


For early St. Paul residents, the city s ven 
ture into racially segregated schools was new. Before 

1857, when the to-wn's board of education first decided 

that black children should attend separate schools, it 

was no t unusua l to find them seated next to white, 

Indian, or racially mixed students. Thomas S. William­

son, a physician-missionary seeking a teacher for his 

St. Paul school, wrote in 1846 that the person "should be entirely 

free from prejudice on account of color, for among her scholars she 

might find not only English, French and Swiss, but Sioux and Chippewas, 

with some claiming kindred with the African stock." Unlike other places in 

the an tebe l lum Nor th where blacks lived in rigid segregat ion, terr i tor ia l 

Minnesota was a virtually integrated community. In 1849, in fact, the newly seat­

ed legislature guaranteed funding for public education without reference to 

skin color. Antiblack sentiment was probably inipractical in a place where bitter 

winters made mere survival a challenge, where one's success at farming and 

hunting was unpredictable, and where relationships with the native popula­

tions were uncertain. ̂  — 

Racial intermingling had been common­

place in pre-territorial Minnesota. In 1837 

schoolmaster Peter Garrioch recorded in his 

diary that his school at St. Peter 's (Men-

dota) opened "on the heterogeneous sys­

tem" and i n c l u d e d s tudents of "Negro 
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Multiracial early St. Paul, including oxcart drivers 
outside a supplies store on Third Street, 1859 

extraction." Historian J. Fletcher Williams com­
mented on St. Paul's "curious comiiiiiigliiig of 
races, tbe old Scotch, English and French set­
tlers having married w'lth the Ciees and Chip­
pewas, and crossed and recrossed until every 
shade of complexion, and a babel of tongues, 
was tbe result." People of color clearly predomi­
nated in the community in 1845 when, Williams 
continued, "by far tbe largest proportion of the 
inhabitants were Canadian French, and Red 
River refugees, and their descendants. There 
were only three or four purely American 
(white) families in the settlement. . . . English 
was probably not spoken in more than three or 
four families.'"-

Racial mixing and acceptance, however. 

began to decline after Minnesota attained ter­
ritorial status. In the fall of 1849, the first 

legislature embarked on a series of 
measures that incrementally limited 

cixdc pardcipadon to white males 
only. First, the body restricted 

suffrage to white males. 
Subsequen t enac tments 
used suffrage rights as the 
basis for such activities as 
serving as jurors and refer­
ees in civil law cases and 
ho ld ing village office. 
Race thus became a deter­
minative factor in public 

life, and in this way the ter­
ritory came to resemble 

most of the northern states 
that chose to deny black resi­

dents their ci-vil rights.'"' 
The same legislators distin­

guished the new territory, however, 
wben they enacted their "most important 

measure," one which declined to exclude black 
children from being educated with white stu­
dents. The act to establish and maintain com­
mon schools provided for a fund "for the educa­
tion of all of the children and youth of the 
Territoiy," ages 4 to 21 years, and authorized a 
state tax of one-fourth of one percent, to be 
supplemented when necessary by a tax voted in 
each school district. In other words, this law 
required taxpayers to finance education for all 
children, including those whose parents were in 
the process of being disenfranchised.-' 

The author of the common-school bill was 
Canadian-born Martin McLeod. McLeod had 
been raised in the Red River setdement, where 
the majorit)' of residents were of Catholic and 
mixed white-Indian heritage. Growing up in 
that community had taught McLeod that race 
was not a standard b)' which to judge character 
but this set him apart from bis fellow legislators. 
Most were white, Pro tes tan t , and Anglo-
American from the Midwest and East, where 
laws discriminated against blacks. McLeod 

'-' George H. Ckinn, "Peter Garrioch at St. Peter's, 1837." Minnesota History 20 (June 1939): 127-28; Williams, 
History, 305, 149. 

"' Dayicl V. Ta^lor, "Tbe Blacks," in They Chose Minnesota: A Survey of the Slate's Ethnic Groups, ed. J u n e D. 
Holmquist (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Societ)- Press, 1981), 74; Minnesota Territor)-, Laws, 1849, p . 6, 1850, p. 
53-54. The bills prohibidng blacks from being referees and from holding yillage offices are found in Minnesota 
Territor)', Revised .Statutes. 1851, p. 358-59, and 1854, p. 83, and Minnesota Territon-, House Jour-nal, 1854, p. 255. 
Section 5 of St. Paul 's char ter gave voting rights only to persons eligible "to vote for County or Terr i tor ia l 
officers"; .S7. Paul Weekly Minnesolian. Mar. 11, 1854. 

