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Figure 12 

Survival of Minnesota Carnegie Libraries by Grant Amount 

 

 

Figure 13 

Survival of Midwest Carnegie Libraries by Grant Amount 
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Rapid growth in a community puts strain on finite resources like square footage and 

increases demand for land. Schools, housing options, streets, downtown parking areas, and even 

library shelf space must expand to meet the needs of growing communities. As communities 

expand, public libraries must be enlarged, supplemented with branch libraries, or replaced with 

larger structures to meet the needs of the growing community. 

A clear example of the role of population change in determining viability of a structure 

can be seen in the case of the Virginia, Minnesota Carnegie library. The population of Virginia in 

1900 was just under 3,000 people. In 1904 the city secured a grant from Carnegie for $10,000. 

They hired Carnegie’s brother-in-law, New York architect Henry D. Whitfield, to design the 

library. By that time the community was much larger than it had been when they first requested 

the Carnegie grant, and by the time it opened in 1907, it was already inadequate for the growing 

town. The 1910 population of Virginia was almost 10,500, an increase of over 330% in just ten 

years.2 

The people of Virginia appealed to Carnegie for a second grant in 1911. They were 

denied. The Carnegie library, which had not been part of the community long enough to accrue 

much community memory, closed in 1912. A new library was built for $65,000 at the expense of 

the city. The Carnegie building was sold to the Canadian Northern Railroad which used it as a 

ticket office and for freight storage until it was razed in 1953 to make way for an expansion of 

the department of light and power. While Carnegie’s grant had been adequate in 1904, the 

pressure created by population expansion made it untenable just nine years later. Carnegie’s 

 

 

 

 
 

2 U.S. Census, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html. 

http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
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refusal to provide Virginia with a second grant garnered some hurt feelings in the community. 

After all, they had hired a member of Carnegie’s family to design the inadequate building!3
 

The baby boom and suburbanization were key sources of population expansion and 

increased demand on library resources during the 1950s and 1960s. The stress of this rapid 

growth came at an inconvenient time for the Carnegie libraries, as they were around 50 years old 

during the 1950s and 60s, and many were overdue for maintenance and updates. At a time when 

historic preservation had not really gained ground as a movement, many communities tore down 

their Carnegie libraries with little to no resistance. 

Anoka and White Bear Lake, Minnesota are good examples of this phenomenon. Both 

were free-standing communities outside of the Minneapolis-St. Paul area until rapid 

suburbanization following WWII brought housing developments and interstate highways right to 

their doorsteps. The space between these communities and the city filled up with new suburbs 

and real estate development, and they found themselves absorbed right into the metropolitan 

area. As detailed earlier, the population of Anoka nearly tripled by 1960, and the aging library 

building was torn down in 1966 when it was replaced by a modern library farther from the 

commercial center of town, and a bank was built on the Carnegie library’s lot. 

In White Bear Lake, the Carnegie library was built in 1914, when the population of the 

community was a mere 1500 people. For the half century that followed, the population gradually 

increased, and by 1950 it reached 3600. But in 1960 it exceeded 12,800, an increase of over 

 
 

 

3Theodore Jones, Carnegie Libraries Across America: A Public Legacy (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 

1997), 107. 

Minnesota Historical Society, “Virginia Carnegie Library, Chestnut Street West and 9th Avenue, Virginia, 

Minnesota (Razed),” 

http://www.placeography.org/index.php/Virginia_Carnegie_Library,_Chestnut_Street_West_and_9th_Avenue,_Vir 

ginia,_Minnesota_(Razed) 

http://www.placeography.org/index.php/Virginia_Carnegie_Library%2C_Chestnut_Street_West_and_9th_Avenue%2C_Vir
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250% in a single decade, and by 1970 it nearly doubled again, to over 23,300.4 Under the 

tremendous strain of serving the exploding population, the Carnegie library was razed in 1973, 

replaced by a larger library.5 

As a population changes, location becomes an ever-more important factor in a 

landmark’s fate. Demand for land, especially for commercial use, increases the monetary value 

of lots in commercial districts. If a community has outgrown its library, or if the library building 

is aging poorly, a developer’s offer to buy the property can be very attractive to a library board 

and city council looking for a way to finance expanded or updated library services. 

