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For the Arts Council of North Saint Paul and the Historical Society 

October 2, 2006 
 
 

North Saint Paul, as Kevin Jents describes, is “the kind of town that just grew up 

out of someone’s dream.  It was Captain Henry Castle’s dream.”  Captain Henry Castle 

was the founder of North Saint Paul and dreamed that it would be a booming 

manufacturing town.  It was at one point in time.  However, the town evolved; and today 

it is not physically what Captain Henry Castle hoped, but the town has achieved 

something much better than that.  North Saint Paul’s most distinctive character is its 

people.  There is a love for the community of North Saint Paul that I have never seen 

exhibited in any other community.  It shows through the people that I have met and 

worked with, and it is reflected in every aspect of the town. 

To begin, it is appropriate to minimally explain what the goals of this project.  

The Art’s Council should be credited for the idea.  They have intended to do an oral 

history project and then hire a painter to create murals that are inspired by such stories of 

the community.  Although this alone is a wonderful project, there are bigger intentions 

behind it, as well.  North Saint Paul is going to be going through a transitioning point.  

Highway Thirty-Six is going to be redone and many members are concerned about the 

affect this highway project will have on the town.  In 1933 Highway Thirty-Six was built 

and divided the town in two.  The new highway being constructed offers the perfect 

1 



opportunity for the community to structurally be unified and for its members to renew 

their sense of commitment to the town.  So, the oral histories and murals are not the end 

of the project, but merely a beginning.  Where the project ends will be determined by to 

the members of the community. 

Before diving into the future, it is important to review roots.  What has brought 

North Saint Paul to this point in time?  As mentioned, North Saint Paul was founded by 

Henry Castle, a man who had big dreams for a manufacturing town.  North Saint Paul 

was this at that time.  North Saint Paul drew factories out of Chicago and Saint Paul.  It 

became a home for Earhuff Organ and Piano Company, Dobbins Manufacturing 

Company, Standard Conveyor Company, and Luger Furniture Factory.  These companies 

helped populate the town.  The Luger Furniture Factory was especially intentional about 

brining people to North Saint Paul.  John Luger would go to New York and speak 

German to the immigrants coming to the United States.  He would hire those he found 

who  were experienced in woodworking and give them a train ticket to North Saint Paul 

(Zwickey). 

Not only did North Saint Paul boom as a manufacturing town, but it also had a 

thriving downtown.  There was no need to leave North Saint Paul.  Miller’s Shoe Store 

attracted people from the surrounding areas.  There were two pharmacy stores that were 

located at the heart of North Saint Paul.  Perrault’s Malt Shop and Mac’s Dinette are fond 

memories for many.  There were up to four grocery stores here in North Saint Paul at one 

time.  The last of these grocery stores to go out of business was Keindel’s.  Not only was 

Keindel’s a place to get some of the best meat in the state, but a community gathering 

place.  “Going grocery shopping on Friday nights was the big entertainment because you 
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went down to Keindel’s and everybody knew everybody and you just talk as you go up 

and down.  You’d see everybody each week.  It was like a date, really” (Jents, N.).  

Mister Al Keindel would stand in the aisles, greet you as you came in the door, and 

inquire about your family (Jents, K.).  But as things changed, Targets and Rainbows were 

built, it was and continues to be challenging for the businesses downtown to compete 

with such mega-corportations.   

There are parts of the old downtown that have survived as well.  Newman’s, the 

oldest bar in the state that has been continuously open, remains with its frogs in the front 

window while the rest of the downtown has become the location of many antique stores. 

Although many think fondly back to the previous downtown, the downtown today 

is still at the heart of the community.  People see the mere fact that North Saint Paul has a 

downtown as a distinctive, defining characteristic of the town.  Many of the surrounding, 

newer communities, such as Oakdale and Maplewood, may have malls, but they lack a 

downtown.  This element is not there to bring Oakdale and Maplewood together as a 

community.  North Saint Paul is both proud and fortunate to have such a valuable 

downtown area that fosters community and serves the community.  Lori Hurly shared, 

“We like that it has a downtown.  It’s its own commnity.  It feels like a small town even 

though it’s inside a much larger metropolis.” 