-' Minnesota Tcrritoi-)', Laws, 1849, p. 41-43; Minnesota Territor)', House fournal, 1849, p. 68-70. 
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nevertheless succeeded in persuading a majorit)' 
of his colleagues to adopt inclusionaiy language 
for public educadon.i 

One factor in McLeod's success was likely 
the miniscule size of the territon-'s black com­
munity compared to the rapid!)' gro\v'ing white 
populadon. Betiveen 1849 and 1850 St. Paul's 
population increased from 840 to 1,294 while 
the number of black residents remained at 40.'̂  

A second factor in McLeod's success was 
probably the popular belief that Minnesota's 
black populadon was not likelv to increase. The 
majority of new white Minnesotans had come 
from areas of the Midwest that shared borders 
with slaveholding states. Back home the\' mav 
have felt threatened by the tvidespread influx of 
fugitive slaves and free blacks. Athotigh whites 
vastly outnumbered blacks every'^vhere, the per­
centage of growth in the black population in 
some states was greater than in the Avhite popu­
lation. Responding to constituent concerns, 
public officials and legislative committees enact­
ed laws to discourage further black settlement. 
For example, a veiy important piece of business 
facing legislators even in racially tolerant Iowa, 
according to historian Robert D)-kstra, was "de-
-vising a set of statutes to protect white lowaiis 
from a numerically important in-migration of 
free blacks" from Missouri. Dykstra concludes: 
"Frontier enthusiasm for such laws was by no 
means limited to the southern-born and bred."' 

Minnesota, on the other hand, was geo­
graphically insulated. None of the territor)''s 
neighbors was slaveholding. In the late 1840s 
and early 1850s no indications appear in legisla­
tive records, newspapers, or legislators' corres­
pondence to suggest residents feared fugitive 
slaves and free blacks streaming into the veiy far 
northwesternmost corner of the nation.''^ 

A third factor in legislator McLeod's success 
at engineering race-blind schools may have 

been the relatively positi\'e opinion that Minne­
sotans—especially St. Paul's political and com­
mercial elite—held of their black neighbors. 
Some feared more that St. Paul would acquire a 
"bad name" from the ro^vdv, single men that 
streamed into town in search of opportuniri'. In 
contrast, the tiny black population was stable. In 
the 1850 census a total of se\'e!i families—onh' 
one headed b)' a female—lived in St. Paul. Only 
one male household head was unemployed. 
The fifteen blacks not listed as heads appeared 
to have been senants in \vliite households.^ 

Subsequent census data, which recorded the 
value of propert)-, suggest that these earh- black 
residents reflected the economic di\'ersit\' of a 
people who had not been excluded from main­
stream societv. Many black adults listed in the 
1850 territorial census were literate. Living in 
even- ward of St. Paul, the^- were relati\-el)- free 
of the stigma associated with being confined to 
racialh' identifiable neighborhoods. The)' were 
deemed, in short, a population "assimilable" 
into the culture of Aiglo-Aiierican Minnesota. 
More like than unlike the native-born white 
population, they were "a useful class," obsen'ed 
St. Paul's Minnesota Pioneer, and good candidates 
for the sort of citizenship that public education 
promised to nurture. The paradox of treating 
black children as the educational equals of 
white children while den)ang their parents citi­
zenship rights seems not y-et to have bothered 
the civf's Yankee elite.'" 

By January 1850, sr Patd had 
three schools, "now in full blast," 
that provided "ample means for the 
education of all the children in 

town." One school was located on Jackson 
Street below Sixth Street; another was in the 
basement of a Methodist church (constructed 

• 'John H. Stevens, Personal Recollections of Minnesota and Its People (Minneapolis: Tr ibune Job Ptg. Co., 1890), 
266. 

'i Williams, History, 228, 266; Taylor, "Blacks," 73. 
' Eugene H. Benvanger , The Frontier Against Slavery: Western .Anti-Negro Prejudice and the Stai'ery Extension 

Contr-oveisy (LIrbana; University of Illinois Press, 1967), 31; Robert R. Dykstra, Bright Radical Star: Black Freedom and 
\\Tiite Supremacy on the Hawkeye Frontier (Cambridge: Han'ard University Press, 1993), 24. 

* United States Census, 1850, p. i.x. See also Benvanger, Frontier; 30-59. 
•' Williams, History, 364; Ta)lor, "Blacks," 73; Patricia C. Harpole and Man- D. Nagle, eds., Minnesota Terrilor-ial 

Census, 1850 (St. Paul: MHS, 1972), 37-70. 
'" United States Census, 1857, Ramsey County entries, microfilm roll 4, MHS; Ta)lor, "Blacks," 73, 74; David V. 

