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Preface 

It all started with a thirty-foot high thermometer.  

I moved into the Bryn Mawr area of Minneapolis Minnesota in the fall of 1990.  The 

neighborhood is on the western edge of the city near Cedar Lake.  A few months later, I was 

driving across the Cedar Lake Bridge near my house and I spied a huge sign off to my right.  On 

it, someone had painted a huge thermometer.  The bright red painted “mercury” indicated the 

amount of money that had been raised to help “Save Cedar Lake Park.”  The top of the 

thermometer indicated the total amount needed: $500,000.  The mercury had crept about half 

way up to the goal. The sign contained a plea: Help Complete the Mission!  The thermometer 

impressed me and the message intrigued me.  

That fall I attended a play at the old Guthrie Theater.  I started chatting up a comely 

woman named Laurie sitting next to me.  The Guthrie was in the midst of a raising $50 million 

for a new theater complex and I mentioned to Laurie that I was unimpressed at their slick 

marketing campaign.  Hoping to impress her, I brought up the “Save Cedar Lake Park” 

thermometer and told her I’d rather give my money to support the new park.  (I was unemployed 

at the time and barely support myself!) The woman happened to be the volunteer coordinator for 

Save Cedar Lake Park (SCLP)—a citizen’s group spearheading a drive to make a nature park out 

of an old abandoned rail yard just north of Cedar Lake.  She invited me to come to their next 

meeting…and before I knew it I became a volunteer.  

In 1992, the president of SCLP asked me to give talk on the history of Cedar Lake.  Since 

I was between jobs (again), I said yes.  I happened to mention my mission to fellow member Bob 

Glancy.  He told me about William Wallof: a photographer who had taken pictures of the Cedar 

Lake back around the 1890s.  He suggested that I go to the downtown Minneapolis Public 

Library and check out the Wallof Collection housed there. 

The collection comprises three hundred and seventy-five photographs catalogued W001 

through W375.  Although all of the photos had some kind of description, many of the titles were 
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vague: such as “Unidentified House in Kenwood” or “Men and Boys around Boat on Trailer.”  I 

became increasingly frustrated as I looked through the collection.  Several captions indicated that 

the photos were taken on the east side of Cedar Lake, but the landscape did not look familiar.  

Although I was struck by the beauty of the black and white photographs, they did not seem 

relevant to my research. 

Then I came to W069 (see figure 2).  The photograph showed a set of tracks below a 

hundred-foot high ragged bluff with a wooden bridge barely visible in the background.  I first I 

thought I was looking up what we now call the Kenilworth Corridor, on the east side of Cedar 

Lake where Wallof had lived.  But the Kenilworth has no large bluffs, so, I pondered, what had 

happened to the bluff in the photo and what was the bridge about?  Suddenly, I had an epiphany. 

It was as if I had been struggling to jam a jigsaw piece into a puzzle.  But then, when I turned it 

ninety degrees, the piece eased into the slot.  I reoriented myself from looking north up the 

Kenilworth Corridor… to looking west. There it was!  The Bryn Mawr Bluff was to the right, 

just where it stands today.  The rail tracks curved to the west, just as they do now.  And in the 

background, I could make out the first built bridge to span the gap between Cedar and Brownie 

Lakes, just as the third built bridge does today.  In a flash, I realized that the area in the 

foreground of the photo was the land we now call Cedar Lake Park.  

For me, that picture became a touchstone—a tipping point in my understanding of the 

history of Cedar Lake.  Twenty years later, after I uncovered an article describing one of the 

most important changes in the land at Cedar Lake, I returned to that photograph.  I realized that 

Wallof had captured a part of that remarkable transformation in this image.  Since then, I have 

unearthed written records that document the importance of the scene Wallof portrayed in this 

photograph.  To my joy, I realized that William Wallof had a tale to tell me—and he told it the 

best way he knew how.  
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Figure 2. William Wallof. Looking west along the Great Northern tracks below the Bryn Mawr  

Bluff. 1900s. Hennepin County Library, James K. Hosmer Special Collections Library,  

Minneapolis Collection, Wallof Collection, W069. 
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Introduction 

How do changes in the land change relationships to the land?  To explore this question, 

we’ll focus on Cedar Lake at the western edge of Minneapolis Minnesota. It is a unique area.  

While it is a part of Minneapolis’ renowned Chain of Lakes, Cedar Lake is little known and 

seldom visited by those who flock to Lake Harriet, Lake Calhoun, or Lake of the Isles.  Parts of 

Cedar Lake have a natural—even wild—feel to them.  Staid homeowners, exuberant young 

partiers, binocular-draped bird watchers, and down on their luck transients all rub shoulders 

there.  This curious mixture of communities serves as a memory trace, like living reminders of an 

unusual history etched around the contours of the lake.  It is that history, and its relevance today, 

that we will investigate.  I hope that you, the reader, will find it as interesting and enjoyable as I 

do. 

Like a Picasso portrait, the face of Cedar Lake is bifurcated.  While parts of the lakeshore 

are lined with brick mansions, other areas have a rustic feel to them.  Railroad corridors 

dominate much of the northern and eastern part of Cedar Lake, while the southern and western 

shores of the lake fit seamlessly into the Grand Rounds National Scenic Byway. 

The contours of the lake have been radically altered.  And these alterations, which have 

degraded the lake’s water quality and diminished its recreational usage, also shielded it from 

forces that would have destroyed its essence.  Serendipitously, these same forces ultimately 

made possible the area’s flowering both as a refuge for nature enthusiasts and as a paradise for 

bicyclists and pedestrians.  In fact, one could make a case that, without the changes to Cedar 

Lake at the beginning of the twentieth century, Minneapolis would not be able to proclaim itself 

as the number one bicycle city in the United States at the beginning of the twenty-first century. 

How did all this happen?  

“This land is my land” 

First we need to rid ourselves of modern perceptions about ecology and sustainability.  

The environmental movement is a recent phenomenon.  Many trace it to Rachael Carson’s 

publication of Silent Spring in 1962.  Carlson documented the perils of pesticides and stimulated 
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public awareness of the need to care for the earth.  In 1970, President Richard Nixon signed the 

National Environmental Policy Act, ushering a controversial era of environmental protection.  

Out of this movement grew the field of Environmental History. One of its leading 

proponents is University of Wisconsin-Madison Professor William Cronon.  His two books, 

Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (1983) and Nature’s 

Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (1991) have become required reading on this subject.  

Nature’s Metropolis looks at the way urban and rural areas interact and how engineering 

projects—like canals and bridges—become artificial improvements to natural advantages.  

Sometimes these “improvements” have unintended consequences.  All this is interwoven with 

the American belief in using the land productively.  

We most often credit Native Americans with an environmentally friendly view of nature: 

of being stewards who practice what is now called sustainable agricultural policies.  This may be 

more myth than fact.  As Cronon points out, Native American groups in Southern New England 

farmed plots of land until they exhausted its nutrients (usually in about ten years) and then 

moved on to another plot of land.  Native Americans often used fire to clear the land of brush 

and provide edges between open and forested land.  Wildlife thrived on the edges.  These 

clearings also provided a security zone against rival groups, since attackers could be easily seen 

at a distance.  So the clearing of brush served several functions.  As primarily hunter-gatherers 

(agricultural was a supplemental food source) the Native Americans inured themselves to the 

natural environment by gorging themselves during the fall—and then going days without eating 

during the late winter months when game was scarce.  While Native Americans didn’t always 

live in total harmony with nature, they did live close to the rhythms of the land. 

What really distinguishes Native Americans from Euro-Americans are their ideas about 

land ownership.  As hunter-gatherers, Native Americans believed in group ownership of the land.  

Within a given area (or state), one group would exorcise sovereignty over the land: moving from 

place to place within that area as the game moved.  While hunter-gatherer groups that practiced 

agriculture (not all did) may settle in a village for a number of years, they never formed 

permanent towns.  Once they had exhausted the land, they would move on and set up a village on 

a different site.  These agricultural sites, moreover, were not owned by a specific individual, but 
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were farmed as a collective.  We might call this theory of land ownership “socialist,” although 

we must take care not to over-encumber modern capitalistic meanings on this earlier culture. 

Native Americans believed in the sovereignty of their “state” but not in individual ownership of 

land.  

Early Euro-American settlers, by contrast, believed in individual ownership of the land.  

This meant the permanent occupation of a specific area of land by an individual or family, along 

with the marking of boundaries, and the building of fences and walls.  Towns served as depots 

and transfer points for goods: becoming permanent urban areas.  While Native Americans and 

Euro-Americans held similar views when it came to state sovereignty, the white settlers belief in 

individual ownership of land sharply contrasted with the Native American’s belief in group 

ownership of land.  

Most early European settlers coming to America believed in taming nature and putting it 

to use.  Early colonists often described nature as a dark, dangerous, and unforgiving force.  They 

took great solace in creating acres of tree stumps and turning forests into farmland. As William 

Cronon notes, “In this vision, the transformation of wilderness betokened the planting of a 

garden, not the fall from one.”
1
  For Euro-American settlers, making the land and the waters 

subservient was divinely ordained.  

This idea resonates in American’s reaction to Woody Guthrie’s song, “This Land is Your 

Land.”  Penned in 1940 as a depression-era challenge to the property rights of the wealthy, the 

lyrics confirmed for many Americans that fundamental axiom of America’s belief called 

Manifest Destiny.  “This land is your land; this land is my land…. This land was made for you 

and me.”  Although to some, Guthrie’s lyrics actually seem to be rebuking private ownership of 

land, many view this song as a paean to American exceptionalism and property rights—all tinged 

with religious conviction. 

Throughout most of American history, Euro-Americans saw the land as something that 

was theirs: something to be owned and used productively.  Cronon points out that this is how 

white settlers justified taking land from the Indians in the first place.  The first European settlers 

laid claim to the land because of “the failure of Indians to properly subdue the soil as Genesis 

1:28 required,”
2
 and that the land was just “waiting to be inhabited by a more productive 
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people.”
3
  That this theory, backed by biblical references, was just a rationale for conquest and 

land expropriation, does not escape Cronon’ observation, nor the pen of some early American 

writers.  Nevertheless, the notion that individuals have a sacred right to own and use land 

productively is ingrained in American mythology.   

This view of land use—as an individual’s (or company’s) right to own and use the land 

productively—forms the backdrop upon which we will explore the changing face of Cedar Lake. 

Sources of lasting value 

Over the past few decades, many authors have turned to writing regional histories.  One 

of Minneapolis’ best-known examples is David Lanegran’s The Lake’s District of Minneapolis.  

Lanegran first locates the area geographically and then explores how the Minneapolis’ growth 

led to the establishment of the city’s first suburbs, such as Lowry Hills and Kenwood.  Lanegran 

writes extensively about the area between Lake of the Isles and Cedar Lake, so his work contains 

valuable information. 

One of the most comprehensive early histories of the city is The History of the City of 

Minneapolis, edited by Isaac Atwater.  Published in 1891, this two-volume tome is full of what is 

called “boosterism”—heroic stories that imply that the growth of the city was almost divinely 

ordained.  Most of the two volumes are taken up with biographies of the grandees of 

Minneapolis business and industry.  

Perhaps the best history of that time wasn’t written by a historian, but by legendary 

Minneapolis Park Board Superintendent Theodore Wirth.  His Minneapolis Park System: 1883–

1944 is the bible of the Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board, but it’s much more than just a 

history of the city’s parks. Wirth shows the park system grew in relation to the expansion of the 

city.  He provides a detailed account of this sometimes contentious dynamic.  Wirth is outspoken 

in his belief in the utility of taming nature to increase land value and develop the city’s natural 

resources.  By dredging and creating more shoreline, the park board could improve the parkland, 

thereby making the property surrounding the parkland a more desirable place to live.  The 

increased value of the private property could provide a greater tax base for the city and for the 

Park Board, which could use the revenue to continue to acquire and improve park space.  Of 

course, people need to be able to get to their homes (and to the parks), so the relationship 
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between the real estate developers and transit operators was—to introduce a term we’ll explore 

later—“second nature” to Wirth’s conception of community placemaking.  To him, there was no 

conflict of interest between public investment, business development, and private ownership. 

The explosive growth of Minneapolis is recorded in a superb series of plat maps from the 

1880s through 1914.  These maps document the evolution of the city and provide an illustrative 

guide to examine the social and economic dynamic at Cedar Lake.  This dynamic comes into 

stark relief in the work of William Wallof. 

Photographer William Wallof lived near Cedar Lake from 1893 to 1915.  He took many 

photographs with the lake as a background.  His pictures inform this narrative.  His lens captured 

how the commercial, recreational, and residential forces around Cedar Lake competed for space 

at the end of the nineteenth century.  He also documented the dramatic changes to the land at the 

beginning of the twentieth century and how they affected the communities around Cedar Lake.  

Because of the importance of Wallof’s work, we will spend time getting acquainted with him and 

his family. Additionally, we will attempt to delve into his mindset.  Wallof’s images light our 

way as we explore this little understood but critical time in the history of Cedar Lake and how 

the lake’s history was tied to the growth of Minneapolis. 

Mapping the changes 

Establishing a sense of place is an essential starting point to any journey.  Chapter one 

lays out the geography of the Cedar Lake area.  It also shows some of the first uses of the lake 

and the land surrounding it.  I’ll be providing visual signposts such as maps and illustrations here 

and all along the journey to illuminate the path. 

The second chapter looks at the explosive growth of Minneapolis through the prism of 

urban environmental history.  We’ll explore how the Second Industrial Revolution and the ideals 

of the Progressive Age created a new urban ethic at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

In chapter three we will focus in on the neighborhood between Lake of the Isles and 

Cedar Lake: how were they formed and whom did they draw in?  We will see how 

improvements to the Lake of the Isles area made it a more desirable place for upper- and middle-

class homeowners. 
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The fourth and fifth chapters will introduce us to photographer William Wallof, as well 

as his family and his works.  The Wallof family story serves as a microcosm of the immigrant 

narrative that is so vital to the growth of Minneapolis at that time.  Through Wallof’s photos we 

will explore community placemaking in the Cedar Lake area—a vital element in the history of 

Cedar Lake.  We will also look at Wallof’s photographs as works of art. 

Next, in chapter six, we’ll turn to the establishment of the Cedar Lake community 

dynamic, especially the recreational activities around the lake.  Chapter seven analyses the 

commercial activities at the lake at the end of the nineteenth century, and sets the stage for the 

great changes in the land at the beginning of the twentieth century.  

Chapter eight explores the rise and fall of the Hotel Kenwood.  Chapter nine analyses the 

changes in the land due to commercial activity. The tenth chapter investigates the park system 

and its role in further altering the face of Cedar Lake.  Chapter eleven analyzes the rationale for 

the changes in the land. 

Chapter twelve evaluates the immediate effects of the changes in the land and some of 

the unintended consequences of the change. Chapter thirteen explores some of the long-term 

effects these changes have had Cedar Lake and to the communities surrounding it.  In the final 

chapter we’ll pull back the lens to revisit some of the major themes of this paper and suggest 

some “lessons learned” and how they relate to the present.  

The land as protagonist 

While local people like hotel owners James and Lillian Lane and railroad magnate James 

J. Hill inhabit the narrative, the story’s main protagonist is the land itself.  (By the land, I’m 

including the lake and the area surrounding it.)  Changes in the land transformed the dynamic of 

the community, changed people’s relationship to the land and how they used and abused it.  

Those century-old changes in the land continue to impact not only the Cedar Lake area, but also 

the entire Minneapolis metropolitan area.  

I hope you will enjoy the journey.
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Notes for Introduction 

1 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1983), 5. 

2 Cronon, Changes in the Land 69. 

3 Cronon, Changes in the Land 56. 
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Figure 3. Hennepin County, Hennepin County Map 1860. DETAIL. Hennepin County  

Library, James K. Hosmer Special Collections Library, Minneapolis Collection.  
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Chapter 1 

Cedar Lake and the Railroads 

River and Glacier 

Prior to the last ice age, the Mississippi River ran west of its present course through 

Minneapolis, Minnesota.  The pre-glacial river carved a deep valley through the area that now 

comprises Cedar Lake, Lake of the Isles, Lake Calhoun, and Lake Harriet.
1
 During the last ice 

age, about 12,000 years ago, the retreating glacier deposited huge chunks of ice in the ancient 

river valley and filled the rest of it with glacial drift.  Over the course of time, the ice melted and 

formed a chain of lakes.  Atop the chain sits Cedar Lake.
2
 

Pre-European Settlement   

The people who inhabited the area just prior to European settlement in the nineteenth 

century were the Yankton branch of the Dakota nation.  They and their traditional enemies, the 

Ojibwe to the north, often skirmished in the area.  The zone of conflict ran from the Ojibwe 

strongholds on the Rum River to the Dakota settlements on the Minnesota River.
3
  Cloudman’s 

Village, founded in 1828 on the southeast shore of Lake Calhoun in Minneapolis, was “on the 

Dakota-Ojibwe frontier.”
4
  Cedar Lake was within the zone of conflict dividing the two nations.  

No records exist of a Native American settlement near Cedar Lake.  Perhaps it was 

because of the tension between the Ojibwa and Dakota or because of the conditions around 

Cedar Lake.  Marshlands surrounded most of the lake, making the area inhospitable.  The lake 

does appear to have been visited regularly, perhaps by hunting or fishing parties. Significantly, in 

a book that contained Dakota names for Lake of the Isles (WI-TATOMMNA, which meant “four 

islands”), Lake Calhoun, and Lake Harriet, there was no name given for Cedar Lake.
5
  This 

conforms to a central theme in this narrative: Cedar Lake is often overlooked.  

We do know that Native Americans impacted the local environment.  The Reverend 

Edward D. Neill, in discussing the settlement of Minneapolis, noted that “Previous to settlement 

a growth of small brush existed over the whole surface [of Minneapolis]…. This has since been 
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cleared or developed into thrifty young timber; in the latter case the larger growth has resulted 

from care, and from freedom from fires”
6
. 

Native Americans burned forest and prairies for many reasons: as a defense mechanism, to clear 

land for planting, and to create edges between the prairie and the forest where wildlife could 

thrive.  According to environmental historian William Cronon, European settlers were aware of 

the effects of Native American’s use of fire on the New England landscape, just as Neill was 

aware of its effect on the Minneapolis landscape
7
. 

 
Figure 4. James L. Thompson, Map Fort Snelling Military Reserve,  

1839. DETAIL. Minnesota Historical Society, Saint Paul. 

Fort Snelling 

The history of the Twin Cities began at Fort Snelling.  In 1819, four years after the end of 

its second war with England, the United States government sent two companies of troops to 
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begin construction of a fort on the high ground overlooking the confluence of the Minnesota 

River and Mississippi River.  From this strategic location, a small garrison could control any 

movement up and down the two rivers.  The fledgling nation was anxious to protect the vital 

waterway.  The fort’s walls provided a bastion that spurred white settlement in the area. 

To supply the garrison, a stream of goods and material made its way up the Mississippi, 

landing at the northernmost point of navigation at the time, where the materials were unloaded 

and transshipped to the fort ten miles upstream.  Slowly this landing site at the upper point of the 

river’s navigation began to be populated by merchants and fur traders.  A small town grew up 

there called Saint Paul. 

In 1821, soldiers constructed a mill a few miles up the Mississippi River on the west side 

of Saint Anthony Falls, using the water power from the falls to saw wood and grind wheat for the 

fort.  As the town of Saint Paul grew larger, it increased its demand for timber and wheat and the 

mill district along the banks of the falls expanded to meet the need.  Eventually that mill district 

would take the name Minneapolis.  So from the very beginning, the fate of Minneapolis was tied 

to the natural resource—the falls— that provided the power for commercial activities spurred by 

the construction of the fort and the transporting of materials to it. 

Mapping the area 

Needing accurate information about the surrounding countryside, Fort Snelling 

Commander Joseph Plympton commissioned one of the first maps of the area in 1839 (see figure 

4). On the map, Cedar Lake was named Lake Leavenworth, in honor of the first commander of 

the fort.  (Lake Harriet was named for the commander’s wife.) What we now call Lowry Hill’s 

was denoted as “Devil’s Backbone.”  The map showed a footpath running from the north shore 

of Lake Calhoun to the southeast shore of Cedar Lake.  The map also showed an island on the 

west side of the Cedar Lake and bays bulging out on its east side.   

Up until 1853, most of the west side of the Mississippi was off limits for settlement, 

despite which, several characters laid claim to land on that side of the river.  In 1853, two years 

after the Treaty of Traverse des Sioux was signed, the federal government opened the west side 

of the Mississippi River to settlement. That same year it commissioned a land survey of the area.   
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The Survey 

In July 1853, Assistant Surveyor Jesse T. Jarrett conducted a survey of the Cedar Lake 

area.  Surveyors at that time sought to establish boundaries, but also to identify arable land as 

well as locate the chief commodity of the time: timber.  This is directly in keeping with the 

productive approach to the land that defined European settlement.  We should not, however, 

view this as an exploration of pristine land, for as noted earlier, Native Americans had already 

had a hand in changing the environment. 

Jarrett’s field notes indicate that the soil around Cedar Lake was second rate (i.e., 

unsuitable for farming).  On the east side of the lake, Jarrett found linden, aspen, elm, and black 

oak trees along with an undergrowth of oak thickets.  At the southwest end of the lake, he noted 

a large tamarack swamp.  Northeast of the lake, the surveyor found ironwood and elm trees—as 

well as a small stream running out of the lake to nearby Bassett’s Creek.  Almost every entry 

started with “2
nd

 rate,” indicating that the area would make for poor farmland
8
. 

Hennepin County 1860 Map 

The 1853 map produced from the survey showed only the natural features of pre-

European settlement.  By 1860, a new feature overlay the survey map: a trail that followed the 

pre-glacial watercourse of the Mississippi out from Minneapolis to the northwest corner of Cedar 

Lake.  There, a ridge between Brownie Lake and Cedar Lake formed a natural causeway over 

which the road ran. 

In the aftermath of the Treaty of Traverse des Sioux, traders had used Minnehaha Creek 

to bring goods up to Lake Minnetonka: Minnesota’s first settlement west of the Mississippi. 

When an entrepreneur built a dam near the creek’s source to provide power for a sawmill, it 

became necessary to fashion a new connection between Lake Minnetonka and the new city rising 

on the west bank of the Mississippi by Saint Anthony Falls.  That new connection was the Cedar 

Lake Road. 

Cedar Lake Road 

By the 1850s, the Cedar Lake Road ran from Minneapolis to Lake Minnetonka along the 

ridge between Cedar Lake and Brownie Lake (see figure. 3). 
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Stagecoaches used the road to transport settlers and cargo out to the small village that had 

grown up near the saw mill at the outlet of Lake Minnetonka.  In 1858, an ad in the Minneapolis 

Gazette boasted of mail service from Minneapolis to Watertown via Wayzata every Tuesday and 

Friday, with return service every Monday and Thursday
9
.  The road not only carried mail and 

settlers west, it also brought timber back from the Lake Minnetonka Mill to build the new 

suspension bridge over the Mississippi between the east and west sides of the Saint Anthony 

Falls mill district.  Within a decade, however, commercial activity along the road declined as a 

new form of transportation made its mark on the Cedar Lake area. 

The St. Paul & Pacific Railroad 

In 1867, crews from the St. Paul & Pacific Railroad (SP&P) began laying a track from 

downtown Minneapolis to the west, following the low-lying, pre-glacial riverbed.  When they 

reached Cedar Lake, SP&P engineers were faced with a dilemma.   At that time, the lake lapped 

the base of the hundred-foot high Bryn Mawr bluff.  Further west a ridge lay between Cedar 

Lake and Brownie Lake, along top which ran the Cedar Lake Road.  But the real problem lay 

beyond the ridge.  An arm of Brownie Lake jutted out into the proposed corridor; further west a 

vast marshland impeded their route.   

Instead of continuing along the lake’s north shore and battling those obstacles, the SP&P 

engineers decided to turn to the south.  Crews built an earthen causeway through the East Bay of 

Cedar Lake.  Once past the southern tip of the lake, the railroad veered west along a stretch now 

known as Sunset Boulevard

 until turning to the northwest and resuming its course out to Lake 

Minnetonka.  