Another trademark of North Saint Paul is the Snowman, which made North Saint 

Paul known nationally with its showing during Super Bowl XXVI.  The Snowman, 

however, was not always made of sheet metal and stucko, nor did it last all year round.  

Believe it or not the Snowman was originally made with snow.  During the Snow Frolics 

Festival every year, the Jaycees and Lion’s would overnight construct a forty-four foot 
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snowman.   Dump trucks would collect all the snow in the town and deliver it to fifty 

men.  They then spent the night shaping the snowman by hand with the help of snow 

platforms and snow fencing.  The final touch, the head, was placed on top with the 

assistance of a hoist.  To finalize its existence, the snowman was sprayed with water and 

frozen (Enright). 

So, how did the snowman go from snow to stucko?  Lloyd Koesling, a barber in 

town, came home from Disney Land with a new idea for the Snowman.  After seeing all 

the statues in California he was inspired to do something here.  The Chamber of 

Commerce provided for the materials and all the labor was volunteered.  People like 

Sheldon Caswell helped tie sheet metal and others applied stucko.  In 1974 the project 

was completed and during the summer of 2006 Bret Hedican’s jersey was painted on it.  

The snowman is not only a landmark, a resolution was passed by the North Saint Paul 

City Council that made it he city’s official symbol. 

Even more important to North Saint Paul is its school systems.  According to 

Senator Chuck Wiger, “There’s a lot of identity with North Saint Paul and the high 

school.”  Mayor Bill Sandberg and others fought for the high school to stay in North 

Saint Paul and many see the school as a cohesive piece of the town.  Students remember 

their classmates, keep in touch with them after school, and attend their reunions.  The 

school board is struggling with budget cuts, but the community really values education 

and has supported programs through participation in fundraisers.  The schools of North 

Saint Paul were all spoken highly of.  One particular couple stated that when they were 

deciding where to move school was a very important factor.  North Saint Paul’s 

accredited school district was the main reason they chose to reside here.   
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With such a small community, the parents of students are able to get to know the 

teachers, and the schools see the importance of this also.  For eight years, there was an 

annual garage sale at one of the schools in order to get parents comfortable with being at 

the school and talking to the teachers.  The goal was to redefine what it meant for a 

parent to go to school.  It does not always mean that their kid is in trouble and this garage 

sale was fighting that stereotype.  

The recreational factors also help develop the character of the town.  Where else 

is there to start than with Silver Lake?  When Chuck Wiger was asked to be interviewed 

and discovered that he was going to be on camera also, his initial response was that the 

interview had to take place at Silver Lake.  This natural landmark is not only beautiful, 

but is what many people remember growing up.  It became the host of many activities 

including, swimming, fishing, and ice-skating.  There are also those who like to grab a 

book and read on Silver Lake’s shore (Mulcahy).  Others have been more adventurous 

and took after Huckleberry Finn.  Each year Bob Engwer Junior would build a raft with 

his friends because they “didn’t have a boat.  [They] didn’t have a motor or anything.  

[They] just found some old poles…and…every year [they’d] build a new raft and 

…somehow would raft around the shoreline to Joy Park”  (Engwer). 

The fun didn’t stop at Joy Park.  Here Bob Engwer went turtle and frog hunting.  

Others who had similar experiences growing up are Dennis Bartholomew who would 

catch snakes and field mice all day.  Many remember the woods and ponds that existed 

before Target was built.  Jerry Bell “used to float rafts in the ponds.”  Ray and Betty 

Enright’s kids would play all day in the woods and come home with animals, from 

skunks and lizards, to snakes and ducks.  “Any stray animal injured or healthy was 
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brought to this house and cared for or raised” (Enright, B.).  Others joined the animals in 

the woods.  Chuck Wiger remembers building forts in the woods where he would spend 

the entire weekend. 