Taylor, "Pilgrim's Progress: Black St. Paul and the Making of an LIrban Ghetto, 1870-1930" (Ph.D. diss., Unixersitv 
of Minnesota, 1977), 21; Joseph . \ lexander, "Blacks in Minnesota; 1850-1870," unpubl ished manuscript , 1970, 
box 375, p. 13-16, Minnesota Ethnic Histoiy Pi-oject papers, MHS; Earl Spangler, The Negr-o in Minnesota (St. Paul: 
Dennison, 1961), 26; St. Paul Minnesota Pioneer, Sept. 30, 1852. Ta)lor quesdons the reported le\el of black litera­
cy, since a number of the states of origin prohibited teaching blacks to read. 
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with materials provided by Jim Thompson, an 
early African-American resident); and the third 
was in the lecture room of Rev. Edward D. Neill, 
chaplain of the legislature and future superin­
tendent of St. Paul's public schools. In total, 150 
children attended integrated schools in racially 
and socioeconomically diverse wards. In the en­
suing months, however, as increasing numbers 
of settlers moved into town, housing patterns 
reflecting class and ethiiicity- began to appear" 

Native-born easterners and midtvesterners 
moved into wards across the town, but foreign-
born settlers began concentrating in Lower-
town, where Irish, Germans, Norwegians, 
Swedes, and Jews created what one historian 
has described as a "potpourri of merging ethnic 
boundaries and residential life." Lowertown was 
also where newly arrived blacks began settling, 
initiating a housing pattern that perhaps sug­
gests white Minnesotans were defining them, 
too, as aliens. Residential enclaves grew as more 
poor immigrants arrived. Throughout the dec­
ade of the 1850s foreign-born laborers were less 
likely to achieve higher occupational status in 
St. Paul than native-born workers. Locked into 
this class structure, the new population found it 
increasingly difficult to secure employment and 
join the economic mainstream. On the bottom, 
groups competed for the available jobs.'-

One manifestation of growing black eco­
nomic distress may have been the marked 
increase in truancy among the school-age popu­
lation, as well as the physical deterioration of 
schools. In 1852 the St. Paul Pioneer lambasted 
the town for allowing them to fall into disrepair: 

Truth compels us to say, that there is not a 
building in all Saint Paul, fit to be called a 
District school house. The only building 
known as such, is hardly fit for a horse stable 
. . . . All this in an opulent town, swarming 
with children, little untaught brats, swarming 
about the streets and along the levee, in utter 
idleness, like wharf rats.'^ 

Concurrent ly, St. Paul 's Catholics had 
formed their own schools, but their success was 
no more evident. One source noted in disgust. 

"Ragged school children ran about the streets" 
on the lower landing, where they committed 
vices ranging from "lying and profane swearing" 
to the "high calendar of crimes." 

In 1853 St. Paul's leaders attempted to revi­
talize formal public education by establishing 
Baldwii School, organized by Neill and named 
for Philadelphia philanthropist Mathew W. 
Baldwin, the principal donor to the building 
fund. Some 71 pupils reportedly attended by 
Jaiiuan' 1854. "WTiile there is no record of how 
many students, if any, were black, it matters lit­
tle, since St. Paul was entering a new phase of 
race relations, one much less tolerant of black-
white comit)'.'-' 

By the mid-1850s, as national tensions over 
slavery and its extension into new territories 
heightened, more free blacks and fugitive slaves 
began migrating to Minnesota, settling almost 
exclusively in St. Paul. Their numbers remained 
tiny compared to the white setders streaming in 
during the same period, but white prejudice 
against recent black arrivals, compounded by 
the cooling reception offered by St. Paul's estab­
lished black residents, made assimilation diffi­
cult. Many whites feared that the Mississippi 
River was becoming a conduit for blacks ex­
pelled or fleeing from tbe South who would 
become paupers or wards of the territory. In 
1854 St. Paul legislators sponsored a bill intend­
ed to discourage black settlement. Wlien the 
effort failed, John Day of St. Paid threatened a 
second bill that would have restricted black resi­
dency to St. .Aithony and Minneapolis. Social 
customs and beliefs that had already segregated 
blacks elsewhere in the United States had now 
spread to Minnesota.'^ 

d iscr iminatory "black laws" or 
"codes" had been enacted as early 
as 1807, principally to discourage 

the immigradon of free blacks. Although resi­
dents of the Old Northwest and tbe border 
states were opposed to slavery, by midcentury 
they were also adamantly opposed to the resi-

" Minnesota Chronicle and Register; fdn. 6, 1850; Williams, History, 244-45; "Early School Histoiy in St. Paul," 
St. Paul Dept. of Education Staff Planning Committee, Apr. 9, 1956, p . 2, St. Paul Public Librar)' 

1'- Ta)lor, "Blacks" 76; Uruted States Census, 1850, p. 1004-05; United States Census, 1857, Ramsey County entries; 
United States Census, 1860, Population, 262. See also Benvanger, Frontier, 34. 

'3 Here and below, St. Paul Pioneer. July 29, 1852. 
l-i Williams, History. 334, 347. 

