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officials want to remove the Dodd Ford 
Bridge (also known as the Amboy Bridge) 
near Amboy. Built maybe 130 years ago, the 
bridge is a pin-connected Camelback made 
of wrought iron (only about a half dozen 
wrought-iron bridges remain in Minnesota). 
Camelbacks are truss bridges with arched 
upper chords (the top part of the bridge) 
formed of exactly five slopes.

There are only five Camelbacks in Minnesota 
considered historic. One of these may already 
have been razed. Another is currently being 
relocated to Washington County. Discussion 
about the future of the third, the Waterford 
Bridge near Northfield, has begun. The 
fourth is the Long Meadow Bridge in 
Bloomington. And lastly there is the Dodd 
Ford Bridge, a crossing many in Amboy 
are working diligently to preserve. Even the 
Minnesota Department of Transportation 
(Mn/DOT) and the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) believe the bridge 
should be rehabilitated, not replaced. Yet, 

some county officials still want the Dodd 
Ford Bridge removed.

If the Dodd Ford Bridge joins the fate of 
the Kennedy Bridge, will this portend 
bad tidings for Blue Earth County’s very 
special Kern Bridge, the only wrought-
iron, bowstring-arch truss remaining in 
Minnesota?  Maybe not, as the Kern Bridge 
is largely out of the way. Built in 1873, it no 
longer carries a through roadway and has 
been closed for some years. Still, the trend 
in Blue Earth County has been troubling 
in recent years. The Kern Bridge should 
be showcased, perhaps by relocating it to a 
pedestrian/bicycle trail.

Bloomington officials are attempting to raze 
their historic Camelback. Built in 1920, the 
Long Meadow Bridge is Minnesota’s only 
historic multispan Camelback. Many in the 
south Metro region are probably familiar 
with this crossing, for it became a popular 
pedestrian/bicycle bridge after it closed 

Built in 1873, the Kern Bridge is Minnesota’s only remaining bowstring-arch truss.
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to automobile traffic in 1993. Commuters 
traversing the large State Highway 77 bridge 
over the Minnesota River near the Mall of 
America likely know this bridge as well, for 
its Camelback profile is immediately to the 
west. For the past several years the Long 
Meadow Bridge has been closed to all, as 
the city of Bloomington contemplated what 
it should do with the physically suffering 
structure. Perhaps not surprisingly, this 
substantial city that has preserved a pittance 
of its built heritage opted to remove the 
bridge and build a new one. In fact, the state 
legislature approved $2 million for just that. 
Bizarrely, the legislature refused to allow the 
appropriation to be used to rehabilitate the 
historic bridge.

Bloomington continues to vigorously argue 
that the cost of bridge rehabilitation and 
future maintenance is prohibitive. Yet, there 
are some at the local, state, and federal levels 
who believe the city may be exaggerating 
costs and demands of preserving and reusing 
the crossing. The bridge’s advocates are 
attempting to convince legislative leaders 
to allow the $2 million appropriation to be 
used for bridge rehabilitation. Debate over 
the bridge’s future continues, and perhaps 
with a bit of luck Long Meadow Bridge 
supporters will help nudge Bloomington 
toward preservation of this unique crossing.

The Dodd Ford Bridge and the Long Meadow 
Bridge are but the latest historic bridges 
seeking salvation. Unfortunately, history 
demonstrates that finding it is often difficult, 
for over the past two decades America has 
lost about half of its historic bridges. In 
Minnesota, where we recently lost most of 
the historic Rock Island Swing Bridge over 
the Mississippi River in Inver Grove Heights 
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(a few approach spans remain), the pace of 
loss may quicken. With the collapse of the 
Interstate 35W Bridge, Minnesota officials 
now demand that redundant components 
be included in bridges owned by the state, 
including bridges that have already been 
built. This is going to be a very expensive 
endeavor, and it may be culturally costly as 
well, for it may be difficult to build redundant 
components into extant state-owned historic 
bridges, especially historic truss bridges. 
Redundancy may force substantial alteration 
to some of these crossings, diminishing their 
character-defining elements—the traits 
that made them historic in the first place. 
Ultimately, the difficulties encountered with 
implementing the new standard may force us 
to raze some of these historic bridges.