During the winter the outside activity was hockey and ice-skating.  James Sims 

recollects being playing other kids on ponds.  The policeman… would transport the team 

to Colby Hill and to District Eight in his squad car.  Eventually, outdoor rinks were built 

and volunteers would flood and shovel them off.  People would stand in snow banks to 

watch the games, until one cold day at an outdoor hockey game Don Regan challenged 

Crist Langelett to form a committee to get an indoor rink.  The result is Polar Arena.   

Volunteers poured the concrete, built the bleachers, and built the dashboards, an amazing 

display of commitment to the community and its improvement. 

However, baseball was found to be the sport most at the heart of North Saint 

Paulites.  Not only does the President of the Twins reside in North Saint Paul, but 

possibly the only indoor batting cages within the Metro Area are located in North Saint 

Paul.  Almost every childhood memory involved baseball in some way or form.  Ron 

Andrus recalled “We spent half the summer making a ball field.  You’d have to clear all 

the weeds out.  It took us half the summer to get all the weeds and things ready, but we 

played ball basically everyday.”  And similarity Chuck Wiger stated, “we would put 

together the field and we’d cut the grass…There’d always be bumps and it wasn’t 

uncommon to see gophers or other animals running across during the game…We’d make 

our own homerun fences out of different objects and things.” 

Those who were not playing the game observed the game.  “Baseball was really 

quite the sport here in town.  It was a big thing on Sunday afternoon to have the town 
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team play at Franklin Field” (Jents, K.).  Phyllis Bell’s dad played baseball.  “He thought 

it was the greatest sport ever, so I grew up going to baseball and I like it” (Bell, P.).  

Attending games was a community event.  People would come and the bleachers would 

be full. 

This leaves the most important and wonderful aspect of North Saint Paul: its 

people.  North Saint Paul should not be talked about with out mentioning its huge 

emphasis on family.  As both Sheldon Caswell and Phyllis Bell were told once, “You 

never talk about anybody in this town, because they’re all related” (Bell, P.).  People not 

only live in North Saint Paul; they have roots in North Saint Paul.  It is not a town that 

people just grow up in either.  It is a town that people seriously invest in.  As the Scott 

Dudeck describes, “It’s kind of what North Saint Paul is.  It’s family and people staying 

in the community and helping out with it.”  Gretchen furthers this thought, “It’s not a 

house.  It’s not houses.  They’re homes.  People working together…I think this is a very 

hardworking community that really sticks to their roots.” 

Lori and Mark Hurly moved to North Saint Paul from a city where the neighbors 

had the attitude, “If you don’t talk to me, I won’t talk to you and even if you talk to me, I 

still won’t talk to you” (Hurly, M.).  Coming from outside of North Saint Paul, Mark and 

Lori have really come to cherish the sense of community that North Saint Paul has.  Mark 

expresses, “I love this place.  I mean, I actually have thought about moving out, but we 

love the neighborhood…If we needed another house we’d probably scrape this one off 

and build another one before we’d move.” 

What aids the sense of the community in North Saint Paul are the festivals that the 

people get involved with.  Snow Frolics, Crazy Days, the Ice-Cream Social, Fall 
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Roundup, the Halloween  Party and Booyah event thrown by the fire department at Casey 

Lake Park, the car show every Friday night -- all these events help gather the people of 

the community together so they get to know their neighbors and recognize other people 

of the town.  This makes people feel a part of the community.  Gretchen Walezak puts it 

well when she says, “I think that’s partly why this community’s been so important, is just 

the involvement that I’ve had.” 

The people of North Saint Paul take their level of involvement with each other 

one step above knowing each other.  They are committed to one another.  “When there is 

a need in the community there is support for it”  (Langelett).  As Jack Zwickey stated the 

same idea, “In a small town like this you get to know people and you get to depend on it, 

like the town is kind of supporting you and looking after you, because it is.”  I like the 

words that Crist Langelett uses, “That’s the spirit of North Saint Paul.  It really is not a 

bunch of old independent greedy people, selfish people.  It’s a bunch of giving, caring 

people.”  Through every interview there was this sense of involvement and commitment 

to one another.  The best way to display how the people really do support one another and 

are involved with each other is to relay a touching story that Lori and Mark Hurly told me 

about their son and the community. 