15 Taylor, "Blacks," 73, 75; St. Paul Recorder; Feb. 28, 1958, p. 3; James K. Benson, "New England of the West; 
The Emergence of the Atnerican Mind in Early St. Paul, Minnesota, 1849-1855" (master's thesis. University of 
Minnesota, 1970), 45-46; Minnesota TerritoiT, House Journal, 1854, p. 258-59. 
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dence of free blacks. i\s a historian of the peri­
od, Eugene Berwaiiger observed, "Antislavery 
set t lers from the b o r d e r slave states unjustly 
considered the Negro, and not the slaveiT sys­
tem, responsible for the condidons from which 
they bad fled."iB 

Although some no r the rn white schools ad­
mit ted black chi ldren, especially before 1820, 
most states either excluded them or established 
separate schools. \'\Tiile Pennsylvania, New York, 
and Ohio ex tended public-school privileges to 
all, they required segregated facilities for black 
children ^vhenever 20 or more could be accom­
moda ted . Even in New England , local school 
commit tees usually assigned black chi ldren to 
their own institutions. Newer states such as Indi­
ana , I l l inois, Michigan , a n d Iowa f requent ly 
exc luded blacks from publ ic educa t ion alto­
ge the r By 1850 nearly every- nor thern coiiimu-
nit)- legally consigned black children to separate 
schools or d e n i e d t h e m publ ic educa t ion by 
custom and popular prejudice. '" 

Proposals to educate black children invari­
ably aroused bitter controversy, particularly in 
the newer states. Admi t t ing t h e m in to white 
schools, opponen t s mainta ined, would lead to 
-violence and sabotage public education. Many 
whites asserted tha t blacks were incapable of 
learning, while o thers insisted that providing 
educa t iona l o p p o r t u n i t i e s would fu r ther en­
c o u r a g e b lack i m m i g r a t i o n a n d a n t a g o n i z e 
sou the rn -bo rn res idents . His tor ian Leon Lit-
wack observed, "The possibility that Negro chil­
dren would be mixed w t h white children in the 
same classroom aroused even greater fears and 
p re jud i ce s t h a n those which c o n s i g n e d the 
Negro to an inferior place in the church, the 
theater, and the railroad car" Benvanger con­
cluded, "In whichever section they had previ­
ously lived, the midwestern concept of society 
held no place for free Negroes.""^ 

By 1856 black children in 
St. Paul who sought formal instruc­
tion were being discouraged from 
at tending public schools, and anti-

black sentiments appeared in editorials in the 
city's pape r s . Finally, in N o \ e m b e r 1857 the 
St. Paul Board of Edticadon resolved to formally 

Pages from an 1853 beginning reader adopted by St. Paul's 
Board of Education 

A Cathol ic s emina r i an ar r iv ing in St. Paul to 
teach in 1852 complained: "Every day, morning 
and afternoon, I practice patience with these 

-wild little fellows—try to teach them who God is, and 
then to instruct them in the mysteries of A.B.C. I left 
N.Y. to go among the Indians and I was hoping for 
strength to undergo the hardships . . . or to meet a 
martyr 's dea th . I felt the difficulty of the sacrifice 
more than anybody though t—but the greatest trial 
was one that I never d r eamed of—and to take the 
charge of the i m p u d e n t and insul t ing ch i ld ren of 
unthankful parents was the greatest mortification I 
ever underwent." 

Daniel J. Fisher to Ai-tbur J. Donnell)', 1852, in Acta et Dicta 
(St. Paul: St. Paul Catholic Historical Society, 1907), 
1:45-46. 

segregate St. Paul's black children. As repor ted 
in the Weekly Piorieer and Democrat, t h e new 
school policy read, "Wlienever thirty pupils of 
African descent apply for instruction, the Secre-
taiy be authorized to employ a teacher for the 
same , with a salary of thirty-five do l la rs p e r 
month." '9 

Requiring a min imum of 30 black pupils to 
establish a segrega ted school m e a n t that n o 
school would be established for less. WTiile ap-

"' Benvanger, Frontier, 22, 112. 
''' Eeon F. Lit^vack, Nmih of Slavn-y: The Negi-o in the Free Stales, 1790-1860 (Chicago: Ehii\-ersit\- of Chicago 

Press, 1961), 11-H5. 
'8 Litwack, iWorth ofSlaviay, 72, 114; Benvanger. Fronlin, 112. 
'^ ,SY. Paul Weekly Pioneer and Derrwcral, Nov. 5, 1857; Spangler, Negro, 33-34. 
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Washington School award given for "punctuality and good deport­
ment" from April 31 to July 20, 1860 

proximately 60 black school-age children lived 
in St. Paul , c o n c e n t r a t e d in the commerc i a l 
area and Lowertown, less than 15 sought formal 
ins t ruct ion with Moses Dixon, the appo in t ed 
teacher, and St. Paul 's first segregated school 
closed shortly after opening. By contrast, some 
1,150 school-age chi ldren repor ted ly lived in 
St. Paul 's t h ree wards at this t ime. A l though 
black children who sought formal instruction in 
predominant ly white schools were not necessar­
ily denied admission in the next two years, the 
few who sporadical ly a t t e n d e d publ ic school 
caused much consternation among white to^\'ns-
folk. In response, the St. Paul Board of Educa­
t ion r e e s t a b l i s h e d in early 1859 a s e p a r a t e 
school for black chi ldren, but this time desig­
na ted 15 pupils as the requisite n u m b e r T h e 
St. Paul Minnesolian repor ted the board 's deci­
sion this tvay: 

