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INTRODUCTION

Trudging through the snow drifts along the Cannon River in January 1855, John W. North, a Minneapolis 
lawyer, abolitionist, and land speculator, chose the site for a new town fourteen miles downstream from 
Faribault. The town was named in honor of its founder. A year later, town resident E. J. Doolittle, writing 
to a friend back east, described the results:

òNorthþ eld commenced new a year ago last April. We have one ÿ owering mill that cost thirteen thousand 
dollars 1 water saw mill 1 steam saw mill with other machinery attached to it three hotels, one of them 
cost Eleven thousand dollars 4 stores well þ lled with goods & our other Building a school house that 
cost nine hundred a meeting house building about 40 good nice dwelling houses & twice as many poor 
houses & shanties there is quite a number of houses going up now the place is growing fast enough it is 
a very healthy place & is going to be a great Farming country . . . we have no intoxicating drink sold in 
our town most all Yankees one colored family, two or three Dutch no Irish, Indians pass through town 
frequently.ó

As Doolittle acknowledged, John W. North was the town planner and organizer. He laid out the streets 
on the east and west sides of town, provided for a public park and a space for a public school, and helped 
start a local debating society or lyceum. The Lyceum Building, at 109 Fourth Street East, is the oldest 
building in the downtown area. (For the dates and locations of buildings in the downtown area, see the 
Northþ eld Heritage Preservation Commissionõs Northþ eld: The History and Architecture of a Com-
munity (1999), the Northþ eld Heritage Preservation Commission, Northþ eld Downtown Guidebook: 
Heritage Preservation in the Historic District (1982), and Lynn Carlin, ed., Continuum: Threads in the 
Community Fabric of Northþ eld, Minnesota (1976) ).

North not only approved the street design of the town and located both of his mills on either side of the 
Cannon River at Bridge Square, he also worked hard to secure a railroad connection between Minneapolis, 
Northþ eld, and Iowa. Hit by the depression of 1857 and unable to secure funding for the railroad, North 
sold his saw and ÿ our mills to Charles Wheaton, a friend from Syracuse, New York, and Jesse Ames, the 
prosperous miller who also owned the Ames Mills in Dundas. (The Malt-O-Meal company, founded in 
1927, produces cereal products in the west side Ames mill.) The east side saw mill was later removed 
to provide a view of the river from Bridge Square). The Minneapolis and Cedar Valley Railroad eventu-
ally came to Northþ eld in 1865 and opened up the transportation of farm products to urban markets. 
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By that time, North had received a political appointment as the Surveyor General of Nevada and had 
moved to that state. 

The impact of the railroad could be seen in the dramatic growth of the townõs population which rose 
from 867 in 1860 to 2,227 in 1870. Hiram Scriver, a Canadian who was the townõs þrst merchant and 
mayor, built his bank and store (since 1976 known as the Northþeld Historical Society Museum) on 
Bridge Square in 1868. A local banker, Charles M. Goodsell, and local newspaper editor, Charles Wheaton, 
helped found Carleton College in 1867. Another local merchant, Norwegian immigrant Harold Thorson 
(also spelled Thoreson) started St. Olaf College in 1874. 

The townõs prosperity in the 1870s could be seen in the number of new buildings constructed: the Bjor-
aker Building (now Biermanõs Furniture) (1870), Ephraim Lockwoodõs Opera House (1872), Carletonõs 
Willis Hall (1872), Northþeldõs Central School (1874), City Hall and Fire Station (1876), The Archer 
House Hotel (1877), Citizenõs State Bank (1878), where the Community National Bank is now located, 
and St. Olafõs Old Main (1878). The prosperity was also acknowledged by the James and Younger Gang, 
Southerner veterans from the Civil War, who tried unsuccessfully to rob the First National Bank on 
September 7, 1876. 

By the late 1880s and early 1890s, the basic structure of the downtown as it exists today had been 
established. The buildings erected in this period are taller and more massive, which helps deþne the 
distinctive streetscape of the downtown. The McClaughry Block on the corner of Division and Fifth 
Street was erected in 1882 of brick and stone at the cost of $23,000. One block north on Division Street, 
farmer and banker, John C. Nutting built a four-story building in 1889 (since 1893 the home of the First 
National Bank), and farther north, near the Archer House, the four-story Nutting Block (1893) at 220 
Division Street South, which started as a knitting factory. Grocers Louis Tschann and Frank DeGross 
built the four-story Central Block in 1893, with its distinctive corner tower. Electricity, telephones, and 
water supply were all installed in that same period. 

By the turn of the century, with the prominent downtown sites occupied, new buildings began to be 
built southward on Division Street. The Northstar Hotel (currently Garlie Veterinary) was put up in 
1900. To the north, a Carnegie Library was added in 1910. To the east, the Ware Auditorium (1899), later 
called the Grand Theater, was built at the corner of Washington and Fourth Streets. To the west, the 
State Bank of Northþeld (currently the Hvistendahl and Moersch Law Ofþces) was built in 1910 near 
the Ames mill. Construction now began to move to the west side of the Cannon River where the Ebel 
Block, now connected to the Bank, had been built in 1894.




