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Q: We are here at CTV and we are doing our Pioneer Portraits for Roseville 50th 
Anniversary. Today is the 15th of October and this is Leo McGough. So, Leo, why don’t we 
start off by you telling us how your family came to Roseville.  

A: Dad moved out here in the spring of ’43. He lived on Hamline Ave. It was the place 
was formerly owned by the Eling family. It was 5 acres of land and the reason dad moved 
out there with the big family, 9 children in the family. He was in the first World War and he 
remembered the food shortages. He thought well it certainly looked like we are going to 
embroiled into a Second World War and with that many children it would be nice to have 
some property where he could at least raise some vegetables and what not and canned them 
and have some staples of food. That was the reason dad moved out. He use to live in St. 
Paul in the Highland Park area. The business at that time was on Prior and University Ave 
and then when the family was out here, my brother Charles and I was the eldest of the nine 
children and we were both in the service and after the service we decided to headquarter out 
into to Roseville. We were fortunate enough in that we were able to buy a piece of property 
from the Solsted sisters, I believe that was the name. That was one of them married and one 
was Olson I believe. But it was the Solsted farm and it was located between Fairview and 
Cleveland Ave and County Rd C and whatever is on up north there up near the lake.  

Q: C2?  

A: Yea, C2 and we were fortunate to get that and at that time there was still corn being 
grown all around us. We were kind of the pioneer s as far as one of the businesses. There 
was a business down on County Rd C as I recall it was Lindig Manufacturing I believe it was 
and then of course Richters had the feed store up there on Hamline and along the railroad 
track and there was some other businesses but not too many. Most of it is all truck 
gardening. The Pothens had big truck gardening areas. The Lebens - Lebens I think had a 
greenhouse and were in the florist business at the time I’m quite sure of that. I remember 
Tony Schmidt had a pig farm out there on north Hamline. There were some other 
businesses but right now I can’t recall them all. Not too many businesses.  

Q: Probably grocery stores?  

A: No, the grocery store that many people used at that time was Blomberg’s Grocery on 
Hamline Avenue and near Hoyt there in Falcon Heights and there was also an adjoining 
drug store Blomberg’s Drug also. Two brothers very fine people and many of the people out 
here went in there. I know when my sisters went to school, they were in the middle of the 
family, and when they were in high school we were recalling -- it a mile plus from the house 
there on Hamline into the car line. The girls thought nothing of it walking back and forth 
even in the cold weather. They dressed for it and that was the way life was then -- you just if 
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you got a ride you were fortunate. But the younger boys went to school at St. Rose. The first 
part of that school was built I think it was ’37, 38, 329 in that area and since then there were 
additions after additions after additions added to the school. Ultimately the convent and 
then the new round church was built. We were fortunate to build all of those. I’m sure there 
is a lot more. I remember I had a fondness for Otto Richter. He was a--he was blessed with 
an enormous amount of common sense. Something unfortunately which I think many of us 
lack today. And I remember Frank Landen, Tony Schmidt--I remember a story I would tell 
some of the younger people today of when I was home on furlough after I had flown 35 
bombing missions out of Great Britain. I was in B17’s and I was hoimje of furlough and I 
went up to Richert’s feed store with Dad. Dad had some chickens at the time. Otto was 
telling dad, at that time I think it was the township. I don’t think it was incorporated to a 
village yet, and Otto was complaining to Dad that as I recall by law they had to have so 
many meetings a year. The mayor and council member whatever it was. And Otto was 
telling Dad in disgraceful because for all the business they had to conduct they could do it in 
fifteen minutes over the telephone and I can remember him saying, “Pete, we have to pay 
everybody two dollars for every meeting they came to.” He thought that was terrible. 
Wasting the tax payers’ money. I got a kick out of that because I think today how we seem 
to throw it away.  

Q: Tell us a little bit about your what your office was like when you first moved out 
here? How long had the business been down on University?  

A: We started here I think it was in we moved here from St. Paul I think it was about ’56 
I think it was built out on Fairview Avenue and have been there ever since. When we first 
moved out there were 5 of us in the office. Some of the brothers were out in the field and 
some were in the office estimating and doing the office end of it. Now I think there is too 
many. Must be 40 – 50 maybe 60 people in the office now. And again we’ve had to add and 
add and add and add and in the field there must be 3 or 4 hundred people so the company 
has grown tremendously.   