The committee feel a deep interest in the edu­
cation of chi ldren of African descent, and 
while the)' are sensible that the expense of 
educating so small a number of pupils of this 
description many seem large, they deem the 
subject of sufficient impor tance to require 
that some practical measures should be adopt­

ed for this purpose. . . . They would recom­
mend that any school of children of African 
descent . . . that may be kept for three months 
with an average daily a t tendence of fifteen 
pupils betiveen ages of five and tweiit)' years, 
be recei\'ed by this Board and its expenses 
defra)-ed as a public school.-" 

The cit)''s formal commitment to providing 
adequate resources for the edtication of black 
children proved to be hollow. The new blacks-
only facilit)' was allowed to deteriorate; a teach­
er could not be re ta ined. S tudent a t tendance 
fell. Within mon ths after opening , the second 
school was disbanded. And now, unlike before, 
black chi ldren were actively—and on occasion 
o f f i c ia l ly—preven ted f rom a t t e n d i n g whi te 
schools. W h e n Benjamin Drew, h i red to head 
the city's schools , d i scovered in 1859 tha t a 
"quadroon" boy was a t tending a white school, 
he told the teacher that "she had done vsTong to 
receive him, as [the boy] would not be allowed 
to remain." The teacher responded, to no avail, 
t h a t t h e m i x e d - r a c e boy "is n o d a r k e r t han 
many Indians-mixed who are here."2' 

St. Paul 's segrega t ion efforts of 1857 and 
1859 were paradoxes typical of the period: On 
one hand, racial mingling offended the sensibil­
ities of white St. Paul. O n the other, in accor­
dance with the public-education credo "Teach 
youth, for men cannot be taught," St. Paulites 
believed it necessar)' to provide foniial instruc­
tion to help black children become good mem­
bers of societ)'.--

Between 1860 and 1869, 
as m o r e blacks moved in to Min­
nesota, several efforts were made to 
organize schools for the children 

of "contraband," the term given to freed slaves 
who followed Union troops to the North. Aiti-
black sentiment in St. Paul reached a high point 
in 1863, when some 218 blacks, the largest sin­
gle migration to the state, traveled upriver from 
St. Louis to St. Paul. WTiite workers engaged in 
a labor dispute with the Galena Packet Com­
pany, believing that the m e n in the party had 
come to break their strike, harassed them at the 
dock undl the)- depar ted for Fort Snelling.23 

20 St. Paul Recorder, Feb. 28, 1958, p. 3; Spangler, Negrv, 34; "Eariy School Histoiy," 3, 12; Taylor, "Blacks," 76; 
St. Paul Daily Minnesolian, Feb. 17, 1859. 

-' "Earl)- School Histor)'," 12; St. Paul Recorder-, Feb. 28, 1958, p. 3; Spangler, Negro. 34; Benjamin Drew, 
"Journal," Apr. 18, 1859, microfilm copy, MHS. 

'-2 St. Paul Daily Minnesolian, Feb. 17, Mar. 9, 1859. 
23 Taylor, "Blacks," 75. 

144 MINNESOTA HISTORY 



Pupils and teacher at Washington School, Ninth and Olive Streets 

Black adults may have represented threats to 
low-skilled or unskilled white laborers, but it was 
black children who seemed to pose the worst 
threat by personifying the future of blacks in 
St. Paul. Accordingly, in August 1865 the school 
board "almost unanimously" passed a resolution 
challenging the racial mingling which had been 
"to some extent permitted" in the schools and 
again instructed the superintendent to provide 
"a suitable teacher and accomodations" for 
black children. It further resolved that "no chif 
dren of African descent be thereafter admitted 
to any other public school." In October official 

notice was given that a "Schocd for Colored 
Children" would open in Morrison's Building at 
Ninth and Jackson Streets (although furniture 
was not yet available). Classes would be led by a 
Miss Morrow, who would receive a monthly 
salary of $35 for teaching some 40 or 50 black 
school-age youth who reportediv resided in 
St. Paul at the beginning of the academic year 
of 1865-66.2-1 

Soon after classes began, however, the board 
of edtication discovered "problems of maintain­
ing and opera t ing" the schocd. (No such 
problems apparently existed in the citv's three 

2-' St. Paul Daily Press, Aug. 10, Oct. 10, 1865; Spangler, Negi-o, 34. 
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established schools—Washington, Adams, and 
J e f f e r s o n — a n d o n e n e w G e r m a n - E n g l i s h 
school , where a total of 1,241 s tuden t s were 
enrol led.) In late 1867 the St. Paid Daily Press 
critically called attention to the "veiy dilapidat­
ed condit ion" of the building: 

