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If history is the stuff of legends, the history of the Minneapolis riverfront’s rebirth is rich indeed.  

The story of the last 30 years is multi-faceted: an interwoven narrative of public strategy, private 
investment, the vagaries of the real estate market and the role of visionary individuals. In the 27 oral 
history interviews I conducted over the past year, certain themes recurred. Here are the people and 
events that emerged as legendary. 

 

THE DERELICT CONDITION OF THE POST-INDUSTRIAL RIVERFRONT—AND ITS ROMANTIC APPEAL  

By the early 1970s, the Minneapolis central riverfront—the city’s birthplace—was a largely abandoned 
industrial landscape. General Mills shut down its operation in the Washburn Crosby complex in 1965. 
The lasts passenger train left the Milwaukee Road Depot in 1971. The last freight train crossed the Stone 
Arch Bridge in 1978. The riverfront was “all railroads and crumbling mills and warehouses,” as State 
Archaeologist Scott Anfinson put it.  

But this post-industrial landscape had a certain romantic appeal.  

“I like the workings of the city. I like being close to railroads and lights and machinery—the real stuff, the 
rattling trucks, the grit,” said Minneapolis philanthropist and riverfront resident Sage Cowles, who had a 
studio in the abandoned Washburn Crosby Utility Building in the 1970s and with her husband John 
looked into turning the building into condos.  

This appeal of authentic history led architect Peter Hall and other artists to occupy studios in the Utility 
Building and architect Tom Meyer to explore the derelict Stone Arch Bridge—and to envision a museum 
of industrial history—a vision that was realized with the 2003 opening of the Mill City Museum in the 
burned-out Washburn Crosby A Mill. 

Meyer described the Utility Building when he worked there in Peter Hall’s studio: “All the machinery 
seemed to be in perfect working condition….You’d go upstairs and there were all these machines…a 
whole floor of these beautiful, beautiful wooden machines with the belts in place and wheels…I 
remember the quality of light was amazing. There was the yellow limestone with the golden wood of the 
machinery…and flour dust on the windows that had yellowed over time…the place had sort of an aura.” 



Industry’s recent presence was tangible: “Every now and then, it seemed there was a funny smell in the 
building,” Sage Cowles noted. 

She and John loved the ambiance of the Utility Building so much that they held their 25th anniversary 
party on the top floor, on a night in January, 1977 when it was -20 below. Guests arrived in tuxes and 
gowns, took the freight elevator to the ninth floor—all the further it went—and then walked the stairs 
to the tenth floor.  Palm trees and couches and port-a-potties were set up on the ninth floor. The tenth 
floor was for dancing. On one point the cranky elevator overheated. 

Sage recalled: “I remember Peter Hall in a tux, sweating buckets. I remember Penny Winton up on the 
tenth floor or ninth floor turning to somebody—I think it was Barbara Flanagan, bless her--and saying, 
‘Do you smell smoke?’ Penny said, ‘I don’t want to be an alarmist.’ Barbara said, ‘Well, yes, as a matter 
of fact I noticed that. But then I looked around the crowd, and I decided this would not be a bad gang to 
go up in flames with.’”  

Sage and John now live on the ninth floor and Penny Winton on the tenth floor of the Washburn Lofts.  

 

THE BATTLE OVER NICOLLET ISLAND 

State Rep. Phyllis Kahn on her first meeting on Nicollet Island: “I remember the first time that I went to a 
meeting of the Nicollet Island PAC [Project Area Committee]. If I had been taken blindfolded and put in 
the middle of this meeting…I would have thought that I was visiting an island that was almost 
inaccessible, fifty miles off the coast somewhere served by a packet boat once a month.”  

Longtime resident John Chaffee on his first encounter with Nicollet Island: “I was driving around with a 
friend and he wanted to visit somebody down here. I remember thinking, where the heck am I? He took 
an almost invisible side road off Hennepin Avenue and, suddenly, I was in a place I never knew existed, 
namely the Island.” 