Lori and Mark have three beautiful and talented children, one whom has cancer.  

When he was first diagnosed, a benefit was going to be held with magicians, jugglers, 

and clowns.  Lori was out putting up flyers and got to a house that was having a garage 

and sale and she said, “‘Well, gosh.  Would it be okay, can I put some of these flyers here 

to tell about the fundraiser?’” 
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The lady responded, “‘Sure, absolutely.’ And she didn’t know that [Lori] was the 

mother of that child.  Then [they] got to talking and it occurred to her.  She said, ‘Oh, 

wait this is your child.  Do you live around here?’…So she took the flyers and…I don’t 

even think it was three days later, she shows up at [Lori and Mark’s] door with an ice 

cream bucket filled with homemade chicken soup and some salad and then regularly she 

would come by and just serve [their] family, minister to [them] without being told” 

(Hurly, L.) 

Another neighbor has planted a flowerbed for them three times.  They have “just 

planted flowers knowing that [Lori and Mark] are not going to get to.  It’s kind of gone 

down on [their] list and just neighborly sweet coming out of the woodwork” (Hurly, L.). 

For the benefit tents were donated and people pitched in.  “Then the night of the 

event…I think it started at six and then by six thirty you could just see people walking.  

They just cam in droves and I don’t know where they parked.  There was no where to 

park, but they just, I mean, I can’t even describe it.  I don’t know where they were 

coming from and more people, and more people, and more people, and more people, and 

it was wall to wall people inside the elementary school…So it was a great testament to 

the support that this community can show when it’s time to rally around somebody or 

something” (Hurly, L.). 

This story is one of the many that I got to hear.  The people of this community 

with their generous hearts have made this project an amazing experience.  Everyone has 

been more than helpful.  People have welcomed me into their homes and shared their life 

with me.  As someone hired from outside the community to do a project, I feel like I 

really got to see the heart of the people in this community and how that has really made 
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North Saint Paul what it is today.  North Saint Paul is not a place on the map that has a 

downtown, a Snowman, Silver Lake, and a baseball team.  North Saint Paul is a group of 

amazing people with heart, who are not satisfied unless they can contribute and give.  

They make other people’s hardships their hardships and other people’s joys their joys.  

They are committed to each other and to the town and in my opinion a living example of 

what the word community means. 

I think the most appropriate way to conclude is with the passionate words of Lori 

Hurly: “I love North Saint Paul.  We hear rumors that they’re going to do away with the 

downtown or there’s going to be some construction on Thirty-Six…and what’s the 

impact going to be…I just hope it never loses it’s downtown.  I hope it doesn’t lose the 

activities…I don’t know what my property taxes go toward, but I hope that that’s part of 

what funds the best part of this, being a community.  Otherwise, we’re just another 

suburb and I don’t look at us like a suburb of Saint Paul.  I look at North Saint Paul as it’s 

own community.  A great place to be.  A place to raise children and a place to retire and I 

think we can all exist together in whatever season of life we’re in and that’s what I really 

love about it.” 
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Methodology 

 The summer of 2006 I served as an oral historian for the Arts Council of North 

Saint Paul.  The oral histories I collected were part of a bigger project, but a whole in 

themselves.  The whole project consisted of the oral histories and then writing a report of 

the main themes in the interviews.  The Arts Council then hired a painter who painted 

murals of North Saint Paul.  The community was invited in to give input on what the 

murals should be about and to have a time to recollect and celebrate the town of North 

Saint Paul.  The research paper fostered as an instigator for the community and 

inspiration for the painter. 

 As an oral historian I conducted interviews, transcribed them, and edited them.  I 

will go through each of these items and describe how they were done and pass on 

suggestions. 

 The beginning step is to contact people to interview.  It is important, especially if 

you are under time restraints, to begin this right away.  Often people can not be 

interviewed immediately and you cannot count on them answering when you call.  I 

played many games of phone tag.  Be prepared, however, also for people to respond with 

available times the next day, especially if they are retired.  It also works best to have a lot 

of names to begin with.  Also, I suggestrating which would be most beneficial in case 

there is not enough time to do everyone. 

