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Q: Tom how did family come 

A: I believe my grandfather moved out here in the last 1800s. He was a 
farmer/contractor. Much like a contractor today who has several dump trucks, he had 
several teams of horses and they did road construction work with those teams of horses. I 
remember one of the things he used to tell me about he had a contract to put up all the ice 
at the State Fair Grounds, and so in the wintertime, there was no road building, they would 
saw ice out of the lakes around here, whether it be Como Lake or Lake Josephine, Johanna, 
that wasn’t too far away from the Fair Grounds, because the Fair Grounds had need for 
some sort of refrigeration, and of course in those days, ice was the only thing that they had 
so they put up ice on the Fairgrounds in large warehouses, called icehouses, and they were 
insulated with saw dust. That ice would last all the way through Fair time, and so he had all 
kinds of stories about people falling in the lake when it was 20 below zero and had to keep 
working. They would work basically from dawn to dark. Of course it was in the winter, so 
there were numerous stories about that. That was sort of an interesting thing to hear about 
when you’re a kid. 

They were farmers. I think they supplemented their income with, they were subsistence 
farmers, so anyway they could make anything, whether it be hauling ice in the wintertime or 
road building. Some of the teams of horses were put to work drawing the streetcars when 
there were horsedrawn streetcars in St. Paul. They also had a dairy farming operation. There 
were a lot of dairy farms in this area, I think most of them were oriented more toward Rice 
St. where the Schroeders were. Then they also, because of the excellent soil conditions out 
here, were involved in truck gardening, truck farms as they were called and they would take 
their produce to the markets in either St. Paul or Minneapolis. One way or another, they 
managed to scarf out a living and he as example, had a family of about 8 children. I don’t 
know if any of them were educated beyond the 4th or 5th grade. His philosophy was if you 
learned to read and write and basic math, that was really all you needed to know in life. He 
was always looking for drivers for his teams of horses so....that was really one thing I give my 
parents credit for. Neither of them went beyond 8th grade - I think my mother had an 8th 
grade education, my dad was 6th grade, and they really appreciated what they had missed by 
not having the opportunity to get an advanced education and so they sort of instilled in me 
from an early age that 8th grade was not the end of it, and high school wasn’t going to be 
the end of it either.  

My mother grew up in the Frogtown area of St. Paul and her father was a fireman in St. 
Paul, and so she tells about when his vacation would come up once a year - I think he had a 
week’s vacation in the St. Paul Fire Department - they would get the horse from the grocer 
and bring the entire family out to one of the lakes in this area and spend a weeks camping 
out here, and that was the family vacation, and so that was her only exposure to the area 
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north of St. Paul when she was growing up. They would both be about 100 years old (my 
mother is still living - she’s 95) and my dad was within a year of her. 

Q: What schools were around here? 

A: First of all, my dad worked for the State Highway Department and for a few years 
was transferred to Rochester Minnesota, and then moved back here just before World War 
II started. When they came back, housing was just about impossible to find. My mother and 
dad worked out at the arsenal, at the arms plant during the War, and they did find a place on 
the west short of Lake Johanna. They were summer cabins, and so they rented a cabins there 
during the summer months, and eventually another house they were able to move into 
before it got too cold in the winter months. And so I believe I was in second grade in Lake 
Johanna School, which I think was District 20, and a guy named Emmet Williams was the 
Principal at that school. And so I had some contact, I made fairly regular visits to the 
principal’s office in those days. I got to know Emmet Williams fairly well. I believe he was 
drafted into the military. I think his wife was also a qualified teacher and she took over some 
of his duties. He was recognized as being quite a good educator of the time, and I believe 
that he was recruited as being the first superintendent of the consolidated district when they 
consolidated all the schools. Then later my folks moved back down into the area where my 
grandfather had homesteaded or farmed, and that’s where St. Rose of Lima Church, so I 
went to school from the second grade through the eighth at St. Rose of Lima. 

Q: Who were some of your classmates at St. Rose? 