The groundbreaking 1972 Minneapolis City Planning Department study, “Mississippi/Minneapolis,” 
presented a vision of Nicollet Island, the only urban island in the Mississippi River, as a park that was the 
riverfront’s “centerpiece attraction.” But there was another competing vision typical of the times—of 
high-rise residential development.  

The Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board’s goal was to create parkland, but the board had no money 
to acquire the land—or to do anything with the houses on the land. The Minneapolis Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority’s goal was to create housing. In the late 1960s, the MHRA set up an urban 
renewal district to clear out the run-down, blighted housing. But two things reversed that plan: the 
residents on the Project Area Committee, who lobbied against moving, and a 1974 historic preservation 
study of the island by architecture firms MacDonald and Mack and Miller-Dunwiddie, which found what 
newspaper accounts called “a surprising number” of historic buildings that should be preserved. 



But the effort to save the houses did not resolve the dispute between the HRA and the Park Board.  The 
Metropolitan Council’s Parks and Open Space Commission, established in 1974, made available state 
bond money made to purchase land for regional parks. Then Mayor Al Hofstede, (1974-75) had chaired 
the Metropolitan Council in 1971-73 and, along with State Legislators such as James Casserly, ensured 
that Metro Open Space money went to the central cities as well as the suburbs.  

But the Metropolitan Council required a master plan. 

 “So suddenly we have money for a regional park, but we had no plan other than a dot on the map,” said 
Al Wittman, longtime planning superintendent for the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board. Or, as 
Bob Mattson, his assistant, put it: “With the central riverfront, suddenly there was an opportunity to do 
this exciting, rich regional park involving the central city.” 

According to Wittman, this need led City Coordinator Tommy Thompson to suggest the formation of the 
Riverfront Development Coordination Board, a joint powers agreement between the city, Park Board 
and MHRA (later MCDA). The RDCB hired Sasaki Associates of San Francisco to develop a master plan, 
which somewhat vaguely designated a park and “historic preserve” on Nicollet Island. Though the 
details hadn’t been pinned down, the city applied for and received Metro Open Space money. By 1979 
$12.5 million was designated for the purchase of land on Nicollet Island for open space.  

Legislation introduced in 1981 (House File 900) by State Representative Phyllis Kahn specified that 
within a designated “outparcel,” the Park Board should not acquire fee title. The intent of this legislation 
was that the island’s buildings should be redeveloped as housing and that the Park Board could maintain 
control over the redevelopment through historic easements or covenants. 1982 legislation defined the 
outparcel more specifically and expanded it to include three more areas. 

This legislation and a hard-fought 1983 agreement hammered out between the Park Board and MHRA 
forged the island’s future as an unusual blend of residences and park space. The “Nicollet Island 
Agreement”—presented by Mayor Fraser at a hastily called Saturday morning meeting--called for the 
MHRA to turn over fee title to the land under the houses to the Park Board, which would immediately 
least it back. The ground lease would contain restrictions to protect the historic character of the 
buildings and control their use. The MCDA would then sublease the housing parcels to individuals or 
groups who would renovate the houses.  

Though the conflict was resolved, the differing visions for the island did not disappear. A new 
controversy surfaced in 2006, when DeLaSalle High School determined to build a football stadium that 
would be partly located on Park Board land. 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF MILL RUINS PARK 

The riverfront’s rebirth was midwifed by sterling staff members of Minneapolis’ myriad agencies. Among 
those was Robert Mattson, a landscape architect trained at the Harvard Graduate School of Design who 
became assistant superintendent for planning for the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board.  



Mattson was involved in the 1978 master plan by Sasaki Associates that spelled out three key concepts 
for the central riverfront: continuous parkways on both sides of the river, development and 
interpretation of historic resources, and recreational opportunities. 

Mattson also led the staff planning for the West River Parkway, whose alignment close to the river 
rather than on 2nd Street South shaped further riverfront development. (It also required the removal of 
Shiely Sand and Gravel, a major impediment to riverfront redevelopment.) In exchange for rezoning land 
to be sold to the Star Tribune for a printing plant, Glacier Park, the real estate arm of Burlington 
Northern Railroad, donated 16 acres along the West Bank for the parkway with the proviso that 
development occur within two years. To provide the money needed to build the parkway, the 
Minneapolis Community Development Agency lent money that was to be paid back with Metro Open 
Space grants. 