At the southeast corner of the lake, the SP&P built the short-lived Cedar Lake Station. 

(St. Paul Avenue and Depot Street still mark the way to it on a map.)  From the station, guests 

would take a boat to the Oak Grove Hotel, a resort built in the 1870s at the southwest end of the 

lake.  For a long while visitors had to travel to the hotel by boat to the hotel.  Like the need to 

alter course of the rail line, this indicates how marshy and impassible much of the Cedar Lake 

shoreline was at that time. 

                                                 

 If you travel along Sunset Boulevard today, notice how all the houses face away from the street. 
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Hill’s Railroad 

James J. Hill took control of the SP&P

 in 1879.  To Hill, speed was everything.  He 

wanted to reduce the time it took for visitors to reach his luxury resort hotel on the shores of 

Lake Minnetonka.  Mindless of the obstacles, he had his engineers design what was called the 

“Minnetonka Cutoff.”  Hill bought up the property along the north shore of Cedar Lake and then, 

he had crews smash through the ridge between Brownie Lake and Cedar Lake.  Using the soil 

from the ridge, crews built a causeway through the north end of Cedar Lake (see figure 5).  To 

span the new gap in the ridge, Hill’s engineer’s constructed the first Cedar Lake Bridge. 

 
Figure 5. William Wallof. Great Northern Railroad Tracks on North End of Cedar  

Lake Going West. W081. 

The new double-track mainline went operational in July of 1883, in time for the summer 

resort season10.  With the installation of the Minnetonka Cutoff, James J. Hill abandoned the old 

course along the east bay and closing the Cedar Lake Station there.  The east side of the lake 

became the domain of a rival railroad company: the Minneapolis & St Louis. 

                                                 

 Shortly after James J. Hill took control of the St. Paul & Pacific, he renamed it the St. Paul, Minneapolis, 

and Manitoba.  Around 1890 it merged with other lines to become the Great Northern, and later the Burlington 

Northern. In 1996, it became the Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railway.  Today it’s the BNSF Railway.   
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In 1871, the owners of the Minneapolis & St. Louis Railroad (M&StL) began laying 

tracks on the east side of Cedar Lake.  Soon after, the M&StL began erecting wooden buildings 

near the northeast corner of the lakethe first step in creating an extensive railway repair and 

maintenance complex within the Kenilworth Corridor.  In addition, they erected an ornamental 

train station at 21
st
 Street and Upton Avenue (see figure 6).  Nearby residents of the new suburb 

of Kenwood used the cupola-shaped Kenwood Depot to commute to and from the city. 

 
Figure 6. William Wallof. Old Kenwood Railroad Station in 1892. W048. 

Summary 

The topography of Cedar Lake made it difficult to access, and the lack of arable land or 

usable natural resources made farming unprofitable and land speculation risky.  The same 

topography made it an ideal place for the major railroads to establish transportation corridors.  

As we shall see, other activities would find a place near Cedar Lake, but the railroads dominated 

the area early on.  All other players would need to maneuver within the parameters the railroads 

had established. 
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the business of the Breckenridge division and give proper facilities for handling the increase summer travel to 
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spring and put in operation in July 1883. The savings in distance and time with the improvement in grade and 
alignment and the relief it gives to the overcrowded yard at Minneapolis fully justifies the expense.” 
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Chapter 2 

Minneapolis: City by the Falls 

A local saying goes, “Saint Paul is the end of the East and Minneapolis is the beginning 

of the West.”  Saint Paul was settled a generation earlier than Minneapolis.  Because the low-

lying land on the east bank of the Mississippi was at the time the last navigable point in the river, 

the town was founded in the 1840s as a trade depot supplying Fort Snelling, fur traders, and early 

settlers.  Saint Paul embraced the river. 

Minneapolis embraced the falls.  Saint Anthony Falls is unique: it is the only substantial 

falls on the Mississippi River.  It was an important portage site for the Native Americans who 

lived near it prior to European settlement and considered the falls sacred.  In 1680, Father Louis 

Hennepin, a French explorer and missionary, became the first European to write about the falls, 

which he named after his patron saint: Anthony of Padua.  In 1803, the United States claimed the 

west bank of the Mississippi as part of the Louisiana Purchase.  Two years later, U. S. Major 

Zebulon Pike led a small military expedition up the Mississippi River about the same time as the 

Lewis and Clark expedition explored the Missouri River.  In 1819, the U.S. Army started 

building a fort at the juncture of the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers—eventually named Fort 

Snelling.  The fort was originally named Fort Saint Anthony, underlying the geographic 

importance of the falls five miles upriver.  

A city is born 

In the early 1820s, soldiers constructed a sawmill a few miles upriver of the fort by the 

falls.  By the early 1850s, several private enterprises had set up sawmills on the east side of the 

falls; alongside them, a small village grew up called Saint Anthony.  In 1853, as a result of the 

Treaty of Traverse des Sioux, the federal government opened the land on the west side of the 

Mississippi River for settlement.  A community soon formed on the west bank of the river near 

the falls and in 1856 community leaders named the town Minneapolis
1
. 
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Minneapolis saw a period of steady growth through the next two decades.  In 1860, the 

population was at 5,809; by 1880 there were 46,887 people living within its limits.  Saw mills 

multiplied on both banks of the Mississippi.  The demand for lumber grew as the settlers moved 

west and created settlements in the treeless Great Plains.  Timber became the city’s lifeblood.  

Rivers and rails were its arteries.   

Beginning in the 1840s, lumberjacks from New England invaded the St. Croix Valley: 

felling trees and rafting logs down the Mississippi River
2
.  In 1848, Franklin Steele—who had 

taken out the first claim on the east side of the river—completed a dam across the east channel of 

the Mississippi just below the falls and built the first commercial sawmill.  The next fifty years 

saw tremendous growth in the lumber industry.  Men such as Steele and Joel Bassett (who in 

1856 built Minneapolis’ first sawmill on the west bank of the Mississippi) grew wealthy and 

powerful off of the timber from Northern Minnesota. 

At first it seemed as the Minnesota North Woods would provide an inexhaustible supply 

of timber, but by the turn of the century, the supply dwindled and most saw mills along the banks 

of Saint Anthony Falls had closed.  Yet Minneapolis continued its explosive growth.  By 1890 

there were 164,738 people living in the city.  The infant city of Minneapolis had hugged the 

banks of the Mississippi River.  By 1872, it encompassed twelve miles.  By 1887, the city’s 

limits had expanded to fifty-eight miles, pushing out to the north and west and annexing a large 

part of what was then Richfield Township to the south.
3
.  What spurred this phenomenal growth? 

Mill City 

Wheat fueled the population explosion.  The first flourmill was built in Minneapolis in 

1851 and the first flour exported in 1858, but the flour industry did not boom immediately.  The 

spring wheat grown in Minnesota had a hard bran shell, making it less valuable then the softer 

winter wheat grown out east.  It was only after industrialist Calwallader C. Washburn developed 

a milling method that allowed the bran to be extracted from the wheat that the flour industry took 

off in Minneapolis
4
.  By the 1880s, the banks of the Mississippi above and below the falls were 

crammed with gigantic mills churning out lumber to house and flour to feed the nation.  As the 

lumber business drew down, the flour milling expanded.  This agricultural exploitation led to a 

chain of events that continued to stimulate the city’s expansion: 
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Once lumber and grain mills were established, foundries were needed to provide tooling 

and equipment for the sawmills, elevators, and millwork shops.  Transportation systems 

were needed to move manufactured products to market.  Food industries were needed to 

feed the growing work force moving into the area for jobs. And housing was needed to 

accommodate the burgeoning population.  The demand for housing sparked the lucrative 

trade in real estate.
5
 

 
Figure 7. William Wallof. Looking Across Mississippi River with Stone Arch Bridge and Pillsbury “A” 

Flour Mill. W090.  

The needs for engines and parts encouraged the growth of machine shops and other commercial 

enterprises.  One such machine shop was owned by a Swedish immigrant named Edward G. 

Wallof.  We shall run into Edward Wallof and his family, including his brother William, in a 

later chapter.  

Through Cedar Lake’s earthen causeways, the SP&P and the M&StL transported 

carloads of grain from the surrounding countryside.  As flour mills replaced saw mills along the 

banks of the river below the falls, Minneapolis became known as the Mill City. One account 

shows the expansion of wheat production in ten years:  

The number of bushels of wheat shipped from Minneapolis to the East jumped from less 

than 200,000 bushels in 1881 to 2 million bushels in 1882. By 1885, Minneapolis was the 

number one wheat receiving market in the United States. By 1891, 21 million bushels of 

wheat moved from Minneapolis to the East and overseas.
6
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Giant companies like Pillsbury and General Mills sprang from roots on the banks of the 

Mississippi.  But it was more than just wheat that fueled the city’s growth.  

The Second Industrial Revolution 

Minneapolis’ expansion was powered by the driving force of the First Industrial 

Revolution and by the latest surge of the Second Industrial Revolution in America.  By the turn 

of the century, Minneapolis had benefitted from the merging of these two industrial forces to 

become a Gateway City—and to get to that gateway from the west one had to come right through 

Cedar Lake. 

Water power drove the First Industrial Revolution.  People have been using water power 

for thousands of years, but in the eighteenth century, water power was harnessed to machines to 

create factories that used economies of scale to manufacture goods such as textiles and wood 

products, faster and cheaper than by hand.  In 1807, Robert Fulton built the first commercially 

successful steamboat.  Steam engines had the advantage of being ambulatory; power was no 

longer tied to rivers or lakes.  By the 1830s, steam-powered locomotives driven on rails began 

transporting goods and people across the United States.  

The railroads transformed Minneapolis.  In his article on the importance of railroads in 

Minnesota, Richard Francaviglia describes how Minnesota’s western transcontinental roads 

made the Twin Cities “a nodal point for the Great Plains”, while the midlands roads, reaching out 

from the Midwest, brought in produce from the corn belt states of Illinois, Iowa, and Nebraska.  

Minneapolis (and St. Paul) lay at the margin of these two agricultural regions
7
.  We have already 

seen how, as early as 1867, the railroads routed their tracks right through Cedar Lake.  By the 

1880s, the area served as the main artery through which flowed the lifeblood of the city. 

By the 1880s, these two technologies, water-powered mills, and rail transportation helped 

fuel the great industrial and commercial expansion of Minneapolis.  But there was more. The 

city’s growth was also fueled by an explosion in technology. 

The Second Industrial Revolution wedded science to technology.  Most of the inventions 

before the 1850s were by trial and error.  But beginning in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, the state of science had advanced enough so that it was possible to gain a rudimentary 
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understanding of the forces at work and develop technologies based on that scientific 

knowledge
8
. 

Steel and standards   

The steel industry was one of the first to benefit from this increased reliance on science to 

aid in developing technology.  For decades, fine steel had been produced in few places, such as 

Sweden, but the process was expensive and no one really understood why the Swedish steel was 

so superior to steel manufactured in other places.  By the 1850s, the Englishman George 

Bessemer had scientifically deduced the issues that made it difficult to produce steel cheaply. 

Bessemer licensed his patent for producing high-grade steel to five factories. One of 

those factories was the Carlesdahl Iron Works in Sweden.  There, a young man named Paul 

Gustav Wallof rose to become a supervisor before immigrating to the United States.  As we will 

see, Paul Wallof would be the progenitor of a family whose members will be central characters 

in this story.  His knowledge of the Bessemer process no doubt added to his value in his adopted 

land.  

Crucial to the success of the technological revolution was the standardization of parts and 

tools, as well as entire machines that could be refitted into industrial complexes such as mills.  

Standardized parts meant that machines could be maintained more cheaply and repaired more 

quickly, meaning less factory downtime.  (Paul Wallof’s son, Edward, would become a 

successful businessman by supplying machine parts and tools to the nearby Minneapolis mills 

and factories.) Along with this standardization came the assembly line, as well as the 

development of oil- and electricity-based machines and factories.  By the early twentieth century, 

all of the forces were in place to drive the American Century as well as the growth of 

Minneapolis. 

A mirror of Chicago 

To provide a model for analyzing the Minneapolis’ growth, we turn to the 

groundbreaking work of environmental historian William Cronon in his influential work, 

Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (1991).  Cronon’s method for analyzing the 



Neil Trembley Final Paper 

 

22 

 

growth of Chicago in the mid-1800s can be used to examine the same phenomenon that took 

place in Minneapolis in a few decades later. 

In the early part of the nineteenth century, many believed that great cities would be the 

key to settling the western frontier.  In Nature’s Metropolis, William Cronon identified this as 

the belief in the “symbiotic relationship between cities and their surrounding countrysides.”
9
  

Chicago boosters, for instance, believed that their town’s rise to a great city or “centeropolis” 

was inevitable based on the area’s abundant natural resources, availability of transportation, and 

advantageous climate.  The metropolis would thrive as its hinterlands in the west paid tribute to 

it by bringing in the foodstuffs and raw minerals and receiving in return processed foods, timber, 

and manufactured goods.  The advantages of Chicago’s river/lake intersection and the riches of 

the Great West would naturally create a great metropolis that would rule the American heartland.  

(Minneapolis’ urban boosters used the same line of reasoning to tout Minneapolis as smaller 

version of Chicago.)  This relationship between city and hinterland formed the underpinning of 

Cronon’s theory.   

Reading Turner backwards 

This theory, based on the need to establish urban centers as a pre-condition for rural 

growth, seems at odds with the “frontier theory” of Fredrick Jackson Turner: the iconic 

nineteenth-century historian of the Great West.  Turner’s universally-accepted narrative 

envisioned the west as slowly evolving from hunter-gatherers, to ranchers, to subsistence 

farmers, to intensive farmers.  Intensive farming eventually created cities, as farmers needed a 

place to market their excess produce.  Cronon’s city/hinterland thesis, which predicates an 

immediate relationship between hinterland and city, seemed to conflict with Turner’s idea of 

incremental succession. 

Cronon reconciles these conflicting views by using the land-use theory of Johann 

Heinrich von Thünen’s.  In his book, The Isolated State, Thünen propounded a theory in which a 

central city would be surrounded by rings of variegated land-use activities that were primarily 

dependent on the land’s productive ability relative to the distance the product must travel to 

reach the market.  For example, dairy farms, orchards, and vegetable gardens were located close 

to the city, in a zone of intensive agriculture, while wheat farms could be located further out, as 
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grain was cheaper to transport relative to its value
10

.  Extrapolating from this model, Cronon 

argued that Turner’s frontier could be seen as the edge of the expanding urban empire.  City and 

countryside were inextricably linked, with the market mediating between them.  Cronon called 

this “Reading Turner Backward”
11

 . While some critics excoriated Cronon
12

, many wrote that he 

had simply modified Turner’s frontier theory and created a fresh way of viewing the relationship 

between the urban and the rural
13

. 

First and second nature 

In Nature’s Metropolis, Cronon uses the term “first nature” to define natural advantages 

that would influence people to settle in a particular place.  The most basic first nature advantage 

is water.  Almost all of the world’s capital cities lie alongside a major river with access to the 

sea

.  Most cities, towns, and villages are located near oceans, rivers, or lakes.  Chicago’s 

position—near a river flowing into Lake Michigan with access to the Great Lakes and, via the 

Erie Canal (albeit an artificial resource), to eastern seaports—created a geo-economic advantage 

that was part of its “first nature.” 

Cronon defined “second nature” as those changes or “improvements” humans make that 

alter the natural environment.  An example of a second nature improvement is the Hoover Dam.  

By damming up the Colorado River, engineers created a huge lake behind the dam and a large 

area of dry land in front of it.  It also created a source of electrical power that fueled the growth 

of Las Vegas.  Both the dam and the power it created are, according to Cronon, second nature 

improvements. 

In 1848, the state of Illinois constructed Chicago’s first large-scale improvement: a canal 

connecting the Mississippi River to Lake Michigan.  Instantly, the flow of grain—which had 

once gone down the river to Saint Louis—was rerouted through the canal to Chicago.  

Improvements like this created a second nature superimposed on Chicago’s first nature—thereby 

improving its natural advantages. 

                                                 
One notable exception is Madrid, Spain. In 1561, during the height of Spain’s Silver Age, King Phillip II 

moved his court to the small town of Madrid high on the Iberian plateau, partially because he wanted to distance his 
court from the vices associated with major cities.  With only a small river to provide drinking water and no access to the 

sea, Madrid has still grown to be one of the largest cities in Europeshowing that where there is a political will, there is 
a way.  
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One of the dominant themes in Nature’s Metropolis is the complex relationship between 

geographic, environmental, and economic forces resulting from second nature improvements to 

the land.  Cronon defines second nature improvements as a complex construct, beyond merely 

physically transforming the land.  “Second nature, no less than nature itself, is necessarily an 

abstraction,” Cronon wrote, “If it exists in the world at all, it does so only as a multitude of real 

things and their even more multitudinous relationships to each other”
14

.  Second nature 

improvements, according to Cronon, go beyond simply building canals or drying up swampland.  

Cronon believes that any type of overlay on the land could be viewed as second nature 

improvements: including the building of railroad tracks and the construction of grain elevators.  

To take it further, even capital itself—in the way in which it provides the means to move goods 

and build services—can be considered second nature improvements.  Cronon delves into 

bankruptcy records to show how debt and credit served to lubricate the flow of timber and grain 

to the east and finished goods to the west.  (In a later chapter, we will use his matrix to examine 

the movement of goods through the Cedar Lake area and its relationship to the built structures 

there.)  Commerce superimposes a structure on nature.  Any changes in the natural environment 

that come about through human agency can be considered second nature improvements.  

Boosterism 

As early as the 1830s, Chicago boosters—mostly land speculators—created compelling 

metaphors by merging first and second natures to boast that Chicago was uniquely situated to 

become the central city of the Great West: 

 Its central location in the American heartland 

 A river that flowed through it into Lake Michigan 

 Its geographic position close to the Mississippi River and Great Lake’s 

watersheds 

 The Great Lakes’ connection to the East Coast  

Chicago boosters noted that—like the Erie Canal (an improvement connecting the Great 

Lakes to the Hudson River and New York)—Chicago needed a canal to connect it with the 

Mississippi river.  Finally built in 1848, the Illinois and Michigan Canal instantly rerouted grain 

traffic that had once gone through Saint Louis.  The city was on its way to becoming the Central 

City of the West. 
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But Chicago was more than the emporium of the west.  It had a symbiotic relationship to 

the east, especially New York.  Raw material flowed from Chicago east to New York, and 

finished good flowed west from the eastern seaboard.  Perhaps more importantly, essential 

capital flowed from New York to Chicagocapital that allowed Chicago to build grain elevators 

and exchanges, as well as finance the rail lines that soon dwarfed the water canal’s importance in 

flowing grain to the east and timber to the west.  Like spokes on an axis, the rail lines radiating 

out from the port on Lake Michigan cemented Chicago’s status as the Second City.  Just such a 

radiating spoke of rail lines would later emanate from Minneapolis, as it also became a conduit 

flowing flour and timber to the east and received finished goods and crucial influxes of capital 

from the east. 

City and hinterland 

One of Cronon’s central ideas was that the city and the countryside were bound together.  

He describes this as a “twin birth of city and hinterland.  Neither was possible without the 

other”
15

.  The confluence of forest lumber, prairie agriculture, railroads, city enterprises, and 

eastern capital all combined create a Centeropolis.  In Cronon’s thesis this refers to Chicago, but 

it can be easily applied to Minneapolis as well.  Minneapolis needed western Minnesota, the 

Dakotas, and Iowa as much as the farmers needed Minneapolis to turn their wheat into flour and 

capital.  

Cronon notes that a city like Chicago can completely dominate its rural hinterlands for 

hundreds of miles around it.  Iowa, for example, never established a major market town.  The 

same could be said of Minneapolis’ dominance of North and South Dakota.  Neither established 

a major trade center.  From the Mississippi to the mountains of Montana, Minneapolis served as 

a vital entrepôt.  It could control—and constrict—the flow of goods, services, and especially 

capital to the west.  Minneapolis’ hinterlands had to pay homage to the Mill City. 

Capital was crucial to the success of the city/hinterland paradigm.  Most of the capital 

flowed east to west: from London and New York, through Minneapolis to the west.  Although 

the capital to build the urban infrastructure came from New York and from London, the built 

environment—flour mills and rail terminals—was rooted in the city.  The built environment 

became as much a part of geography of the city as its rivers or lakes.  They were not moveable 



Neil Trembley Final Paper 

 

26 

 

assets that creditors from New York could put on boat and ship back to east.  The city was a 

fixed asset.  But as Cronon states “the geography of capital expressed itself not just in these 

physical structures, but as the way people lived, worked, and traded with them”
16

.  In a later 

section, we shall analyze just such a matrix expressed in the movement of goods and services in 

the built environment at Cedar Lake. 

Minneapolis boosters noted many advantages for Minneapolis, including access to water 

power and control of the rail facilities. And like the Windy City, Minneapolis relied on the East 

Coast—especially New York—to provide capital.  As Chicago was the Gateway to the West, 

Minneapolis was the Gateway to the Midwest. 

Like Chicago, Minneapolis is geographically well situated—close to the head of the great 

water route of the American interior.  By the 1870s, barges were able to navigate up to the base 

of Saint Anthony Falls, so Minneapolis could transport materials cheaply down river.  It was also 

relatively close to one of the Great Lakes, so it could transport material by rail to the port city of 

Duluth.  However, Minneapolis shipped a vast amount of its product by rail to Chicago, so it was 

still in Chicago’s orbit.  Part of the saga of Minneapolis was the tension between needing 

Chicago and desiring to have its own place in the sun. 

Minneapolis’ advantages 

But Minneapolis had a first nature advantage Chicago lacked.  Because of the water 

power provided by the falls, Minneapolis could cheaply turn raw material into finished goods: 

first timber into lumber, then wheat into flour. Minneapolis became more than an emporium, it 

became an industrial giant and its biggest industry provided the most basic of all foodstuffs. 

Wheat flowed into Minneapolis from the west, where it was transformed into flour.  The 

flour flowed back west, some of it to the West Coast and the Pacific Rim. Some of it flowed 

north to Duluth and onto ships plying the Great Lakes.  But most of it went east to Chicago, 

thereby enriching that city’s coffers.  One Minneapolis railway company tried to outflank 

Chicago and move its freight to the east via St. Louis, but the first and second nature advantages 

Chicago possessed created economic conditions that the Minneapolis & St. Louis Railroad could 

not overcome: it was always cheaper to move the freight through Saint Paul and on to Chicago.  
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This condemned the M&StL to the permanent status of a regional railroad, while making the 

owner of the Saint Paul’s railroad, James J. Hill, one of the richest men in American industry. 

Although Minneapolis was dependent on Chicago and points east, steam-powered 

railroads and water-powered lumber and flour mills created giant industries on the banks of the 

Mississippi.  The lumber industry spurred furniture and hardware manufacturing.  The flour 

industry spurred the growth of international food companies such as Cargill and General Mills. 

As business prospered, the city flourished.  Many of its citizens grew rich and many others 

became financially comfortable, establishing that iconic American socio-economic 

phenomenon—the Middle Class.   

Minneapolis considered itself the beginning of the west.  One of the attributes of the west 

was wide-open spaces.  Like most cities before the advent of the automobile, Minneapolis started 

out as a densely packed city.  In the 1860s, commercial and residential buildings crowded around 

the mills district on either bank of the river.  By the mid-1870s, however, flour magnate William 

D. Washburn and the banker Dorilus Morrison began to move out of the city, and build large 

mansions in the Fair Oaks District near Franklin and Third Avenue South—by the site of the 

present-day Minneapolis Institute of Arts.  However, the city soon surged out beyond that area 

onto the level plains to the south.  The upper- and middle-class businessmen, and their wives, 

began to look elsewhere for sites to build their domiciles. Eventually their attention turned to the 

highland area west of the city, once known as Devil’s Backbone (see figure 4). 
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Chapter 3 

Lake of the Isles, Lowry Hills, and Kenwood 

 
Figure 8. William Wallof. Lake of the Isles with View towards Islands.  