Events imply that bridge preservation efforts 
have been somewhat grim. There have been 
successes, however. The Silverdale Bridge, 
perhaps the oldest of all of Minnesota’s 
historic Camelbacks (its precise age is 
unclear), is presently being preserved and 
relocated from Koochiching County to an 
equestrian trail in Washington County. 
The ribbed-arch Lester River Bridge in 
Duluth has recently been rehabilitated. 

The handsome historic structure continues 
to carry traffic on State Highway 61 at the 
city’s northern edge. Successes like these 
often result from available preservation 
tools, such as Section 106, a process that 
requires federal agencies to consider 
impacts to historic properties resulting from 
federal undertakings or federally-assisted 
undertakings. For instance, many historic 
bridges cannot be replaced without federal 
help, thus the FHWA must review these 
projects. With the Dodd Ford Bridge, the 
agency concluded the crossing should be 
rehabilitated, not replaced, so no federal 
dollars can be used to replace it. Of course 
the county may still opt for replacement, but 
doing so is more financially problematical 
without aid from the federal government.

Finally, it is important to note that Mn/DOT
recently completed a statewide bridge 
management plan, a detailed document 
laying out the state’s current and future 
strategy regarding management of our 
historic bridges. The plan is a tool currently 
applied to state-owned historic bridges, but 
since most historic bridges are locally owned, 
counties and cities are encouraged to adopt 
the plan’s provisions and concepts. This is a 

far-sighted endeavor by Mn/DOT, and we 
hope the counties and cities will follow the 
state agency’s lead. In any event, Minnesota’s 
historic bridges, whether owned by cities, 
counties, or the state, face many challenges to 
their survival and continued use. The coming 
years will bring even more challenges. Are we 
up to the test?

Denis P. Gardner is the author of Wood, 
Concrete, Stone, and Steel: Minnesota’s 
Historic Bridges (University of Minnesota 
Press) and Minnesota Treasures: Stories 
Behind the State’s Historic Places (Minnesota 
Historical Society Press).

Completed in 1920, the Long Meadow Bridge is Minnesota’s only historic multispan Camelback.
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Minnesota mines to the Lake Superior 
harbor for shipment to Eastern mills, needed 
massive ore docks, expansive rail yards, all-
purpose maintenance shops, and a host of 
ancillary facilities to function.  

The facilities built at Two Harbors to 
transship ore were, and are, the most 
impressive structures fronting the harbor. 
The docks have been designed and modified 
in response to the evolution of ship and 
rail technology, as well as innovations in 
ore handling. The dock that received the 
railroad’s first shipment of ore in the 1880s 
was a 550-foot-long, 46-foot-high, timber-
crib structure that could hold some 3,000 
tons of ore. Dock No. 6, the oldest dock that 
survives today, is 962 feet long and could 
hold 43,246 tons of ore. Dating from 1907-
08, it was the first dock of this type in the 
United States to be built of concrete and 
steel, serving as a showcase for the primary 
product of United States Steel, which owned 
the D&IR at that time. Dock No. 6 is no 
longer functional and is deteriorating. Docks 
No. 1 and No. 2, which replaced earlier 
timber-crib structures, are still in use today. 
Also built of concrete and steel, Dock No. 1 
(1,368 feet) and Dock No. 2 (1,432 feet) were 
erected in 1912 and 1916, respectively. 

Dock No. 2 was overhauled in the late 1970s 
to facilitate taconite loading. Taconite, a 

low-density iron ore, appeared to be the 
salvation of the harbor in the mid-twentieth 
century after most of the high-grade iron ore 
had been extracted from Minnesota’s mines 
and shipping had dropped significantly.  
Part of the Two Harbors rail yards was 
reconfigured as a storage facility for the 
taconite pellets, a modification necessary to 
continue the area’s industrial heritage. Two 
Harbors was once again competitive with the 
port of Duluth, its downshore rival.

But a prosperous future for Two Harbors 
was not guaranteed. In 1938 the railroads 
that owned the Duluth and Two Harbors 
facilities had been placed under a single 
holding company.  When railroad 
maintenance operations were merged 
in 1962, the impressive brick railroad 
roundhouse and shops in the rail yards at 
Two Harbors were closed. After a succession 
of ill-fated owners and tenants and fruitless 
reuse studies, the shops complex was given its 
last rites several years ago: documentation for 
the Historic American Engineering Record.  