 Creating a list of people was not something I actually did, but Mayor Bill 

Sandberg, David Tigan, and Jan Walezak selected who they wanted me to interview.  

They also were able to contact most of the people to tell them that I would be calling 

them before I actually did.  This was helpful so they were not caught of guard by my call 
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and would sometimes then know more about the project.  However, they often they still 

had questions about the project.   

 Make sure when you schedule an appointment with people to give them an 

approximation of how long the interview will take.  Most of the time I approximated 

about an hour, but many times it went over.  Do not have things planned directly after the 

interview to allow for this and also many people want to find out more about you after 

you turn the recording device off.  Allow time for people to talk after the interview.  It is 

important to be personable and show through your actions that you are thankful for their 

contribution. 

 I would recommend having a set of questions for each of the interviews.  Jan 

Walezak, Mayor Bill, and David Tigan were able to provide me with a few details about 

each of the people they chose for me to interview.  They would often inform me of 

activities they participated in or if they owned a business or gave me something so I had 

some knowledge of the person before I interviewed them.  This allowed me to have 

questions that were specifically geared towards each person. Although I recommend 

bringing an interview schedule with you, do not rely on it.  Make sure your focus is not 

fixed on the schedule, but make good eye contact.  Try to make the situation comfortable 

by making it seem more like a conversation than a formal interview. 

 Most of the interviews I conducted at peoples’ houses.  This was a way for them 

to feel comfortable in their own home.  Other interviews were conducted in North Saint 

Paul’s City Hall.  Make sure to be on time since they are doing a favor.  Try to match the 

other person in dress.  It’s not good to dress down, but by over dressing the other person 

could feel uncomfortable also.  The goal is to make the interviewee as comfortable as 
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possible.  Most people will be somewhat nervous.  Try to make them forget that there is a 

microphone there.  What I think really shines through is if you are genuinely interested.  

People can tell. 

 I would also recommend, if your equipment allows you too, to keep the timer 

close to you so you can glance at it if needed.  Sometimes it is helpful to know how much 

time is left and where you would like to go within that time.  Here though you have to be 

careful.  Your attention should be devoted to the interviewee(s) and you don’t want to 

take away from the dynamic of the interview. 

 There is also to take into consideration the pros and cons of individual and group 

interviews.  Individual interviews are easier to control the direction and length of and a 

lot easier to transcribe.  However, group interviews have the benefit of triggering each 

other’s memories.  Often in individual interviews people couldn’t remember things right 

off the top of their head, but when there is someone else there it helps to instigate 

memories.  I would try to limit the number of people in a group interview.  Two works 

well.  I did one interview that had five people and it was challenging to control the 

direction and the length.  I did not do any other size group interview so I am not sure 

what three or four people would be like.  Also, with group interviews it is good to be 

aware that they take longer to transcribe.  People have a tendency to interrupt, complete 

each other’s sentences, and talk over one another and that can be challenging when 

transcribing. 

 Transcribing, in my opinion is the hardest part of the job.  On average it takes 

between three to five hours to transcribe a one-hour interview.  Towards the end of the 

project I was able to transcribe about twenty minutes of an individual interview per an 
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hour.  Sometimes there will be inaudible parts.  If so, just mark it and later it might sound 

clearer.  

 Editing is tricky.  People talk in fragments and long run-on sentences.  I don’t 

have much advice here, but to do the best you can and try to stay consistent throughout 

all the interviews.  Originally I had the intention of doing two types of edits, a verbatim 

and one that was more reader friendly.  However, time ran out and I was only able to do 

the verbatim. 

 The reference page of the project lists all the people that I interviewed, if it was a 

group or individual interview, and what day the interview took place.  The actual 

transcriptions and recordings of the interview should be in the hands of the North Saint 

Paul Historical Society.  Some interviews were also video taped and David Tigan would 

be the best contact for those.  If for some reason you would like to find out more or ask 

questions feel free to try and contact me. 
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