1900s. W078 

Minneapolis’ lakes were not always considered the beautiful, desirable havens they are 

now.  When European settlers first moved here, they shied away from the lakes on the west edge 

of the city.  Marshes often covered the shorelines, making it difficult to tell water from land. 

Although the photograph (see figure 8) taken about 1900 belies the fact, Lake of the Isles 

was considered an undesirable place to build a home.  In the 1870s, the shallow lake was a 

marshy breeding ground for mosquitoes.  The highland moraine on the east side of the lake, 

called “Devil’s Backbone” on early maps, was rugged and difficult to traverse.  With the 

establishment of the Minneapolis Park Board in 1883 however, that all changed.  

Taming Lake of the Isles 

The Park Board attained complete control of Lake of the Isles in 1887 and started 

improvements in 1889.  Steam-driven dredges dug out the marshes and deposited the soil along 

the edge of the lake to stabilize the shoreline.  The lake’s new contour began to take shape in the 
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early 1890s.  As park Superintendent Theodore Wirth later noted, “Previously, Lake of the Isles 

park [sic] consisted of 100 acres of water, 67 acres of swamp area, and 33 acres of dry land, but 

after operations were completed, the lake was 120 acres surrounded by 80 acres of well-

landscaped park area”
1
.  

The decade of the 1890s was a dry one and the lake levels that the Park Board established 

at the time reflected the low levels of the lake.  Subsequently, the Park Board became heavily 

involved in controlling the lake levels throughout the twentieth century, especially at Lake of the 

Isles, which is shallow and tends to reclaim its “swamp area” during periods of high water levels.  

The Park Board has often had to invest in improvements at Lake of the Isle—primarily trying to 

firm up its shoreline.  Over the years, it has experimented with several methods of conservation, 

including—briefly—allowing the north end of the lake to return to marsh.  Throughout its 

history, the Park Board has striven to balance the demands of nature with the needs of the 

neighborhood. 

Thomas Lowry 

Thomas Lowry spearheaded the development of the area between Lake of the Isles and 

Cedar Lake.  Lowry is a titanic figure in Minneapolis history.  The effusive historian Isaac 

Atwater had this to say about him, “No more sturdy or energetic representative of the class of 

self-made men can be found than Thomas Lowry”
2
.  An astute businessman with excellent 

organizational skills, Lowry was also a visionary.  What’s more, he married well.  In 1870, he 

wed the daughter of Dr. C. G. Goodrich, whose success in the medical profession had enabled 

him to acquire large tracts of land to the west of the city.  By the early 1870s, Goodrich and 

Lowry owned most of the land between Lake of the Isles and Cedar Lake. 

Lowry recognized the potential of the new transportation technologies to transform the 

city and extend its boundaries exponentially.  He also grasped the relationship between real 

estate and transportation.  As David Lanagren notes, 

Real estate developers realized that if they could devise a cheap form of transportation, 

one that would enable the middle class worker to commute longer distances, they would 

be able to sell vast acreage for suburban development.  They all knew what was needed—

a street railroad, a machine that could carry large numbers at low cost.
3
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In 1873, Lowry bought controlling interest in the Minneapolis Street Railway Company 

from George C. Washburn and William King.  He reorganized the business and began to lay 

tracks throughout the city.  At first, the operation lost money, but Lowry was not deterred.  With 

connection to financiers back east, he was able to leverage his real estate holdings to finance his 

transit service.  Eventually, both made him a rich man.  And the city became the richer for it.  

In 1890, the Lowry’s Minneapolis Street Railway Company extended service into the 

highlands overlooking Lake of the Isles.  The streetcar line eventually extended past Lake of the 

Isles into the Kenwood District, terminating at Penn Avenue, a few blocks from Cedar Lake.  In 

recognition of Lowry efforts, the eastern part of the highlands would eventually be called Lowry 

Hills.  The western part was named Kenwood. 

 
Figure 9. E. T. Abbot. Excavation of Lowry Hill as Fill for Parade Grounds. M0644. Image  

courtesy of Minneapolis Collection, Special Collections Library, Hennepin County Public Library. 
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Reshaping the neighborhood 

Lowry, Goodrich, and their fellow developers, needed to do considerable work to the 

“Devil’s Backbone” before it could be inhabited by the new gentry.  The highland was composed 

of glacial moraine deposited during last ice age.  It was rocky and difficult to traverse, hardly a 

place to build a home.  In the 1870s, much of the moraine was leveled off, both to provide fill for 

the area beneath it (see figure 9) and to create a level base where homes could be built.  In this 

way, city boosters like Thomas Lowry sought to improve the work of the nature, by lowering the 

top of the moraine and firming up the in marshy parade area. 

 
Figure 10. Kenwood Addition. 1886. 

The Suburb of Kenwood 

As the population of Minneapolis grew, its middle and upper classes continued to expand 

into the Lowry Hills and Kenwood neighborhoods.  Unlike the grid pattern mapped onto the 

southern section of the city, this western section was laid out as a planned suburb, using a 
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curvilinear aspect.  The Kenwood Addition was platted in 1886.  From the broad one hundred 

foot-wide Kenwood Boulevard, streets would snake out in an irregular pattern, taking advantage 

of the changes in grade. 

 
Figure 11. Kenwood Addition. DETAIL.1886. 

As the text in brochure shows (see figure 11), real estate developers in Minneapolis 

quickly realized that land on a gently undulating plateau near parks and lakes could be the 

“Choicest Place for Elegant Residences.”  Cedar Lake at that time was an amenity that 

developers could tout.   For, even though a rail line ran down the east side of the lake, its 

Kenwood Depot rail station did provide commuter service for Kenwood.  Many of the upper 

class, pre-automobile suburbs were serviced by commuter rail, and as historian Howard 

Chudacoff notes, “The commuter railroad…was a convenience for the wealthy”
4
. 

At first, only the Kenwood Depot (also built in 1886) serviced the area, but by 1890, a 

streetcar line ran out to within a few blocks of Cedar Lake.  By the early 1900s, the M&StL 

ceased providing commuter service at the Kenwood Depot and residents near Cedar Lake were 

forced to walk the extra blocks to the streetcar’s terminus at 21
st
 Avenue and Penn Avenue.   
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Figure 12. William Wallof. 2200 Sheridan Ave South from West Twenty-fourth Street. 1893. W363. 

To make Kenwood more accessible, developers cleared the top of “Devil’s Backbone,” 

(see figure 9) to level the plateau.  The photograph in figure 12 shows Sheridan Avenue as it 

looked when it was improved around 1893.  Here second nature improvements create the illusion 

of  stately homes on a hill; thereby increasing their value.  

 
Figure 13. William Wallof. George F. Warner House on Southeast  

Corner of Cedar Lake with Boy, Paul Wallof, in Foreground. 1895. W080. 
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The Warner Estate and the Burnham Enclave 

Cedar Lake’s first substantial residential structure was George F. Warner’s mansion built 

on the southeast shore of Cedar Lake.  Warner had moved to Minneapolis in 1858 and had made 

a fortune in the furniture business. While he retired in 1876, he remained active and was one of 

the first to invest in the Mesabi Iron Range.  In 1884, Warner had a large house built on the 

southeast shore of Cedar Lake
5
.  Wallof used the Warner home as the backdrop for many of his 

photographs (see figure 13).  

Warner had built his mansion between Cedar Lake and the M&StL’s railroad tracks, in 

an area that was largely isolated.  During the 1890s, other leased or bought land from Warner 

and built homes abutting the southeast shore of the lake.  When the U.S. surveyor general tried to 

remove the homeowners from the lakeshore in 1901, the residents sued the federal government.  

The Minnesota Supreme Court ruled in the residents’ favor and allowed the homes to remain 

along the lakeshore.  Thus Cedar Lake is the only major lake in the city of Minneapolis that has 

private homes abutting its shoreline.  In 1895, the city constructed the Burnham Bridge to span 

the M&StL’s rail tracks and connect the growing Burnham enclave to the rest of Kenwood.  The 

bridge’s superstructure served as a backdrop for several of Wallof’s photographs (see figure 14).  

The new suburb of Kenwood continued to expand westwards during the early 1890s.  In 

1891, construction began on an extensive home at the corner lot on Twenty-Second Street and 

Sheridan Avenue, at the westernmost reach of the neighborhood.  It is to the residents of that 

house, that we shall now turn our attention.   
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Figure 14. William Wallof. Man Sitting on Shore of Cedar Lake with Freight Train and Burnham  

Bridge in Background. 1900s. W076. 

                                                 

Notes for Chapter 3 

1 Theodore Wirth, Minneapolis Park System: 1883 – 1944 (1946; ltd. ed., Minneapolis: Minneapolis 
Parks Legacy Society, 2006), 90. 

2 Atwater, 1:342. 

3 Lanegran, 19–20. 

4 Howard Chudacoff, Judith. E. Smith, Peter C. Baldwin, Evolution of American Urban Society: 7th ed. 
(1975; repr., Boston: Prentice Hall, 2010), 81–82. 

5 For an extended biography of George F. Warner, see Atwater, 2:784–786.  Atwater wrote that 
Warner had a villa built at Cedar Lake, but it burned down; Warner then had a second, larger structure built 
on the site.  Wallof photographed the second structure.  
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Chapter 4 

The Wallof Family 

 
Figure 15. William Wallof. Wallof Family Picnic at Minnehaha Park. W008. 

Throughout this study, one man’s work looms large in exploring this formative era in 

Minneapolis’ history.  He took most of the photographs we have used to examine the growth of 

Minneapolis and the Lakes District.  As a photographer he bore witness to the transformation of 

Cedar Lake and the changes in the land.  His name is William Wallof. 

The photographs of William Wallof reveal how the community around Cedar Lake 

evolved at the turn of the twentieth century.  With his camera, he describes the landscape around 

Cedar Lake—both physically and aesthetically.  Wallof shows the commercial, recreational, and 

residential forces that vie with one another within this confined area.  He also provides a glimpse 

of the dreams of his own immigrant family—and by extension of the American Dream—as the 

Wallof family moved from renters in Minneapolis’ dense urban center to owning a home in the 

suburbs.  Even more, Wallof’s family photographs, combined with other primary and secondary 
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sources, enable us to examine the economic, social, and gender issues that were evolving across 

the country, as the Second Industrial Revolution refashioned society and perpetuated Victorian 

gender divisions that we still grapple with today.  Finally, just as his family members provide apt 

models for William Wallof’s camera, the family narratives that he so faithfully preserves are 

variations on the mythic American stories playing out across the country in the later part of the 

nineteenth centurystories of the immigrant, the self-made man, and the Victorian woman. 

Immigrants 

The Wallof family left Gothenburg, Sweden in 1869 as part of a huge migration of 

Swedes to America.  In all, over one million, three-hundred thousand Swedes voluntarily left 

Sweden to come to America between 1840 and 1930.  Roughly twenty percent of the population 

of Sweden immigrated to the United States, although one in five immigrants eventually returned 

home.  Many of those later re-crossed the ocean to try their luck yet again.  This movement back 

and forth had a profound influence on both countries and produced a “love-hate” relationship 

between those that left and those that stayed behind
1
.  Historian H. Arnold Barton, in analyzing 

how Swedes reacted to this figurative blood-letting, notes that Swedish conservatives viewed 

those leaving as naïve or greedy for an easy living, while Swedish liberals believed that their 

brothers and sisters were reacting to a litany of issues swamping the country, including crop 

failures, population growth, religious hypocrisy, economic stagnation, and social inequality in 

Sweden. The reaction to the Exodus in the reforms these social critics proposed, transformed 

Sweden into the country it is today.
2
 

As noted before, some immigrants, including the Wallofs, decided to return to their 

mother country.  Many, however, found their homeland quite changed.  One writer noted “they 

did not feel comfortable in Sweden, thanks to the social snobbery…among the wealthy [and] 

widespread drunkenness and superficiality in religious life.”  Often they returned to America, as 

did the Wallofs
3
. 

The Patriarch 

On June 15, 1869, Paul Gustav Edward Wallof boarded the Scandinavia in Gothenburg 

Sweden, bound for America. On September 21 of the same year, his wife Margarit and three 
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children—Paul

, Edward, and Charles—followed him to the United States.

4
.  Prior to his leaving, 

Paul had been employed at the Carlesdahl Iron Works (factory) in Sweden, eventually rising to 

become a supervisor.  Carlesdahl was one of Sweden’s premier nineteenth-century steel plants, 

and in the 1850s it was one of five iron works to have access to James Bessemer’s revolutionary 

new steel-making process.  With such knowledge and experience, Paul had little trouble finding 

work in his new land—most likely he had a job lined up before he left Sweden.  By 1870 he had 

made his way to the Maramec Iron Works in Phelps County, Missouri.  There, his wife gave 

birth to their youngest child William—born in 1872.
5
  Paul Wallof was a powerful-looking man 

with large, rough hands (see figure 17).  He was literate, as were a large percentage of Swedish 

immigrants; he even wrote a history of his family—which he titled “Wallöf Chronicles”
6
.  This 

document has been handed down through the generations.  Although it was written in Swedish, it 

has been translated and Paul’s descendents have graciously allowed this author access to it.  A 

close reading of the Wallöf Chronicles teases out the history of the family and the temperament 

that caused Paul Wallof to emigrate.  

Paul’s great-grandfather began life as a poor farmer in the north of Sweden, but 

eventually graduated from the prestigious Uppsala University and became a minister.  Paul’s 

grandfather, Jacob, became a judge, married a woman from a minor Swedish noble house, and 

bought an estate near Stockholm
7
.  (Paul brought Jacob’s law book to America with him and it 

has passed down through generations of Wallofs
8
.)  Paul’s father was Jacob’s third son.  As such, 

he did not inherit the estate; perhaps his only inheritance was the law book.  Paul divulges little 

about his father in the chronicle: he only indicated his date of birth, his two marriages, and the 

date he died.  Paul did not specify his father’s occupation, but noted that Paul’s uncle had “lost 

(for my father) several thousand kroner.”  His silence about his father might be explained by his 

embarrassment at his father’s failure to live up to the family’s lineage.  It also might explain why 

the grandson of a judge and a noblewoman wound up working in an iron foundry
9
. 

                                                 

 Like many families, the Wallofs passed names down through the generations.  What is confusing is that 

the first Paul was not Paul Sr. His son took that title.  For (I hope) the sake of clarity, the Paul who wrote the 

chronicles and brought his family to America I’ve called “The Patriarch”. His son is Paul Sr. and his son is Paul Jr. 
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Coming to a new land 

Why did Paul Wallof, his wife, and three young children leave Sweden?  Unfortunately, 

the Wallof Chronicle was silent on this point.  Besides the larger issues noted earlier concerning 

the great Swedish migration—the downturn in Sweden’s economy, the superficiality of religious 

sentiment, and lack of social mobility—there may have been some particular factors in Paul’s 

personality
10

.  Harold “Hal” Wallof, Paul’s great-grandson, was gracious enough to relate some 

of the family’s oral history: 

I heard that Paul, the author, had become the supervisor of an iron works company in 

Sweden. But, his health began to fail because of obesity & over-drinking.  His physician 

said that he would not live much longer if he didn't change his life style.  But, it seems 

that he was a bon vivant and had many friends who kept him in the overdoing it style. He 

came to the conclusion that the only way to make a clean break was to come to the New 

World.  In 1872 [there is some controversy about the date the family immigrated] he 

moved with his 12-year-old son Paul (my grandfather) to the U.S. His wife came some 

time later & when she saw the little house they were living in, she sat down on the living 

room floor and cried, saying that she could not live in such a little place. 

Certainly the “Wallof Chronicle” shows a man who was cognizant of his national and 

ancestral history.  He also was willing to detail the more intimate aspects of his genealogy: for 

instance, his maternal grandmother abandoned his grandfather and ran off to live with wealthy 

man (whom she later married) and two of his ancestors committed suicide.  He describes one of 

the suicides in striking detail, how his uncle had drowned himself in a lake in the middle of 

winter, “his cane, cloak, and hat lay on the ice…. And he left his keys…never intending to return 

again”
11

. 

Apparently, Paul Wallof had built a comfortable life for his family, yet he chose to 

abandon it and come to America. Why?  Maybe there were deeper underlying issues that drove 

Paul to emigrate.  The chronicle provided details about financial matters that affected Paul 

Wallof directly or indirectly.  One small section dealt with an unequal (according to Paul) split in 

the family inheritance.  Another, as was noted earlier, dealt with money lost in a financial 

venture.  Perhaps his anguish over the family’s lost social and economic status led him to leave. 

Like many Swedes at that time, Paul Wallof returned and visited his native country, at 

least once
12

.  In a section of his chronicle describing his close relationship with his half-sister’s 

daughter Hilda, Paul inserted this comment, “When we were in Sweden last summer her 
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[Hilda’s] sons were at Carlvakt where she was living.  I left Sweden for good at that time, never 

to return.”
13

  Paul’s narrative veered sharply from description to an epiphany he had as a result of 

his visit.  It also seems to imply that he may have come back to Sweden at least once, with the 

intention of staying in his homeland. 

 

 
Figure 16. William Wallof. Wallof Family Portrait. 1893. W341. 

In the Wallof Family Portrait from 1893 (see figure 16), Paul the Patriarch stands on the 

far left, his powerful physique barely contained by his formal attire.  Surrounding him are his 

sons and grandchildren, as well as siblings visiting from Sweden.  His son Edward is the top-

most figure on the left. While Edward is the host, he appears to give his father primacy of place. 

Their wives are standing together on the right-hand side.  Ida is in the back holding her baby 

daughter Emily; next to Ida is Paul’s wife Magritte.  Certainly Paul would have been bursting 

with pride at his son Edward’s accomplishments: a growing business, a grand new home, and 

two children—including the widow-peaked Edward Henry sitting in the foreground. 
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Figure 17. William Wallof. Paul Edward Gustav Wallof  

(The Patriarch). 1899. W139. 

Six years later, the man pictured in figure 17 has aged considerably.  Gone is the business 

suit.  Instead the patriarch sports a leisure suit with a fez-shaped smoking cap and slippers, all a 

sign of middle-class prosperity.  His rough hands and ruddy face speak of a lifetime spent in the 

iron mills of his native land and his adopted homeland.  Still, he sits with his back straight, head 

up, and feet planted firmly on the ground.  Above his head, a nymph holds an urn filled with 

flowers.  Perhaps his son, the photographer was paying a final tribute to his father, for within a 

year the patriarch of the Wallof Family in America would be dead. 

The Wallofs in Minneapolis 

Paul Wallof’s sons grew up in steel mill towns in Sweden and America.  His second son 

Edward Gustav appears to have started out in his father’s trade.  But once in America, he 

expanded his horizons, taking advantage of the new technological and manufacturing processes 

created during the Second Industrial Revolution.  He learned how to repair machines and became 

skilled in building machines and interchangeable parts. 
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In 1887, the twenty-eight year old Edward moved from Missouri to Minneapolis where 

he got a job as a machinist at the O. A. Prayer Manufacturing Company.  Minneapolis was in the 

midst of a tremendous economic boom and its ravenous appetite for laborers must have drawn 

Edward there. Minneapolis flour business had exploded in the 1880s, fueled by the ever-

extending rail lines that funneled the natural resources of the hinterland into the city.  The 

expanding flourmills on the banks of the Mississippi created a demand for machines and 

machined parts to keep the mills going.  In this environment, Edward Wallof prospered.  

Like many pioneers, Edward must have written glowing letters to his family back in 

Missouri.  By 1888, his brothers Paul and Charles had joined him.  The Minneapolis Directory of 

1887–1888 listed Edward as a machinist, his older brother Paul as a bookkeeper, and Charles 

Wallof as a painter—all living in the same place.  By 1892, the twenty-year-old William had 

joined them—taking a job as a clerk. 

  

 
Figure 18: William Wallof. E. G. Wallof Machine Works. 1890s. W316 
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E. G. Wallof 

  In 1889, Edward Wallof was working at the Diamond Iron Works, where Herman 

Dittbenner served as foreman. By 1890, the two of them were working at the Star Iron Works.  

Wallof and Dittbenner decided to go into business together.  By 1891, Wallof had bought out 

Dittbenner and had established the E.G. Wallof Machine Works.  Wallof’s quick rise was not an 

unusual story for the times. 

Edward Wallof proved to be a bold and innovative businessman.  He sold five-horse 

engines, 26-inch band saws, bolt machinery, steam pumps, boilers, heaters, emery grinders, and 

other parts and machinery.  The machine pictured in figure 18 was a compound—made up of 

several machines.  The plate on the front of the machine reads COMPOUND BUILT BY E. G. 

WALLOF COMPANY MINNEAPOLIS MINNESOTA.  Notice how the photographer simply 

but effectively highlights the machine—and his brother—by hanging a white sheet behind them. 

 
Figure 19. William Wallof. Wallof Machines. 1900s. 

Edward Wallof employed a small force of laborers (see figure 18 and figure 19).  The 

shop was a busy, crowded place, with exposed gears and pulleys, making it a safety hazard, 

judged by today’s standards.  In 1910 Wallof formed the Wallof Motor Truck Company “to 
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produce light delivery vehicles.”  According to Alan Ominsky, who has made a catalogue of 

Minnesota-made automobiles and trucks, Wallof’s company made only one vehicle (see figure 

19). “The truck used an air-cooled, two-cylinder, two-cycle engine and was to sell at about 

$750”
14

.   

As a businessman, Edward Wallof was not to be trifled with.  He brought suit against a 

fellow shopkeeper for not honoring a promissory note, so he was ready to use the justice system 

to press his claims.  He was also creative—taking out a patent for a boat propeller in 1906
15

.  

All-in-all, he appeared to be blessed with a number of skills and talents: as well as the 

determination to succeed. 

Edward Wallof embodied the American Dream.  A Swedish immigrant who came to 

America as a child, he left home as a young adult to make his own way.  Coming to Minneapolis 

in 1887, Wallof went from working as a machinist to owning his own machine company by 

1891. In that short of time, he had made enough money to afford a spacious home in the new 

upper-middle class neighborhood of Kenwood. 

Harry Wild Jones 

To design his new home, Wallof hired architect Harry Wild Jones.  Jones was in the early 

stages of a remarkable career that would see him design numerous Minneapolis landmarks 

including the Butler Building (1906) and the Lakewood Cemetery Memorial Chapel (1910).  In 

1891, he was in the midst of designing a pagoda-shaped Lake Harriet Pavilion for the 

Minneapolis Park Board, but he managed to find time to work on designing Wallof’s house. 

Jones had apprenticed with H. H. Richardson, who had an architectural style—

Richardsonian Romanesque—named after him.  While working with Richardson, Jones studied 

the work of the legendary architectural firm of McKim, Mead, and White.  As Elizabeth Vandam 

notes in her biography of Jones, “From [this firm] emerged the completely American Shingle 

Style design.  Queen Anne themes shifted from ruffled to rustic….”  Jones embraced the new 

style and blended it with his own personal vision.  When he came to Minneapolis, the new 

neighborhoods that he worked in, like Kenwood, provided a blank canvas for him to experiment 

with his style.  He became renowned for “associating structures with their surroundings” or to 

use Cronon’s vocabulary, overlaying second nature onto first.  As Vandam explains, “Referred to 
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as ‘scenographic,’ this practice defined the forms of the building in terms of the ‘scene’ or 

‘picture’ it cast from the setting to engage its viewers…”
16

. 

 
Figure 20. William Wallof. E. G. Wallof House. 1891. W289 

Jones designed a spacious Queen Anne structure on the corner of Twenty-second
 
Street 

and Sheridan Avenue South, overlooking the East Bay of Cedar Lake.  The house cost $10,000: 

over three times the amount that homes in Kenwood typically ran for in 1886.  Jones graced the 
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house with a wrap-around porch and a small conical tower (see figure 20).  Vandam highlights 

the Wallof house in her book, showing two photos of the building, including one taken at the 

time of its construction.  She also identifies the owner: 

Edward Wallof immigrated to America from Sweden with his parents and brothers.  He 

founded the successful Wallof Machine Works of Minneapolis, providing business-

supplied machines and parts to growing companies throughout the Midwest.  He and his 

wife Ida built their family home, a Jones design, in the newly platted neighborhood of 

Kenwood in 1891.
17

 

William Wallof would photograph this house many times in his life—the structure also served as 

the backdrop for many of the family events he captured in his photographs.  The building has 

since become a landmark
18

.  Although completely updated and expanded a few years ago, the 

building still bears the hallmarks of Harry Wild Jones’ vision. 