Q: That’s a mark of a successful business seems to have.  

A: Well it seems to have maybe this is not correct but it seems you can never stand pat. 
You either progress or you retrogress. We have been very fortunate and firms that we have 
built for I think most of our work is corporate work. I forget how many of the big corporate 
companies in the state that we’ve built for -- Mining, just a large number of them. We have 
been fortunate that they keep asking us back. When you have work going and then a 
customer wants to start again, you can’t say well no I don’t want to do it so you keep going. 
That’s the way it has been. We have been very fortunate in that respect.  

Q: What are some of the buildings that you have put up?  

A: Well I think worldwide the most famous building is the Church of St. Johns Abby in 
Collegeville Minnesota. It’s the only building in the North and South American continent 
that has received a World Architectural Design Award. Most of all the others are in Europe, 
or India, Asia, or I think a couple in Africa, but of the North and South American 
continents this is the only one. And it is a very unique building and even today after the 
many years since its been built, there are still architects coming in from all over the world. 
You see architects from Japan, Europe all over the world and obviously North and South 
American continent coming to see that design. It’s a very unique design. I believe even to 
this day that it still the roof structure is called a folded plate. It’s a type of structural design. 
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A folded plate truss is what it is and I believe even today it’s the longest folded plate truss in 
the world on the Abby Church. It’s a very unique building. Then others we built -- we did 
the Ordway Theatre and again people come from all over. Sally Ordway was a marvelous 
woman and she wanted  - she wanted a theatre built in the style of the Grand Viennese 
Theatres and the European Theatres, the Grand Opera Theatres and to her credit she saw it 
through before she died and it is. It’s a very elegant building. Many people don’t realize that 
when they go in there, that the acoustics the walls themselves and the ceilings are built so 
that they can be moved. They can be moved to accommodate the acoustics of say a deep 
bass voice or a high soprano or a say a marching band or a small quintet. The acoustics are 
such that they can adjust them. The acoustitians do that while the programs are going on. 
It’s marvelous. A factor that most of the if any of the European Opera houses have but this 
is what Sally wanted. It’s a marvelous building. There are other buildings now I am trying to 
think of them I can’t think of them those are the two that have come out. St. Rose’s Church 
is quite a unique church. It’s again the --  most people don’t realize that the structural design 
of the ceiling is unique in that there is a compression ring, a steel compression ring, that is 
off center. If this compression ring were centered it would be very easy to accommodate it 
structurally design wise. But where it is off center every truss that comes into it is a different 
size, different pressure and it also is a unique design. It’s a marvelous building in its own 
right. I’m sure I know there are other buildings but I can’t think of them right now. Like I 
said we do a lot of corporate work and plus we do we’ve done an enormous amount of 
elderly housing for HUD and for MHFA when they were putting up housing for the elderly 
and the low and middle income. Very seldom we build individual homes unless you know 
some client wants us to build the house but we normally don’t get into single family homes. 
We do a lot of multiple housing -- have done a lot of them are doing a lot of right today. Lot 
of corporate work. I’m trying to think of them again but as we go down the big corporations 
in this state we do a lot of it. We were asked to go down into Florida to build a printing 
plant because there was a special design they had. We had done one here for the St. Paul 
Pioneer Press and it is very successful. The Chicago Tribune people saw it and they are 
contemplating a new plant very similar to it down in Florida and they asked us to go down 
and do it for them. We pride ourselves on quality work. Most of the - all of our family were 
tradesman. My brother Charlie and Larry and I and Pete were all brick layers and stone 
masons by trade. Greg was a plumber by trade. Tom is a carpenter by trade. Dad also 
insisted that if you wanted to know--if you wanted a job--the only way to know if you were 
getting a quality job is if you knew it yourself. If you were dependent on somebody else to 
do your inspecting for you, you might as well forget because you had to know the work 
yourself. And we still, for instance, estimators or project managers that come into the office, 
they still have to be out on the job and run two or three major projects in their own right 
before we feel they are competent to come in and be in the office to do that type of work. 
Knowing the job is very important whether it’s construction or anything else. You have to 
know what’s proper because you have to know your own job.  