The colored children of this city are excluded 
from the free schools which are located in 
convenient and comfortable buildings, well-
supplied with maps, charts, blackboards, and 
the usual equipments of such institutions. . . . 
Some of the windows have been broken out, 
the plastering is falling off and the keen air of 
winter will find en t r ance t h r o u g h many a 
crack and cranny. To keep out a part of the 
cold that would otherwise find entrance, the 
vdndows have been partly boarded up, so that 
while the benefi t of i nc reased w a r m t h is 
attained, the disadvantage of a decrease in 
light has to be submitted to.25 

In essence, the newspaper obsen-ed, the struc­
ture was incapable of pror iding adequate shel­
ter for il l-clothed ch i ld ren against the harsh 
Minnesota winter The paper then urged that 

.Students and teachers in front of the neiv Franklin School on 
Broadway between Ninth and Tenth Streets, 1865 

funding and supplies "similar to that which is 
provided for the white schools" be made avail­
able. The plea fell on deaf ears, however, and 
the school l imped on with windows filled in 
with pine boards, dim lighting, and decreasing 
attendance.2' ' 

Apparently it was the school's resilience that 
inspired the paper to observe in January 1868 
tha t it was in "f lourishing cond i t i on" and at­
t e n d e d by an average of 20 s tudents . By con­
trast, however, white s tudents a t t e n d e d th ree 
e lementary schools each valued at m o r e than 
$8,000, a respectable sum for that day, and in 
the same year Franklin Elementary School was 
const ructed at a cost of $16,969.65, including 
the site, furniture for 18 rooms, fence, and out­
bui ld ings . A l t h o u g h separa te . Miss Morrow's 
rickety facilit)' was clearly not equal.2" 

After the conclusion of the 
Civil War, na t iona l s en t imen t for 
extending suffrage to blacks began 
b u i l d i n g slowly. In M i n n e s o t a 

statewide referenda failed in 1865 and 1867, but 
in November 1868 voters approved amending 
section one of article seven of the state constitu­
tion to extend full suffrage rights to black males 
a n d to Ind ians a n d mixed-b loods who "have 
adopted the customs and habits of civilization." 
Votes for and against tallied along party lines, 
with Republican voters suppor t ing and Demo­
cratic voters opposing. Preda t ing by Uvo years 
na t ional ratification of the Fifteenth Amend­
ment to the U.S. Constitution, Minnesota distin­
g u i s h e d itself as t h e only n o r t h e r n state to 
a p p r o v e b lack suffrage by p o p u l a r vote . In 
Democra t ic St. Paul, however, the largest cit)' 
vrith the largest black populat ion in Minnesota, 
referendum voters solidly opposed granting suf­
frage to blacks.28 

25 St. Paul Daily Pioneer, Oct . 10, 1865, Sept. 6, 
1867; St. Paul Daily Press, Nov. 30, 1867. 

2fi St. Paul Daily Pioneer; Oct. 10, 15, 1865, Sept 6, 
1867; ,S7. Paul Daily Press. Mav 8, 1865, Nov. 30, 1867, 

Jan. ,30, 1868. 

2" 57. Paid Daily Press, Jan. 30, 1868; "A Centuiy of 
Sen-ice: St. Paul Public Schools," 1956, p . 3, copv in 
author 's possession. 

'-^ Minnesota, General Laws, 1868, p. 149-50; Gai-y 
Eibman, "Minnesota and the Struggle for Black Suf­
frage, 1849-1870" (Ph.D. diss., Universitv of Minne­
so ta , 1 9 7 2 ) , 1 5 4 - 8 5 ; United Slates Census, 1870, 
Population and Social Statistics, 6-7, 4 0 - 4 1 ; Legislative 
Manual, 1869, p. 89. 
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In the face of the town's vote, Minnesota 
blacks converged on St. Paul for a victor)' con­
vention on January 1, 1869, the sixth anniver­
sary of Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation. 
Marching through the streets, they stopped to 
express their gratitude at the homes of key 
officials, including that of Republican Mayor 
Jacob H. Stewart. (This victoiy, and the militant 
public display, may have mobil ized local 
antiblack forces, for in tbe city elections that 
spring Stewart lost to Democrat James H. Max-
field, and Democrats who opposed black suf­
frage regained control of citv' government.)'-"^ 

At the New Year's celebration. Republican 
Governor William R. Marshall proclaimed 
St. Paul's blacks to be legitimate Minnesota vot­
ers with these words: "In the name of fort)' thou­
sand of the free electors of this commonwealth, 
I welcome you to libert)' and equality before the 
law. In the name of the State of Minnesota, 
which has relieved itself of the reproach of 
unjust discrimination against a class of its peo­
ple, I welcome you to your political enfranchise-
ment."''" His words proved to be a rallying cry. 
Within a few months, Minnesota legislators took 
a logical next step. 