Social life in Kenwood 

In one generation Swedish immigrant Edward Gustav Wallof had attained the American 

Dream.  For the next quarter-century (from 1892 to 1915), Edward Wallof and his family lived in 

Kenwood near the shores of Cedar Lake.  With wealth came respectability.  The daily 

newspapers commented on the social calendar of Mr. and Mrs. Edward Wallof.  On March 3, 

1898, “Mr. and Mrs. August Cory gave a patriotic musical at their Kenwood home.  Mr. and 

Mrs. Edward G. Wallof attended.”  The August 2, 1900 society column noted, “Mrs. E.G. Wallof 

and children and M Fisher are spending August at the Hotel Cottagewood.”  Even their children 

were noteworthy, as in this item from 1904 attests: “The Little Mother’s Club is breaking up. 

The only Kenwood member left is its able president, Emily Wallof”
19

.  It was certain: the 

Wallofs had arrived. 

Ida Wallof 

In 1889, Edward married Ida Muller, whom he most likely met back in Missouri.  Their 

first child, Edward Henry, came along in 1890, followed by a daughter Emily in 1892, and 

finally Arthur in 1894.  These characters frequently graced William Wallof’s photographs.   

William Wallof seemed especially fond of photographing his sister-in-law, Ida.  It may 

be that he had a crush on his sister-in-law; perhaps he simply found an amiable model: certainly 
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she was amenable to the tiresome posing that went along with the photography of the time.  For 

whatever reason, William took special care in photographing her. 

  
Figure 21. William Wallof. E. G. Wallof Family. 1899. W284. 

Ida Muller Wallof was by all accounts a remarkable woman.  Her great-grandchildren 

still have memories of this sharp-witted woman who lived to be ninety-nine years old.  They 

remember her as a force of nature. 

She was born in 1865 in South Forks Township, Monroe County, Missouri where her 

father Charles owned a farm. He was from Germany and his wife Sarah was English-Canadian.  

By 1870, they had four children: the oldest was Sarah, then Ida, Maggie, and the youngest, 

Robert.  By 1880, fifteen-year old Ida was living with Louis and Emily Fisher (Fischer).  She 
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would remain close to the Fisher family for the rest of her life.  Meanwhile, the Muller family 

seems to have vanished

.  

In 1889, Ida married Edward G. Wallof and moved to Minneapolis.  She had her first 

child, Edward Henry, in 1890.  One of the earliest photographs taken by William Wallof featured 

Ida holding her newborn baby on the porch of a house the Wallofs rented in South Minneapolis 

(see figure 22).  The photo is typical of the posed type William took early in his career.  Many of 

them have Ida at the heart of the composition. 

 
Figure 22. William Wallof. People on Porch at 3336 1st Ave  

South. W044. 

Ida’s character shows through in the pictures William took of her. She is easy to pick out, 

with her dark hair, elongated face, aquiline nose, and deep-set eyes.  In the family photo taken 

about 1897 (see figure 21), Ida posed with a newspaper in her hand, indicating that she was a 

literate and knowledgeable woman who kept informed about what went on in the world.  Several 

photos show her embracing the great fad of the 1890s—bicycling (see figure 23).  She also 

hosted social events, like mushroom tasting for the Minnesota Mycological Society. 

Although Ida had a strong personality and determination, it’s difficult to know if she 

embraced any of the feminist causes, such as the temperance or women’s suffrage movements.  

In A Folk Divided, historian H. Arnold Barton notes that female immigrants were “seldom 

                                                 

 There is considerable confusion about the Mueller family.  One family member disputes this 

interpretation of the information and asserts a different storyline for Ida.  The family member once wrote about his 

grandmother, “She is a mystery woman.” 
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tempted to follow the excesses of their native-born sisters
20

.  Although technically not an 

immigrant, Ida was only one generation removed and had married a Swede, so she may not have 

been inclined to flaunt societal norms. 

Ida was devoted to her family.  Like many at that time, hers was an extended one, with 

family members coming to stay from time to time.  Her family also included including her live-

in brother-in-law, William.  

The bicycle craze of the 1890s 

In the 1890s, just prior to the dawn of the age of the automobile, a huge fitness boom 

raged across the United States.  Increasingly, more people were living in the cities and the need 

developed for recreational activities among the new middle class families like the Wallofs.  This 

restlessness led to a great bicycling boom in the United States; not unlike that seen a century 

later.  Around Lake Calhoun, the city carved a bicycle path.  At Cedar Lake, near south beach 

next to the Cedar Lake Station some enterprising entrepreneur established an ice cream parlor 

called the “Cycle Rest” (see lower right-hand photo in figure 23).  It catered to the bikers coming 

out from the city and the boaters coming across from the far shore.  Bicycling was so popular 

that officials even produced a map in 1905 showing the Twin Cities’ bike trails. 
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Figure 23. William Wallof. Bicycling in the 1890s. 

Several photographs show Edward Wallof and his wife Ida bicycling in the Kenwood 

district.  One picture (see upper left hand photo in figure 23) shows them posing on the newly 

built Burnham Bridge (1895) that spanned the Minneapolis & St. Louis Railroad tracks near 

Cedar Lake.  Perhaps they were about to pedal over to the Cycle Rest on the southeast shore of 

the lake to purchase an ice cream cone.  Wallof took several other photos, including a splendid 

one (see upper right hand photo in figure 23) with two women decked out in elaborate hats and 

full riding gear.  The final photo in the montage shows a riding club, for which it looks like there 

was no age requirement.
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Chapter 5 

Photographer William Wallof 

 
Figure 24. William Wallof. Three Self-Portraits. 

 

William Wallof was a youngest child.  Born in Missouri in 1872, he was the only one of 

Paul and Margrite’s four boys born in the United States.  William grew to be a tall, gangly, 

stoop-shouldered man.  Shy and secretive, he was—like many photographers— most 

comfortable behind a camera. 

In 1889, the eighteen-year old William followed his brothers to Minneapolis, where they 

all roomed together in an apartment.  When Edward Wallof and his wife moved into their 

spacious home in Kenwood in 1892, William moved with them.  He lived with his brother and 

his expanding family for the next twenty-three years. 
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William Wallof’s work life was peripatetic.  When he came to Minneapolis, he was still 

finishing his studies.  For a time after, he worked as a clerk at his brother’s machine shop.  He 

moved to Saint Louis for a brief period in 1896 and when he came back, he worked as a laundry 

man.  He was also listed in the Minneapolis City Directory a day laborer and a packer.  In 1897, 

the Directory listed him as “photographer.”  That was the only time his profession matched his 

avocation. 

Wallof took few self-portraits.  The photographs in figure 24 are the only ones in his 

collection that can be positively identified as that of William Wallof

.  The photograph on the far 

left is entitled “Guy J. and I.”  It’s not positive if Wallof actually took the photograph.  He looks 

to be about fourteen years old in the picture; if so, it may have been taken in Missouri, as he does 

not appear in the Minneapolis City Directory until 1889.  Wallof stayed connected to Guy and 

his family.  Some years later, he photographed the Johnsons family at their home.  In the photo, 

William seems awkward and ill at ease. 

He took the middle photo on Dingley’s Dock at Cedar Lake around 1890.  Wallof is 

certainly older than in the picture on the left and appears a little more relaxed.  Perhaps the move 

to Minneapolis improved his demeanor.  He is holding a camera in his left hand and may be 

activating the shutter through a line under the dock. 

We can be fairly certain that William Wallof took the photo on the far right of the 

triptych in figure 24.  That image is a detail taken from the photograph in figure 25.  As you can 

see, there is a cord coming down from his hand and snaking out to the camera.  Wallof was about 

twenty-six when he took this three-generation photograph—although he looks so old in the 

photograph that the cataloger entitled it: “Grandparents and Grandson.”  Wallof’s mother 

Magritte is to his left and his nephew Edward Henry to his right.  The setting is the porch of E. 

G. Wallof’s home.  Perhaps he took it as a favor to his mother. 

 

                                                 

 In the photograph at the beginning of chapter 4 (see figure 15) the man in the uppermost part of the 

picture, seated at the table, may be the photographer.  
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Figure 25. William Wallof. Self-Portrait with Mother and Nephew. 1897. W167. 

William’s body language speaks of an older man.  His ill-fitting suit looks too big for 

him, yet the sleeves are much too short.  It was around this time that he was listed on the census 

as an invalid, although it didn’t seem to stop him from traveling: he was listed on the 1900 U. S. 

Federal Census taken on June 6 in Saint Louis; five days later, he’s listed on the census roll in 

Minneapolis.  Perhaps he was just double counted that year. 

 
Figure 26. William Wallof. Photographers Studio. Date unknown. W046. 
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The state of photography in 1900 

Taking photographs was a fairly new phenomenon at that time.  Part of the impetus of the 

Second Industrial Revolution was the surge of inventions tied to the chemical industry.  

Capturing images using a camera had rapidly developed from 1826 when the French inventor 

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce created the first known photograph: he later partnered with Louis 

Daguerre to experiment with silver nitrate
1
.  The inventions of the mass-produced dry plate in 

1851 and the portable camera enabled a number of photographers to own and take pictures.  An 

1889 article entitled “Amateur Photography” noted that “photography has become the 

pleasurable pastime of thousands”
2
.  It was the era of the Gentleman Photographer—one who 

had the resources and the time to spend pursuing his passion. 

The camera’s ability to create portraits, witness historic events, and document street life 

were all evident by the time William Wallof began his photographic career.  But Photography as 

Art was a new phenomenon that was just beginning to be accepted by the 1890s
3
. Another article 

published in 1889 noted, “As an aid to science, as a recorder, as a duplicator, photography has 

helped to advance civilization.  Of itself, it has failed to occupy the place it may yet hold as a 

means for expressing original thought of a high order”
4
. It was the Gentleman Photographer, 

with his leisure time and lack of agenda, who helped take photography to that next step. 

The Gentleman Photographer 

William Wallof was one of a small but growing cadre of amateur camera enthusiasts 

working in the field at the close of the nineteenth century.  Of course, Wallof aspired to be a 

professional photographer.  He set up his own studio in his brother’s attic (see figure 26).  Above 

the door post in the studio, Wallof put up a sign “W. G. Wallof Photographer.” He even had a 

professional-looking stamp made up to mark his photo sleeves.  But the technical revolution 

make have undercut his professional aspirations.  The mass-produced Brownie camera premiered 

in 1900 and everyone became a photographer.  Wallof’s avocation would become a national 

frenzy and his dream of becoming a professional was dashed.  

Wallof began photographing sometime in the late 1880s or early 1890s
5
.  Wallof’s first 

photographs were posed and any movement created blurred images.  By 1900, he had become 
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more technically accomplished and his equipment more sophisticated, so that his images of horse 

parades and car races came out in perfect clarity.  

He traveled all over the city capturing the bustling cityscapephotographing parades, 

carnivals, and storefronts.  He photographed such well-known Minneapolis landmarks as the 

Stone Arch Bridge, and the Pillsbury “A” Mill, as well as long-lost jewels such as the 

Metropolitan Building, the Exposition Building, and the Longfellow Gardens next to Minnehaha 

Falls.  His brother opened his machine shop to Wallof’s camera and he photographed the 

machines and parts made there, as well as the shop’s employees. 

Award-winning photography 

In February 18, 1900, the Minneapolis Morning Tribune published the results of its 

Amateur Photography Contest. William Wallof’s photograph “Sailing on Cedar Lake” was listed 

as one of the finalists.  The editor noted, “Mr. Wallof sends a piece of marine work that is 

particularly strong.”  Wallof used a Bo-Peep B Camera, with a Seed Plate on Solio paper. 

 
Figure 27. William Wallof. Music Pavilion, Forest Lake, St. Louis. Minneapolis Star,  

May 7, 1899. 
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On May 7, 1899, the image entitled Music Pavilion, Forest Lake, St. Louis (see figure 

27

) appeared in the Minneapolis Star with the following text: 

Music Pavilion , Forest Lake, St. Louis.  Taken with New Model Camera, Seed plate, No. 

23, six-second exposure, solio paper, ground glass, finish, by Wm. G. Wallof, MPLS.  Mr. 

Wallof shows us another of those nicely finished pieces on ground glass, but seems to keep a 

strict silence at to the manner in which he secures the result.  Several people have written this 

department asking how to secure a sure way of getting prints of ground glass and it is quite 

certain that Mr. Wallof could tell them if he would.  The print he has submitted is a one [sic] 

piece of this kind of work, clear and soft, with a detail and depth that is very pretty. The 

sharpness is shown in the small pieces of statuary which show up as if they were larger pieces.
6
 

 

Interesting that Wallof seemed to have a way of finishing pieces on ground glass that was not 

widely known to the public.  It also, perhaps, tells us a little more about his personality.  

His self-portraits show him as a somewhat reticent person.  He lived with his parents in 

Missouri and then, starting at seventeen, with his brothers.  Then his brother Edward got married 

and built a house, he moved in with him and resided there for over twenty years.  After Edward 

moved away from Minneapolis, William traveled from place to place—sometimes sharing a 

room with his nephew Arthur until Arthur got married.  Although William Wallof’s situation 

was certainly not unique at the time, it appears to indicate that he was a shy and secretive person 

with little interest—or resources—to own a home or raise a family.  Whatever his personality, he 

was a brilliant photographer.  

Wallof’s Oeuvre 

The Wallof Collection contains a wide range of photographic images.  A few were taken 

in Saint Louis where Wallof stayed for a period of time in the 1890s; however, most of the 

images were shot in Minneapolis.  In some later photographs, there are detailed photographer’s 

notes concerning location and subject—for example, the series of photographs taken of Ivie in 

1917–1918 at the Longfellow Gardens. 

Wallof took more photographs than those contained in the Wallof Collection.  Several 

newspaper articles show images not in the collection—including a 360 view taken from the 

Minneapolis City Hall tower, used in the November 12, 1967 Minneapolis Tribune article 

“THEN and NOW.”  Other photos, including some splendid images of Saint Paul, are at the 

                                                 

 Unfortunately, the photo is not part of the Wallof Collection, but was taken directly from the newspaper. 
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Minnesota Historical Society and can be accessed on its website: 

http://collections.mnhs.org/visualresources/Results.cfm?Page=1&Keywords=wallof&SearchTyp

e=Basic&CFID=9227161&CFTOKEN=61858787 

 
Figure 28: William Wallof. Flower Pots on a Window Sill. Date unknown. W343. 

Wallof probably took many more photos than the four hundred that can be identified as 

his.  Markings on the glass negatives indicate Wallof took more than four thousand photographs 

during his lifetime.  No one knows what happened to the rest of the images.  Perhaps there is 

another attic full somewhere. 

Wallof’s oeuvre can be broken down into a few basic categories: 

 Still life—A small number of photos like the ones in figure 28 

 Cityscape—Downtown commercial scenes along the river 

 Nature scenes—Along Minnehaha Creek, the lakes, and out in the country 

 Personal Portraits—Remarkably few examples of individual portraits exist. 

http://collections.mnhs.org/visualresources/Results.cfm?Page=1&Keywords=wallof&SearchType=Basic&CFID=9227161&CFTOKEN=61858787
http://collections.mnhs.org/visualresources/Results.cfm?Page=1&Keywords=wallof&SearchType=Basic&CFID=9227161&CFTOKEN=61858787
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 Family Portraits—Wallof family members in various poses  

 The Wallof House—Perhaps a third of the photographs 

 Sports and Entertainment—Hunting, fishing, parades, races, animals  

 Cedar Lake 

o Residential—Photos of the physical alterations due to street construction 

o Recreational—Dingley’s dock and boathouse, camping, sightseeing 

o Commercial—Two railroads, an icehouse, and a hotel provide themes.  

o Change—A critical category for the purposes of this thesis. Wallof 

captured much of the “second nature” activities that reshaped the Cedar 

Lake area. 

Wallof’s photographs captured the many vacationers that frequented Dingley’s Dock.  He 

roamed the Kenwood area creating images of the Cedar Ice House, the Burnham Bridge, the first 

Cedar Lake Bridge, and Dingley’s Boathouse.  William photos captured how the lowering of the 

lake in the early 1900s affected the area surrounding the boathouse.  He photographed the 

summer campers that inhabited the southern and western side of the lake.  And he climbed up 

atop the Hotel Kenwood to photograph the cupola-like Kenwood Depot and its surrounding 

railroad yards.  His pictures are historian’s delight. 

From about 1890 to 1918, William Wallof’s photographs examine the ever-changing 

panorama of life in the Kenwood neighborhood.  He gives a glimpse of what it meant to be alive 

in what one writer called the “Age of Innocence.” Never again would we see that jaunty tilt of 

the hat that epitomized the swagger of that era.  For the world wars of the twentieth century 

annihilated the effervescence and hubris of the Gay ’90s.  To look at the images of that time is to 

peer through a looking glass and see those who dreamed of building transcontinental railroads 

and laying transatlantic telegraph lines.  We can also see the backs of the people upon which the 

structures were built.  Most often, we see images of people whojust as todaycame to play at 

the lake.  Wallof’s magic lantern captured a culture preoccupied with the same issues that occupy 

us now. What is the function of a city?  How do people live, work, and play there?  And, how do 

we deal with the ever-faster rate of change that seems to transform the city in the blink of an 

eye—or the speed of the shutter. 
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The Wallof photographs reborn 

In 1967 Arthur Ives, a collector of rare photographic equipment, contacted photo-

journalist Harold Vanderwater with a remarkable story.  Ives had received a visit from an elderly 

landlady trying to sell him some old photographic equipmentthe forgotten gear of a long ago 

renter.  When Ives went to the house he found, along with the gear, a number of boxes.  Inside 

theme were hundreds of envelopes containing glass negatives.  Some of the negatives were 

chipped or broken, but many were in perfect condition.  Ives asked Vanderwater if he’d be 

interested in looking at the collection. 

After examining the negatives, Vanderwater realized that he had uncovered a treasure 

trove.  He could identify local architectural icons like the Metropolitan Hotel, the Exposition 

Building, and the Pillsbury “A” Mill.  In all, the four hundred negatives comprised an opus of 

Minneapolis at the turn of the twentieth century.  Several of the images formed the backdrop for 

a newspaper piece Vanderwater wrote called “THEN and NOW: Images from 1893–1967.”  

Vanderwater used Wallof’s most recognizable photos in the article: images of the old 

Metropolitan Building as well as panorama of Minneapolis taken from the top of the 

Minneapolis City Hallin Wallof’s time, the tallest building in the city.  Vanderwater donated 

many of the negatives, along with the sleeves they came in, to the Minneapolis Collection 

housed at the downtown public library.  

Library archivists inventoried the negatives and transcribed all of the information written 

on the sleeves.  They also attempted to title the photographs by describing the activities on the 

plate.  From the negatives they created beautiful 8 x 10 pictures.  You can go down and look at 

the photos—just contact the Hennepin County Public Library Special Collections department.  

The images are also available online at the Special Collections section of the Hennepin County 

Public Library website: http://www.hclib.org/pub/search/MplsPhotos. When you get to the page, 

just type in Wallof.  

In this way, an incredible vision of Minneapolis is available to enjoy.  But, beyond that, 

the collection shows, with clarity and grace, the social and economic forces at work during that 

time.  It is a must-see collection for anyone interested in the history of Minneapolis.

http://www.hclib.org/pub/search/MplsPhotos
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Notes for Chapter 5 

1 Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1982), 12–16. 

2 See The Manufacturer and Builder. Vol. 5, Issue 17 (May 1889), 
http://www.historiccamera.com/ebooks/ametuer1889.pdf (accessed June 14, 2012.) 

3 See Newhall, particularly chapter entitled “Photograph as Art,” 97–110. 

4 Champney, J. Wells. “Fifty Years of Photography.” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. Vol. LXXIX, 
(Jun to Nov 1889), 357-366. http://historiccamera.com/ebooks/50yrsofphotography.pdf (accessed June 14, 
2012). 

5 One of Wallof’s earliest photographs was taken at 3336 1st Ave in Minneapolis, the place where the 
Wallofs lived in 1891, prior to their moving to 2200 Sheridan Avenue South in 1892.   

6 “The Tribune’s Amateur Photographic Contest: Picture of the Week,” Minneapolis Tribune (May 7, 
1899), B3. ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Minneapolis Tribune (1867- 1922), 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp1.lib.umn.edu/hnpminneapolistribune/docview/570382677/13887819F1870
306D07/9?accountid=14586 (Accessed August 13, 2012.) 

http://www.historiccamera.com/ebooks/ametuer1889.pdf
http://historiccamera.com/ebooks/50yrsofphotography.pdf
http://search.proquest.com.ezp1.lib.umn.edu/hnpminneapolistribune/docview/570382677/13887819F1870306D07/9?accountid=14586
http://search.proquest.com.ezp1.lib.umn.edu/hnpminneapolistribune/docview/570382677/13887819F1870306D07/9?accountid=14586


Neil Trembley Final Paper 

 

63 

 

 Chapter 6 

Recreation and Relaxation at Cedar Lake 

Figure 29. Oak Grove House, Cedar Lake, Minneapolis. 1870. Photograph courtesy of the Minnesota Historical 

Society 

The Oak Grove House 

When the St. Paul & Pacific Railroad constructed the Cedar Lake Station at the southeast 

corner of the lake in 1870, it provided access to Cedar Lake for a wide range of visitors.  One of 

the visitors to the lake was a Mrs. U. S. Grant of Evanston Illinois, who took one of the earliest 

photographs extant of the lake, capturing Louise Island in her shot.  While some came to 

sightsee, other people came to Cedar Lake for their health.  
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Strange as it may seem, Minnesota was known at that time as a “Haven for 

Consumptives.”  Henry Thoreau came here in 1860 seeking a cure for his tuberculosis.  Several 

health resorts sprang up on the shores of Lake Calhoun.  Reverend Ebenezer D. Scott and his 

beautiful wife Gertrude decided to open the Oak Grove House in a secluded area on the 

southwest shore of Cedar Lake.  As Minneapolis Park’s Superintendant Theodore Wirth relates 

in his history of the Minneapolis park system, “On the south shore, at about the present location 

of the Jones-Harrison Home for the Aged, there was an octagon-shaped hotel with a wide 

veranda called the ‘Oak Grove House’ and here boating and fishing parties were accommodated 

during the 1870s”
1
. 

On May 31 and June 1 of 1870, the Ebenezer and Gertrude Scott hosted an elaborate two-

day party to welcome visitors to their new place.  They invited over three hundred guests and 

furnished their five-acre pleasure grounds with “rustic seats and nooks.”  The reporter covering 

the gala noted that the Scotts intended the place to be “a house for invalids, where they may find 

the quiet, the recreation and the exercise of a country home, and yet be convenient to the 

advantages of the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul”
2
.  With the rail station so close by, the 

Scott’s resort could combine seclusion and convenience.  

Throughout the decade, the Scotts ran advertisements in the local newspapers, offering 

their guests free transportation from the Cedar Lake Station.  One of the most famous visitors to 

the Oak Grove was United States Supreme Court Justice Salmon Chase.  However, despite their 

efforts, the Oak Grove House lasted for only eight years, at which time the Scotts were forced 

into foreclosure.  But the family, including their son Frank, stayed on the site for many years.  

Frank Scott lived on the south shore of the lake from the 1870s through the 1920s, so he 

witnessed many changes to his lake. He photographed the area and sometimes wrote articles to 

the local newspaper, usually decrying the condition of the lake.  Scott’s photos and writings 

greatly enhance our ability to analyze the changes in the land at Cedar Lake.  
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Figure 30. William Wallof. Eastern Shore of Cedar Lake with Railroad Tracks and Old Kenwood  

Station, circa 1891. W089. 