The closing of the railroad’s building complex 
was a prelude to the difficulties that were yet 
to come as iron ore and taconite industries 
declined.  Since the area’s development, the 
D&IR had owned substantial acreage on 
Lighthouse Point on the opposite side of 
Agate Bay from the ore docks and rail yards. 

A Working 
Landscape 
in Peril
By Charlene Roise, of 
Hess, Roise and Company

“The cheap and plentiful iron ore mined [near 
Lake Superior] since 1885 has made possible the 
network of railroads, the concentrations of mass-
production machinery, the skyscrapers—in short, 

the steel that forms the frame and foundation 
of the modern industrial United States.” 

–Grace Lee Nute, Lake Superior, 109

Rocky shorelines and steep cliffs 
characterize the north shore of 

Lake Superior. Clay-bottomed Agate and 
Burlington Bays, which gave the city of 
Two Harbors its name, were a rare refuge 
for sailors. In 1884, this remote area was 
transformed from wilderness into a bustling 
port when it became the terminus of the 
Duluth and Iron Range Railway (D&IR). 
The railroad, built to haul ore from northern Ph
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Taconite storage on the Iron Range.
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Register-listed D&IR Railroad Depot, 
which houses a museum operated by the 
Lake County Historical Society. 

Years of decline in the iron ore and taconite 
industries have been responsible for the 
deterioration and demolition of many of 
the structures at Agate Bay.  Complicated 
ownership has hindered a clear reuse plan for 
the area, and development pressures threaten 
the integrity of an industrial landscape that is 
significant to the history of the area, the state 
and the nation.  Concern for the diminishing 
legacy of our industrial heritage prompted 
the Cultural Landscape Foundation to list 
Agate Bay on its annual “Landslide” list in 
2002.  Similarly, in 2005 the Preservation 
Alliance of Minnesota listed the site on its 
annual 10 Most Endangered Properties List, 
a program that builds awareness for historic 
properties facing the threat of demolition or 
neglect.  The future of Agate Bay remains 
unclear today, although preservationists 
still hope for an outcome that honors the 
shipping and mining history of the area while 
economically supporting the community.  

At the tip of the point are a lighthouse and 
keeper’s house, which have been acquired 
by the Lake County Historical Society and 
converted into a bed-and-breakfast. The 
remaining land and waterfront, once filled 
with yards and docks for lumber, coal, and 
other commodities, have been used, with 
the railroad’s permission, as public open 
space after the industrial activities ended. 
The railroad leased the remaining land to 
the city and to the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources, which planned to 
upgrade a shoreline area for boat access and 
parking.

On December 31, 2002, with no advance 
notice to the community, the D&IR sold 
its 48-acre property on Lighthouse Point 
to Sam Cave, a Twin Cities developer of 
houses and office buildings. The $3 million 
transaction also included 94 acres adjacent 
to Pork City Hill, which overlooks the rail 
yards, and a 14-acre parcel further inland. 
The Pork City Hill property includes 4,900 
feet of Lake Superior shoreline just west of 
Agate Bay. It is edged by the rail loop that 
trains use to return to the mines.

The developer’s plans for the properties have 
changed frequently in response to public 
outcries, licensing issues, and other factors. 
One of Cave’s most welcome proposals, 
from a preservationist’s point of view, was to 
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rehabilitate the seemingly doomed railroad 
roundhouse for commercial uses including 
recreational watercraft maintenance and 
recreational suppliers. But his first priority 
has been to build 120 condominiums on 
Lighthouse Point. Cave has also wanted 
to purchase an adjacent parcel that holds 
a community center; the bayfront park 
where an 1896 National Register-listed 
tugboat, the Edna G., is moored; the site 
of the marina proposed by the city and the 
DNR; and the parking lots for the National 

Exterior view of the closed railroad shops complex.