A dozen years after st Paui 
first endorsed separate black and 
white schools, Minnesotans chal­
lenged St. Paul's system. On Satur­

day, February 27, 1869, Republican state repre­
sentative W îlliam H. C. Folsom of Taylors Falls 
sponsored Bill No. 198 in the legislature to 
amend section 39, title 1 of chapter 36 of the 
general statutes, "regarding education." Despite 
its cunningly understated name, the bill held 
major implications. It proposed to deprive 
school districts in incorporated towns of state 
school funds if the districts denied black chil­
dren admission because of their race. If made 
into law, the bill would end school segregation 
in St. Paul, incorporated since 1849.•" 

Desegregating Minnesota's schools had 
been an ongoing matter of concern for Repub­
licans. On January 10, 1865, members of the 
Golden Key Club, a literary society of black men 

in St. Paul, had filed a pet i t ion with the 
Republican-dominated house on behalf of 
black suffrage that stressed the need for better 
education to awaken in blacks "integrity and 
moral worth" as fine as in the most enlightened 
and intelligent whites. Legislators who support­
ed the bill had also linked literacy and good citi­
zenship. John Kellet, a persistent commentator 
in the Mankato Union who signed his articles 
with the initial "W,'' had challenged the legisla­
ture to extend civil rights to black Minnesotans, 
observing that blacks "never have had the ad­
vantages of an education. . . . They have for cen­
turies been taught their inferiority and stupidi­
ty'. But the day is davwiing when thev' vrill show 
. . . that there is stamped upon their race the 
image of the same all wise God."'''2 

With suffrage a reality and 
Folsom's bill pending, representa­
tives J o h n L. MacDonald of 
Shakopee and James J. Egaii of 
St. Paul spoke against it, but to 
no avail. It passed the house with 
a large margin, won approval in 
the senate after lengthy discus­
sion, and on March 4, 1869, was 
enacted into law. With the words, 
there shall be "no classification of 
scholars with reference to color, 
social position or nationality by 
any school trustees . . . without 
consent of parent or guar­
dian," the state finally forced 
St. Paul to end segregation in 
its schools. Black children— 
many of whom were poor, 
i l l i terate, recent arrivals 
from the South—were legal­
ly free to share the city's 
educational facilities vrith 
white children.'^-'' 

In St. Paul many 
voices expressed con­
cern. The St. Paul 

Hand-held leculier's 
school bell 

29 Proceedings of the Convention of Colored Citizens of the Stale of Minnesota (St. Paul: Press Printing CA^.. 1869), 7-8, 

MHS; Williams, History, 433, 462. 
31) Proceedings, 9-10. 
3' Minnesota, House Journal, 1869, p. 244; Minnesota, Laws, 1849, p. 99. 
••'2 ,S';. Paul Press, Jan. 20, 27, Feb. 22, 1865; Owatonna Gazelle, repi inted in Chatfield Dernacriil, .Aug. 12, 1865; 

Mankato Unicm, Mar. 17, 24, 1865. 
33Taylor, "Blacks," 74; St. Paul Weekly Press, Mar. 1, 18ti9; Minnesota, Laws, 18(i9, p. 7. 
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SUFFRAGE PETITION PUBLISHED IN 
ST. PAUL PRESS, JANUARY 20, 1865 

T; o the Honorable Senate and 
Hotise of Representatives: 
We the u n d e r s i g n e d , col­

o red residents of the State of 
Minnesota, respecdtilly petition 
your h o n o r a b l e bod ie s to 
a m e n d the Const i tu t ion 
of this State, by striking ^^' 
o u t t h e w o r d "white, " 

believing it not only superfluous, but proscriptive in its 
technicality—a mark of degredation, and the great auxil-
iaiy in supporting the unnatural prejudice against us who 
have committed no crime save the wearing complacently 
the dark skin our Creator has seen fit in his all-vrise provi­
dence to clothe us with. . . . 

It does seem to us incompatible with the spirit and 
genius of American institutions, when we reflect we are 
taxed to suppor t the State exchequer and its territorial 
subdirisions, without any recognition of identity—our citi­
zenship. . . . 

We are now called upon in this coming draft, as we 
have been heretofore in preceding drafts, to stand our 
chances in presenting our black bosoms as a rampart to 
shield our country's nationalit)' from all harm, and from 
any and all enemies , whe the r foreign mercena r i e s or 
domestic foes; and while we have done this, and will con­
tinue to do it unto the end, we do feel that our white citi­
zens have imposed a stigma upon us that dampens our 
ardor in pursuing everything that is eminently best for the 
exemplary citizen to follow. . . . 

In behalf of your petitioners, 

R. T. GREY, ED. JAMES, 

A.JACKSON, M.JERNIG,\N, 

H. HAW-KINS, W . GRIFFIN 

Committee 

ST. PAUL, JANUARY lOTH, 1865. 