A: Well there were a lot of the old names in Roseville here - the Pothens, although I 
don’t believe there was a Pothen in our class - the Hermeses, there was a family by the name 
of Albers - I graduated with Tom Albers, but the older brother a couple years ahead of us 
was John and he has become kind of a famous character here, as the chairman of Dr. Pepper 
in Dallas and has made quite a name for himself and has come back into the area and is 
quite a generous person in assisting some of the schools where he went to school when he 
was young. He went to St. Rose and Cretin High School in St. Paul. High school was kind of 
a problem here. I graduated from grade school in 1949, so I went to St. Agnes High School, 
which is kind of an inner city school now. I don’t know if the term ‘inner city’ was under in 
1950 or 49. But the choices were Murray and Central and Mechanic Arts, and so all of the 
elementary school children from this area when to one or another of these schools. If you 
had any inclination about going into the trades at all, probably your choice would be 
Mechanic Arts. A number of them -- of course I was in a Catholic school, and a lot of the 
Catholic kids went on to Catholic high schools - St. Thomas or Cretin or ST. Agnes. 

Q: What are your recollections of the beginning of village government here? 

A: I was like 14 or 15 years old, and of course my mother and father sort of lived politics 
three meals a day. I would hear all these conversations about the terrible things that were 
happening to the local government in this area because of taxes kept going up and up. There 
were a number of the farm families out here who owned quite a bit of the land. Apparently 
what they were upset about was the fact that the developed areas of the township (Rose 
Township), being Lauderdale and Falcon Heights, and those people were demanding 
increased levels of services, and apparently getting those services, and the taxes spread 
throughout the township. The people living in the rural part of the township were carrying 
the load of the increase burden of those improvements, and so there was a situation of 
taxation without representation, if you will. They began holding meeting, maybe a couple of 
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years in advance of the time the City - the Village was actually incorporated. Many of these 
meeting were held in our home, and I really don’t know the reason why, other than they 
were held in the basement in the summertime, it seemed to be cool down there. They did 
have a finished recreation room, which was a big thing back in those days. But I remember 
people like Ted Schultz who was on the school board being involved, and George 
Mombrey, who later served on the Planning Commission, Tony Schmidt, who was a County 
Commissioner - those are the names that come to mind. Bill Mueller, who had ties to the 
Gluek Farms out here - and so there were about a half a dozen, they didn’t all make every 
meeting, but the theme was always the same. How could they address the problem of this 
heavy tax that was beginning to creep into their lives and impact their farming income and 
so on? They then sort of contrived a plan that if they didn’t have Falcon Heights and 
Lauderdale causing these problems, and if they have the tax base of the tank farms and 
Paper Calmenson Steel, their taxes would stabilize. That was sort of the rudimentary 
foundation on which Roseville was founded. These meetings took place at a leisurely, rather 
informal pace over a period of about 18 months that I can recall, and I was around - of 
course I was 14-15 years old and around the house when all this stuff was going on, and I 
got to meet all these people and got to know them. Then word came that the City of St. Paul 
was considering annexing the entire township or a good share of this township, and I think 
they had - the term would be a mole - planted in City Hall down in St. Paul. These folks kind 
of knew what was happening as quickly as the people in St. Paul knew, which turned out to 
be a great advantage. As the word came out that the City was secretly sort of preparing to 
annex this area, and they probably could garner enough votes to do it from Lauderdale and 
Falcon Heights were a little bit dissatisfied with what was happening on their end - I mean it 
wasn’t a one way street - they wanted more improvements than the farmers out here were 
willing to give up, and so - it was kind of the premise on which Roseville was founded. 
There seemed to be an urgency about the whole procedure as the time grew closer that the 
City of St. Paul was going to make some legal maneuver to acquire this area, and so they 
hurried up and got the necessary papers together and they had a referendum to form their 
own community which was called the village of Roseville. Several years later after a certain 
population growth it was called a city. 

Q: That was in 1948. What kind of development did Roseville have when it 
incorporated? In the western part of the city particularly. 