The National Register listed Edna G. tugboat with one of 
the Two Harbor iron ore docks in the background.
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was changed to the Burlington Northern 
Depot, and later the Amtrak Depot.  After 
renovation in 2008 by the people of the local 
Ojibwe community, the depot became White 
Earth Transit Station.

The White Earth Nation partnered with the 
Minnesota Department of Transportation, 
committing to restore the depot to its 
original splendor.  The cost of the project 
was about $575,000—the Federal Transit 
Authority appropriated the funds to the 
tribe in 2005.  New elements in the building 
include an upgraded electrical system and 
a sustainable geothermal heating and air 
conditioning system.  Besides functioning 
as the Amtrak and Jefferson Bus Lines hub, 
the depot houses a coffee shop with wireless 
internet, a public-use conference room, two 
Native American shops, and display space 
dedicated to White Earth history. The 
people of the White Earth Nation can now 
share their history and culture within the 
rehabilitated depot in Detroit Lakes.

White Bear Lake
Another Northern Pacific Depot, the depot 
in White Bear Lake was built in 1935 to 
replace a frame depot that was demolished 
to make way for the expansion of Highway 
61.  White Bear Lake was an important 
stop on the line between St. Paul and 
Duluth, positioned just 10 miles northeast of
St. Paul.  The building was used for passenger 
service until the 1960s, when it was converted 
for freight service.  

In the 1980s the depot became storage space 
until the City of White Bear Lake purchased 
the property and building to restore the 
depot’s original features. The Depot 

Restoration Committee, led by Carroll 
Mattlin, worked from 1991 to 1993, opening 
the Depot in 1993 as the new home for the 
White Bear Area Chamber of Commerce 
and the White Bear Lake Area Historical 
Society’s Depot Museum.  The interior was 
reconfigured to provide more private office 
space, and the freight room was re-purposed 
for exhibit space.  The museum exhibit space 
extended to the Northern Pacific Caboose, 
which also occupies the site.  The 1914 
caboose was restored to its 1940s appearance.  
In 2001, the Chamber of Commerce moved 
out of the depot, allowing the historical 
society to add a resource library, offices and 
a gift shop.  

Baudette
The Canadian National Railway built the 
Baudette Depot in 1923.  Located in Lake 
of the Woods County near the Canadian 
border, Baudette was a stop on the line 
between Winnipeg, Manitoba and Thunder 
Bay, Ontario.  After it was abandoned in 
1985, community members organized the 
Depot Preservation Alliance (DPA) to 
support the preservation and re-use of the 
landmark depot.  Because of a need to house 
an artists’ co-op and provide space for an 
annual Art Guild show, the DPA bought the 
depot for $1.00 in 1997.  The DPA registered 
the depot on the National Register of 
Historic Places in 2005, and plans have been 
made to re-purpose the space as an artisans’ 
marketplace, offices and exhibit space. 

With the help of Northwest Minnesota 
Regional Sustainable Development 
Partnership and the Center for Sustainable 
Building Research (CSBR) at the University 
of Minnesota, the DPA put together a plan 

Historic 
Depots: 
Adapting 
for Today
By Martina Foss, 
Intern, Preservation 
Alliance of Minnesota
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When light rail projects constantly 
appear in news reports, it is hard 

to imagine that depots from our not-so-
distant past were neglected or underused.  
In the last few decades, several historic 
depots in Minnesota have undergone great 
change; now being re-fitted for modern 
transportation use, display space for local 
historical artifacts, or other small-business 
ventures.  The depots in Detroit Lakes, 
White Bear Lake and Baudette are prime 
examples.

Detroit Lakes
The Northern Pacific Passenger Depot 
in Detroit Lakes, a community 44 miles 
east of Fargo, North Dakota, is a station 
on the Empire Builder Line from Chicago 
to Seattle.  Built in 1908, the depot was 
designed by architect John Skooglun in the 
Mission Spanish Revival style and was listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places 
in 1988.  Over the years, the depot’s name 
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for sustainable development and re-use of the Baudette Depot.  CSBR 
created a detailed proposal which included re-developing a neighboring 
brownfield site and re-invigorating community interaction with 
Baudette’s Main Street, the street the depot sits on.  The new floor 
plan features an area for display cases in the main entry, two office 
space layout options, and artist workshop features. The proposal also 
brings special attention to moisture control issues in the building and 
includes native vegetation in the landscape plan.  