The East Bay 

The 1880s and 1890s were boom decades for Minneapolis.  Although a recession in 1893 

caused some slowdown in the economy, generally the amount of timber and wheat processed at 

the mills continued to grow, along with attendant industries.  As the city grew richer, its 

inhabitants began enjoying some of the benefits prosperity brought them.  Many used their 

leisure time for outdoor activities.  The upper class boarded James J. Hill’s Great Northern 

Railway, which took them out to the lavish new resorts, like the Hotel Lafayette, on Lake 

Minnetonka.  The middle class sought more affordable respites nearer the city. 

With the construction of the Kenwood Depot in 1886, city dwellers could travel out to 

Cedar Lake for a weekend holiday in, what was regarded at that time as, “the country.”  With its 

crystal-clear water, verdant shoreline, and abundance of trout and pickerel, Cedar Lake became a 

huge attraction.  From the railway station, visitors could cross the tracks and walk out to a small 

peninsula that formed the northern edge of the East Bay.  There they could rent boats at a dock 

on the shore.  The dock area became the focal point of Cedar Lake’s recreational activities, along 

with a boathouse further out on the peninsula.  Both were owned by Ed Dingley. 
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Born in Maine in 1861, Edward W. Dingley moved with his family to Minneapolis when 

he was thirteen.  Like his father before him, Ed took up the carpentry trade.  In 1889, young 

Dingley set up his own boating business on the shores of Cedar Lake’s East Bay.  In June of that 

year, a newspaper ran a story about four men whose boat had capsized out in the middle of the 

Cedar Lake.  Dingley, along with three other men, came to their rescue
3
.  Young Dingley was a 

hero.  For the next sixty years, Ed Dingley would be a fixture at the lake.  

 
Figure 31. William Wallof. Rowboats and Boathouse at Cedar Lake, circa 1890. W026. 

Dingley’s Boathouse 

Perched on the far west end of a jut of land lay Dingley’s Boathouse (see figure 31).  

There, people could rest or take shelter if the weather turned bad—or just come to socialize.  As 

the photo shows, the boathouse was surrounded by water, although the grass shooting up around 

the telephone pole in the center of the frame indicates that it was shallow there.  This photo 

contrasts sharply with later pictures of the structure.  We shall be coming back to this photograph 

in the next chapter.  Dingley’s Boathouse occupied the space where Hidden Beach is today. 
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Figure 32. William Wallof. People on Dock at Cedar Lake. 1895. W031. 

Dingley’s Dock 

By the time the photograph in figure 31 was taken (sometime after 1895), a wave of 

residential settlement from the city began to close in around the lake.  As the photo in figure 32 

shows, at Dingley’s Dock one could find a mixture of well-to-do vacationers, dockworkers, and 

neighborhood children. 

One of Wallof’s best photographs, it shows much about life at Cedar Lake at the end of 

the nineteenth century.  It reveals his compositional acumen, his artistic flair, and his sensitivity 

to the latent tension within the community at the lake.  Wallof took care in arranging the image.  

Judging from the shadows, it is to late afternoon.  The boats on the shore are neatly stacked.  

Two young men are balancing on the dock pilings.  While the focus of the piece appears to be on 

the young man high atop the piling, he is upstaged by the cavalier posture of the boy to the left.  

Leaning on his friend, legs crossed, and hat aslant, he embodies a cockiness characteristic of the 
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time.  After the catastrophes of the twentieth century, that carefree, top-of-the-world attitude is 

crushed and seen no more.  

The composition is notable for its angularity.  Notice how a line moves from the boy in 

the bowler hat, through his friend and up to the top hat of our leg-crossed performer on the 

piling—and how the piling itself creates a vertical angle to the dock.  Just so, the dock also 

creates a diagonal out to the lake.  There’s another line drawn through the second group of 

children ending with the boy on the second piling.  The young child in the frilly shirt closes the 

angle between the dock and the plank he is leaning on.  Moreover, the rigging on the sailboat 

angles to the gaff and points to Burnham Bridge—itself a span of metallic angularity.  This is a 

well-prepared composition. 

The photograph says much about social dress.  The boy in the foreground, who may have 

been William’s nephew Edward Henry, sports a frill shirt indicating middle-class prosperity, 

unlike the two plain-dressed little girls grouped on the middle of the dock.  Hats were ubiquitous 

in those days and everyone has one on, except the little children.  The hats of the three boys in 

front indicate certain levels of status.  The boy on the far left is wearing a working-class bowler 

hat, while the boy leaning on him sports a flat hat often worn by newsboys and peddlers.  The 

youth on the top of the pyramid has on a fedora.  His dress, if not his actions, indicates a middle-

class status. At the end of the dock, a well-dressed couple and their young child appear to be 

waiting for a worker (perhaps the dock owner Ed Dingley himself) to set the sail before climbing 

on board for an evening cruise.  The hat and high collar of the woman indicates her middle-class 

status.  

The photograph also tells much about the dynamic tension between the different 

communities at the lake.  Just as the people on the dock contain a mixture of commercial (dock 

workers), recreational (sailing family) and residential (neighborhood youths), by pulling the 

camera back, we can see the same dynamic writ large.  In the recreational dock, the Burnham 

Bridge looms over the train cars of the commercial M&StL rail cars.  The bridge’s function is to 

transport residents to their enclave on the southeast shore of the lake. Here we see crowded into 

the photo the juxtaposition of recreational, commercial, and residential structures.  

 



Neil Trembley Final Paper 

 

69 

 

Captured in this picture are second nature improvements to all three activities of Cedar 

Lake:  

 Rail tracks and cars to move commercial goods 

 A dock for provide for recreational activities 

 A bridge to move the middle-class residents over the commercial area 

Wallof’s photograph reveals an incredible amount of detail about this period of time at 

Cedar Lake.  Perhaps the question should be asked: did Wallof mean to do this?  Was it just a 

happy accident? Or serendipity?  Well, the answer most often given is that, for gifted artists, 

nothing is an accident.  They have a vision and turn accidents into opportunities.  As the shadows 

indicate, Wallof shot the piece in the evening so he could shoot to the southeast and get the rail 

cars and the Burnham Bridge in the photograph.  He cajoled the acrobatic poses out of the 

neighborhood boys to help create the composition he wanted.  And he waited until the workers 

had unfurled the sails to further enhance the image.  This is consciously composed, although the 

execution (notice the blurred figure) is slightly marred. 

 
Figure 33. William Wallof. Boat Dock at Cedar Lake. 1892. W057 

The photo in figure 33 is of the same dock as figure 32, only looking to the north instead 

of the south.  This shot appears to be taken a few years earlier than the previous one

.  Pictured 

on the dock is a young William Wallof.  Behind him, a number of summer homes and tents 

crowd the north shore of the East Bay.  Notice the young boy sitting on a beached sailboat to the 

                                                 

The bridge in the previous photograph was built in 1895.  The Wallof photo in figure 33 indicated a date 

of 1892 and Wallof’s dress is of an older boy, not a man.  
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left and the group of people posing in the open structure in the background.  Perhaps one of the 

figures in the back is Ed Dingley.  Besides showing his abilities at self-portraiture, this photo and 

the previous one highlight the beehive of the activity surrounding this recreational Mecca 

 
Figure 34. William Wallof. Camp Yokoyo Party, circa 1892. W018. 

Camp Yokoyo 

Dingley’s Dock was a place of gathering and a point of departure.  From there, a 

steamboat transported people and goods to the far side of the lake for picnic and camping 

excursions.  From the sound of it, they were hardly roughing it.   

Several articles from the 1890s described the camps on the west side of the lake—an area 

that was still undeveloped at that time.  Many of the camps were elaborate, with kitchens and 

dining tents containing porcelain plates and Chinese lanterns.  Some were even equipped with 

telephones.  At one camp, singers on the lake crooned into megaphones, while nearby campers 

sat listening to the music surrounded by a garden of flowers.  Seven boys from town managed a 

camp called Bachelor’s Inn, where young gents could amuse themselves using boxing gloves and 

gym apparatus
4
. The Camp Yokoyo Club (see figure 34) spent part of the summer of 1892, at 

Cedar Lake amid much singing and dancing
5
. 
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21st and Upton 

The northern coast of the East Bay, as figure 33 indicates, boasted a small resort enclave.  

Several families erected tents and other seasonal structures along the shoreline.  They selected 

the north side of the bay because it would shelter the dock, boats, and their temporary structures 

from storms coming off the lake from the northwest.  One structure, probably owned by Dingley, 

was made of wood with an open veranda on the side (see figure 33). These ad-hoc residences 

jockeyed for space with several companies that kept small ice storage facilities along the same 

shore.  It seems likely that, since they were all seasonal activities, the various interests avoided or 

ignored one another. 

Starting in the early 1900s, many of these temporary shelters were replaced by more 

substantial buildings further off the shore along Upton Ave.  In 1905, Ed Dingley and his new 

wife built their home there.  These were not the stately homes that lined Kenwood Boulevard, 

but constituted working-class residences.  Many were owned by workers at the icehouse or the 

rail yard.  As the peninsula’s complexion began to change, it deepened the tension between 

recreators and residents. 

Caveat and summary 

Although the focus of this chapter has been on recreation, the term must be put in 

context.  Dingley’s dock and boathouse were both commercial activities, as was the Oak Grove 

House.  We should not lose sight of this as we look at the more purely commercial activities in 

the next chapter.  For that matter, there are commercial aspects to residential activity also; after 

all, lots must be surveyed, and houses built.  We could plausibly argue that all three of the 

separate activities—commercial, recreational, and residential—have a commercial component.  

But if we focus on what the lake and the land surrounding it are being used for, what actions are 

taking place, then we should be able to hold on to our focus, while acknowledging this caveat. 

Whether it was camping, boating, or “taking the air” for health reasons, Cedar Lake was 

an extraordinary busy and fun place to be at during the last quarter century of the nineteenth 

century. 
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Chapter 7 

Expansion of Commerce 

The growth of the railroads 

In the early period of Euro-American settlement of the Cedar Lake area, the Great 

Northern Railway and the Minneapolis & St. Louis Railroad dominated the north and east side of 

the lake.  Their control of their respective spheres constrained the activity of all other users.  Of 

course, many of these competing interests were dependent on the services the railroads provided.  

Many visitors to the lake used the Kenwood Depot to access the lake’s recreational facilities; 

meanwhile, area residents used the rail to commute to and from the city.  There was always an 

interaction between the railroads and these other lake users. 

Both railroads expanded their activities in the area and sought to increase their holdings.  

Both filled in the wetlands around their causeways to create land and expand their rail yards.  

Each had a vested interest in keeping their spheres of influence flourishing. 

The M&StL made the northeast corner of the lake the hub of its regional enterprise.  The 

railroad began replacing the old wooden buildings in the corridor with solid brick structures.  In 

1895, workers began constructing a roundhouse and tower, as part of a vast complex of buildings 

at the base of the Kenwood Bluffs
1
.  Nineteen rail shops formed the nerve center of a network of 

trackage that extended from Cedar Lake into Iowa and the Dakotas. 

The GN’s home base was Saint Paul, where it had a massive hub of roundhouses, rail 

shops and yards.  It had no need to build extensive infrastructure on the northern side of the 

Cedar Lake, although it did expand its trackage all along its corridor.  It also constructed a few 

maintenance facilities along the corridor on the north side of Cedar Lake.  The GN had its eye on 

expanding trackage to the east, and as part of that effort, it created a situation that spurred the 

changes in the land around the lake.  The GN brooked no interference with its stranglehold on 

activities on the north side of the lake, nor did it allow for other interests on the north end of the 
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lake. Within the Kenilworth corridor, however, one other commercial activity operated on the 

east side of the lake, near the headquarter of the M&StL.  

 
Figure 35. William Wallof. Loading Ice onto Railroad Car at Kenwood Station. 1895. W034. 

Cedar Lake Ice 

As early as the 1870s, the lake itself had become a valuable commodity.  Fed by 

numerous springs, Cedar Lake was reputed to be the cleanest lake in the city.  A salvager named 

William Lehnoff told the local press after he had dived down forty-five feet to reconnoiter a 

sunken dredge, “I’ve never seen such clear fresh water as this of Cedar Lake”
2
.  Entrepreneurs 

set about transforming this natural resource into capital.  

In the winter, when the top of the lake froze, harvesting the ice became big business. The 

Cedar Lake Ice Company sent workers out to cut up the ice up into blocks (called cakes) and 

load them onto specially built rail cars.  The Great Northern Railway transported the ice to 

Chicago and Saint Louis, where Cedar Lake’s ice would be cubed to cool drinks in the 

fashionable restaurants there. 
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Perhaps William Wallof’s best photograph depicts workers loading the ice cakes from 

Cedar Lake onto a rail car.  To the left of the rail car is the Kenwood Depot and to the left of the 

depot, we can make out two residences.  Just above the rail car, we glimpse the flat roof of the 

Hotel Kenwood.  In this shot, Wallof captures the triad of activity at Cedar Lake’s East Bay. 

The photograph’s caption (see figure 35) does not appear to come from Wallof.  More 

likely, Harold Vanderwater or the archivist made this descriptive title, especially since the 

railroad car was not actually at the Kenwood Station.  (For many photographs, either 

Vanderwater or the archivist tried to create descriptive titles, based on their knowledge of the 

area, whenever Wallof left no written record for them to transcribe.) Unfortunately the photo’s 

original sleeve no longer exists. 

While the photo cannot be exactly dated, it was probably taken in the winter of 1895–

1896.  The Hotel Kenwood—its flat roof is seen above the rail car—was built in 1895.  And a 

newspaper article from January of 1898
3
 noted that the railroad stopped shipping ice to the East a 

couple of years prior.  Thus the winter of 1895–1896 appears to be a reasonable estimate. 

The shot is one of Wallof’s most sophisticate compositions.  He succeeds in capturing 

this complex image with striking clarity.  He could not ask the men to pose—it was their job to 

feed the conveyor belt—so he had to make the shot work within the confines of the loader’s 

activity.  The line of vision moves from the left to right.  The right space is densely packed 

trailing off into a more open-ended left background, but the trees serve to balance the frame.  

The conveyor and the large tree form a vector, with the Kenwood Depot wedged in the middle.  

The color contrast is stunning: gleaming cakes of ice move up the conveyor belt into the 

dark entrance of the rail car.  The cakes appear perfectly formed (imperfect blocks are cast to the 

side).  The darkness of the lower left corner contrasts with the gleaming white blocks.  It’s a 

stunning piece of black and white art. 

But there is more.  A theme that underlies many of Wallof’s industrial photos is evident 

here: industry overwhelming human beings.  People are just small cogs in the machine.  Instead 

of shoving black coal into a fiery furnace, the workers feed iridescent ice into a black maw that 

could stand for the ravenous hunger of commerce.  The image is alive with metaphors.  
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Turning the lake into capital 

The photo depicts the interaction of the community at the epicenter of East Cedar Lake.  

It shows a house built in 1890 as part of the residential movement from the city center.  Above 

the rail car looms the Hotel Kenwood built in 1895 to accommodate the recreational activity at 

the lake.  Finally there is the commercial activity: the Cedar Lake Ice Company conveying 

blocks to the waiting Great Northern Railway rail car, the tracks of both the Great Northern and 

the Minneapolis & St. Louis, moving people and commodities around the Midwest. Then, there 

is the cupola-shaped Kenwood’s Depot serving all segments as a way station for commercial 

goods, commuters, and vacationers.  This photo captures the interface of commercial, 

recreational, and residential activities that dominated East Cedar Lake at that time.   

No image of Wallof’s better illustrates historian William Cronon’s theory concerning 

turning nature into capital.  The lake itself is transformed from a natural resource to a 

commodity, as workers cut the surface of the lake into cakes of ice and load them on to rail cars.  

The cars transport the ice to restaurants in Chicago and Saint Louis where it was served to cash-

paying customers as a luxurious amenity.  The restaurant paid the railroad for the ice.  The 

railroad paid the cost for loading and shipping the ice (including paying the workers in the 

picture) and kept the rest as profit.  Part of the profit was plowed back into building 

infrastructure such as the Kenwood Depot.  The station allowed people to commute to the city 

and enabled people from the city to vacation at Cedar Lake.  The vacationers stayed at the Hotel 

Kenwood, which used the railroad to ship hotel supplies to it.  Thus we see a weaving of first 

nature realities and second nature constructs based on converting the lake it into capital. 

The Cedar Lake Ice House 

In 1907, the Cedar Lake Ice Company built a large wooden ice storage facility on the 

lake’s northeast shore (see figure 36).  During the hot summer months, the huge icehouse would 

discharge cakes of ice onto waiting trucks, which carted them off to fill their customer’s ice 

boxes and keep the perishables from spoiling.  The icehouse had a giant chute to carry the ice 

from the lake up to the building during winter.  It has several support facilities including a horse 

stable nearby. 
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Figure 36. William Wallof. Cedar Lake Ice House. 1910s. W367. 

On April 27, 1918, a fire broke out in the stable.  Louis Claeson was a youngster at the 

time and lived a block away on the ridge overlooking the structure.  Seventy-nine years later, he 

could still vividly remember that day.  A neighbor of his, Peggy Peterson, had a beau on the 

troop train scheduled to pass by Cedar Lake that day.  Claeson escorted her to an overlook, so 

she could wave at him as he passed by.  They were standing on the bluff near Franklin Avenue 

overlooking the railroad tracks when the fire broke out.  According to Claeson, a cigarette started 

the horse stable on fire.  It quickly spread to the half-full icehouse.  The wooden structure burned 

quickly.  The combination of the cold from the ice and the heat from the fire caused the blaze to 

swirl around like a fiery tornado.  The fire’s intensity forced the gathered crowd further and 

further back.  Fire apparatuses appeared from all over the city and hoses snaked from a half-

dozen hydrants set as far back as Franklin and Sheridan.  The firemen fought to contain the fire, 

but the inferno raged on for hours. 

The wooden structure burned down until eventually the remaining ice put out the blaze, 

leaving a smoldering mess.  Claeson remembers being elated when he found out that the workers 

had managed to rescue the horses in the stable.  But the icehouse was a complete loss.  Months 

later, Claeson would ride his four-wheeled coaster wagon down to the site and rescue chunks of 
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soot-covered ice from under the wreckage.  The ferocity of the fire melted the windows of 

several houses on the bluff above.  The imprint of the icehouse fire could still be seen in aerial 

photographs taken a half century later. According to a book on Minneapolis fires, it was one of 

the ten biggest blazes in the city’s history. 

Remnants of the icehouse still exist.  Around the northeast shoreline there is still a 

reminder of it extruding from the earth.  Sections of the concrete base are still evident, as are 

twisted steel and cement remains of the past.  Here first nature and second nature have 

metamorphisized. 

Stetson’s Cedar Lake Park 

It seems there was at least one other “commercial” activity on the east side of the Cedar 

Lake at that time.  Theodore Wirth wrote of “a resort established on the east shore called 

‘Stetson’s Cedar Lake Park’….  This was a rather gay place in its time, and can be remembered 

by many for the lively episodes that occurred there, which sometime were recounted in the 

newspapers.” Stetson’s Cedar Lake Park was a bordello.  

It appears that sometime after George F. Warner’s death, his large mansion, the first 

residential structure on the shores of Cedar Lake, passed into the hands of the Boneau family.  In 

an interview with the 90-year old Louis Claeson in 1997, he said that Boneau ran a bordello 

(along with an apple orchard).  Claeson delivered groceries there when he was a lad: sometime 

between 1916 and 1919.  Claeson said the ladies were always very nice to him and gave him a 

big tip.  According to Claeson, salesmen would often stay at the Hotel Kenwood and then 

wander down the rail line to Stetsons. 

Apparently the old house was abandoned sometime in the 1920s and got a reputation as a 

haunted house.  It was finally torn down to make way for two new homes built in 1936.  Now, all 

that remains from that time is a three-foot high brick wall off Burnham Road and Park Lane 

marking the entrance to the old Warner estate…and Stetson’s Cedar Lake Park. 

At the end of the nineteenth century 

With the help of William Wallof’s photographs, the preceding chapters have attempted to 

explore a theme dealing with place-making around Cedar Lake at the end of the nineteenth 
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century.  A certain status quo appears to have been established between the competing interests 

in the community.  Although commercial and residential activities continued to expand, they had 

little effect on recreational activity: newspapers regularly commented on camping trips and 

picnics at Cedar Lake well into the early 1900s.  

But slowly at first, and then with dramatic speed, all that would change.  

                                                 

Notes for Chapter 7 
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Chapter 8 

Hotel Kenwood 

 
Figure 37. William Wallof. Old Hotel Kenwood in Winter, 1896. W075. 

James and Lillian Lane 

When the Hotel Kenwood opened its doors in the summer of 1895, it was to a scene 

bustling with activity.  Visitors disembarked from the train at the Kenwood Depot, loaded down 

with baskets and baggage, happy to see the hotel right next door.  Children jumped up and down 

eager to bait a line or go sailing out in the lake, while the parents looked forward to a peaceful 

picnic in the country.  Door-to-door salesmen bartered for cheap rates at the hotel, then spent the 

evenings laying out plans drum up business in the new suburb of Kenwood.  Perhaps Edward 

Wallof tipped his hat to Mrs. Lane as he passed by the Hotel Kenwood on the way to board the 

commuter train at the Kenwood Depot for his ride down to his machine shop in “the city.”  

Railroad workers might do the same on their way to the rail shops a quarter mile up the corridor. 
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Hotel Kenwood Manager James Lane and his wife Lillian—who served as the 

proprietress—must have put on their finest as they began their great venture together that 

summer.  James Lane had worked hard to make this day happen.  Lane hailed from New York.  

In Minneapolis, he had taken a number of jobs in the hotel and restaurant business.  Lillian also 

worked in restaurants; perhaps that was how they met.  James married Lillian in 1886; they had 

four children, but one of them had died at birth, a too-regular occurrence in those days.  They 

must have pinched their pennies through the years to save up enough to embark upon a venture 

like managing a twenty-two room resort hotel on the edge of the city. 

It was risky business.  In an article published in the Southwest Journal, Historian Deborah 

Morse-Kahn noted that the hotel was “mostly likely planned as lodging for visitors to the lake 

district in summer”
1
.  The Lane’s establishment was a far cry from the dense city.  Since the 

Kenwood Street Car line ended three blocks from their doors, they would have to rely on the 

train station just down the street to bring in enough guests to fill up the hotel during the short 

Minnesota resort season.  But they had a tremendous draw.  In the mid-1890s, the area was a 

recreational Mecca, with great fishing, a fleet of rental boats and tourist cruises available, along 

with regular passenger service to picnic areas across the lake.  They must have thought it was 

worth the risk. 

In those days, newspapers eagerly chronicled the activities and social events of the well 

to do.  Hardly a week went by without a note about some club venturing out to picnic at Cedar 

Lake.  The June 26, 1898 Minneapolis Tribune noted that, “The Floral Bicycle Club discussed 

having a picnic on the western shore of Cedar Lake.”
2
  One hundred people showed up.  For six 

months out of the year, the hotel must have been a flurry of activity.  In August 1897, they were 

short staffed.  “Two girls wanted immediately. Take Kenwood car” a help wanted ad in the 

newspaper urged
3
.  Still, the season was short and, as the photo in figure 37 indicates, the winter 

months were probably very slow. 
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Figure 38. William Wallof. View of Cedar Lake from Kenwood Hotel [sic]. 1900s. W354. 

The Lanes even did a little advertizing for their hotel.  In 1897, this note appeared in the 

Minneapolis Tribune in May of 1897: “Wheelman’s Paradise: Ride out to Cedar Lake today and 

take dinner at Hotel Kenwood. Dinner from 1:00 pm to 3:30. A fine meal for only 25 cents. This 

is a beautiful place to spend a pleasant afternoon; good fishing and boating, close to town, quiet 

and picturesque. Ride out Kenwood Blvd”
4
.  The hotel boasted a large sitting room with a piano 

for the enjoyment of their guests.  Although the Lanes must have had high hopes for their hotel, 

ultimately the changes in the land would profoundly affect them.  