A: Well, it seemed as though Snelling Avenue was sort of an artificial boundary between 
the business community and the residential community, and of course if was a main north-
south artery. The area, because of Paper Calmenson Steel and the tank farms was sort of 
looked at as the area where industrial development would take place. There was also the 
planning of a major transportation artery - 35W was in the works, at least the very early 
planning stages - and so it was perceived that this would be the outgrowth of the Midway 
industrial district, which would sort of be relegated into the industrial phase of development 
of the city, whereas the areas that were the outgrowth of Dale St. and Rice St. oriented 
toward residential development. That sort of set the pattern. Roseville is really nothing more 
than an outgrowth of the Midway District, between Minneapolis and St. Paul. I think it still 
can be looked at as that today. But then a little bit later on, because of these good 
transportation facilities, 36 and the 35 corridor, it became a great place for these trucking 
terminals to locate. There was quite a controversy  whether or not those kinds of businesses 
were what this city wanted because they took large blocks of acreages - anywhere from 10 to 
40 acres, and they built rather minimal capital improvements on the land. But I think when 
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they brought in Howard Dahlgren as the planner, he recognized that it took rather a long 
time for these cities to develop, and the function that these truck terminals could provide is 
preserving the land in large blocks until something with higher density use  made sense for 
our area. And that’s - in retrospect - that’s exactly what happened. And so the city was really 
fortunate in procuring some good planning - you know from a planning standpoint, 
Roseville is a very difficult place between the lakes, the highlines, and the railroad tracks, you 
just can’t lay out roads like a checkerboard and make them work. There’s some natural 
boundaries that all the planners and engineers had to live with here. 

Q: What about groceries, gasoline, earlier days - where did your parents go - hardware 
stores, things like that. 

A: Blomberg’s Grocery Store of course down on Hamline and Hoyt, appeared to me as a 
child to be just a massive store. I drive by it today, and it looks no bigger than a garage, but 
that was a pretty big store out here. The other shopping was oriented toward Columbia 
Heights and Rice St., some of those places. I don’t know too much about that. I know a lot 
of the shopping took place in the East Hennepin area of Minneapolis or the downtown area 
of St. Paul, the Golden Rule, the Emporium, Schuneman’s, this is for clothing. I remember 
when my mother took me to buy a pair of shoes, you probably all remember this, you’d go 
into the shoe store and they’d put your feet in one of these x-ray types machines and you 
would stand there exposed to this x-ray while the salesman and your mother argued about 
what size you needed. In the meantime your feet are getting cooked in this machine. But so 
far, I’ve had no damage from it. In later years we found out that was not a good thing to be 
doing - so  

Anyway, that was kind of the extent of the shopping, and as people moved into the area, 
in the late 40s and the early 50s, then everything else sort of followed. If there were enough 
people here to support a hardware store, then another hardware store went up and so on. 
But again, this area of Roseville got a bit of a jump on development, especially the area just 
north of Falcon Heights, because the people living in Falcon Heights already found it was a 
very convenient area for them to live, but  they were thinking that they’d like a little bigger 
lot or a newer home or whatever, and they became the people who sold their homes in the 
Falcon Heights area and moved out into Roseville. Roseville was kind of a economical spot 
to develop, because you could get a good well at around 90 to 110 feet of depth, real good 
water. A critical part of development back then was having good subsoil for a septic system. 
And that area of Roseville, between Dale and Cleveland, really north of Roselawn, even 
north of 36 had good subsoil, and so had certain economic advantages of developing here 
over North St. Paul or other areas further out. 

Q: Who were some of the contractors excavators or builders? 

A: One of the big developers in Roseville was Ray Kroiss. He grew up in Roseville - it’s 
an old family name in Roseville, in the area of highway 36 and Victoria. Ray and I think his 
brother Steve - they built a lot of homes in Roseville. Ray Kroiss probably built something 
approaching 1000 homes in Roseville. There’s another company Donnay-Rice - built a lot of 
homes. And there were numerous smaller builders - Kenny Reinhart is still a builder and he 
built a lot of very nice homes. Still owns property here. I believe he owns the apartments 
over on Dale and County Road B. But there were numerous people that got into the 
building construction. A lot of them were World War II veterans I recall. I’m 64, these 
fellows were just a little older than I - they came back from the war and needed a place to 
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live, Built a house, and pretty soon someone wanted to buy that house, so they built another 
home, and that’s how they became builders. A lot of these builders built 4-5 homes per year, 
and there was a market for them, this was a desirable area. A lot of them, their families 
owned land. They would peel off a section of the old truck farm and plot it into lots. So a lot 
of these truck farms were from 20 to 30 acres, and they weren’t massive farms that you’d 
think of today with corn and grain farms, different type of farming all together.  

Q: What about our park system, do you have any recall of park system forming or how 
that was decided upon, or any of that? 

