Leif Erikson Lawn in the State Capitol Mall Historic District: A Historical Study
Summary

Present-day Leif Erikson Lawn sits on the state capitol groundsin Saint Paul at the corner of
University Avenue and Park Street North/Reverend Martin Luther King Junior Boulevard,
immediately west of the capitol building. From about 1890 to 1950, at least four streetcar lines
(and probably earlier horsecars) traveled a diagonal route along Wabasha Street, which
extended in front of the capitol and bordered the park site on the south. Around the turn of the
twentieth century, several attached dwellings were built east of Saint Peter Street, which
bisected the parcel north-south. A three-story commercial building was constructed on the
smaller triangular parcel west of Saint Peter Street. The residential buildings were razed and the
east side of the site was designated as part of the capitol grounds by the mid-1920s. The west
side of the site vacated and Saint Peter Street removed by 1936. The angled section of Wabasha
Street bordering the site was removed around 1950, when the capitol approach was redevel oped
and the area’ s streets realigned.

The Minnesota Leif Erikson Monument A ssociation was organized in March 1931, just one
month before a state bill designating October 9 as Leif Erikson Day was signed by Governor
Floyd B. Olson. The date was associated with the first organized immigration from Norway to
the United States. In October of that year, a statue honoring Christopher Columbus was
unveiled and dedicated on the east side of the capitol mall. The rivalry between Columbus and
Erikson supporters seems to have been a motivating factor in the drive to erect a monument to
Leif Erikson. In the 1930s and 1940s, the monument association sponsored radio broadcasts,
pamphlets, newspaper articles, and other materials that compared the exploration achievements
of Erikson and Columbus.*

The Leif Erikson monument was formally dedicated on October 9, 1949. The dedication
ceremony was attended by dignitaries from Norway, Iceland, and Alaska, and a crowd of
between 3,000 and 5,000 people. Speakers at the dedication ceremonies proclaimed the event a
“testament to truth.”>

The monument was designed and scul pted by John Karl Daniels over a period of fourteen years.
The twelve- or thirteen-foot bronze scul pture of Erikson stands atop atwelve-foot high,

polished-granite base that is angled on the west side like the prow of a ship. Erikson’s gaze also
looks westward. A copper box containing alist of the sponsoring organizations and contributors

3 John W. Diers and Aaron Isaacs, Twin Cities by Trolley: The Streetcar Era in Minneapolis and &. Paul
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), reviews the history of streetcar lines through the area.
Insurance Maps of Saint Paul, Minnesota (New Y ork: Sanborn Map Co.) vol. 1, 1885, val. 4, 1903, vol. 1, 1926,
updates 1939, 1951.
% |eif Erikson Monument Association, “Articles of Incorporation, May 7, 1931,” available at Minnesota Historical
Society; Vestfoldlaget, Amerika, Organizational Records, 1925-1958 (P2234), available at Minnesota Historical
Society.
3 «“Erikson Fete Set Today,” Minneapolis Sunday Tribune, October 9, 1949; “Norse Leaders Fly In For Leif
Erikson Statue Fete,” S. Paul Sunday Pioneer Press, October 9, 1949; Reuben Monson, “5,000 Pay Tribute to
Explorer Leif Erickson at Unveiling of Statue on Capitol Grounds,” S. Paul Pioneer Press, October 10, 1949;
“Leif Erikson Statue Unveiled,” Minneapolis Morning Tribune, October 10, 1949; “Statue of Leif Erikson
Unveiled at State Capitol,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, October 10, 1949; “Erikson Statue Up, Medic Ends 1-Man
Fund Drive,” &. Paul Dispatch, October 10, 1949.
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to the monument fund and a copy of Voyage to Vineland, a narrative account of Erikson’s
journey, was sealed into the base of the monument. The inscription on the east side of the base
reads:

Leif Erikson, Discoverer of America, 1000 A.D. Erected through popular
subscription sponsored by the Minnesota Leif Erikson Monument Association
Inc. Presented to the State of Minnesota during its territorial centennial October
9, 1949. Designed and executed by John Karl Dani€ls, Sr.

The Leif Erikson monument was installed around the same time that the redesign of the capitol
grounds got underway. The design of the lawn park evolved as plans for the capitol mall took
shape, but there is no evidence that the monument has ever been moved or disrupted. The
approximate dimensions and configuration of the lawn—a half-block, triangular, open area
north of the State Office Building grounds—were established by 1954. The western half of the
block was also used as a parking lot by this time and the diagonal route of Wabasha Street was
still open to vehicle traffic aslate as 1959. The removal of Wabasha and the extension of Leif
Erikson Lawn to the State Office Building grounds took place between 1960 and 1980.%

The landscape elements at the site also have changed. Photographs taken during the dedication
ceremony show only deciduous trees on the site. Now, several mature conifers—which appear
to be Norway pine and Norway spruce—frame the monument on three sides and are clustered
closely together on the north, asif protecting Leif Erikson from University Avenue. Two wide,
concrete sidewal ks—one leading from the monument directly to the south and another angling
towards the front entrance of Christ Lutheran Church on the opposite side of University
Avenue—were added in the early 1950s. A third walkway on the former site of the Wabasha
streetcar route was in place by at least 1980. A paved area with benches, about halfway between
the monument and the State Office Building, was aso in place by that time. The walkway south
of this seating area passes under an archway of ornamental trees. Light standards and mature
deciduous trees stand along both sides of the former Wabasha streetcar route. The triangular
surface parking area on the west half of the block is bordered by a mature evergreen hedge.