Decline of the Hotel Kenwood 

By 1899, there appeared to be a shift in the fortunes of the hotel.  A curious piece appears 

in the Minneapolis Tribune at the time.  That year, the Kenwood Improvement Committee made 

a request of the City Council to install some gas lamps in the neighborhood.  Two of them were 

to be placed by the Peavey Fountain on Lake of the Isles, and one was to be placed, “on W 21
st
 

Street, across the street from the ‘Kenwood Hotel’ [sic] so called:…” It is a strange entry in an 
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official notice that seems to imply the establishment may have gotten a disreputable reputation—

or at least it may not have served its original function.  

In 1902, Albert L. Toogood became proprietor of the Hotel Kenwood.  Lillian went back 

to work in the restaurant and James managed an apartment building near their home just off Lake 

Street and Garfield Avenue.  Eventually they moved away from Minneapolis.  In 1903, Wm. L. 

Phillips was listed as proprietor.  That was the last listing for the Hotel Kenwood in the 

Minneapolis Directory. 

Thereafter the record gets a little sketchy.  In 1907, when some plumbing work was 

needed, the structure was listed as a “rooming house.” The Sandborne Insurance Company 

marked it a “tenement” on its 1912 map.  The structure was eventually torn down in 1921.  Louis 

Claussen, who lived a block away, remembered it as a rooming house for salesmen, railroad 

workers, immigrants, and other working-class people. 

What led to the failure of this scenic resort hotel at Cedar Lake?  To return to Cronin’s 

analogy, there were first and second nature causes.  In last decade of the nineteenth century, 

Minneapolis was witness to a series of dry years.  Starting in 1894, seven out of the next eight 

years had below normal precipitation; 1901 showed only 22.30 inches of rain (the normal annual 

rainfall in Minneapolis is 27.59).  The lengthy dry spell had a serious effect on the lake levels in 

Minneapolis.  By 1903, long-time residents around Cedar Lake such as Frank Scott wrote that 

the lake had dropped seven-feet since the late 1880s.  Some blamed excessive ice harvesting—an 

accusation vigorously denied by Cedar Lake Ice Company officials.  The dry times may have 

impacted recreational activity on the lake.  Subsequent rainfall in 1903 raised the level back up 

considerably, but by then, the M&StL had increased its trackage in the Kenilworth Corridor, thus 

making the East Bay a less desirable place to stay.   

The M&StL actively dug into the highland along both sides of the Kenilworth Corridor: 

as the sheared bluff visible in the background of the photograph of the Hotel Kenwood indicates 

(see figure 37).  Louis Claeson remembers how the M&StL had carved up that area to increase 

trackage as well as straighten out the corridor.  Such actions negatively impacted the desirability 

for middle-class visitors to frequent the lake…and the hotel. 
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In response, the new owners of the Hotel Kenwood switched from luring in middle-class 

vacationers to accommodating working-class clientele.  It’s even possible that, during one of the 

changes in ownership, it could have embraced a different clientele entirely.  A newspaper article 

from 1905, describes a raid on three “a notorious dives” including one the east shore of Cedar 

Lake.  The article continues, “For many years, this place has been conducted on the quiet and has 

been the scene of many disgraceful debauches”
5
.  Might the Hotel Kenwood have also served as 

a bordello?  

The decline in the fortunes of the hotel presages other changes occurring around the lake.  
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Chapter 9 

Changing the Contours of the Lake 

Accretion and reliction permanently altered the contours of Cedar Lake.  What is 

accretion and reliction?  Accretion refers to the increase in the size of an area of land due to 

accumulation of material.  For decades, probably starting in 1867, when the railroad first 

constructed an earthen causeway through the lake, the GN and the M&StL had been filling in the 

wetlands on the north and east sides of the lake, slowly accumulating land.  That no one 

publically objected to this for over forty years shows again how Cedar Lake was often ignored 

and neglected, as well as indicating the dominance of the railroads on those sides of the lake.  

The railroads used accretion to slowly shrink and re-contour Cedar Lake. 

Reliction is the withdrawal of water from land, leaving it permanently dry.  Usually this 

is a gradual process, such as we are seeing with the drying up of Lake Aral in Asia.  Sometimes 

it is sudden, like the draining of a marshland or the building of a dam.  Cedar Lake was subject to 

reliction as well as accretion in the early part of the twentieth century.  

These actions combined to obliterate the entire East Bay, carve up the Bryn Mawr Bluffs, 

lower residential values, and create a perception that affected the status of Cedar Lake for a 

century.  It transformed the community and created a new paradigm for the Cedar Lake area.  

How did this happen? 

Like many changes, it had a complex dynamic of its own.  And like many historical 

events, it needs to be explored from several different avenues.  This much is clear: powerful 

forces conducted a campaign to alter the lake and its shoreline.  One public entity openly 

proposed to alter the lake dramatically as part of its drive to beautify the city.  One private entity 

worked in the shadows, using promises and misdirection, until ultimately the consequences of its 

actions were irreversible.  A few tried to raise the alarm and resist the coming tide, but ultimately 

they were accommodated, marginalized, or overwhelmed.   

It marked the end of the high tide at Cedar Lake.  
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Context 

Before we delve into the specific causes that led to these extraordinary alterations of 

Cedar Lake, we need to provide some context.  Previously sections have examined the notion of 

second nature improvements and its effect on how people view the land.  Now, we need to 

briefly explore two larger national currents that also influenced the course of events at Cedar 

Lake. 

The Shame of the Cities 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, political party machines ran the major cities in 

the United States, the most famous example being New York’s Tammany Hall.  The machine’s 

power base rested on the backs of the immigrant.  Starting in the 1840s, massive waves of 

immigration hit the shores of America; most came to rest in the cities.  Caring for the new 

immigrants’ needs, such as food, jobs, and medicine, provided a solid base for local political 

machines.  The grateful new citizens voted the way the operatives told them and kept the 

machines in power. While there were many positive effects of this system, it invited graft and 

corruption.  The political bosses were beholden to no one.  Corruption and cronyism infected the 

body politic.  And Minneapolis was one of the most egregious offenders.   

In 1904, muckraking journalist Lincoln Steffens published The Shame of the Cities, an 

exposé on corruption in six major metropolitan areas.  According to Steffens, in 1901, 

Minneapolis Mayor Albert Alonzo “Doc” Ames “set out upon a career of graft and corruption 

which for in deliberateness, invention and avarice has never been equaled.”  Ames turned the 

city’s administration over to “thieves, confidence men, pickpockets, and gamblers”
1
.  In those 

days, a measure of graft was acceptable.  Gambling houses and brothels, especially on the edges 

of town, paid a percentage to the police and public officials so their illicit activities would be 

overlooked.  Ames’s crime was that he doubled and tripled the kickbacks, and then reneged on 

providing protection.  This corroded all local government actions. The implication was clear: for 

a price, you could get anything—something to consider when looking at certain actions of the 

railroads in the corridors alongside Cedar Lake. 
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The City Beautiful movement 

Many middle-class urbanites responded to urban corruption by backing municipal reform 

and embracing the City Beautiful movement. Although its origins could be traced to ancient 

Rome, the City Beautiful movement in the United States largely functioned as a vehicle to 

promote Midwestern urban civic pride.  The movement was a cultural phenomenon as much as it 

was an urban plan.  It grew out of the interaction of building architecture, landscape architecture, 

and civic improvement.  The movement originated in the planning of the World's Columbian 

Exposition (The White City) in Chicago in 1893.  There, director Daniel Burnham supervised a 

stellar group of architects (including Charles McKim and Louis Sullivan) in constructing the 

White City.  Burnham engaged landscape architect Fredrick Law Olmsted to lay out the grand 

gardens and broad diagonal paths.  Most of the architects (Sullivan was an exception) 

constructed buildings in the Beaux-Arts style, which emphasized large-scale structures with a 

hierarchy of space and classical symmetry.  Classical monumental architecture, combined with 

broad diagonal boulevards, characterized the “planned city grandeur” of the City Beautiful 

movement during the Progressive Era
2
.   

The movement embraced the middle-class morality prevalent during the Progressive Age.  

Clean broad boulevards would promote moral rectitude and civic pride.  The City Beautiful 

movement’s emphasis on “preservation of urban social fabric” and its goals to “eliminate 

breeding places of moral depravity, discontent, and socialism” had its critics.  Its elitist focus on 

middle-class aesthetics and homogeneity excluded subcultures.  Noted landscape architect Lewis 

Mumford castigated the plan.  But historian Henry Adams praised it as a conception that was 

“the first expression of American thought as unity”
3
.  In Minneapolis, the movement’s greatest 

impact would be on the construction of the Minneapolis Institute of Arts and on the design for 

the Minneapolis Chain of Lakes and Grand Rounds.  The design and execution of these last two 

plans would profoundly alter Cedar Lake. 
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Figure 39. Davison's Map of Minneapolis. 1887. [DETAIL] Hennepin County 

 Public Library Website. 

Inroads 

From the first surge of the SP&P down the east side of Cedar Lake in 1867, the railroads 

encroached on the lake.  That year, the SP& P built an earthen causeway through the East Bay 

(see figure 39).  Soon the railroad filled in the area between the causeway and the eastern shore 

and the causeway itself became the eastern shore of the lake (see figure 40).  About that same 

time the little stream that ran out of the northeast corner of Cedar Lake (see the map in figure 3) 

also disappeared: a victim, no doubt, of the railroad’s need to secure a firm base to lay its tracks.  

By the 1890s, with railroads filling in the area between the causeway and the shoreline, Cedar 

Lake had lost a good portion of its East Bay bulge

. 

In 1883, the St. Paul, Minneapolis and Manitoba Railway (successor to the SP&P) under 

the management of James J. Hill, built another earthen causeway through Cedar Lake, this time 

cutting through its north end (see figure 5).  As the railway moved its service to the new shorter 

                                                 

 Several maps from the 1870s and 1880s attest to the earthen causeway through the East Bay, while 

Wallof’s excellent photographs of the north end of the lake clearly shows the causeway there.  As for the stream, the 

1853 survey noted its existence, while Hennepin County’s 1860 map also showed it.  On the 1873 map, it was gone; 

no subsequent maps show it. 
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line, it all but abandoned its original line

 down the East Bay; only the special rail cars built for 

handling ice ventured down to pick up the cakes.  By the 1890s, Hill consolidated several of his 

railways into the legendary Great Northern Railway (GN).  At Cedar Lake, the GN and the 

M&StL negotiated separate spheres of influence:  

 The GN dominated the north end of the lake.  

 The M&StL expanded on the east and northeast end of the lake.  

Both companies had vested interests in making sure the lake level didn’t get too high and 

swamp their causeways.  The intense dry period from 1892 to 1902 aided the railroad’s efforts as 

the lake level dropped between five and seven feet during that time.  The railroads used the 

recession of the waterline to shore up their causeways and continued to dump sand mixed with 

locomotive ash along the shoreline.  When heavy rains in 1903 raised the lake level up again, 

they redoubled their efforts to maintain their hard-won land empires.  In fact, the two railroads 

became eager to accrue more land—through acquisition as well as accretion. 

 
Figure 40. William Wallof. View from Upstairs Window of Edward G. Wallof House.1910s.  

W017. 

                                                 

 The matter of the construction of the original corridor through the East Bay by the ST&P in 1867, its co-

occupancy by the M&StL in 1871, Hill’s building of the short line through the north end of the lake in 1883, and the 

GN’s abandonment of the old line, is the most confusing issues ever confronted by this author.  It also led to one of 

those sublime “aha” moments when the pieces finally fell into place.  
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The impact of accretion 

As noted earlier, accretion refers to the gradual build up of land, usually through a 

decline or loss in the level of a body of water.  (The century-long land reclamation effort in the 

Netherlands is another example of accretion.)  In the Cedar Lake area, both railroads removed 

sand and gravel from the surrounding bluffs, mixed it with ash from their locomotives, and 

dumped it into the marshy areas between the original shoreline and their causeways.  Having 

completed this “fill,” they began pushing back the lake using the same process to expand the 

areas adjacent to the causeways. 

As the photo of the East Bay (see figure 40) attests, what was once a narrow earthen 

causeway had become a wide swath of land.  Water no longer lapped against the shoreline below 

the Wallof house.  Instead, eleven sets of tracks girded the east side of the lake.  It was part of a 

systematic expansion along the Kenilworth corridor that ultimately encompassed nineteen 

buildings and dozens of tracks along the two-mile stretch of the Kenwood corridor.  However, 

unlike the GN’s control of the northern corridor, the M&StL’s grip on the eastern corridor was 

never absolute.  The M&StL had to contend with other interests. 

The Great Northern’s Cedar Lake Yards 

From the time it created a rail causeway though the north end of Cedar Lake in 1883, 

James J. Hill’s railway company strove to consolidate its hold on the land below the Bryn Mawr 

Bluffs.  Under Hill’s management, the GN became one of the giants of American industry.  As it 

grew more successful, it needed to create more infrastructure along its Cedar Lake corridor.  As 

wheat production grew, the railroad built grain elevators and expanded its trackage to the 

northeast of the Great Northern’s Cedar Lake Yards.  But there was a problem. 

 The area to the northeast was pot marked with the springs and marshes, remnants of the 

ancient Mississippi River that once flowed through the region prior to the last ice age.  The GN 

was determined to improve the land there.  In early 1905, the GN acquired twenty-two acres on 

the top of the Bryn Mawr Bluff.  By the end of that year the GN had begun carving into the bluff 

and using the earth to fill in the huge “potholes.” 
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Figure 41. The 1898 map on the top shows the southern edge of the Bryn Mawr bluff prior to GN’s 

removal of land The 1914 map on the bottom shows the bluff area lost. Maps courtesy of Hennepin 

County Public Library Website, Minneapolis Collection. 

Besides filling this huge wetland, the GN also used the bluff’s sand and gravel to create a 

new northern shore for Cedar Lake—in effect pushing back the lake just as the M&StL had done 

on the eastern shore.  “The [Great Northern] wants more ground and is filling up the north end of 

the lake to get it” one reporter observed”
4
.  Another reporter poetically wrote, 

With the cutting away of the sand bank towards Bryn Mawr the face of the district is 

being changed greatly and the picturesquely platted addition called Cedar Lake Park…is 

disappearing under the stress of steam shovel demands.  

Manitoba Avenue has dropped on to the flatcars and has been consigned to final burial in 

the Bryn Mawr bog.  Eden, Myrtle and Granada avenues have lost their extremities and 

Antoinette and Madeira avenues appear to have an inclination to follow Manitoba 

Avenue to the bottom of the sandpit.
5
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Eventually the GN’s steam shovels carved over 600,000 cubic yards of sand off the Bryn 

Mawr Bluff.  The maps in figure 41 show the platted area before and after this event. The map 

on top is from 1898.  Notice the rounded look of the bluff; notice also sections numbered 9, 10, 

11, and 12.  On the 1914 map below it, those sections are gone and the bluff line has assumed an 

irregular shape.  Manitoba Ave was almost completely wiped out on the 1914 map: only a small 

bite on the far right remains.  Below the newly contoured bluff, over two dozen sets of tracks 

appear.  As this comparison shows, a section of Bryn Mawr was simply obliterated.  

To diffuse criticism of its actions, the GN leaked stories concerning a major overhaul of 

its Cedar Lake Yards.  Newspaper accounts teased readers with tales of GN’s plans to abandon 

Saint Paul and make Minneapolis its international headquarters: Cedar Lake would become the 

nerve center of the GN’s entire operation.  The railway would construct a vast complex of 

roundhouses and repair facilities at Cedar Lake that would dwarf the M&StL’s operation.  Over 

seven thousand jobs would be added to the city’s tax roll: the influx of workers would bolster the 

Bryn Mawr neighborhood to the north.  It seemed too good to be true. 

Such rumors blunted efforts to curb GN’s voracious appetite for acquiring land and 

altering the environment around Cedar Lake.  Opposition was sporadic and uncoordinated.  In 

1905, a city alderman charged the GN with attempting to dupe the city, so it could get a 

favorable deal on city-owned land.  In 1906, the city council took further steps: 

Alderman [P. D.] Walker of the eighth ward secured passage of a resolution directing the 

city attorney to take such actions as he deems necessary to prohibit the Great Northern Railway 

company [sic] from encroaching upon the shores of Cedar Lake. 

According to the alderman from the eighth, the railway company has pre-empted much of 

the shoreline of this beautiful body of water and is entertaining plans to fill up as much the lake 

for purposes of increasing its trackage acreage.
6
 

Throughout 1905 and 1906, competing stories ran in the city’s two major newspapers, the 

Minneapolis Tribune and the Minneapolis Journal.  The Tribune’s articles waxed on about the 

gains Minneapolis would see when the GN made its move.  Meanwhile the steam shovels kept 

digging.  Suddenly the Tribune’s articles ended, and a few weeks later the Journal ran a story 

that the GN had announced that it was dropping its plans to move to Minneapolis.  The plan to 

move had been a ploy. 
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Ultimately, the GN did build a series of yards throughout the corridor, along with some 

maintenance facilities at Cedar Lake.  Further east, near Lyndale Ave, GN constructed grain 

elevators.  But no roundhouses, repairs shops, or major movements of workers from Saint Paul 

ever materialized.  Although there is no evidence that there was anything illegal in the GN 

activities, certainly Hill could be cited for misleading city officials about the extent of the 

improvements and its effect on payroll and tax base for the city.  It’s also possible that, in this era 

of the political machine, graft and corruption may have silenced officials who might have been 

able to thwart the GN.  Certainly no environmental protest arose over the annihilation of a large 

section of the Bryn Mawr Bluff and the pushing back of the lake.  

 
Figure 42. William Wallof. New Great Northern Railway Tracks at the base of the Bryn Mawr  

Bluffs. 1910s. W069 

The photograph in figure 42 reveals the visible effect of this dramatic change in the land.  

The camera looks to the west; in the distance, the wooden Cedar Lake Bridge can just be made 

out.  On the far left, a small portion of Cedar Lake is visible under the trees, but most of the lake 

is just out of the picture.  In the center, the double track of the GN’s main rail line curves off into 

the distance, mirroring the line of the bluff.  Two people appear to be walking the tracks; perhaps 
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they are workers, but maybe they are tramps.  To the right, the gash in the Bryn Mawr Bluff is 

still fresh.  The combination of the sandy bluff and the curved, double track rail corridor makes a 

powerful statement about second nature affects on the land. 

Summary 

Both railroads used fill to create rail yards through a slow accretion of land.  An 

extensive dry period aided their efforts.  When the rains returned in 1903, the railroads doubled 

their efforts, obliterating the area’s bluff lines to shore up their holdings.   

To their aid came an unlikely ally.  For the change that most profoundly affected Cedar 

Lake came as a consequence of what are arguably the greatest achievements of the City Beautiful 

movement in Minneapolis.  These triumphs would also cement the reputation of one of the most 

renowned figures in the history of the city of Minneapolis.  
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Chapter 10 

Minneapolis Board of Park Commissioners 

Prior to 1900, the Minneapolis Board of Park Commissioners rarely turned their thoughts 

towards Cedar Lake.  Improving Lake Harriet, Lake Calhoun, and Lake of the Isles consumed 

most of their energy.  They had little left to tackle a lake at the far edge of town dominated by 

two railroads.  The commissioners had discussed several schemes to improve the lake, but they 

had been tabled.  That changed in 1905.  From that time on, Cedar Lake’s history became bound 

to the Minneapolis Chain of Lakes.  To understand why, we need to examine the growth of the 

Minneapolis Park Board.  

Creating a Park System 

In 1883 the citizens of Minneapolis approved a referendum to create a Minneapolis 

Board of Park Commissioners
1
.  This ended one phase of the conflict between two factions in the 

city and began another that has lasted into the twenty-first century

.  The conflict involved 

political, social, and economic forces competing for the city’s scarce resources.  While it would 

be easy to see the conflict as one between pro-park and anti-park forces, the root cause was 

deeply rooted in class politics. 

Class and Politics 

Throughout most of the decade of the 1870s, the Democratic Party controlled the 

Minneapolis municipal government.  (Albert Alonzo “Doc” Ames, who was first elected mayor 

in 1876, was one of the party’s brightest stars.)  City officials concerned themselves with 

protecting citizens, providing services, and promoting their political agendas.  Parks and green 

space were not high on their agenda. 

Meanwhile, most of the industrialists and businessmen were Republicans.  Like most 

men of means at that time, they plowed their profits into buying real estate.  Land speculation 

                                                 

 In 2009, supporters proposed an amendment to the city charter to replace the independent MPRB with an 

appointed advisory board.  The Minneapolis City Charter Commission voted not to include it on the ballot.   
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was a risky business and many speculators made and lost fortunes when a bank panic hit or a 

recession dried up capital.  Speculators were often land rich but money poor—and subject to 

litigation.  One such man was Colonel William S. King.  He had come to Minneapolis in the 

1850s and made a fortune.  He used it to purchase over fourteen hundred acres around Lake 

Harriet and Lake Calhoun.  But by the 1880s, King’s estate was “the subject of litigation 

eventually being sub-divided…”
2
.  For men like King, land speculation was a rough business, 

but the rewards could be phenomenal. 

As early as 1872, the Minneapolis Board of Trade had created a Committee on Parks and 

Public Grounds, controlled by a small group of powerful business leaders led by Charles Loring, 

flour magnate George Pillsbury, and the aforementioned William S. King.  These men saw the 

value in setting aside Minneapolis’ lakes, as well as areas along the Mississippi River, for public 

use.  The committee maneuvered to get a referendum to create a park system on the city’s charter 

ballot that year.  The referendum was quashed Democrats on the city council who did not see 

parks as a priority.  Council members were suspicious of the committee’s motives, especially 

concerning proposed improvements to Lake Harriet and Lake Calhoun.  They were well aware 

who controlled most of the real estate in the city.  Many working-class citizens were convinced 

that these rich businessmen were just looking to get richer—and the working class would be the 

worse for it.  Hoping to stymie the growing parks movement, the Minneapolis city council 

passed a resolution stating that the city had more pressing concerns than “spending money 

around Lake Calhoun”
3
. 

Early in 1883, the parks committee sought a way to sidestep the city council.  It pressured 

the state legislature to pass a resolution forcing the city to put a parks referendum on the city 

ballot.  Because of the hostility of city officials, the committee asked the legislature to include 

language in the referendum establishing an independent board of park commissioners with its 

own taxing power.  The referendum passed.  Loring’s group subsequently became the founding 

members of the Minneapolis Board of Park Commissioners.  
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Hiring Cleveland 

The newly constituted Minneapolis Board of Park Commissioners

 voted to “engage the 

services of Mr. H. W. S. Cleveland, a well-known landscape architect, to advise the board on the 

in the planning of its work”
4
.  Horace Cleveland came from New England: the birthplace of the 

transcendentalist movement which “lay behind the creation of the great nineteenth century 

pleasure grounds”
5
.  Cleveland began his landscape practice on the East Coast and he 

corresponded regularly with Fredrick Law Olmsted—noted for designing New York’s Central 

Park.  Both Olmsted and Cleveland believed that parks should be a place of refuge from urban 

life where people could go to experience nature.  Later reformers would call this park usage 

“passive recreation”
6
. 

At the Park Board’s invitation, Cleveland came to Minneapolis.  In June of 1883, 

Cleveland submitted his “Suggestions for a System of Parks and Parkways for the City of 

Minneapolis”
7
.  In it, he recommended an aggressive campaign of land acquisition, targeting the 

bluffs along the Mississippi River as well as the lakes on the western edge of the city.  He also 

advocated creating a series of parkways and green spaces to surround the city—a concept he 

called the “Grand Rounds.”  

Over the next twenty-five years, the Park Board labored to bring Cleveland’s vision into 

fruition.  Between 1886 and 1888, it acquired Lake Harriet and Lake of the Isles and most of the 

shoreline property around Lake Calhoun.  In 1891 the Park Board began dredging operations that 

would go on intermittently for the next forty years
8
.  The dredging served two purposes: it 

created lakes from marshland and, by depositing the dredged material along the shoreline, it also 

stabilized the shoreline.  As David Lanegran notes “[V]irtually all of the park, beaches, and 

boulevards [surrounding the lakes] are built upon man-made land”
9
.  Both the dredging and the 

filling were second nature improvements.  By the early 1900s, Cleveland’s plan was starting to 

take shape. 