In 2006, the structure of the Baudette Depot was stabilized and 
conversion of the second floor into an apartment began.  The DPA 
has sought grant support for the project, receiving money from the 
Minnesota Transportation History Network Grants Program in 

2007 and from the Minnesota Historical Society in June of 2009.  The 
DPA requested funding from the Laura Jane Musser Fund to support 
transportation exhibit planning, and from Artspace to develop the 
workplan for the artisans’ marketplace.  Currently, the proposed 
work is in the architectural review phase. The Preservation Alliance 
of Minnesota recognized the DPA with a 2008 Preservation Award 
for Advocacy.  The group also received first place in the Minnesota 
Community Pride Competition at the State Fair in 2009, in the 
category “Entrepreneurial Culture & Support” in small towns in 
Minnesota.

The White Bear Lake Depot and boxcar, now home to the White Bear Lake Area Historical Society’s Depot Museum.
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Maybe it’s as simple as the fact that the Midwest was laced with 
rail lines, crucial as transportation for people and products 

from community to community and to the rest of the country. 
When automobiles took over the central transportation role, many 
of those smaller rail lines shut down and, in the mid-1960s, as the 
rails themselves were removed, the idea of rails to trails was born.

Today, several Midwestern states, including Minnesota, lead the 
nation in the number of former rail miles that have been converted 
to recreational trails (Michigan, Wisconsin and Minnesota all have 
roughly 1,500 rail-to-trail miles each; Iowa and Ohio have roughly 
half that).

Dedicated advocates, both individuals and organizations, have been 
essential to the success of rails to trails in Minnesota. “There’s been 
a tremendous political groundswell for these trails in Minnesota,” 
says Peter Seed, an attorney who has been involved with trails in 
Minnesota for many years. “I happen to personally believe that the 
off-road bicycle/pedestrian/rollerblade trails have really gained in 
popularity in this state and the popular demand for the trails has 
been a tremendous force.”

Chuck Richardson, who has been involved in the development of 
the Cannon Valley Trail in southeastern Minnesota, attributes the 
growth of trails in the state to two things: Minnesota values and 
state residents interest in the outdoors.

“Minnesotans like outdoor activity—especially after the long 
winters, we’re so anxious to get out,” Richardson says. “And it’s the 
old-time communitarian values of Minnesota. We’re going to do 
something that benefits the community and that will be available to 
the community at large.”

Rails to trails may seem like a logical, even economical way to 
encourage outdoor recreation, but conversions have not been 
without controversy. Terry McGaughey is known to some as “Mr. 
Paul Bunyan Trail” for his work initiating and lobbying for the 110-
mile Paul Bunyan State Trail stretching from Crow Wing State 
Park in Brainerd to Lake Bemidji State Park north of Bemidji. 
“We had a few cities that were absolutely, adamantly opposed to 
it because of conflicting ideas about land use,” he says. “They didn’t 

Minnesota is a leader in

By Linda Picone, Parks & Trails Council of Minnesota
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Rails to Trails: 
converting transportation to recreation
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want the land off the tax rolls, they didn’t want to see change in the 
way it was utilized.”

In one community, where the city council opposed converting 
the former rail line to a recreational trail, McGaughey and others 
proposing the trail got their information out and bided their time. 
The next election, a new city council invited the trail group to 
officially get support.

Seed was involved in two crucial Minnesota Supreme Court cases 
that helped open the way for rail-to-trail conversions. Both cases 
affirmed the railroad’s ability to allow land to be used for trails, once 
rail traffic had ceased.

Along the Gateway Trail (starting in St. Paul and going north 18 
miles), the railroad company had easements on property along 
the way, allowing its tracks and operations. When the railroad 
stopped operating, property owners along the tracks wanted to take 
possession of that land. The Minnesota Supreme Court ruled that 
recreational trails were consistent with the purpose of the original 
easement. “That was considered quite an astounding decision that 
we were able to persuade the court to take,” Seed says. “That was 
critical to being able to go forward with the Gateway Trail.”
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Bikers enjoying the Cannon Valley Trail.