Q: What did or what trade did your dad follow?  

A: My father was a brick layer / stone mason by trade. When Charlie and I and Larry 
learned to lay brick, we learned in the basement of the house. We or Dad mixed it and we 
mixed it too it’s called a lime mortar. There is a mortar that would set up, but then you could 
temper it up with water again and get it pliable so that you could so we would lay brick in 
the basement, tear it down and start over again. Generally we would never do it during 
school nights because we had homework to do but then on Saturdays we would go down 

Rem
em

be
rin

g R
os

ev
ille

 O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



 

 

there learning to lay brick. I know that amazed many of the journeymen brick layers when 
we would come on the job and we were just kids and we were quite confident because we 
have laid brick in the basement.  

Q: How old where you when you started laying brick?  

A: Charlie and I as I recall I was 9 years old and Charlie was 11. Now then Dad always 
said and again I always associated Dad with Otto Richter. They were both blessed with an 
enormous amount of common sense. Dad said, “You are still growing and I don’t want you 
to be showing off how much you can lift because you can hurt yourself. But a brick is not 
that heavy and so a brick at a time is fine. But nowadays of course, by law, you have to be, to 
work in construction or any of the related businesses that are considered, I can’t think of the 
correct word, you have to be at least 18 to even come in and work on construction. In those 
days you didn’t have that, but Dad was very insistent that we don’t try to wheel a 
wheelbarrow load of brick or any of that - still growing, leave it alone. And when Dad said 
don’t do it, believe me, you don’t do it! 

Q: Well, when did your dad start learning to lay brick?  

A: Dad learned to lay brick in Brooklyn. His father and his two uncles had a business in 
Brooklyn. As a matter of fact, a big part of the  family still lives in out east in Brooklyn, New 
York. We have cousins that are insistent that we come out there and get a couple of pictures 
on a couple of buildings that our grandfather and his brothers built that are on the Historical 
Registry. And there is along history of construction in our family. It goes way back to where 
they were actually doing work in Ireland. That’s where Dad’s family originated. His father 
came from there and built buildings in Ireland and built buildings in Great Britain. Many of 
the Irish tradesman went to Great Britain to get work and built any number of those big 
castles and what not in Great Britain. Dad learned the trade in Brooklyn and then came out 
here as a young man and he and his brother started a company in Swift County, that’s where 
they started.  

Q: In?  

A: In Swift County and they built a bank building in Benson, Minnesota, which was 
considered the first “fire proof” building in Swift County. Well, there is no building that is 
really fire proof but it was all masonry and even the floor they built out of clay tile and 
poured slurry concrete and what not. It was considered by the people in those days as being 
fire proof. And of course they ultimately realized that to expand they had to move from a 
smaller rural area to the City they moved down to the Twin Cities and were fortunate to get 
work here and kept growing.  

Q: So how many generations of your family now are construction?  

A: Our literature now lists four. We are actually now in the fifth. We have -- I have three 
nephews that are now and they are all working out. There are some, like all types of work, 
some of the young people didn’t like construction, and if you don’t like what you are doing 
you better get out. Whether it’s construction or anything else.  But three of them that like it 
and they are doing good but they are the fifth and our literature says the fourth. I think on 
some of our trucks they are now starting to paint the fifth. I think.  

Q: What’s your very favorite building that you built?  
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A: I think the church up at Collegeville. It was a tremendous challenge. When we went 
up there Dad, Charlie, and I - we met with the Abbott and a number of the Monks and at 
the time there was an enormous amount of criticism in the construction industry. Engineers 
and architects thought the building would collapse. They were very dubious about the 
structural soundness of the building. There were a lot of challenges in building it. It’s 
different. It’s different and up to that time than anything that had been built. The design 
engineer was a world renowned structural engineer out of Italy, and I’m embarrassed now I 
can’t think of his name. Brauer was the architect. He was an Austrian I believe or I think the 
German Monks said he was German but he was a very fine man and he was just as common 
as an old shoe. He came on the job and he visited with the workmen and he would get right 
in and just a marvelous individual and very fun to be around. I would say that is our favorite 
building. It was an enormous challenge and we are very proud of it. It’s proved itself in time. 