                                                 

 The recreation appellation would not be added until the 1960s, when the board’s name would change to 

Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board.  
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Lowry’s Vision 

Members and supporters of the Minneapolis Park Board had a keen interest in developing 

the land around the lakes.  We have already encountered one of these—Thomas Lowry, the real 

estate developer and the creator

 of the Twin Cities Rapid Transit System.  He became a 

powerful voice on the Park Board. 

Lowry saw that Minneapolis’ rising upper class was ready to flee the teeming city for 

luxurious estates out in “the country.”  The land around the lakes would be a natural place for 

them to build their country manors; they just needed access to it.  It was much too far to walk 

and traveling the rough roads of the day was undesirable.  The solution was a streetcar transit 

system. Using it, businessmen could easily commute to the city and return to these new 

“suburbs” in time for supper.  The transit lines would open up residential districts and the 

resulting boom in ridership would boost the profits of the transit system.  It was a win-win 

situation for entrepreneurs like Lowry. 

The transit system wasn’t just for the wealthy.  Everywhere the transit system went, the 

value of property near it increased.  Lots along the line were sub-divided and sold to commercial 

establishments (crowded around the transit stops) and middle- and working-class families.  Shop 

keepers and workers used the transit line to get to work, and their families used it to go to the 

lakes during the weekend.  Lowry wound up making a fortune off these classes too.  And so, the 

city council’s suspicions were confirmed, for there is no denying that many of the park 

movement’s leaders got rich by creating the park system.  

The beginning of the Grand Rounds 

Although the Park Board would greatly expand the scope, its strategy changed little from 

that outlined in Cleveland’s “Suggestions.”  The Park Board sought to acquire targeted land as 

soon as it was on the market.  Adhering to Cleveland’s Grand Rounds concept, the Park Board 

improved lake shorelines, parkways, and the bluffs along the Mississippi River—connecting 

green spaces and lakefronts in an effort to encircle the city with parks and riding paths.  By the 

early 1900s, as the Grand Rounds paths began to take shape around Lake Harriet, Lake Calhoun, 

                                                 

 Others had actually initiated a transit company in the city.  Lowry made it work.  
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and Lake of the Isles: the Park Board began to examine how to extend the Grand Rounds to the 

northern part of the city.  

Linking the lakes 

Also beginning in the 1900s, the Park Board decided on implementing a concept that was 

not part of Cleveland’s original plan: the linking of the Chain of Lakes.  This notion started out 

in the 1890s as a scheme to dig a water channel to connect Lake Calhoun to Lake of the Isles.  

The Panic of 1893 and the resulting recession put much of the Park Board’s plans on hold.  It 

was the new superintendent’s recommendation in 1906, which re-ignited the scheme and 

expanded it to include linking four lakes via canals: Calhoun, Isles, Cedar, and Brownie.  The 

public, enamored with the idea of using the lakes for water sports, petitioned the Park Board in 

early 1907 to connect Lake Calhoun and Lake of the Isles.  In 1908 “officials of the joint 

improvement associations” endorsed the plan
10

. 

To implement both the Grand Rounds and the linking of the lakes concepts, the Park 

Board would need to maintain proper lake levels.  These levels had been established during the 

dry period of the 1890s.  Higher lake levels would wash away the shoreline paths the Park Board 

had so laboriously built up.  And for the lakes linking plan to work, the levels of all four of them 

would need to be equalized and controlled.  As we shall see later, the Park Board’s needs played 

into the hands of the two largest commercial entities at Cedar Lake. 

Lake levels 

The long, complex, and contentious issue of maintaining “proper” lake levels in the 

Minneapolis city lakes is beyond the scope of this paper.  Hopefully it will suffice to give a brief 

summary of the issue as it impacted the changes in the land at Cedar Lake.  The Park Board 

wanted the levels low, for reasons outlined above.  City officials wanted the lake levels high, so 

home values around the lake would remain strong and working-class citizens—their main 

constituents—could enjoy the lakes.  Unfortunately, when the water level was too low, the lakes 

tended to revert back to mosquito-infested marshes, a condition park users found unacceptable.  

Homeowners near the lakes wanted the lake levels high so they could access the lake’s facilities.  

While this is a rather simplistic way of looking at the situation, (obviously the Park Board 
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wanted people to use the lake also), it is adequate to explain the rationale for the radical 

improvements implemented by the Park Board at Cedar Lake. 

Summary 

Minneapolis is unique.  No other major city in the United States has a separate park 

system with its own power to levy taxes.  This came about mainly as a result of class tensions 

within the city during the 1870s and1880s and the desire of a small group of visionaries to put 

aside the lakes on the western edge of the city for public use.  These visionaries were also astute 

businessmen who realized that improved and well-maintained lakes increased the value of the 

nearby properties—properties that many of these businessmen owned.  Once the Park Board had 

acquired these lakes, it sought to improve them and maintain certain water levels, often coming 

into conflict with the city over the definition of “proper” lake level.  All of these activities 

impacted subsequent events at Cedar Lake.  
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Chapter 11 

Intended Consequences 

As park historian David C. Smith noted in his survey of Minneapolis parks, “No lake in 

the Minneapolis park system was considered for acquisition as a park for so long and took so 

long to acquire as Cedar Lake”
1
.  The Park Board first discussed acquiring land at Cedar Lake in 

the 1880s.  At that time, the Park Board’s interest was in building a road along the southern and 

western shores of the lake.  Noted lawyer and real-estate developer William W. McNair owned 

much of the land on the west side of Cedar Lake.  He had offered to donate a strip of land along 

the shoreline, but he died in 1885 before negotiations could be completed.  Later, his estate 

offered to donate the strip of land along the west side of Cedar Lake, but the offer contained 

some conditions that the park board deemed unprofitable.  Nothing was done about Cedar Lake 

until the Park Board hired energetic Swiss landscape architect Theodore Wirth as its second park 

superintendent in 1905
2
. 

Wirth takes charge 

A year after taking over, Wirth proposed a dramatic expansion of Cleveland’s Grand 

Rounds design.  Using Minnehaha Falls Park on the Mississippi River as an anchor, Wirth 

envisioned creating a parkway along the Minnehaha Creek to connect to Lake Harriet.  From 

there, he would use the shores of Chain of Lakes to get to northern part of the city.  When Wirth 

took over, Harriet, Calhoun, and Lake of the Isles were stabilized and riding paths skirted all 

three lakes.  As he surveyed the way to the northern part of the city, Wirth realized that he faced 

a difficult situation at Cedar Lake. 

High Water at Cedar Lake 

Cedar Lake was a problem.  Much of its lakeshore was marshland, while the rest of it 

rose abruptly from the lake.  The only level ground around Cedar Lake was that created by the 

railroads, where they had filled in around their corridors and pushed back the lake through 

accretion.  Between the private owners on the southeast end of the lake, and the railroad yards on 

the northeast and northern part, Wirth could plot no way through the east side.  Instead, he 
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decided to go up the west side of the lake.  While the west side property was in private hands and 

could be acquired, there was a problem.  A large marshland blocked his way—extending from 

the southwest corner of the lake to present day France Avenue. Further along, there was very 

little shoreline along the west side of the lake, especially when the lake level was high.  How 

could Wirth carve a path through swamp? 

 
Figure 43. U.S. Department of Transportation, FHWA. Grand Rounds  

Scenic Byway. 

The answer came as part of the City Beautiful movement in Minneapolis.  As noted 

earlier, there has been talk for some time about linking Lake Calhoun, Lake of the Isles, Cedar 

Lake and Brownie Lake via canals to create a continuous waterway. (Lake Harriet was also 

discussed, but it was thought to be too difficult to connect to from Lake Calhoun.)  Although 

Park Board Chairman Charles Loring said in 1904, that he considered linking the lakes a crazy 

notion, by 1908 sentiment was growing to do just that.  The Park Board viewed connecting the 

lakes as a way to beautify the lakes, instill civic pride, and increase property values.  Such a 

waterway would make a great tourist attraction. 
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Once again, Cedar Lake became a sticking point.  At that time, the water level at Lake of 

the Isles was about the same as at Lake Calhoun.  But Cedar Lake was five feet higher than Lake 

of the Isles.  Brownie Lake was higher still. 

Reliction 

Superintendent Wirth solved the problem using reliction.  He would dig a canal from 

Lake of the Isles to the edge of Cedar Lake and then slowly lower Cedar Lake’s water level by 

five feet, until the lakes’ water levels were equalized.  Meanwhile, the lower water level at Cedar 

Lake would expose more shoreline.  With adequate dredging, Cedar Lake’s southern and western 

shorelines could serve as a land corridor connecting Lake of the Isles to the south and Glenwood 

Park to the north.  (Brownie Lake would eventually go through this same process.)  This became 

the critical nexus of the Grand Rounds scheme.  In Wirth’s History of the Minneapolis Park 

System, he discusses the Grand Rounds and Cedar Lake: 

The linking of the four lakes (Lake Calhoun, Lake of the Isles, Cedar Lake, and Brownie 

Lake) lowered the water level of Cedar Lake about five feet, which enlarged the area of the 

former island [Louise Island] adjacent to the west shore and converted it into a peninsula…. It 

also facilitated the construction of a roadway where the shoreline acquired was very narrow.  So-

called Cedar Point was also enlarged by the change in the lake level, and at the present time 

these two points are popular recreation grounds for picnickers, bathers, etc.  These areas, as well 

as the southwest meadow, were greatly benefitted also by the filling material they received 

through dredging operations.
3
 

Creating the canals to artificially connect the lakes necessitated creating bridges to span 

the canals and carry the Grand Rounds over them.  The Park Board took great pride in creating 

these bridges, which would blend utility with City Beautiful aesthetics.  It held a competition to 

select designs that would provide, “suitable attractive bridges over the proposed canals”
4
.  Wirth 

describes in great detail the design and cost of the bridges linking Lake Calhoun to Lake of the 

Isles.  Once again, Cedar Lake gets short shrift.  The two bridges crossing the newly constructed 

Kenilworth Canal, Wirth describes as “temporary” structures that he hoped will be eventually 

replaced with more “suitable and appropriate” ones
5
.  Wirth did work hard to cajole funds from 
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his board, as well as from the city, to replace the old Cedar Lake Bridge in 1916 with an 

attractive structure.  All this activity fit in with Theodore Wirth’s theories about parks. 

 
Figure 44. William Wallof. Louise Island and the West Shore of Cedar Lake. 1910s. W055. 

Theodore Wirth 

Born in Switzerland in 1863, Theodore Wirth came to the United States when he was 

twenty-five.  He established himself as a landscape gardener in New York’s Central Park, where 

he worked under the tutelage of its creator: Fredrick Law Olmsted.  Wirth later rose to 

prominence in Hartford Connecticut, where he designed the first formal rose garden in America. 

In 1906 he was lured to Minneapolis by Charles Loring, who was anxious to have Wirth 

take over the Park Board’s superintendent’s position from the retiring William Beery.  From 

1906 until 1938, Wirth ran the park system like no one before or since. He expanded the size of 

park holdings by threefold, linked the lakes, built the Grand Rounds, and worked tirelessly to 

improve Minneapolis’s parks and trails.  His grandson, Theodore J. Wirth, FASLA writes of 

him, “He reshaped the young city’s natural resources like a diamond cutter”
6
. 
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In his retirement, Wirth wrote a book entitled Minneapolis Park System: 1883–1944, 

which masterfully uses geology, geography, history, and economics to examine the 

establishment and expansion of the Minneapolis Park System.  But he did more.  In his book, 

Wirth laid out his vision of what a park system should be—thereby creating a primer for 

subsequent superintendents to follow.  

Like Cleveland, Wirth advocated acquiring land suited for the park system as soon as it 

was available.  He also believed in improving the property only when funds became available.  

Wirth embraced the idea that improving parkland increased the value of the property surrounding 

it, thereby increasing the value of the land for park assessment and filling the Park Board’s 

coffers.  He was not shy about chastising even his own board when they did not immediately act 

on his proposals.  He had this to say about the acquisition of a “stretch of low swampland, 

unsightly and unsanitary,” originally called Rice Lake, but later named Lake Hiawatha: 

The comparatively large price required to purchase the area serves as an excellent and 

indisputable illustration of the influence park acquisitions and improvements exercise 

upon the value of adjacent and nearby property—both improved and unimproved.  At the 

time of the proposed acquisition of Lake Nokomis in 1906, I strongly advocated 

including the then so-called Rice Lake….[Park Board] Secretary J. A. 

Ridgeway…estimate[d] that an item [sic] of $25,000 to $30,000 would cover the cost of 

securing that practically worthless land….It seems to be an almost universal shortcoming 

of human nature that one forgets to keep in mind at times and fails to adhere to policies 

that one has earnestly and securely advocated in previous times….The principal objector 

at that time was the apostle and promoter of the Grand Rounds Parkway plan, Dr. 

William W. Folwell [who said about the lake] “Nobody will take that away—we can 

have it anytime in the future we want it.”  He spoke truthfully—that swampland was still 

unmolested when it was finally acquired in 1923, but the purchase price was $555,000—

and there wasn’t any pronounced opposition to the acquisition at that time, even at that 

price.
7
 

That Wirth would take to task one of the great figures of Minneapolis history, the first president 

of the University of Minnesota and the founder of the Minnesota Historical Society, shows Wirth 

had little sympathy for those who were not able to understand his grand vision.  

Wirth the practitioner 

Wirth was a master of the intricacies of park development and had an accountant’s eye 

when it came to fiscal matters.  In his book, he documents the price of some improvements at 

Cedar Lake, “…the first (dredging) contract …was awarded …at a price of 12½ cents per cubic 

yard, but this contractor failed to master the difficulties encountered…”  Because of the 
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contractor’s incompetence, the contract had to be transferred.  He goes on to say, “…during a 

storm in June 1914, the dredge foundered in deep water at the southeast corner of the lake and 

could not be recovered, making it necessary for the contractor to provide a new one.”  The 

dredging of the lake from 1911 to 1914 “involved the moving of 371,340 cubic yards, at a cost of 

$46,417.84”
8
. 

In his section on the Grand Rounds, Wirth describes the building of the Cedar Lake 

Parkway Bridge in 1916 as joint project between the GN, the city council, and the Park Board.  

With some glee Wirth tells of the replacement by the railroad of the old wooden-trestle waterway 

connecting Cedar and Brownie with “…a concrete passageway, a much more pleasing and 

durable structure—accomplished without expense to the Board”
9
. 

Wirth preached the gospel that parks make economic sense.  In his book, he analyzed 

property acquisition, park creation, and consequent rise in land value.  In a sense, Wirth’s 

activities in park acquisition and improvement were the embodiment of Cleveland’s theories. 

But while Wirth applied many of the landscape principles espoused by Cleveland and 

Olmsted, he championed the Reform Park Movement prevalent from 1900 to 1930.  This 

movement rebelled against “passive park use” and the theory of “parks as pleasure grounds” 

which they saw as elitist.  These reformers sought to reshape parks as a place to “organize 

activity” for the “masses who were incapable of undertaking their own recreation.”  Civic leaders 

worried about increased leisure time available to the working class and sought to channel that 

energy (which could otherwise be used drinking or rioting) into planned, scheduled time to play.  

This became increasingly important due to the enormous number of immigrants inundating the 

country at the time.  Recreation had a civic function: to mold these aliens into good citizens
10

. 

In concrete terms this led to a decisive change in how parks were engineered.  The 

reformers broke the park into two areas: inner and outer.  The inner area was the field house.  

These sometimes massive structures consisted of assembly halls, clubrooms, refectories, 

libraries, indoor gyms, and showers.  The outdoor plant had tracks, pools, sand pits, and places to 

play games.  Where quiet and serenity permeated the pleasure grounds, organized bedlam 

inundated the playgrounds. While the reform movement appeared to have an egalitarian hue, 

both movements were top-down and elitist. 
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Where did Theodore Wirth fit into this mix?  A glance at his book confirms his adherence 

to the reform park movement.  Over half of it deals with the various activities that could be 

performed in the park.  He writes, “it is the park administrator’s duty to guide … public demand 

[for services] into proper channels.…”  But Wirth never abandoned Cleveland’s concept.  In his 

conclusion, Wirth states: 

The original concept as to the intent, value, and usefulness of parks for passive 

recreation, relaxation, and physical and mental rest to be found through the aesthetic 

aspects of scenic beauty and quiet surroundings has not disappeared, but has induced and 

stimulated a desire and demand for outdoor life and recreation through physical exercise 

and has led the way…for opportunities for play…and contact with Nature in all of her 

endless attractions and beneficial influences.11 

The Minneapolis park system Wirth built was a blend of pleasure grounds and play grounds.  

The pocket parks of the inner city performed a valuable service in providing places for people to 

actively recreate, while the anchor parks and connecting Grand Rounds offered scenic beauty 

and a more relaxed aesthetic for the passive visitor. 

Some of Wirth’s proposals may strike a discordant note in the twenty-first century.  For 

example, he saw great worth in dredging to make the lake more usable for people, and creating 

more land around the lake for playgrounds and other activities.  As the park system matured, he 

advocated more roads and bridges to increase car use in the parks.  Wirth’s love of golf may 

have been the main reason that Minneapolis has such a large number of public golf courses.  And 

strange as it seems, the Park Board even acquired and operated a municipal airport: Wold-

Chamberlain airfield on the site of what is now the Minneapolis-Saint Paul International Airport.  

The Park Board’s activities expanded well beyond the city limits.  

Wirth the theorist 

Theodore Wirth was a visionary.  He fully embraced the recreation movement 

blossoming about this time.  He famously had the “Do not walk on the grass” signs removed to 

allow children to play in the parks.  Wirth was also a builder.  He was steeped in the “second 

nature” philosophy that played as such an integral part creating the American Dream, especially 

in the Great West.  As previously noted, historian William Cronon identified and explored this 

idea in Nature’s Metropolis: To tame nature and make it useful.  Enhancing natural advantages 

and putting human imprints on it; make the land more beautiful, productive, and less dangerous.  

Most landscape architects of the day embraced these same overarching themes.  Wirth makes it 
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clear in his book that the lands the Park Board acquired should undergo whatever 

improvements—draining, dredging, filling—were needed to make them fit to a become a park 

and so benefit the assessment valuation of the surrounding land.  Before the lowering of the lake, 

Louise Island (see figure 40) could only be visited by boat.  Converting the island into a 

peninsula opened it to a wider array of visitors, thereby increasing the number of people using 

the area and increasing its value as park property. 

Cedar Lake’s value as a lake 

To the Park Board in 1905, Cedar Lake’s value as a lake was negligible.  Concerning the 

Grand Rounds project, historian David C. Smith notes that, “Cedar Lake was viewed principally 

as a scenic connection from north Minneapolis to the parkways around Lake of the Isles and 

Lake Harriet”
12

.  Perhaps the Park Board believed the commercial value of the lake was too great 

to the railroads for the Park Board to battle them for control it.  In discussing the linking of the 

lakes venture, Wirth opined, “Since there were no obstacles in the way of objections to 

equalizing Cedar Lake to a lower level…”
13

.  As the Park Board did not own any land on the east 

side of the lake at that time, no doubt Wirth saw no need to canvass the lake’s residents or 

recreational enthusiasts to find out if they had any concerns.  In early November of 1913, 

workers opened the canal and Cedar Lake’s water level dropped five feet as expected.  On 

November 6, 1913, the Park Board officially celebrated the opening of the canal between Lake 

of the Isles and Cedar Lake.  The festivities of that day paled compared to the weeklong gala 

organized for the linking of Lake Calhoun and Lake of the Isles in June of 1911.  Of course, the 

earlier celebration was in spring and the later one was in early winter, Minnesota time. 

In the name of improvements for the Grand Rounds and for the linking the Chain of 

Lakes, the face of Cedar Lake was altered irrevocably. 

The Progressive agenda 

The actions of the railroads and the Park Board indicate one of the major ideological 

tendencies of the era.  President Theodore Roosevelt and those that followed the Progressive 

agenda sought to rein in the excesses of the Gilded Age and the Robber Barons (like James J. 

Hill) who made millions by creating monopolies and trusts.  However, Progressive Age policies 
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were mainly concerned with empowering America’s nascent middle class.  They did not consider 

the ecology of the city.  To the Progressives, the wilderness was still very far away from the city. 

The second bridge between Cedar and Brownie lakes 

With the lowering of Cedar Lake in 1913 by five feet, the changes in the land accelerated.  

The roadway around the west side of the lake brought new activity.  The west side developed as 

a residential area, fully integrated into the city and the park system: with manicured lawns and 

well-built, middle-class abodes.  Meanwhile the east side became more commercial, more 

remote, and—in some areas—more untamed.  This dichotomy made Cedar Lake even more 

unique.  

From 1911 to 1914, crews worked on dredging Cedar Lake and using the fill to make a 

base for the roadway on the west side.  In 1915, with the roadway nearing completion, Wirth 

contacted the Great Northern about its plans for constructing a new bridge between Cedar and 

Brownie lakes.  As noted before, the GN had built the first bridge in 1883 to span the gap it made 

in the ancient ridge between Cedar Lake and Brownie Lake.  As part of the project to develop 

Cedar Lake Boulevard and handle increased traffic—now including automobiles—the old 

wooden bridge needed to be replaced.  To do so, the GN proposed a standard-design, “plain 

steel” bridge costing $29,840.  Wirth wanted something more: a bridge that would enhance the 

Grand Rounds, like the City Beautiful bridges spanning the canals that linked Lake Calhoun and 

Lake of the Isles.  To get the bridge Wirth wanted, GN designers estimated would cost $42,160, 

not an insignificant increase in the price.  The GN balked at the price of building such a bridge. 

Undeterred, Wirth began a campaign to get his design.  Meanwhile local leaders 

petitioned the city to demand that the bridge be strong enough to handle streetcar traffic.  This 

brought the Minneapolis city council into the discussions.  Ultimately the city agreed to pay for 

half of the difference in building the bridge and the Park Board would pay the other half.  The 

final design featured the inner strength of steel and an outer grace of concrete: into the concrete, 

pilasters and oval designs were inlaid.  The resulting structure combined grace and power and 

served the community for almost ninety years before it too was replaced.  It was one instance 

where the railroad, the city, and the Park Board worked together to complete a project.
14

.   
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Brownie 

The bridge opened to little fanfare in early 1916, at which time the water connection 

between Brownie Lake and Cedar Lake was also made.  The GN had built a wood culvert 

underneath its tracks to carry canoeists from one lake to another.  When the culvert was opened 

in 1917, it resulted in Brownie Lake’s water level dropping ten feet
15

.   

Brownie Lake has its own interesting history, especially concerning the ongoing 

controversy about the “proper” level of the lakes.  Its history has often been tied to that of Cedar 

Lake, especially since James J. Hill had his work crews demolish the ridge between the two lakes 

in 1883, as part of his drive to build a new corridor through the north end of Cedar Lake and 

further west to Lake Minnetonka.  Many people think that Brownie and Cedar lakes have natural 

connections to each other; instead, their connections are second nature.  

The Southwest Diagonal 

By 1917, workers had completed the Cedar Lake Boulevard and the new bridge.  For the 

next several years in his annual report, Wirth advocated acquiring the rest of the shoreline 

property around Cedar Lake.  In 1921, he proposed recreational facilities for the east side of the 

lake, as well as the west.  In 1929, he advocated acquiring the east side of the lake as part of a 

“so-called Southwest Diagonal thoroughfare, involving construction of a highway roughly 

paralleling the eastern shore of Cedar Lake”
16

.  But the Park Board had other priorities and 

shelved his plans.  It would be another thirty years before the Park Board would finally acquire 

rights to all of the property around Cedar Lake and add its one hundred and seventy two acres to 

its system.  Although Wirth’s Southwest Diagonal plan was proposed periodically, it was never 

executed, due to the diligence of a number of citizens who thwarted the plan.  While this episode 

is outside the confines of this thesis, it is worth remarking that ultimately citizens began to take 

some stewardship of Cedar Lake. 