Daily Press commented that black students "will 
have to take their chances in our already over­
crowded schools." It cont inued , "The greatest 
difficulty will arise in classifying them, as even 
the full-grown colored boys will have to go into 

the lowest primary classes, and in rooms where 
the desks are arranged for children from six to 
ten years old."3-i 

For white families with deeply held antiblack 
sentiments, the image of older black youth seat­
ed n e x t to y o u n g e r whi te c h i l d r e n was p ro ­
found ly u n s e t t l i n g . P e r h a p s b e c a u s e of the 
strength of these not-so-private prejudices, only 
13 of St. Paul's black s tudents enrol led in the 
sp r ing of 1869. Pre judice , one h is tor ian has 
written, was surely "a strong deter rent in keep­
ing many Negroes away from the schools they 
were legally enti t led to e n t e r " Six of these 13 
a t t e n d e d F r a n k l i n E l e m e n t a r y , w h e r e they 
enjoyed the amenities that clearly did not exist 
at their former school.-'^ 

Without state action, segrega-
tion in St. Paul schools would likely 
have c o n t i n u e d for a l o n g t ime . 
Many whites maintained that deseg­

rega t ion was bad for black ch i ld ren because 
m o r e h a d been en ro l l ed in the black school 
t h a n a t t e n d e d w h i t e s c h o o l s a f te r t h e law 
passed. The St. Paul Pioneer, sharing the negative 
views of S u p e r i n t e n d e n t of S c h o o l s J o h n 
Mattocks and Mayor Maxfield, editorialized 

The fact stares us in the face that nearly all of 
the colored pupils in this cit)' are deprived of 
the means of obtaining an education, through 
the publ ic schools , by this law. . . . It was 
impertinent and worse than tinnecessaiT in its 
inception, and is wholly wrong and injurious 
in the operation. . . . That is sufficient cause to 
warrant its repeal.•''' 

T h e n o t i o n tha t d e s e g r e g a t i o n depr ived 
b l a c k c h i l d r e n of an e d u c a t i o n is c u r i o u s , 
al though it is possible that some black parents 
agreed that their children would best be educat­
ed in all-black classrooms, r emoved from the 
host i l i ty they a n t i c i p a t e d in p r e d o m i n a n t l y 
white schools . Moreover , t he lowered enroll­
men t may have been connected to some black 
p a r e n t s ' beliefs that e d u c a t i o n was point less 
when they and their children would be kept on 
the lowest rungs of society. 'Whatever the reason, 
the low enrol lment was taken as positive proof 
by opponents of the new desegregation policy. 

In his address to the board of education on 
April 19, 1869, Maxfield expanded on this view 

•''•' ,S7. Paul Daily Press, M a r . 14, 1869 . 

35 S p a n g l e r , Negi-o, 35 ; .S7. Paul Daily Pioneer; A p r . 13 , 1869. 

36 .St. Paul Daily Pioneer, A p r . 13 , 1869. 
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when he insisted that black parents preferred 
separate school facilities and asked the legisla­
ture to cooperate. Calls by white citizens for sep­
arate schools persisted for years. As late as 1909, 
a committee of white parents appeared before 
the board of education to protest admission of 
black students to Mattocks School.3" 

Despite its resistance, the 
city soon felt the positive impact 
of suffrage and school desegrega­
tion. Flowering into social and 

political maturity by the mid-I870s, blacks 
formed a literary society, the forerunner of 
other cultural-improvement efforts. Several 
black newspapers began publication in the city, 
further exhibiting the importance of literacy. By 
the end of the century', despite persistent ves­
tiges of de facto segregation, the community 
had made great strides. Many blacks entered 
colleges. They increased their participation in 
politics. This potential for success in Minnesota 
attracted other professionals from across the 
country, who became respected leaders in 
Minnesota's black and white communities.38 

WTiile full equalit)' was still in the future, the 
school desegregation law of 1869 clearly set 
progress in motion. By 1896, when the concept 

of "separate but equal" schools was adjudged 
constitutional in Plessy v. Ferguson, St. Paul would 
not see its utilit)'. To opinion makers, the Pioneer 
Press observed in 1896, Plessy was simpl)- a 'Jim 
Crow (railroad) car law," a Supreme Court deci­
sion springing from a southern law whose pur­
pose was to manifest the southern way of life. 
Jim Crow practices existed in St. Paul in other 
arenas—restrictive covenants denied black own­
ership of homes in white neighborhoods, for 
example—but integrated public education was a 
way of life. St. Paul had officially made peace 
with the idea of black and white children learn­
ing together. 39 

i^a,. 

37 St. Paul Board of Educat ion, "Minutes," Apr. 19, 1869, Sept. 1, 1909, quoted in Frank W. Cummings , 
"Segregated Education in St. Paul, Minnesota" (master's thesis, Macalester College, 1961), 36. 

38 Taylor, "Blacks," 78-80. See also Kevin J. Golden, "The I n d e p e n d e n t Development of Civil Rights in 
Minnesota, 1849-1910," William Mitchell Law Review 17 (1991): 449, 4515-60. 

39 .St. Paul Pioneer Press, May 19, 1896; Taylor, "Blacks," 81. 

The engravings are from Charles Sander's The School Reader; First Book (1853). All the photographs and objects, includ­
ing the slate board and stylus, are in the MHS collections and were photographed by Peter Latner; 
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