[continued on next tape] 

 

Q: Okay, she is ready to go. Do you want to tell me what you were going to tell me or 
should I ask my question?  

A: Well, I was going to say, the St. Johns Church on Collegeville, when we went into to 
see the Abbott and the Monks, I mentioned there was a lot of controversy all over the 
country of structural engineers questioning the solidness of the design. We always laugh 
about this because the Abbott in all seriousness said, “Now you have to remember that the 
Benedictine order is centuries and centuries old and when we first started, we built our own 
churches, the monks and brothers. Benedictine monks and brothers built their own 
churches. We built some churches that have collapsed and we killed a few Monks and 
brothers but we started over. That is what we are going to do here. If this building collapses, 
well we’re willing to take the gamble.” We always laughed about that. There was not many 
owners that would accept that fact that the building had collapsed and be responsible for it.   

Q: I wanted to ask a little bit about the process of doing commercial construction. There 
have been buildings that you have mentioned here that have challenges involved in them. 
Why don’t you talk a little bit about who gets the idea and what it’s like when it comes to 
you to actually build.  

A: Construction in the last few years has changed to this extent that  (pause) most 
commercial buildings today as we see it are driven by cost. When I say drive by cost by a 
budget figure that the owners feel that they can live with. They say I have to build a building 
and I have X number of dollars to put into that building. Now then without getting a flimsy 
building and what is happening more often than not now it’s a triumverate of the owner, the 
architect and the builder working as a team to bring about a building that will satisfy the 
owner’s requirements within his budget. Generally, it’s not easy to do because there is always 
a, you know a wish list, that someone wants whether it’s the owner or the architect or 
ourselves. We probably push harder for a building that is structural sound rather than 
aesthetically beautiful. There has to a marriage between the owner’s requirements, the 
aesthetics, and the soundness and design. That’s what is happening to a great extent now in 
the commercial market where they are working as a team and of course the owner heads up 
the team and says, “Here is my requirements.” Then the architect comes in and says, “Well 
we feel we can do this.” We are constantly, as the design develops, running cost estimates to 
make sure that it is within the owner’s budget.  
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Q: You said this was a change, how is that?  

A: It’s a change because years ago, it’s a change going the way they have done it in 
Europe for years. That’s the way work was done in Europe for years. The way it was done 
here for years was that the architect would design a building. The owners would say to the 
architect that I need an office building or I need a church or I need a school or I need this or 
that and the architect would design it. Well what happened with or what happened too often 
was that the design would be complete, so the designer spent his fee in designing it and then 
bids are taken and its way over the budget. And so what evolved from that was this process 
of working as a team to get what the owner needed, whether it was a school or whatever - a 
hospital - but get it in a reasonable budget. The builder would work to the owner’s 
requirements. That’s pretty much what happened.  

Q: The building at St. Johns is so aesthetically pleasing.  

A: The building at St. Johns was unique in that respect too because they actually put bids 
in the St. Johns building and we were the low bidder. Even though we were the low bidder, 
we were way, way beyond the Abbey’s ability to fund something like that. They had selected 
four contractors to bid the job. We were the low bidder, but as I say it, was still way beyond 
their means. It was decided they weren’t going to build. Then a lawyer from St. Cloud who 
was one of there trustees there at St. Johns, Fred -, I’m embarrassed I can’t think of his 
name. He came into our office about - seemed to me 6 or 8 months after the bid letting and 
he said, “Did you ever do a job on a fee basis where you start out and the owner can’t finish 
it but say he could go as far as putting in the foundation or go so far and then he ran out of 
money and stopped and you would get a fee for doing that?” Never done it but I suppose it 
could be done. That’s ultimately what happened. We came to an agreement with them that 
we would go up there and build a building and they kept the books. They bought the 
material. We furnished all the labor and all of that and the building know how, we did all of 
that. But they have a regular accounting right in the Abbey there so they would purchase 
material and things like that. And as the building progressed, there was so much discussion 
on it and so much curiosity, that people were coming from all over the world, donations 
started coming in. They were able to keep going and keep going and keep going until 
ultimately we just kept right on and finished it. That was the way it went. It was quite 
interesting. They were great to work with. Matter of fact, there were a number of the 
brothers that work right on the job. They’d come out - they’re excellent tradesman, excellent 
tradesman, and they would come right out there and work with the crews and everything. It 
was a fun job.  