Summary 

Theodore Wirth had ambitious plans for Cedar Lake.  Had they all been carried out, the 

effect would have been dramatic and the face of Cedar Lake would be much different than it is 

today.  Wirth and the Park Board were stymied, however, by the railroads and by the unintended 

consequences of the lowering of the lake. 
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In exploring the changes to Brownie Lake as well as the planning of the never-built 

Southwest Boulevard, we have departed somewhat from our main narrative.  However, it is 

important to pursue some of the major effects that the linking of the lakes, known as the Grand 

Rounds, had on the Park Board’s drive to acquire ownership of Cedar Lake.  These were all 

planned outcomes, although not all of them came to pass.   

The creation of Cedar Lake Boulevard integrated the western shore of Cedar Lake into 

the Minneapolis Park System.  The lowering of the lake connected Cedar Lake to the Chain of 

Lakes.  These actions succeeded in producing the consequences intended.  But, as we shall see in 

the next chapter, they also had significant unintended consequences. 
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Chapter 12 

Unintended Consequences 

 
Figure 45. Chas. C. Swanson. City of Minneapolis Election Map, Minneapolis Minnesota, 

1929. Courtesy Minnesota Digital Library, Minnesota Reflections. 

The East Bay disappears 

By 1914, Cedar Lake’s eastern shoreline was in full retreat.  It no longer threatened the 

old earthen corridor that held the M&StL rail tracks.  As the map in figure 45 shows, the 

shoreline had moved out a hundred yards or more.  The East Bay turned into a lily pond,  and 

then a bog, before disappearing altogether. 
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Peering through to the past 

As we analyze the consequences of the lowering of the lake, we need to be careful to 

avoid imposing an anachronistic land ethic.  Our understanding of the environment has changed 

radically in the last half century, even if our actions have not, and we should not use our 

contemporary value system to judge the actions of those a century past.  Environmental historian 

William Cronon makes this point in his discussion of the changes in the land in colonial New 

England, an observation that holds equally true for early twentieth century Minneapolis, 

“[A]lthough we may lament the ecological changes we recognize in the…landscape, few people 

at the time would have seen them as we do.  Our concerns with the present will inevitably shape 

our understanding of the past, which is as it should be—but they also tempt us to misunderstand 

the past by imposing our own assumptions on people quite different from ourselves”
1
. 

The Park Board’s lowering of the lake caused no discernible outcry from concerned 

citizens.  The linking of the Minneapolis Chain of Lakes was (and still is) considered a very 

desirable amenity—like a raw diamond expertly cut to expose its beauty.  The Grand Rounds 

also became one of the treasures of the city, earning the designation: Grand Rounds National 

Scenic Byway.  No protests over the loss of the East Bay were recorded

.  But as we shall see, the 

unintended consequences to the changes to the land were profound. 

The Expansion of the Minneapolis & St. Louis  

With the lake lowered, the M&StL could increase its trackage on the east side of Cedar 

Lake without the fear of high waters swamping its tracks.  Throughout the early part of the 

twentieth century, the M&StL broadened its footprint throughout the entire Kenilworth Corridor.  

As the picture in figure 46 shows, the causeway had become a rail yard.  The photo is another 

striking image of industrial might and human insignificance.  The power of the smoking, 

steaming behemoth is undeniable.  Locomotive No. 55’s gleaming body and daunting 

cowcatcher grill appears ready to surge forward and smash through any obstacle.  Wheels and 

cylinders, ties and tracks form abstract shapes.  In the background, lurks the ubiquitous Burnham 

Bridge—adding its angularity to the portraiture.  All of these mechanical and structural 

improvements were made at the expense of nature.  The worker leaning against the gigantic 

                                                 

 I have scoured both the Minneapolis Tribune and Minneapolis Journal and have found no articles 

expressing concern over the lowering of the lake by the Park Board.  Of course, that doesn’t mean people weren’t 

upset, only that it produced no record of their concerns. 
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wheel appears almost as an afterthought.  Behind him, a man leans out the carriage straining to 

get into the shot.  To the right, a smudge of brush and a sliver of bog barely infringe on the 

mechanized masterpiece.  The iron monster consumes a forest of timber, turning water into 

steam to power the locomotive.  Man and nature pale before the crowning symbol of nineteenth 

industrial might.  

 
Figure 46. William Wallof. Locomotive of the M&StL on Tracks in Kenwood. 1910s. W072. 

By 1912, the M&StL’s Cedar Lake repair and maintenance complex near the northeast 

corner of the lake comprised nineteen major buildings at the base of the Kenwood Bluff.  The 

railroad interlaced trackage throughout the length and breadth of the Kenilworth Corridor.  

However, unlike its rival, the M&StL had to deal with residential and recreational use crossing 

its space.  As the railroad expanded, Kenwood residents began to react to the noise and the 

smoke.  The M&StL had to deal with its neighbors. 

Tension between the M&StL and Kenwood residents 

On May 16, 1910, the Minneapolis City Council denied the M&StL’s request to extend 

eight rail lines south of 21
st
 street.  At that meeting, residents who were in attendance, protested 
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the railroad’s scheme to expand the Cedar Lake Yard south of its present location.  Residents 

complained that “the noise and smoke from the Kenwood Yards is now almost intolerable”
2
.  

Both the residents and the city appeared determined to block the railroad’s expansion; instead, 

they advocated relocating the M&StL Rail Shops and Yards.  In October of 1910, the Kenwood 

Improvement Association asked the state legislature to make it illegal to have a roundhouse 

within the city limits, which would have forced the M&StL to move.  Resident W. L. Harris 

stated that the people of Kenwood would not, “sit supinely by and see our property and health 

confiscated.”  The residents proposed that the railroad move its facilities out further, “before they 

permanently ruin the district in question.”  The Kenwood improvement plan seemed to be 

gaining momentum
3
.  

In January of 1911, the Kenwood residents went even further, laying out a vision of what 

the east side of Cedar Lake could look like once the M&StL vacated the area.  The charming 

illustration (see figure 48) is a wonderful example of City Beautiful planning, with a wide 

parkway and a beautiful bridge over a stately canal.  In May of that year, residents stepped up the 

pressure on the M&StL by enlisting the aid of the city’s smoke inspector.  In an article 

provocatively entitled “War on Railroad Smoke Put to Crucial Test” the M&StL was cited for 

using low-grade coal that was full of sulfur.  Twenty-two locomotives could be running at any 

given time below the Kenwood Bluffs and the prevailing westerly winds would often cast a pall 

over Kenwood.  Residents worried about their health and about the value of their property
4
.  

To placate the city and its residents, the M&StL developed a contingency plan.  The 

railroad noted that they would almost certainly be moving to Hopkins within five years, and 

meanwhile they would be happy make improvements to its shops and yards, to abate the noise 

and smoke.  After the carrot came the stick.  The M&StL claimed that the 1879 charter granted 

by the state legislature explicitly allowed the railroad to extend its tracks, but they hoped to avoid 

taking the city to court to compel it to abide by the charter provisions.  The track extension 

would be only temporary, just until the railroad could proceed with its plan to move to Hopkins.  

The tracks were extended.  The M&StL never moved. 
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Figure 47. “How Kenwood District Would Look if Minneapolis & St. 

 Louis Tracks were Removed” 1911. Minneapolis Tribune
5
. 

The Great Northern and the Park Board 

For the GN the dawn of the twentieth century saw an increase in its domination of the 

north end of Cedar Lake.  It expanded its trackage along a two-mile swath of the north corridor.  

Flour producing was Minneapolis’ largest concern in those days and GN’s Cedar Lake Yard 

became the railway’s main wheat-receiving facility, with switching tracks extending all the way 

past the Cedar Lake Bridge out to Lilac Drive (now Hwy. 100).  To the east, near Lyndale 

Avenue, it built grain silos and more switching yards.  The GN still owned a part of the Bryn 

Mawr Bluff and railroad made sure the land remained free of structures.  Through the lowering 

of the lake by the Park Board, the GN claimed ownership, through reliction, of an expanded 

northern shoreline.  But there, it faced some competition.  In 1911, Park Board President Wilber 

F. Decker charged the GN with “wrongly encroaching upon the waters of Cedar Lake by filling 

in to widen its right of way.”  He complained that the GN had been filling in the north shore for 

the last twenty to thirty years.  Dr. Soren P. Rees, who—along with the W. L. Harris—

represented homeowners in the vicinity, stated that the residents planned to get a restraining 

order to stop the GN from continuing to fill in the shoreline.  Further, they would seek to reverse 
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ownership of twenty acres of contested land along the lake’s northern shoreline.  At first blush, 

this looks like the stirrings of an environmental battle.  But no.  Both the Park Board and the 

citizens group wanted to reach an accommodation with the railroad.  They attempted to use the 

threats as leverage to force the GN to pay for a stronger and more elegant bridge over the GN 

tracks at the Cedar Lake Boulevard.  Decker acknowledged that the state controlled the lake— 

not the Park Board.  The Park Board had little leverage, but hoped the GN would be reasonable.  

As noted above, eventually the Park Board and the city paid the difference in the cost to build the 

redesigned bridge from Cedar Lake to Brownie Lake.  The GN was not to be intimidated
6
. 

Summary  

As the lake level declined, the railroads tightened their hold on the east and north ends of 

Cedar Lake.  The GN in particular created a commercial zone where no action was taken without 

their approval.  The M&StL also extended its commercial zone, although it had to contend with 

some interference from residents and recreationalists.  Overall, the unintended consequence of 

the lowering of the lake was to strengthen the hold of the commercial interest at the lake.  As we 

shall see, it was at the expense of the recreational interests. 
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Chapter 13 

Recreational Decline  

 
Figure 48. William Wallof. East Side of Cedar Lake. 1910s. W052, W079. 
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Changes on the peninsula 

The changes in the land at Cedar Lake directly affected Ed Dingley.  As the top photo in 

figure 50 shows, with the lowering of the lake, the East Bay had become a bog—too shallow for 

sailboats to navigate.  Dingley could no longer launch from his dock on the north shore of the 

East Bay.  The dock that Wallof featured in some of his earlier photos vanished (see figures 32 

and 33).  Dingley had to adjust to the new realities to survive.  With the sheltering bay gone, he 

built a new dock along the east shore directly into the lake.  Unlike his old dock, this one was 

unprotected from the prevailing westerly winds. 

 
Figure 49. William Wallof. Four Photographs of Dingley's Boathouse. DETAIL. W026, W309, W317, 

W071. 

The changes also affected Dingly’s Boathouse.  In figure 50, the two photos on the left 

were taken before 1913 and the two on the right after.  With the lake down five feet, water no 

longer surrounded the boathouse perched on a spit of land.  Instead, the boathouse became 

landlocked.  Since the East Bay no longer existed, recreational users of the cabins, tents, and 
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lean-tos that dotted its northern shoreline (see figure 33) no longer had a lake view or even 

access.  By 1914, those structures were gone.  The peninsula was platted as recreation and 

residential patterns changed. Where once informal cottages and huts ran on along the northern 

shoreline of the bay, now substantial buildings appeared along Upton Avenue.  Ed Dingley built 

a house on a lot at 2044 Upton Avenue South, close to his boathouse.  The boathouse survived 

for many decades.  It was still marked on the 1940 map, but perhaps its function had changed.  

Dingley continued to provide boating services until his death in 1948.  His family 

struggled on for a few years after, but the change in the lake and the changing cultural habits 

finally led them to close down the facilities in the early 1950s.  The once-bustling peninsula 

turned into a backwater and provided a haven for those with an alternate lifestyle. 

As America began to embrace the automobile, the middle class began to seek other forms 

of recreation besides bicycling, boating, and camping.  Cedar Lake was no longer in “the 

country.”  Notices of picnics and gatherings no longer graced the society section of the local 

newspapers.  The campgrounds on the western shores became house lots.  The middle class 

stopped visiting Cedar Lake, especially the increasingly wild and—some said—dangerous east 

side. 

Residential Values 

The south and west sides of the lake began to see a pattern of residential development 

quite similar to the other lakes in the city.  Developers constructed solid middle-class residences 

along Cedar Lake Boulevard.  Conversely, on the east side of the lake, neighbors complained 

about a decline in residential values due to the presence of the M&StL shops and yards.  By 

1914, the area east of the railroad tracks was platted.  The map in figure 51 shows a part of the 

old East Bay was now designated section “12” and divided into seventeen lots.  Only lot 1 had a 

structure on it—the old Kenwood Depot, which had been converted into a house in 1907.  To all 

intents and purposes, Thomas Avenue became the western boundary of Kenwood and the area 

beyond it sank into obscurity. 
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Figure 50. 1914 Plat Map of Minneapolis showing West Kenwood. Hennepin County Library,  

Special Collections. 

The Wallof family leaves West Kenwood 

In 1915 Edward Wallof sold his machine works company.  Soon after, the family moved 

away from Minneapolis.  Why did the Wallofs move?  His descendents believe he sold the 

company because of the war in Europe.  Perhaps the businesses hit on hard times; competition 

may have lowered the value of the car/truck manufacturing business he founded.  Maybe family 

connections led them back to Missouri

.  Perhaps Ida could no longer tolerate the fumes coming 

from the locomotives idling next to her back door and felt helpless to reverse the decline in the 

status of the West Kenwood neigbhorhood. 

Frank Lloyd Wright and tramps 

Along the north and east side of Cedar Lake, cottonwoods quickly invaded the area near 

the lake.  Soon a band of scrub trees stretched from the shore to the rail corridors.  The GN 

continued to expand its footprint, using the space cleared by its carving up of the Bryn Mawr 

bluffs.  As the map in figure 49 attests, dozens of switching tracks crowded the area.  Guard dogs 

                                                 

 Ultimately, Edward Wallof set up another successful business in Canada. 
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patrolled the area, with guards looking for trespassers.  This effectively blocked residents from 

accessing the north side of the lake.  While local residents shunned the area, a few hardy souls 

fashioned living quarters along the north shore.  Although some of the structures were 

substantial, most were makeshift hovels that sprang up over night.  A small point of land that 

jutted out from northeast corner of the lake became known as “Bum’s Ridge.”  There, transients 

could take their meals and catch a nap before hopping the train or treading the rough path into 

town. 

The stick lean-tos on Bum’s Ridge were a stark contrast to the middle-class enclave on 

the southeast shore called Burnham Woods.  One of its residents, H. J. Neil, even had Frank 

Lloyd Wright build him a Usonian home there.  His daughter Mary McGee grew up along the 

shores of Cedar Lake.  She remembered, “My father told me to stay clear of the north side of the 

lake, especially Bum’s Ridge.”  At one time the recreational community had formed a buffer 

between the residential and the commercial element.  Now, with the traditional recreational 

community gone, the east side entered a phase where the dichotomy between communities 

became more pronounced. 

The City Dump 

As the old East Bay became scrubland, its value declined precipitously.  For more than a 

decade, starting in the 1950s, the city used it as a dumping ground.  Old ovens, refrigerators, and 

broken concrete were strewn on the site where Ed Dingley’s sloops used to unfurl their sails.  

Tons of “fill” blocked ancient springs and clouded the waters.  As time passed, the dump was 

topped with soil and cottonwoods began to grow, adding to the woodland area along the 

shoreline.  These second nature hills became part of the environment, and provided for other 

kinds of recreational activities, including mountain biking.   

The Park Board takes control 

After the completion of the Grand Rounds, the Park Board gradually, and in fits and 

spurts, acquired land along the east side of the lake.  By the early 1950s, at the same time as the 

city was using the east side as a dump, the Park Board acquired the entire eastern shoreline.  

Next, it turned its attention to the north side of the lake and began to buy up parcels of land and 

tearing down the makeshift houses that had been built along the northern shoreline.  By 1960, the 
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parkboard owned a strip around the entire lake, and Theodore Wirth’s 1909 proposal to acquire 

Cedar Lake was finally realized.  But the Park Board was unable to improve its holdings on the 

north and east side of the lake due to the continued dominance of the railroads.  Consequently the 

unmanaged area remained overgrown.  As its reputation as a wild and sometimes dangerous 

place grew, it increasingly appealed to a certain type of bohemian folk.  These counter-culture 

people flocked to Hidden Beach (also known as Nude Beach), an unofficial and unsupervised 

beach, where much happened out of the reach of the law, but not the earshot of the local 

residents on 21
st
 and Upton.  The tension between these user groups rose with the heat of the 

season.  Hot, dry summers tended to exacerbate the situation.  The Hidden Beach crowd and the 

Bum’s Ridge transients acclimated to one another, while the residents on 21
st
 and Upton, caught 

between the two groups, felt increasingly threatened.  It was a situation ripe for more second 

nature solutions. 
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Chapter 14 

Conclusion: The Present and Future 

At the end of the twentieth century  

In the 1980s, a seismic shift again upended the equilibrium at Cedar Lake.  It was a 

period of railroad takeovers and consolidation.  The Great Northern Railway consolidated with 

other companies to become the Burlington Northern Railroad, while the Minneapolis & St. Louis 

Railroad was bought up by the Chicago & North Western Railroad.  The consolidated lines 

quickly shed redundant infrastructure.  The railroads dramatically reduced their presence around 

the lake.  The BN’s yards were dismantled and the area north of the lake overnight became a 

makeshift prairie.  The Minneapolis Park Board seized the opportunity to expand and, with the 

help of the citizen-driven Cedar Lake Park Association, purchased forty-eight acres of land from 

the BN and added it to their park system.  Meanwhile, the M&StL Shops and Yards near the 

northeast corner of the lake were torn down.  These man-made structures—built of stone, brick, 

and limestone—wound up providing the flooring for a scrub forest that sprang up atop the ruins: 

it is as if we now have a “third nature” made up of metamorphic material.  In the 1980s, the 

Hennepin County Regional Rail Authority (HCRRA) purchased the area for future light-rail use.  

Where the SP&P first laid tracks through the East Bay of Cedar Lake in 1867, one freight-rail 

track remained.  But that appears about to change.  

At the beginning of the twenty-first century  

Plans are now underway to build the Twin Cities third light rail line, the Southwest LRT, 

in the Kenilworth Corridor along the east side of Cedar Lake.  It will run in the shadow of the old 

SP&P/ M&StL tracks on the footings of the old East Bay.  It will link Minneapolis, St. Louis 

Park, Hopkins, Minnetonka, and Eden Prairie via public transportation.  Once again the corridor 

will be humming with trains.  Once the Southwest LRT is completed, the HCRRA will need to 

decide what to do with the excess land that was once part of the M&StL domain and has now 

been claimed by citizens-groups, such as the Cedar Lake Park Association, as part of Greater 

Cedar Lake Park.   
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The old corridors on the north and east sides of the lake have new communities using 

them.  Rail corridors make fabulous bicycle greenways—there is even a Rails-to-Trails 

organization providing financial and logistical support for such transformations.  The Kenilworth 

Trail and the Cedar Lake Regional Trail now use the space once dominated by the M&StL and 

the GN.  These trails have become world-class, commuter bicycle routes.  Since both run 

alongside functioning rail lines and brush up against residential areas, the community dynamic at 

Cedar Lake continues to shift. Once again, the Cedar Lake area will need to balance the 

commercial, residential, and recreational needs of its citizenry.  

Recognizing the tools 

Cedar Lake went through enormous changes in the time period from 1900 through 1918.  

We’ve been charting those changes with the help of the photography of William Wallof.  We 

have used his superb images to explore Wallof’s immigrant family, and look at the Progressive 

Age society that evolved as a consequence the Second Industrial Revolution in America.  But 

Wallof also allowed a glimpse of the Cedar Lake area at the turn of the twentieth century and 

provided a window through which to view the effects of the changes in the land at Cedar Lake. 

This journey has been aided by using a concept that is fairly new: Urban Environmental 

History: a field of study pioneered by environmental historian William Cronon.  In this narrative, 

instead of human protagonists, the main protagonist is the land itself.  The main point of this 

narrative was to show how changes in the land change people’s relationship to the land, using 

some of the tools that Cronon has perfected.  In this case, I have attempted to look at Cedar Lake 

as the protagonist and analyze how human “improvements” affected the lake.  Since this 

particular lake existed on the outskirts of a rapidly expanding urban environment, the evolution 

of the lake and the expansion of the city became intertwined, as did the commercial, recreational, 

and residential interests at the lake itself.  Consequently, as the land changed, people’s 

relationship to the land changed.  People’s use of the land changed.  Their valuing of the land 

changed.  The land was ignored, sapped of its waters, and pummeled by sand and gravel from the 

bluffs above.  But, unlike humans, this protagonist does not die. 
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Yin and yang 

We have seen how the water level of the lake changed—how the water area decreased 

and the landmass around the lake increased—through the process of accretion and reliction.  We 

have documented the reasons why the Minneapolis Park Board lowered the lake by five feet in 

1913, and we have analyzed the motives of two railroads for filling in the lake during that same 

time.  We have also examined how these actions spawned a series of unintended consequences. 

There is a story, told in many versions, about a Taoist farmer.  This farmer had only one 

horse, and one day the horse ran away.  The neighbors came to console him over his loss: such 

bad luck.  The farmer said, "We’ll see."  A month later, the horse came home—this time bringing 

with her two beautiful wild horses.  The neighbors congratulated the farmer at his good fortune.  

The farmer replied, "We’ll see."  A few days later, the farmer's son was thrown from one of the 

wild horses and broke his leg.  All the neighbors were very distressed rushed to console the 

farmer.  Again he replied, "We’ll see."  Then a war came, and every able-bodied man was 

conscripted and sent into battle.  Only the farmer's son, because he had a broken leg, remained at 

home. The neighbors congratulated the farmer on his great fortune.  Once more, he replied, 

"We’ll see"

. 

We’ll see 

At one time, the waters at the north end of Cedar Lake lapped against the base of the 

Bryn Mawr Bluff.  Then a railroad built an earthen causeway through the north end of the lake.  

Gradually, the railroad, using sand from the bluff and cinders from its locomotives, widened the 

causeway into a wedge-shaped corridor. When the lake was lowered, it became possible to 

increase the size of the corridor.  In the corridor, the railroad constructed a rail yard to stage 

wheat and other goods for use in the growing city to the east.  But then, eventually, the wheat 

business declined and the railroads consolidated.  So, when it was no longer needed, the railroad 

sold off the rail yard.  And then, citizen activists raised money to help buy the rail yard and turn 

it into a beautiful nature park with a world-class bicycle trail at the edge of it. 

                                                 

 There are many versions of this story.  This one was loosely adapted from the story as told by 

executive editor, Elise Hancock, in the Johns Hopkins Magazine, November 1993, page 2, in the section entitled 
Editor's Note. 
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The lowering of the lake also dried up the East Bay of Cedar Lake.  The bay gradually 

filled in and eventually the city used it as a dump.  It deposited mounds of debris and then 

capped the mounds with dirt.  Gradually a cottonwood forest grew up on top of the dump.  

Mountain bikers played in the mounds and walkers enjoyed the seclusion the “hills” provided. 

The east side of Cedar Lake was once much larger, boasting a wide bulging bay.  Then a 

railroad came through and built an earthen causeway through it.  As the waters of the lake ebbed 

away, the causeway widened into a corridor.  Eventually, the railroad abandoned the corridor and 

the county bought it to use for a light rail transitway.  Since that goal appeared to be a long way 

off at the time, the county then decided to build a “temporary” bicycle trail along the corridor.  

The trail now receives over six hundred thousand visits a year , is used by commuters, families, 

and tourists, and has become one of the chief amenities of the Minneapolis—Saint Paul 

metropolitan area.  

Meanwhile the county has announced that it will finally build a light rail line using the 

Kenilworth Corridor at Cedar Lake.  The Southwest Light Rail Transitway will provide public 

transportation from the far western suburbs to downtown Minneapolis.  Its tracks will run along 

the same corridor once used by the first railroad coming out of Minneapolis in 1867—on the east 

side of Cedar Lake.  

Is that a good thing?  We’ll see.
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