Inspired by the redevelopment of Boston’s Quincy Market area and the historic industrial park at Lowell, 
Mass., Mattson envisioned an archaeological park showcasing the ruins of the abandoned mills between 
what became West River Parkway and the river’s edge.  

With the backing of planning superintendent Al Wittman and Park Board superintendent David Fisher, 
Mattson carried this idea forward. He recalled the meeting with the State Historic Preservation Office, 
which was concerned about maintaining the area’s industrial character, where he described the park. 
“Dennis Gimmestad (from SHPO) asked, ‘How are you going to develop this park?’ I knew what he was 
thinking about is a grass and trees park.  I said. ‘I’m thinking about a mill ruins park.’ Suddenly, 
everybody was on the same page.” 

With Mattson’s steady hand guiding it, Mill Ruins Park went from a vague sketch to reality, although it 
took much longer than expected. It opened in 2003, after Mattson retired. Proud of his contribution, he 
returned for the opening ceremonies on a warm June day.  

His view of the riverfront: “I still look at the whole riverfront as being something as important to the city 
of Minneapolis and maybe even more important than the Chain of Lakes in terms of the amount of 
development, the amount of taxes, the amount of jobs, the amount of impact it has on the city in terms 
of its aesthetics and the whole sense of a city that’s got this riverfront, this river, as its heart and soul.”   

 

THE CROWN ROLLER MILL FIRE 

Fires were rampant on the riverfront during the milling era, and they also shaped the area’s 
redevelopment. 

“There are three enemies of a historic building that’s vacant,” said real estate and retail consultant 
James McComb. “One is vacancy, one is water and the other is fire, and they’re all related. The first 
thing that happens is the roof and the windows go. They you get water inside, and that starts the 
process of deterioration. When the building is vacant, no matter what you do, the indigents will get in 
there. When it gets cold, they want to warm up and they start a fire. Then the fire gets out of control.” 



The first major fire was in the vacant 1880 Crown Roller Mill. The fire started on Friday, Oct. 21, 1983, 
and word spread quickly. Minneapolis architect Bob Roscoe, who was chair of the Heritage Preservation 
Commission, appeared on site, as did architect/developer Kit Richardson, who at that point owned the 
nearby Standard Mill and North Star Woolen Mill. Each told their story: 

Richardson’s partner Pete Goelzer called him to tell him the Crown Roller Mill was on fire. “I remember 
driving from Saint Paul on Interstate 94. I was doing a hundred miles an hour coming over the bridge 
and seeing this enormous fire. I got down to the mill. Peter and I knew enough about the federal tax law. 
There was a provision in the tax code that said if seventy-five percent of the exterior walls remain, then 
a rehabilitation can qualify for the twenty percent investment tax credit.”  

 “I literally grabbed the arm of one of the firemen who was trying to know down the walls, and I was 
hanging on his arm. As I remember, he was bigger and stronger…I was yelling at him saying, ‘You can’t 
knock down the walls.’ The fire marshall…came up  and..I explained who I was…’ and what the tax law 
required. ‘Okay. What we’ll try to do is not knock down the building. We’ll try to protect the buildings 
next door.’” Eventually, Hayber developed the building and received tax credits. 

Roscoe said, “I remember going on a Saturday and they were still spraying water. I had pretty close 
connections with then Council Member Tony Scallon, because we both worked on Milwaukee 
Avenue…So Tony called me the first thing on Monday and said that he had heard over the weekend that 
the Inspections Department was going to do a quick take and bulldoze the remaining walls.” Roscoe met 
with Scallon and Council Members Kathy O’Brien and Joan Niemiec and they went down to take a look. 
There they found Dave Macdonald, an engineer with Mattson Macdonald Young. Roscoe walked over to 
him and asked him if the walls were salvageable. “He said, ‘Oh, yes. Yes, they’re very solid.’…So the rest 
is history…” 

Minneapolis City Council Member Kathy O’Brien related what had to happen at the council level to save 
the building. It was going to take something like $88,000 to stabilize the building so it wasn’t a hazard.  