Timeline

ca. 1890 Horsecar and streetcar lines were well established along Wabasha Street
North near the intersection with University Avenue. Lines that utilized
the diagonal tracks bisecting the park areainclude: Saint Paul-
Minneapolis (University), Como-Harriet-Hopkins, Hamline-Cherokee,
and Rice.

1896-1905 State capitol building under construction

ca. 1899 Commercial and residential buildings built on site at Wabasha and Saint
Peter Streets

% Gary Grafenberg, An Updated Capitol Area History (Saint Paul: Capitol Area Architectural and Planning Board,
1996).
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1906

1907

1911

March 17, 1931

October 1931

October 12, 1931

1932

September 18, 1934

ca. 1935
June 1940

1946

Summer 1949

October 1949

October 9, 1949
December 1949

1952-54

Cass Gilbert co-authored report to Capitol Approaches Commission,
recommending a more symmetrical form to the capitol grounds

Capitol approach sidewalk extended to Wabasha Street; streetcar cables
readily visible in historic photographs

Capitol Grounds Commission formed, charged with acquiring land to
develop “amore symmetrical form” to the grounds per Gilbert’s
recommendation

State purchased a few lots west of the Capitol building for asmall park
(now Leif Erikson Lawn)

Minnesota Leif Erikson Monument A ssociation organized, incorporated
May 7, 1931

“Columbus: A Collection of Historical Facts’ published by Columbus
Memoria Association of Minnesota upon the occasion of the dedication
of a state monument to Christopher Columbus

Statue of Christopher Columbus unveiled and dedicated on state capitol
grounds

State Office Building built directly south of future Leif Erikson Lawn

Radio address given on K.S.T.P., “Leif Erikson and Christopher
Columbus’

Residential buildings and large trees cleared from east side of park area
Park area used for milking contest

Vestfoldlaget i Amerika, asocial and cultural organization of
Norwegian-Americans, involved in acampaign to erect a statue of Leif

Erikson on the state capitol groundsin Saint Paul

Buildings in area south of the capitol building demolished to construct
new capitol approach

Statue installed; “ Amerikain the Making,” an eight-page pamphlet,
distributed in advance of statue dedication

Dedication of Leif Erikson monument
Streetcars still operational on Wabasha Street

Entire Twin Cities streetcar system converted to bus
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ca. 1960 Capitol approach redevel opment completed; tree cover added to Leif
Erikson Lawn

ca. 1981 Wabasha Street closed and replaced with sidewalk; present paving
configuration in place and heavy tree cover around monument
established by 1984
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Vicinity of present-day
Leif Erikson Lawn,
intersection of
University Avenue and
Park Avenue (presently
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. Boulevard),
Saint Paul (Sanborn
Map Company, 1885)

Areaof present-day Leif Erikson Lawn, Saint Paul, State Capitol grounds at right
(Sanborn Map Company, 1903)
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Areaof Lef
Erikson
Lawn, Saint
Paul (Sanborn
Map
Company,
1926, updated
t01939)

Areaof Lef
Erikson
Lawn, Saint
Paul (Sanborn
Map
Company,
1926, updated
to 1951)
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State capitol building
with Wabasha Street
streetcar in foreground,

1910. Photo: Minnesota
Historical Society
Collections

State capitol grounds,
Saint Paul, ca. 1930;
area of present-day
Leif Erikson Lawn

{ at center |eft. Photo:

Minnesota Historical
Society Collections
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State capitol grounds, Saint Paul, 1936;

area of present-day Leif Erikson Lawn at center |eft.
Photo: Minnesota Historical Society Collections

State capitol area during redevelopment, ca. 1950;

Leif Erikson Lawn at upper right, prior to abandonment of Wabasha Street.
Photo: Minnesota Historical Society Collections
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Sculptor John K. Daniels working
on statue of Leif Erikson, ca. 1948.
Photo: Minnesota Historical Society
Collections

Installation of statue at State Capitol

Grounds, October 1949.
Photo: Minnesota Historical Society
Collections
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Two images of the Leif Erikson Monument unveiling and dedication, October 9, 1949.
Photo: Minnesota Historical Society Collections
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Leif Erikson monument, state capitol grounds, Saint Paul, 1950
Photo: Minnesota Historical Society Collections
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Leif Erikson Lawn, looking west from atop State Capitol, 1959.
Photo: Minnesota Historical Society Collections

Note deciduous trees, sidewalks through park,
and vehicles along Wabasha Street.

L ooking northwest towards University Avenue and Rice Street from near
southeast corner of Leif Erikson Lawn, December 2007. Leif Erikson

monument stands within the grove of treesin the center of the photograph.
Photo: Erin Hanafin Bera
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Leif Erikson monument,
looking north from diagonal
sidewalk at southern border

of park, December 2007.
Photos: Erin Hanafin Berg

L ooking northeast along
walkway leading from
Lef Erikson monument to
Christ Lutheran Church,
December 2007.
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Leif Erikson monument, looking east toward State Capitol, December 2007.
Photo: Erin Hanafin Berg
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