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Marine

Twelve miles upriver from Stillwater, the City of Marine on St. Croix overlooks the St. Croix River.  Marine is the oldest town in 

Minnesota and in the National Register of Historic Places.  As you enter the village today, Marine exudes a quiet tranquility, but 

that wasn’t always the case.  In the nineteenth century it was a rough lumber town.  Settlers arrived to an area thick with 

sugar maple, oak, ash, birch, hickory, pine and many other species of trees.  With such abundance, it is little wonder that 

lumbering came to define Marine.  Marine Mills, as it was then called, was ‘settled’ in 1838 on behalf of a contingent of 

thirteen men from Marine, Illinois who sought to strike it rich selling St. Croix valley lumber.  In the fall of 1838, two men 

representing the investors were sent to the newly available territorial land in search of an optimal spot for a lumber mill.  After 

traveling on the steamer Palmyra for three weeks, two men disembarked at a spot just above what is now Stillwater.  Lewis F. 

Judd and David Hone then poled a flatboat upriver, eventually deciding to stake a claim to the area that would become 

Marine. 

Shortly after the men arrived at Marine they set up temporary shelter, and began construction on the first lumber mill in the St. 

Croix valley.  In the fall of 1839, with a Muley saw and a flutter wheel in place, the business of lumbering began.  During that 

first winter, 800,000 feet of timber were cut.  The first goods store was also opened that winter.  In the second year of 

operation, the Marine Lumber Company mill was equipped with an overshot wheel and an additional saw to increase its 

capacity to 1,000,000 board feet per year.  The mill processed lumber at this rate until 1852, when it was torn down to allow 

for construction of a larger mill with higher capacity.  With additional saws and implements added in the 1870’s, this new mill 

eventually processed over 9,000,000 board feet of lumber per year.  The Marine Lumber Company also owned a boom at 

Marine, which made the small settlement a force to be reckoned with in the lumber industry.   
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Most logs arrived at the Marine mill by river and were caught at the boom site for sawing into lumber.  It is said that when St. 

Croix River water levels lowered, thus reducing the number of logs arriving at the sawmills, the price of lumber increased 

across the entire United States.  In a short number of decades, the St. Croix River carried more logs downstream than any 

other river in America and, as a result, sawmill communities of the St. Croix valley had left their mark throughout the 

Mississippi valley and into the prairies by providing lumber to build major cities in the nation.  The golden age of lumbering in 

Marine reached its pinnacle in the decade of the 1890s.  Shortly thereafter, with tree populations diminishing, lumbermen left 

the valley for the Pacific Northwest where forests, like those in the St. Croix valley but a half-century earlier, were thick with 

trees.

A passable road where settlers could travel from the area that would become Stillwater to the Marine mill had opened in 

1841.  The first government road, which ran from Point Douglas, to Superior City, on Lake Superior, and through Marine, was 

authorized by Congress in 1850, construction began in 1852, and final government financing received in 1858, the year 

Minnesota became a state, and therefore responsible for maintaining the road.  In 1853, four-horse stagecoaches heading 

north from Point Douglas along the Stagecoach Trail made their first appearance on Marine village streets.  In 1856, another 

mode of transportation made its way to Marine, the ferry.  The ferry, which was the only means of crossing this stretch of the 

river from Marine into western Wisconsin, was operational for more than 100 years.  The old ferry landing is still a good place 

to sit and soak in river scenery little changed from the nineteenth century, and enjoy a light meal at the restaurant located 

there.  The Government Road running through Marine had brought a flood of civilian and commercial traffic to the region.  It, 

and the river, also brought European settlers.

In the 1840s settlers moved into the area from Ireland, Germany, England, and Canada.  By the mid-1850s most immigrants 

were from the Scandinavian countries, mainly Sweden.  Most immigrants focused on farming, and planted crops of wheat 

and rye.  In winter, many Swedish immigrants helped out in the pine forests or sawmills to supplement their small incomes.  

Due to increasing amounts of grain being produced in and around Marine, another immigrant from Illinois, James Gaskill, 

entered into an agreement with Marine Lumber Company owners to construct a flour mill in 1855.  The first frame dwelling in 

Marine had been built in 1848.  Other stately and beautiful homes soon followed, most built for principal holders of Marine 

Lumber Company.  The first schoolhouse was constructed in 1853.  Over subsequent years businesses were established to 

accommodate settlers and their burgeoning town, a hotel, blacksmith shop, company store, general store, brewery and cafe, 

among others.

Flashing forward in time, in 1964 residents established the Restoration Society, whose purpose is to maintain the historic and 

nostalgic feel of Marine.  Currently, Marine is home to a small community of residents who undoubtedly treasure the charm 

and mystique of their little corner of the world.  This charm is evident in the city park and town square, which boasts a general 

store, town hall and library modeled on the elegantly simple wood-frame buildings of New England, all dating from the mid-

nineteenth century.  An ice cream shop, cafe, charming post office, the stunning Christ Lutheran Church, and the historic 

“Stone House,” built in 1872; featuring Swedish stonework, round out the nostalgic feel of the downtown area.  The 

architecture, culture and character of Marine has caused it to be designated a National Historic District.  Most people 

recognize the beauty and nostalgia of Marine on St. Croix the moment they see it.  It is a place where visitors can reminisce 

about a way of life and a time that has slipped away from most communities outside the St. Croix valley.