She and Scallon “couldn’t just order that as two council members. So Tony and I went in to this City 
Council meeting with the State Historic Preservation Office there, with the engineers who had the plan 
for stabilization. We convinced our colleagues that we should dissolve the City Council into the 
committee of the whole so we could hear public testimony. Tony and I were, like, the only ones who 
thought something should happen….First, we had to convince them to listen to the issue and, then, we 
had to have the testimony and the debate to make the decision that we were actually going to allocate 
those dollars—and we did it!..That was a very important turning point.” 

  

THE IMPACT OF THE SAINT ANTHONY FALLS HERITAGE BOARD 

In 1988 State Legislation established the Saint Anthony Falls Heritage Board, an advisory board of 
elected officials and private individuals that was charged with protecting and interpreting the historic 
resources of the St. Anthony Falls Historic District.  



Its creation, initiated by MHS’ John Wood, grew out of concern at the Minnesota Historical Society that 
three National Historic Landmarks--Washburn Crosby A Mill, the Stone Arch Bridge and the Pillsbury A 
Mill complex--were vacant and their future uncertain. The board provided a way for the Historical 
Society to become involved while also harnessing the resources of the city, Park Board, and later 
Hennepin County. 

“At least from the point of view of saving the historic resources, this was a job far bigger than any one 
agency could manage,” said MHS’s Betsy Doermann, who became the board’s secretary. 

Then-City Council Member Sharon Sayles Belton supported its establishment—and called for elected 
officials, not their delegates, to sit on the board. Doermann said that structure—and the requirement to 
contribute funds—were crucial to the board’s success. Each agency, then, “had skin in the game,” she 
said.  

The Park Board, which considered the riverfront its purview, resisted the Board’s involvement but was 
brought around. While the earlier Riverfront Development Coordination Board had provided a forum for 
disputes, it had not quelled interagency conflicts. The SAFHB, with Nina Archabal, executive director of 
the MHS, as the chair and the involvement of private individuals, was more successful.  

“I think there really was a trust-building—kind of a stormy trust-building—that we went through,” said 
then City Council Member Kathy O’Brien. 

The Heritage Board made sure “that the history of the area was not just a background element but was 
in the foreground,” said Ann Calvert, who has shepherded riverfront development for the Minneapolis 
Community Development Agency since 1983. Interpreting the history--not just preserving it--helped 
create a sense of place. “People come here, and they feel the authenticity,” Ann said. 

Sayles-Belton explained the vision: “The best way to build up the west side of the riverfront…was to just 
bring people down there, to find ways to reintroduce the riverfront to the people of Minneapolis, to the 
Central Business District, to the citizens as a whole. The river in and of itself is a powerful tool to do that. 
So we just needed a cause, and the cause was the history.”   

On the Heritage Board, she continued, “We brainstormed all kinds of wild ideas that aren’t so wild today 
because they happened, which were to get people to be able to walk across the Stone Arch Bridge, to 
light the Stone Arch Bridge, to unearth the ruins of the old flour mills at the river’s edge, because they’re 
there.  If you go there today, they have been opened up to a degree, and you can see how the water 
flowed right into these mills and the power of that water then used to churn the generators, etcetera.  
We wanted the people to be able to see that.  We got pretty darn close to that.”    

David Wiggins, who started the interpretive tour program for the Saint Anthony Falls Historic District, 
described the board’s success:  “It’s kind of like hydrodynamics, where you want the water to flow a 
certain direction and you…build the structure to make it flow that way…The structure that the Heritage 
Board built was really to channel those flows, to get the people down there, to get the money moving 
around, to get the investments into it. That succeeded.” 



His conclusion: “History let us be smarter about preservation. Preservation let us be smarter about 
development.”  

 

THE WORK OF THE TECHNICAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE (TAC) 

The Saint Anthony Falls Heritage Board had another secret weapon—the so-called Technical Advisory 
Committee (TAC)—a working coalition of staff from the agencies represented on the board.  