The second case involved the Paul Bunyan Trail. Seed says the issue 
there was whether the railroad could sell the land to the state, or 
whether the land belonged to abutting property owners. The court 
ruled that the railroad had a “fee interest” in the land that gave it the 
capacity to convey the land to the state.

Although good leadership at the grassroots level was probably 
more important in the long run than the legal decisions, Seed says, 
“clearly, without the success of these two decisions, we would really 
have been stymied.”

Even in the face of opposition, converting rail lines to recreational 
trails is easier than trying to create a trail from scratch. The 
Gateway Trail is expected to extend to Taylor’s Falls but, Seed says, 
“It’s a terrible uphill battle because we no longer have a railway line 
to follow. We have to persuade individual property owners to allow 
easements.”

The Parks & Trails Council of Minnesota has been a critical factor 
in the conversion of several rail lines to recreational trails:

•	The Parks & Trails Council, then known as the 
Minnesota Parks Foundation, donated money to bid 
on Soo Line land that would become the Gateway Trail 
and helped convince the railroad to sell the land to 
the state, rather than to private property owners.

•	When the Chicago and North Western Railway 
Company abandoned the 18 miles of railroad between 
Cannon Falls and Red Wing, the Parks & Trails 
Council raised $112,500 to buy the railway and remove 
the trestles to preserve it for recreational use.

•	The Parks & Trails Council worked for five years to help 
acquire 3.13 miles of scenic Mississippi riverfront to connect 
the Paul Bunyan State Trail to Crow Wing State Park.

McGaughey says he thinks early negative reaction to converting 
rails to trails was based on a lack of information. “There hadn’t been 
enough experience with recreational trail conversions,” he says. 
“There was a fear that trails would bring hoodlums and con artists 
into the neighborhood.”
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Today, only a couple of decades after the first conversions, there’s 
a stronger than ever demand for trails, making it likely that more 
opportunities for rail-to-trail conversions will be discovered. Seed 
says he thinks of trails as linear parks, and hopes that we’ll treat 
them that way. “I’ve argued that, as a reality, trails are more popular 
than parks—and the usage statistics are starting to demonstrate 
that.”

About the Parks & Trails Council of Minnesota

The Parks & Trails Council of Minnesota is a grassroots membership 
organization that has worked vigorously for more than 55 years to 
acquire, protect and enhance critical land for the public’s use and benefit. 
Fueled by charitable contributions from individuals, foundations and 
area businesses, the Parks & Trails Council has been instrumental 
in adding nearly 10,000 acres of land valued at $29 million to 
key areas within the state’s vast network of parks and trails. If you 
would like to become a Parks & Trails Council member, please visit
www.parksandtrails.org. Membership has many benefits, including an 
annual subscription to the popular Minnesota Trails magazine and the 
peace of mind that comes with knowing that you are directly supporting 
Minnesota’s trails and parks.

National Register Nominations 
Historic Tax Credit Applications 
Cultural Resource Surveys 
Section 106 Compliance 
Exhibits and Interpretation 
HABS/HAER Documentation 
Archival Research 
Historic Landscape Reports 

HESS ROISE 
100 North First Street 

Minneapolis MN 55401 
612-338-1987 

www.hessroise.com 
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A group of “Rails to Trails” enthusiasts celebrating the Gateway Trail.
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Sarah Jordan Beimers, Northfield
Hibbing Historical Society, Hibbing

Chad Larsen, Minneapolis
John Manning, St. Paul

Mille Lacs County Historical Society
& Depot Museum, Princeton
Pat Nunnally, Minneapolis
Steven Oakley, Minneapolis

Marianne Preble, Muncie, Indiana
Roof Spec, Inc., St. Paul

Carl Sandberg, Minneapolis
David Schrader, White Bear Lake

David Tufte, St. Paul

Welcome New Members
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Out Standing 
In the Field 
By Erin Hanafi n Berg

reporter for the Washington Post to pursue 
his passion for music in Nashville. During an 
afternoon tour of Franklin, Tennessee, our 
buses were welcomed by the backwoods-y 
bluegrass of the Hog Slop String Band—and 
I doubt I was the only one who asked if they 
have a CD. (Not yet.)

