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Birthplace of Minnesota

The story of Minnesota begins along the St. Croix River.  With the start of logging in the 1830s, the first permanent European 

settlement in what would become Minnesota was founded at present day Marine on St. Croix.  Marine Mills as it was known 

then, was founded in 1838 when Lewis F. Judd and David Hone, on behalf of a contingent of 13 men from Marine, Illinois, 

were sent to the newly available land between the Mississippi and St. Croix Rivers in search of a good spot for a lumber mill.  

The 1837 Pine Tree Treaty between the Dakota, Ojibwe and United States governments had opened up 4 million acres of 

dense pine forest to logging, which would come to define the economic base of the region for more than half a century.  The 

Marine mill was the first commercial sawmill along the St. Croix River, and has been declared a national historic site.  

Marine became an instantly important transportation link to the interior of the pine forests farther north.  In 1838 the small 

steamboat, Palmyra, passed through Marine loaded with equipment to construct another sawmill at the falls where Taylors 

Falls and St. Croix Falls are located today.  A passable road from Stillwater to Marine was opened in 1841, and the first 

government road, which ran from Point Douglas to Superior City on Lake Superior, was completed from Stillwater through 

Marine in 1853.  In 1856, another mode of transportation was brought into Marine: the Marine ferry, the only means of 

crossing the St. Croix River between Osceola and Stillwater, was operational for nearly a century.  In 1870, the present 

General Store was built and has served the community ever since.  In 1888, the Village Hall was built.  It continues to serve as 

the seat for community government and is the oldest village hall in the state still being used for governmental purposes.  A 

substantial portion of the city is listed in the National Register of Historic Places and is designated a historic site by the State 

of Minnesota.  Without exaggeration, Marine’s claims as birthplace of the State of Minnesota are shared only with Stillwater, 

which is the larger of the two cities and located just 12 miles south of Marine.   
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Stillwater’s claim as birthplace of the State of Minnesota begins in April, 1844.  The first framed building in Stillwater has just 

been erected, the Stillwater Lumber Company mill.  The second building was McKusick’s boarding house, up the hill from the 

mill on what would become Myrtle Street.  The owner of both, John McKusick, is credited with naming Stillwater because of 

fond memories of Stillwater, Maine, near his hometown, and because of the stillness of Lake St. Croix. 

After Wisconsin became a state in May of 1848, all the ceded lands west of the St. Croix and Mississippi Rivers were left 

without government.  Settlers in this unorganized territory determined they would meet at Stillwater on August 26, 1848, in 

what has become known as the “Stillwater Convention.”  At this convention, held in John McKusick’s store, the delegates 

drafted a Memorial to Congress that a new territory be created and this territory be named “Minnesota,” and elected Henry 

Sibley to deliver this citizen’s petition to the U.S. Congress.  Sibley’s actions in Washington helped speed the formation of 

Minnesota Territory, which was organized in March of 1849.  Because of this convention, which took place a decade after 

Marine was founded, Stillwater claims its position as birthplace of Minnesota.  A bronze plaque on Main Street 

commemorates the location and the event.

The first Minnesota Territory legislature named Stillwater the county seat of the new Washington County.  A courthouse was 

built at the corner of Chestnut and Fourth Streets on land deeded by John McKusick and was finished in August 1849, just in 

time for the first Minnesota Territory District Court, which was held in Stillwater on August 13, 1849.  Within a year of 

Minnesota becoming a territory, the decision was made to locate the territorial prison in Stillwater.  The site selected was the 

natural ravine north of downtown called Battle Hollow, the site of a battle between the Dakota and the Ojibwe in 1839.  

Construction began on the prison in 1851, and in 1853, the Minnesota Territorial Prison opened.  The original Warden’s House 

still exists on the site and is open to the public.  On March 4, 1854 Stillwater was incorporated as a city.  On the very same 

day, some distance southwest of Stillwater, the new city of St. Paul was also incorporated on the banks of the Mississippi 

River.  The two cities would remain rivals, each seeking designation as Capitol of what would later become the State of 

Minnesota.  Stillwater’s loss to St. Paul more than 150 years ago has resulted in a more pristine St. Croix River, and the 

scenic, natural and historic attributes of the St. Croix Scenic Byway clearly benefit because Stillwater has retained, in many 

respects,, the authentic charm of a 19th century river town.
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