For more than 30 years, members of the TAC met weekly and discussed projects and issues related to 
the riverfront’s redevelopment. These working relationships meant that issues such as how to maintain 
and operate the Stone Arch Bridge once it was reopened or the design of Chicago Plaza could be worked 
out at a staff level and then taken to elected officials for approval. This group’s importance in moving 
forward riverfront projects should not be underestimated. 

The MCDA’s Ann Calvert said the TAC “knit the pieces together. Working with somebody long enough 
that you start to build trust, or in a few cases know where trust is not warranted, you can…build some 
working relationships so that you can really start wading in and getting something done.”  

She continued: It took “a heck of a lot of project-by-project work…whether it’s implementing park 
improvements, implementing development activities, implementing the public improvements…” 

Mattson elaborated: “You’d have people like Betsy Doermann [who] was just interested in trying to get 
the historic resources preserved and interpreted and Ann worrying about public development and me 
coming in for park and open space and recreational development.  Suddenly, we were starting to realize 
if we don’t get historic resources we’re going to lose a major element of the potential for the parkway 
system.  It’s another element of enrichment.  If we have those two, we’re going to have quite a 
development, which is going to help pay not only the initial cost but keep the operational costs taken 
care of forever.   

Then, we as individuals—we were high enough in the individual agencies—could go back…  Ann could go 
back to the City Council or the MCDA and say, ‘This is what we’re trying to do.’ Or Fred Neet could go 
back to City Planning or Jerry Leusse with MCDA or Jim Lind, who used to be at Public Works.”   

 

THE WASHBURN-CROSBY FIRE AND THE RISE OF THE MILL CITY MUSEUM 

In October, 1991, the Washburn-Crosby A Mill and its irreplaceable intact milling equipment went up in 
flames.  

 “For millers, the mill is the equipment not the building,” said archaeologist Scott Anfinson. “We lost the 
mill.”  

The fire was both a tragedy and a turning point. 



“Having the fire happen, I think, put a fire under people,” said Calvert. 

While the fire still smoldered within the ragged limestone walls, the idea of keeping the remains as a 
ruin gathered momentum. Nina Archabal remembers getting a call “that the firemen were going to take 
down the Washburn with the fire hoses...which was to do a public service from their perspective. 
Without having time to check with my own board or to check with anybody, I called Sharon Sayles 
Belton, who actually had been active on the Saint Anthony Falls Heritage Board, had come to meetings 
herself, understood the riverfront, and cared about it. I got to her and asked Sharon to ask the fire chief 
to take the hoses off the building, that we would like to look at it and at least see if something could be 
done. At that point, the journey began in earnest toward the creation of Mill City Museum. “ 

While redoing the entire Washburn Crosby complex as an industrial riverfront museum had been 
planned, it was a massive project. In this strange twist of history, Archabal said, “The fire not only 
galvanized our attention but reduced it to rubble…with which we could deal.” 

Or, as architect Tom Meyer put it, the Washburn Crosby fire “had sort of burned an atrium into the 
complex.” 

 Archabal continued, “As we look today, as we fast forward to today, and imagine that Mill City Museum 
had not been created, I think most people living in that area would not know what the history of the 
area was…The combination of the Heritage Trail and the existence of Mill City Museum creates context 
for that area that I think is absolutely crucial for it and gives it a kind of vitality and meaning for the city 
and the state and the region that otherwise the area would not have.”  

As Ann Calvert said, It is the Mill City Museum’s “blend of the old and the new that makes it so 
memorable.”  

 

THE REOPENING OF THE STONE ARCH BRIDGE 

 “The river is not just a river; it’s a barrier. People don’t cross it.” Former Mayor Al Hofstede 

One of the challenges of riverfront development was the river itself. In the early 1970s, it was a 
cesspool. Some of the first steps in rebirth were cleaning up the place. Still, the water itself remained a 
barrier between East Bank and West Bank, between the St. Anthony side and the downtown side. 