Th e “sustainability” theme was also evident 
in almost every conference session. After 
songwriter Dan Berg warmed up the 
plenary crowd, we heard from Dame Fiona 
Reynolds, Director-General of Britain’s 
National Trust. Th e British National Trust
(www.nationaltrust.org.uk) has fourteen 
times as many members as our National 
Trust for Historic Preservation and works to 
protect “everything from buildings to bats” 
by embracing the conservation of natural 
areas as well as historic buildings and sites. 
We were reminded that historic preservation 
is known in the rest of the world as “heritage 
conservation,” a broader term that more 
accurately refl ects all that the preservation 

Bonnie and I just returned from a week at 
the National Preservation Conference 

in Nashville. Th is year’s conference theme—
Sustaining the Future in Harmony With 
Our Pasts—was woven throughout the 
week’s activities and events. We came back 
with a virtual toolbox full of ways to draw 
the connection between environmental 
sustainability and historic preservation, as 
well as a few new melodies lingering in our 
ears.

Nashville calls itself “Music City,” and 
evidence of this moniker can be heard on 
literally every street corner. Although we 
(by which I mean close to 2,000 people) 
gathered in Nashville to focus on historic 
preservation matters, the conference 
planners incorporated a hefty dose of music, 
too. Th e plenary session kicked off  with a 
Grammy Award-winning songwriter on the 
stage of the Ryman Auditorium, long-time 
home to the Grand Ole Opry. Th e opening 
reception featured a New Orleans-style 
brass band. A variety of local musicians 
entertained us in the convention center 
lobby during our midday breaks. We heard 
performances by the Fisk University Jubilee 
Singers and the lead vocalist of the band 
Last Train Home, who left his day job as a 
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Th e city of Nashville has invested in the 
maintenance, preservation, and continued use 
of its historic water treatment facility, built in 
1889. Th e main hall of the water fi ltration plant 
is lined with fi ltration reservoirs and original 
equipment, now operated by computer.

Th e Many Aspects 
of Sustainability

movement is about these days. Another 
plenary speaker, Bill McKibben, shared 
a bleak but ultimately inspiring message 
about the dramatic eff ects of climate change, 
what we need to do to slow its progress, and 
the global eff orts of 350.org.  Educational 
sessions throughout the conference had titles 
such as “Building an Ethic for Sustainable 
Tourism,” “Paying Up for Tearing Down,” 
and “Energy Development in Your Backyard: 
Impacts to Private and Public Landscapes.”

With the wide variety of information that 
was presented, I would have been easily 
overwhelmed if not for something that I 
heard a colleague say on the very fi rst day 
of the conference: “Th e reuse of existing 
buildings is a key component to combating 
climate change.” Th is concept percolated in 
my mind throughout the rest of the week 
as I listened to presentations about land 
conservation, historic wood windows, and 
economic development.

Ultimately, it was instructional and inspiring 
for a preservationist just to be in Music City 
and to experience its musical infrastructure. 
By celebrating and supporting music at 
every possible opportunity, Nashville 
proclaims its heritage, introduces new 
audiences to its products (there is no doubt, 
in this city, that music is an industry), and 
creates a self-generating and self-supporting 
market for local musicians, songwriters, 
and production studios. Isn’t this the very 
defi nition of sustainable? And how can we, 
as preservationists, learn from this example?

Erin Hanafi n Berg
Field Representative

Ph
ot

o c
ou

rt
es

y o
f A

nn
e S

co
tt,

 A
IA

.

Th is Greek Revival-style fi re station is still in 
use, and staff ed by three women fi refi ghters.
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allocation of Legacy Grant funds hit the 
ground, including substantial capital 
funding for historic preservation.  For more 
information about eligible preservation 
grant categories, please visit www.mnhs.org/
legacy/grants.

Our members and contributors also enable 
the Alliance to organize the re-launch of 
the Minnesota Main Street Program in 
2010.  Th roughout 2009, the Minnesota 
Main Street Program Steering Committee 
has worked to defi ne the program off erings, 
survey community interest, and identify fi ve 
candidates as our 2010 pilot Main Street 
communities. Look for more information 
about this in coming issues of Th e Minnesota 
Preservationist.

