Commis-
sioner Ohage, who exhorted St. Paul 
and the nation that “the old proverb 
that ‘smoke means prosperity’ is just 

in court. His “sermon” was so em-
phatic that he was told to watch his 
language. He said that he “never 
dreamed” when he signed the or-
dinance that it would be used to 
“persecut[e] the business men who 
make the city.” He also expressed 
the opinion that those pushing for 
enforcement were seeking to profit 

from the sale of equipment and 
claimed that there was no such thing 
as a successful smoke consumer. He 
had spent $10,000 on the devices, 
and none of them proved effective. 
When Chew was fined $10, Eustis 
“slammed on his hat and coat and 
remarked that it was a damned 
outrage that business men were 

fires in more efficient ways and how 
to build smoke-consuming devices. 
Both the Women’s Club and the 
businessmen’s club advocated loudly 
for the use of experts and scientific 
methods in smoke abatement. The 
experts invariably recommended 
that additional experts supervise 
the building and installation of new 
boilers or smoke-prevention de-
vices. Frequent newspaper articles 
explained new theories for “perfect” 
smokeless combustion or announced 
new smoke-reduction devices. An 
editorial called for the standardiza-
tion of the size and shape of the 
coal-burning apparatus to promote 
efficiency. Business leaders worked 
together to convince other business-
people that smoke emission was del-
eterious to trade and that progress 
required abatement.33 

One prominent proponent of 
efficiency, though not a traditional 
smoke-abatement advocate, was 
William H. Eustis, who as mayor of 
Minneapolis had signed the city’s 
anti-smoke ordinance in 1894. He 
was also the owner of the Corn Ex-

change, a large emitter. In 1901 his 
engineer, William Chew, was one 
of the 30 hauled into court when 
Health Commissioner Hall first 
enforced the ordinance—and it was 
perhaps due to the influential Eustis 
that Hall never resumed enforce-
ment. No longer mayor in 1901, 
Eustis had defended his engineer 

The smoke problem had been 
created by technology, and 
many were convinced it could 
be solved the same way.

William Eustis, former Minneapolis 

mayor and nontraditional  

abatement advocate
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