The reopening of the Stone Arch Bridge in 1994 as a pedestrian/bike trail was like opening an artery of 
riverfront circulation. People could get from downtown to the St. Anthony side and vice-versa—to go to 
restaurants, get to work or just exercise. For the first time people could see and feel St. Anthony Falls—
get up close and personal. And Minneapolitans could enjoy that satisfying feeling of completing a loop 
around the riverfront, as they traditionally have done around the city lakes.  



The Saint Anthony Falls Heritage Board, Minnesota Historical Society, city of Minneapolis and 
Minneapolis legislators and Minneapolis Park Board all aided in the transformation of the bridge from 
industrial to recreational use. 

Former Mayor Sharon Sayles-Belton said reopening the bridge offered a two-fold vision:  “Not only was 
it an opportunity for us to tell the story of our history and our heritage, but it also was to link the east 
and the west bank.  If you think about it today, because we were able to link the east and the west bank, 
in my opinion, and create a destination for the river, it’s one of the reasons why we were successful in 
being able to attract all of the housing development down there.” 

 CEPD’s Ann Calvert also considers it a seminal moment in the riverfront’s rebirth: “By creating that loop 
and creating the wonderful vistas that you get from the bridge of the river and the riverfront and the 
skyline, it just was a huge turning point for the riverfront…”  

Arvonne Fraser, president of the Marcy-Holmes neighborhood, provided the perspective of a Southeast 
resident: “For us on this side, I think the Stone Arch Bridge was crucial. The number of people that bike 
and walk and use that bridge, it’s just a treasure.” 

The bridge has also become a city-wide amenity. Developer Kit Richardson noted, “People now when 
they talk about how far they’re running or jogging on the river, they’re not talking about the distance, 
they’re talking about …the number of bridges they’re doing.” 

Architect Bob Roscoe said, “I call it History in 360 degrees.” 

 II. LEGENDARY PEOPLE 

FATHER MOSS AND “HIS MAFIA” 

Father Alan Moss was the assistant pastor at St. Anthony of Padua, the city’s oldest Catholic parish, 
before he became pastor at Our Lady of Lourdes. He was also the chaplain at DeLaSalle High School, 
where he mentored many future city leaders--among them Al Hofstede, Lou DeMars, Dick Miller, Joe 
Strauss and John Derus—in political activism. At one point in the 1970s, Father Moss’ students formed a 
voting majority on the Minneapolis City Council. 

Former Mayor Al Hofstede, a St. Anthony parishioner and one of what Arvonne Fraser affectionately 
called “Father Moss’ mafia,” described the pastor’s involvement in shaping the riverfront:   

Interstate 335, a planned connection between Interstate 94 and Interstate 35W, would have cut 
through the riverfront. Hofstede said, “It was going to cut right across on Nicollet Island and take out 
B.F. Nelson and take out five hundred homes. Well, if it took out five hundred homes that would have 
destroyed all these churches. What Father Moss did, with us as kind of his guys—that’s how we got 
politically active—he said, ‘Well, look, that can’t be.’ What the city and state and fed said was, ‘If you’re 
not going to do that, then you have to rehab this area.’ That’s how St. Anthony West and St. Anthony 
East was created.” 



First the freeway was realigned. “Then, when I was mayor, I finally put the kibosh on it. I said, ‘We don’t 
need I-335.’ ” 

As pastor at Our Lady of Lourdes, Father Moss also leaned on “his guys” to ensure the well being of that 
historic church and parish.  

“The renovation of that church was made possible by the Boisclair development,” said former MCDA 
staff member Phil Handy. “He shamelessly wrung Bob Boisclair out saying, “Well, gee, your construction 
activity kind of loosened the mortar here, so I think you’d better tuck-point my church for us.” 

Handy’s colleague Dick Victor elaborated: “I actually sat on the negotiation committee for that. I will tell 
you that it was most interesting because the people that weren’t there that were the driving force were 
Al [Hofstede] and Louis [DeMars] and all the rest of the people from northeast that had graduated from 
DeLaSalle. Some went to church there, but they all knew Father Moss.”  