Beginning in February, you’ll fi nd the 
Alliance will be back at the Capitol
advocating for passage of the State 
Rehabilitation Tax Credit.  Th is is our 13th 
year fi ghting for this invaluable preservation 
incentive and the Alliance remains 
committed to working with our grassroots 
and grasstops partners to pass this bill.  

An important and enjoyable aspect of 
the Alliance’s work is celebrating those 
who make it possible.  Erin and I recently 

visited with Gary Kirt at Bell Mortgage to 
personally thank him for his contribution 
to preserve Th e Big Fish.  We believe Gary’s 
story will inspire others to take action on 
behalf of their own community landmarks.  I 
am excited to announce that Gary has taken 
an additional leadership role in inspiring 
others to support our programs, like the 10 
Most Endangered Historic Places list.  Bell 
Mortgage is providing a $3,000 challenge 
grant as part of our 2009 year-end giving 
campaign to inspire you to make a special 
year-end gift in support of our mission to 
preserve, protect, and promote Minnesota’s 
historic places.  You’ll be receiving your year-
end request letter in the mail shortly; please 
join Bell Mortgage, our board and staff , in 
giving generously to continue our work and 
ensuring that we have the infrastructure to 
move our mission forward in 2010. Th ank 
you, on behalf of all of us at the Preservation 
Alliance of Minnesota, and we wish you a 
joyful holiday season.

Bonnie McDonald
Executive Director

The Last Word 
By Bonnie McDonald

Gary Kirt, CEO of Bell Mortgage, 
Minnesota’s largest mortgage 

company, is a self-described “architectural 
buff .”  For more than two decades, he 
has worked largely behind-the-scenes to 
incrementally preserve the historic buildings 
he found signifi cant.  Th is summer, Gary’s 
latest preservation eff ort put him in the 
center of the media spotlight and made him a 
hero to many in Minnesota, including those 
of us at the Alliance.

A newspaper article featuring the Alliance’s 
2009 10 Most Endangered Historic 
Places list caught Gary’s eye, specifi cally 
our listing of Th e Big Fish.  Gary grew up 
in Bena, Minnesota, where Th e Big Fish 
has been a roadside icon for more than 
fi fty years.  Gary contacted the Fish’s 
owner and off ered to donate the funding
needed to restore the enormous walleye 
to its former scaly glory.  Check out the 
wonderful slide show documenting the Fish’s 
restoration on Bell Mortgage’s homepage at 
www.bellmortgage.com.

Gary’s story proves there is a growing 
foundation for preservation activity in our 
communities.  For example, this year’s 25th 
annual Minnesota Preservation Awards had 
the second highest number of nominations 
in the program’s history despite a challenging 
construction economy.  Enclosed with this 
issue, you will fi nd the brochure detailing 
this year’s award recipients.  Several of 
these projects, groups, or individuals were 
part of the more than 2,000 requests for 
assistance that Erin Hanafi n Berg, our 
Field Representative in partnership with the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation, 
received in her fi rst year on the job.  Serving 
some 100 communities, and almost 50 
historic places, Erin can attest to the 
expanding interest in preservation statewide.

Th e coming year holds continued promise 
for the dynamic expansion of our cause.  
In January of 2010, we will see the fi rst
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Erin Hanafi n Berg and Bonnie McDonald thank Bell Mortgage’s 
CEO Gary Kirt for saving Bena’s Big Fish.
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Where was it last time? Owatonna.

Where Is It?
By Bill Morgan

Where is it this time?
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“Way too easy this month,” scholar 
and author Judy Neiswander said 
after identifying a window from Louis 
Sullivan’s 1908 National Farmers’ Bank in 

Owatonna.  Peter Jursik also said I “slid off  the 
scale on the ‘Easy’ end!” though he said it could 
be a window from Winona’s 1912 Merchants 
National Bank.  Peter Erickson and David 
Linner also nailed down the correct answer. 
Th e National Historic Landmark is now 
owned by Wells Fargo.  

Moving from Steele County to the Iron 
Range, can you identify this National Register 
building?

My e-mail address is:wtmorgan@stcloudstate.
edu. Home: 834 Village Avenue, Sartell, MN, 
56377.