Q: It kept the cost down too.  

A: It kept the cost down, absolutely, absolutely. I’ve never seen better humor and wit 
then what we saw there with those brothers and monks. Just so witty that you just couldn’t 
believe people of a monastic setting could be so full of fun and blessed with such great 
humor. That is a very interesting job.  

Q: Let’s talk a little bit about St. Rose.  

A: Okay.  

Q: Now you moved to Rosetown, St. Rose was not yet?  

A: St. Rose, yes, St. Rose was the first part - what is now the cafeteria in the school - it’s 
in the basement, its kind of in the basement its like these story and half houses where part is 
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above ground and part is down - that is the way the cafeteria is. Well that part was built and 
then I think there were eight classrooms built. That was it. There was no church. The church 
when that first part was being built, they held church in the township hall, which was on the 
corner of B and Hamline. Where the library is now, that is where the townhall was, and 
that’s where they had church to begin with until it was ready. They held church in what is 
now the cafeteria of the school. Then later on we built the super structure above that and 
they held church there. Then when they built the new round church, of course, then the 
upper church became the gym. Then there were - I think there are 24 classrooms there now. 
I think there were additions built on each end, too, of classrooms. Then between the last 
building on the school part and the new church, the convent was built.  

Q: This is your parish right?  

A: Yes, well not now. It was, we have since moved. We use to live right on Eldridge 
about half a block from the school.  

Q: Was your family charter members of the church?  

A: My father was.  

Q: Your father was, I am curious how the church paid for the construction of the 
building because there weren’t that many people.  

A: No, but you have to remember in ’37, 38, 39 in that period, I think for instance if I 
am recalling right brick layers were earning something like 45 or 50 cents an hour. Now, 
what is it $20, there is a difference. Same way with material. The cost was in line with 
material and labor costs.  

Q: I was thinking of the number of families that were –  

A: There weren’t that many families, that’s right.  

Q: And it was a big undertaking for them.  

A: It was a big undertaking for them, but they managed and kept going.  

Q: I think that has probably been true for all of the churches that built in that period.  

A: In that time frame, that’s right. I think that’s right. Then, of course, after the war all of 
a sudden the truck gardens became home sites. It just exploded with home building after the 
war out here. Of course, then all of the churches, whether it was St. Rose or any of the 
others, then you had more and more families attending, that’s right. (pause) Times have 
changed a lot. Those were, after the war, the time when I came back on leave when I got 
back from overseas, I hunted pheasants out there and I tell people today now, “I hunted 
your backyard. Your house wasn’t here it was a corn field.”  

Q: There wasn’t much there.  

A: No, that’s right.  

Q: Is there anything else here that we need to talk about?  

A: Well I will probably leave here and think of all kinds of things I should have told you 
but I, for us, it has been a delight to see the way Roseville has grown. I think growing the 
right way.  
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Q: There was something else that I wanted to ask you about and that is construction of 
in where you bought your property up there in that quarter section because we’ve had 
changes up there.  

A: Oh sure.  

Q: So why don’t we talk first about it was a farm and then what happened?  

A: Well, there was a period there when the trucking industry just moved in mass into 
Roseville and now many of them had vacated and gone elsewhere. Those areas are now 
taken over other businesses and other commercial enterprises, but a big part of that area 
went from truck gardens and farms to trucking industry and then when they vacated or went 
elsewhere then other businesses came in.  

Q: I’m thinking about the difference between the Mack Hotel –  

A: That again was there when the trucking industry was flourishing and then of course 
that went by the wayside when the trucking industry went.  

Q: Now your company built the Mack Hotel?  

A: Yes. At the time, that was the highest building in Roseville and I remember the fire 
department came out, it was all volunteer, and they were concerned about the height of the 
building.  