PETER HALL 

When the only other riverfront residents were bums, young architect Peter Hall decided to buy the 1890 
Pracna building on Southeast Main Street. “I just had to be on the river,” he said. To find the $10,000 he 
needed to buy the building, he spoke to 72 different groups and finally hooked up with Jefferson Bus 
Lines’ Louis Zelle, who owned several other buildings on Main Street and loaned him the money (by 
then $20,000).  Peter literally lived above the store. He and his wife raised their son in their 23-foot by 
150-foot long living space on the upper floor. Entrepreneur Bob Naegele rented the first-floor space for 
the still-famous restaurant Pracna-on-Main. 

Later Hall lived and worked in the Washburn-Crosby Utility building, where his daughter came home 
from the hospital to a crib facing the river. Hall’s office was on the fifth floor, his living quarters on the 
sixth floor and his dog on the fourth floor.  

“Peter was the first that I was aware of that really pursued an interest in redeveloping the riverfront,” 
said real estate and retail consultant James McComb. 

(In an unrelated venture, Hall tracked the NSP sign that was removed from the riverfront to Winona and 
tried to buy it but ended up with only the six-foot-high apostrophe, which he still has.)  

REIKO WESTON 

The Japanese restaurateur was another early riverfront visionary. In 1964, before there were roads to 
the riverfront, she and her then-husband Norman bought the abandoned mill at 420 First Street South 
and in December, 1967 opened Fuji-Ya Restaurant, an ethnic dining experience that overlooked St. 
Anthony Falls. “She just felt that being on the water was going to be an advantage,” McComb. 

Fuji-Ya was for many their introduction to the riverfront. Phil Handy recalled, “That dining experience 
when you’d go down there, you had to take your shoes off and sit at a table on pillows cross-legged…It 
was a totally different experience in a different location.”  It is interesting that it took people outside of 



the mainstream culture like Peter Hall and Reiko Weston to envision the riverfront’s potential and take 
the first pioneering steps in its rebirth. 

LOUIS ZELLE 

The Minneapolis businessman and cultural activist had both the vision and the risk-taking optimism to 
develop St. Anthony Main in some of the old buildings that his family company owned (and some that 
he bought). “Without his vision and persistence, I think things may have evolved differently,” said 
longtime MCDA staff member Phil Handy. Riverplace later overshadowed St. Anthony Main and—some 
think--killed it as a retail venue, but the charming mix of old and new buildings is nonetheless one of the 
most enduring architectural legacies of the St. Anthony side’s rebirth.  

HARRY WIRTH 

Every story needs a villain and to many, erstwhile Milwaukee developer Harry Wirth fills the role.  

“Harry proposed some very dramatic—and not real rational plans,” said longtime MCDA staff member 
Dick Victor. (Retail consultant James McComb did a number of what he calls “unfeasibility” studies for 
Wirth.)  But Wirth managed to buy the Milwaukee Road Depot property from the city and hold on to it 
until he lost it in bankruptcy.  

Developer Kit Richardson said Wirth’s involvement significantly slowed the riverfront’s rebirth. He had a 
“grandiose” vision for the depot property but not the wherewithal to make it happen. And he prevented 
the sale of the east end of the property to developer Ding Pei, the son of legendary architect I.M. Pei 
who was competing for the World Trade Center project.   

“Because Harry Wirth had tied up the property around us and the World Trade center had failed, there 
was just this very, very negative feeling,” about the riverfront, Richardson said.  

SHARON SAYLES BELTON 

The civic activist took a leadership role in the riverfront’s rebirth both as a City Council Member from 
1984 to 1993 and as Mayor from 1994 to 2001.  She understood the importance of the river though it 
was not part of the Eighth Ward she represented on the council. 

“Who owns the riverfront?  What I used to always say is that the riverfront is not just the purview of the 
council member of the Second and the Fifth and the Third or the Fourth Ward.  Those are the wards that 
maybe touch various points of the river, but the river belongs to all of us.  The heritage of the city 
belongs to all of us.”   

As a member of the Community Development Committee and chair of the Zoning and Planning 
Community, she organized a study of the riverfront as a recreation and cultural amenity.  