A: Us folks in the land development business, don’t like to talk about that, including 
myself and George Reiling, because the City passed a bond issue early on, and as I recall, one 
of the conditions to satisfy some of the people - if we pass this bond issue now, and I don’t 
know when that was - probably 30 years ago or something, that there would never be 
another tax again or assessment or development fee related to parks. So some of us have 
tucked that away and we didn’t forget it. Some of us remember that rather vividly and so we 
eventually supported the issue, knowing that this would be the last time. But we know more 
about how taxes work today I guess.  

Q: Where did you play as a youngster - was there a special spot that you and your 
classmates went to? 

A: I know I learned to swim in the area east of Hamline Ave. What are some of the 
streets in there - Burke It’s all residential area now with homes built there now. Burke and 
Hamline. There were pothole type places all over Roseville. We did the District 10 school 
had a nice playground, there was a backstop there and we played softball. AS I recall I never 
learned to play baseball. Fastpitch softball was kind of our game in the summer time, and of 
course we all played hockey as soon as the ponds froze in the year. It was a rare year that we 
weren’t able to skate on these shallow ponds by Thanksgiving. We all kind of looked 
forward to Thanksgiving for another reason.  

Q: You shoveled off your favorite pond and played. 

A: One of the things I just thought about that you don’t hear mentioned anymore, but it 
was sort of a controversial planning item at the time. A lot of the people coming back from 
the military would come back and they would build a basement house. So they put in the 
basement, and they’d cap it off, and they’d live in the basement until they got enough money 
together to build the superstructure of the house. It was not unusual to drive down the block 
and see three or four of these basement houses where people lived for several years in the 
basement, and little by little they’d build the upper levels of the home. I just thought of that 
the other day. There are homes that I drive by and I remember them being a basement 
house. That was a term that was the way they were referred. 

Q: Before all the building and zoning would not allow that today. 

A: You know talking about building and zoning. You know, one of the problems in this 
being a first tier suburb, a lot of the people that lived in the city on a 40 foot lot in the 
interior of St. Paul, they would move out here to Roseville, where the lots were 80 feet wide, 
and a 1/3 of an acre, and they could have livestock. And so they thought that was a lot of 
land compared what they were used to, and so they would have a pony, and they wanted to 
have a cow, and so it was quite a controversial thing as to what developments you were 
allowed to have livestock in. And so if you were to go to the courthouse, even today, and 
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you were to look up a lot of the developers put in restrictions that you were not allowed to 
raise horses or cattle or chickens on your newly acquired lot in Roseville.  And so was 
something that had been put into place again - time sort of solved that problem, but every 
once in a while, I’ll still get a call from someone who bought a lot from my parents who 
want to build a tool shed in their back yard and there’s a deed restriction that they are not 
allowed to put any outbuildings on the land within 50 feet of their lot. Occasionally, a call 
comes in about that - very conscientious  Roseville home owner that has seen this restriction 
in his deed. 

Q: Time did solve this problem. Is there anything else Tom about your many, many 
years here in Roseville that we didn’t cover, that are pertinent. 

A: I did get my college education. I went to the University of Minnesota, have a degree 
in veterinary medicine, I graduated in 1959. I was particularly interested in becoming an 
equine practitioner. There were still horses and livestock in this area in 1959, but they were 
rapidly disappearing. So little by little I was forced into becoming a small animal practitioner. 
I started the Suburban Animal Hospital and we had another Animal Hospital up in Highland 
Park, but Roseville was evolving into a metropolitan oriented society from the 60s on, and 
so my dreams of becoming an equine practitioner rapidly disappeared, but I enjoyed 
practicing veterinary medicine very much. Little by little I became a real estate developer and 
built a lot of buildings in what is now the industrial area and enjoyed that. One way or 
another the Willmuses have made a nice living off the land out here since the 1800s. I’m sure 
that my grandfather who served on the Rose Town Board at some point enjoyed this area 
just as much as I do. 

Q: I thank you very much. 

A: I never thought of myself as having anything to contribute to the historical aspect. It 
was kind of a unique opportunity as a teenager to sit in on those organizational meetings that 
were taking place in our home. I didn’t think of it like that -- I was kind of made because I 
had to stay home and help with the iced tea. 
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