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Boomtown Gone Bust: The Story of Stillwater
Whether you're a local or a tourist, looking for history or entertaining stories, you won't be disappointed by the
iconic red trolley.
By Meghan Hatalla (Patch Poster) - (https://patch.com/users/meghan-hatalla) Updated July 10, 2011 3:24 pm ET
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“This is just part of the story,” Robert Raleigh said to captivated trolley passengers as we sat overlooking the St. Croix
River Valley, nearing the end of our historic trolley tour. “It’s the story of a lumber boomtown gone bust; and a story of
rags to riches and back to rags again.”
It might seem like starting at the end is an odd way to begin a story, but as any Doulgas Adams
(http://www.douglasadams.com/) fan can attest, sometimes you can’t understand the question until you know the
answer—and when it comes to history, sometimes you need a little hindsight to give perspective to events past.
In the case of , owned and operated by Robert Raleigh for the past 24 years, events past are relived on daily tours, May
through October. While Raleigh doesn’t drive and narrate every tour, he is the one who gathered the information for
the trolley’s 45-50 minute narration and route (http://www.stillwatertrolley.com/narratedtours.html)—a task that
sounds even more Herculean when one hears that no two tours are ever identical.
“You run into closed streets or block parties,” Raleigh said. “And if people are coming back to take the tour again, it’s
always good to give them a little bit of a different story to take back home.”
If a trolley tour isn’t enough to realize just how much knowledge Raleigh has internalized, a follow-up conversation
reveals that he is a historian in his own right, as well as an entertainer and ace driver (prior to creating Stillwater
Trolley Co. (http://www.stillwatertrolley.com/), Raleigh drove charter bus tours across the United States).
Raleigh’s style of delivery is prolific but fun, easily constructing landscapes to transport passengers back to an era
when white pines stretched for miles in every direction, jobs were plentiful and the population skyrocketed.
“In 1849, there were 500 people in Stillwater,” Raleigh said as we ambled past the , also known as the Mount Vernon
(http://www.mountvernon.org/) of the west due to its construction as a replica of our first president’s home. “By the
mid-1870’s, the population soared to over 20,000. The town boasted 57 saloons, 23 churches, 10 lumber mills, seven
newspapers, and half a dozen cathouses.
“And if you don’t know what a cathouse is…it’s the opposite of a doghouse.”
The ability to improvise effectively is key to delivering Stillwater historic trolley tours well, since participants vary
from fourth graders to excited wedding parties to architects, carpenters and other professional trades come from
around the world to see the variety of architectural styles.
Fellow trolley passenger Jerry Johnstone had traveled from Myrtle Beach, S.C. to see Stillwater (and visit his brother
and sister-in-law from Coon Rapids, Minn., also on the trolley).
While Queen Anne Victorian (http://architecture.about.com/cs/housestyles/a/queenanne.htm) is the dominate style,
some builders put a twist on the style—like . Sauntry was an Irish immigrant who got his start driving an oxen team
and grew to own a lumber mill and control much of the iron ore in Minnesota. His elaborate mansion—today split into
two—features a classic Queen Anne Victorian in the front and Minnesota’s only example of Moorish architecture in the
back.
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Referred to as the Alhambra, it featured an indoor swimming pool, bowling alley and a ballroom. It was the scene of
all-night parties that drew the elite from Stillwater to Summit Avenue, and required special permission for extra
electricity so partygoers wouldn’t be left in the dark. But the parties didn't last long: Sauntry lost his entire fortune
when the lumber boom ended in 1914.
“Sauntry checked himself into a hotel one cold November night, and put a .32 pistol to his heart,” Raleigh told our
hushed trolley as we rolled away from the property and past the ending of the Chesnut Street stairs, prompting
Raleigh to list the number of staircases and steps around the town.
“The stairs used to be the only way to get around this town,” Raleight said. “They say you could always tell a Stillwater
girl, if you could just get a look at her legs.”
"He's like a story teller!" exclaimed trolley passenger Sherrie Johnstone.
This kind of storytelling—solemnity mixed with humor—characterizes the trolley tour as much as the stories that turn
Isaac Staples, John O’Brien, Rosco Hersey, John Jeremy and other figures into real people.
But Raleigh decimates them all with the same style.
“They [the lumber barons] never thought they would run out of white pine, but within 60 years, the world’s largest
expanse was gone,” Raleigh said, at the same overlook as the opening quote. “Stillwater became a city left choking on
its own sawdust.”
The town was further crippled by World War I, the Great Depression and World War II. It wasn’t until the 1960’s that
industry began to revive itself, in part due to tourism and the effort to preserve as much history as possible. As they
say, everything old eventually becomes new again.
But still not sure who Isaac Staples, John O’Brien, Rosco Hersey, and John Jeremy were? Head down to the parking
lot of the Freight House (http://fhstillwater.yolasite.com/) and hop on a trolley tour.
Like Raleigh said—this is just part of the story.
What did you think?

 (/)

Originally published June 15, 2011. This post is contributed by a community member. The views expressed in this post are the author's. Registered users
are welcome to post on Patch (https://my.patch.com).
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Aug 24
Curio Dance
Open House
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End-of-Summer Cleanup: Your Yard Checklist (https://patch.com/minnesota/stillwater/calendar/event/20170826/205308/end-of-summercleanup-your-yard-checklist)

Go to the Stillwater calendar > (https://patch.com/minnesota/stillwater/calendar)
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