 “I very strongly believed that the way to close the gap between the Central Business District and the 
east bank and the investments that we had made along the east bank was to build up the west side of 
the riverfront. The best way to build up the west side of the riverfront…was to just bring people down 



there, to find ways to reintroduce the riverfront to the people of Minneapolis, to the CBD, to the citizens 
as a whole. The river in and of itself is a powerful tool to do that. So we just needed a cause, and the 
cause was the history.”  

As mayor she supported and sat on the St. Anthony Falls Heritage Board. 

At one point, as the idea of building a new ballpark on the river was simmering, Sayles Belton invited 
Twins owner Carl Pohlad to tour the riverfront.  

“Carl Pohlad and I are in the back of his car—nice car. We got a box lunch or whatever. …I just painted 
him a vision. You know what Carl Pohlad told me? He had not taken a ride on the central riverfront. He 
didn’t remember ever having been on that road…I was shocked, but I learned something.” 

Sayles Belton also encouraged Peggy Lucas of Brighton Development to turn the North Star Woolen Mill 
into condos and wooed Gary Holmes of CSM Corporation to redevelop the long-vacant Milwaukee Road 
Depot property. (“If you talk to Gary Holmes, he will probably tell you, ’I’m still made that I let that 
woman talk me into doing that.’ [Laughter]” 

In a move that risked her political future, Sayles Belton took a stand against requiring unionization at the 
hotel Holmes was building. City Council members argued that a union workforce should be required 
since there was city money in the deal. Holmes said he would back out if unionized labor was forced 
upon him. “We had this big showdown,” said Sayles Belton. “It was a very, very tough debate. At the 
end of the day, the depot project was able to go forward.” 

Sayles Belton is proud of her accomplishments and articulates a long-term vision that is crucial to city-
building: “We always tell people: The investments that we made in the city, the seeds that we planted, 
these seeds will bear fruit for long periods of time.”   

ANN CALVERT 

Since she became supervisor of the riverfront team at the Minneapolis Community Development Agency 
in 1983, Ann Calvert has brought her good humor, commitment and strategic vision to the big and small 
tasks of redeveloping the Minneapolis riverfront.  

In an unusual situation for Minneapolis, where usually Council Members power agendas, a staff 
committee—the riverfront Technical Advisory Committee--carried the vision for the river’s rebirth 
through changing council and mayoral administrations. Ann headed the TAC, which met weekly for years 
and then monthly for decades.   

“We have been more involved with the details and have been working consistently to try to knit the  
pieces together and, as it moved forward, come up with strategies. Okay, we have this piece. How are 
we going to find a developer? What are we going to do to get Mill Ruins Park funded? Coming up with 
strategies, sharing information so that we weren’t caught by surprise by something.”  



 “She really had a way of making everything coordinate and work….It wouldn’t have happened the way it 
happened without her,” said Minneapolis architect Bob Roscoe, who also headed the Minneapolis 
Heritage Preservation Commission.  

Bob Mattson said, ““I used to say “There are three things that you’d always be sure about when you 
went to a meeting of the Riverfront TAC. One, Ann Calvert would be smiling. Two, she’d have an agenda. 
And three, she’d have coffee.”  

 

THE END? 

These are just a few of the themes that emerged from this oral history project. There were many other 
juicy moments—Norman Weston describing how he got the National Guard to blow up some railroad 
spurs near Fuji-ya; David Wiggins describing the fake ranger outfit he developed for the tour guides and 
the deal he made with Viking, the head of the homeless guys on the riverfront, to keep them from 
bothering the tour groups; Kit Richardson describing flour buyers at the Pillsbury A Mill putting their 
hands into a batch of flour: “just by touching the flour they could tell which roller mills in that building it 
had gone through…Here we were in 2003, still using 1880s technology, and the buyers are using their 
fingers, the feel of the flour on their fingers.” 

Hopefully, this summary has whetted your appetite to read some of the interviews—and to continue 
documenting our recent riverfront history. As David Wiggins so aptly put it: 

“The nice thing about history is there’s always more of it.”  

 

 

 

 