Q: How many stories?  

A: It was only 4. But when they saw it was all reinforced concrete and all masonry there 
really wasn’t much that could burn. As I said before, there is no such thing as a fire proof 
building because there is carpet, etc. It doesn’t take much smoke and whatnot to do a person 
in given any type of fire. But as far as the structure itself, its fire proof. All the partitions 
were masonry and the floors were all concrete, including the roof was all concrete. No steel 
that could bend or twist and the exterior walls were all masonry. When the firemen saw that 
they felt much more comfortable. But there was a concern at the time being a 4-story 
building.  

Q: It was a pretty tall building.  

A: Yea, at that time it was. It was the tallest building in Roseville.  

Q: Now was that the first building that you built in Roseville?  

A: No, we built our office.  

Q: Your office was first?  

A: Our office was first, yes.  

Q: Then the Mack Hotel was?  

A: The Mack Hotel well no the first buildings that we built in Roseville were St. Rose. 
The school buildings and all that and then the office building and then the Mack Hotel.  

Q: I was wondering how you felt when you saw it go down for the new building?  

A: You know, you have to give a way to progress. I don’t think anyone felt bad about it. 
It served its purpose at the time and it was no longer needed and we were glad frankly to see 
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something going in there you know. What’s in there now is serving a lot better purpose. The 
people need the clinic and what not. That is progress. That’s good progress.  

Q: Anything else that you think we should talk about or maybe we could ask Pat if there 
is something that you should talk about.  

A: Well, I don’t know, Pat do you have anything there?  

Q: St. Paul Companies (background talking hard to understand).  

A: We built an enormous amount of hospitals. We are just completing St. Johns Hospital 
out here now. We built the new St. Paul Companies building. Like I say we do a lot of 
corporate work, General Mills and Deluxe Check. We built all of the Deluxe Check 
buildings. We built for  Deluxe Check in Phoenix and Milwaukee. Most of our work is in 
Minnesota but we built National Computer in Iowa City. A number of buildings in North 
and South Dakota, Wisconsin, as I said Florida, Arizona and of course Dad and his brother 
built St. Mary’s Hospital I think that was ’39 and ’40.  

Q: That was St. Mary’s in?  

A: In Rochester. Lot of hospital work, I’m trying to think of others, you can never think 
of them when you want to. And as I mention again, a lot of corporate work.  

Q: Well it’s nice to have a family business be successful and be able to grow like the City.  

A: It is, the family has and I’m delighted to see the younger people come along. And 
another thing that I would like to see in construction which we never had when I was 
younger is - in the professions and the architectural profession and in the engineer 
profession, we are seeing a lot of young women getting into that and doing a good job. We 
have them in the office and they are just doing a great job and I’m glad to see that. I suppose 
I have an axe to grind. We have two granddaughters. One wants to be an architect and one 
wants to be an engineer and I’m glad to see that because those areas where they can excel. 
That’s a good thing. Pat knows - she has heard Clayt and I talk about this by and large the 
trades themselves are not for women. And I do not want to denigrate the trades and say well 
you’re just big and brawny because you also have to be brainy. To do a trade job today you 
have to have a good mind but you also have to be physically fit. Most people are surprised 
when the study was done I think it was like 68 percent of the men can’t take the rigors, the 
physical rigors of construction. And so it’s most of the trades there are some trades but most 
of them are just physically too hard for women. I have a couple of letters that I saved that I 
helped a couple of different times, two young ladies getting into carpentry trade. They were 
in it for awhile and they came in and said “Mr. McGough I want to thank you for getting me 
in and getting me into the union and getting started on everything, but I can’t physically do 
the work and if there was any discrimination it was that the foreman gave me the easy jobs 
and the men had the tough jobs and that’s not fair.” And so and I thanked them for being 
that honest. On the other hand they say that in the professions. I am glad to see the women 
coming in there and they are doing a darn good job there. We are going to see more of that. 
Much more of that.  

Q: Anything else you want to mention?  

A: Well, I can’t think of it. Pat, anything else that I should?  

Q: Mary, we have the pictures that we should probably tape - otherwise we are done, 
okay.  
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