An article by Ted Jones in the February 28, 1989 Minneapolis Star Tribune discussed the 

state of Minnesota’s aging Carnegie libraries and concluded, “The libraries, some whose 

maintenance has been ignored for years, usually are on desirable lots on main commercial 

streets. If they’re not leveled and replaced with another library, they may be razed for another 

purpose.”6 Jones was on to something. The Carnegies were aging, some of them quite poorly. 

Many communities were outgrowing their public libraries. And commercial space was in 

demand in growing towns and cities. What Jones did not know in 1989 is that the pressures of 

population growth and high-demand locations were about to be joined by the pressure of new 

legislation and revolutionary technology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

4 U.S. Census, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html. 
5Kevin Clemens, Carnegie Libraries of Minnesota, (Lake Elmo MN, Demontreville Press, 2011), 119. 
Ramsey County Library, “RCL – White Bear Lake,” http://www.rclreads.org/about/locations/rcl-white-bear-lake 

(accessed March 21, 2016). 
6 Ted Jones, “Renewal overdue at many Carnegie libraries,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, February 27, 1989. 

http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
http://www.rclreads.org/about/locations/rcl-white-bear-lake
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Aging Buildings Facing New Legislation & Technology 

 

A cursory glance at the chronological listing of Minnesota’s Carnegie library teardowns 

reveals that while the majority of teardowns took place before historic preservation really gained 

ground in the late 1960s and 1970s, there was also a wave of teardowns in the early 1990s 

(Figure 14). The catalyst for this wave of destruction was the 1990 Americans with Disabilities 

Act (ADA). The ADA was a piece of federal legislation that addressed equal access to public 

spaces for Americans with physical disabilities. The act made access to public spaces a civil 

right, and placed handicapped accessibility requirements on all new and rehabilitated buildings. 

While the ADA made life easier for many, it had unintended consequences for historic 

structures. 

 

Figure 14 

Destruction of Minnesota Carnegie Libraries by Year 

 

Many older buildings, including the majority of Carnegie libraries, were built above 

grade, and with minimal space devoted to passageways and restrooms. Meeting ADA 

requirements meant these older buildings had to be retrofitted with wider doorways, handicapped 
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standards have advanced considerably in recent decades, making newer technologies the better 

choice for every building, in terms of safety, effectiveness and cost.”12
 

For public libraries that were already approaching a century of service, the costly new 

requirements of ADA compliance and accommodating modern technology were often the last 

straw. It generally came down to a question of whether or not a library would still be the same 

beloved and protected landmark after it went through the major renovations needed to reach 

ADA compliance. Communities that had grown significantly or those desiring a library that 

offered modern amenities like computer access found that the ADA requirements tipped the 

scales in favor of building a new public library and repurposing or demolishing the old. Thirteen 

Minnesota public libraries have moved out of their Carnegie buildings since 1990, and four were 

demolished between 1992-1999.13
 

The fact that only four of the 13 Minnesota Carnegies abandoned since 1990 have been 

torn down is a testament to people’s affection for the buildings and the popularity of heritage 

preservation. Across the state and across the country, Carnegies have been repurposed and put 

into service as art galleries, historical society properties, office spaces, and even as churches and 

private residences. Many have been removed from the National Register of Historic Places, but 

few have been demolished.14
 

With the designation of “historic” lifted, new owners are freed to use the old structures in 

more creative, non-conventional ways. The Mankato library is an example of this progression. 

 
 

 

12 S. Carl Morello, “Building Updates: Aging Electrical Systems,” Insurance Journal West (February 25, 2013), 

http://www.insurancejournal.com/magazines/features/2013/02/25/281826.htm (Accessed April 11, 2016). 
13 Clemens, Carnegie Libraries of Minnesota, (the ADA is discussed briefly on page 6, and the current uses of 

Minnesota’s Carnegie library buildings are spread throughout the book). 

Ted Jones, “Renewal overdue at many Carnegie libraries,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, February 27, 1989. 
14 Clemens, Carnegie Libraries of Minnesota. 
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the high costs of new construction.”16 Older buildings offer the low rent and cheap adaptability 

that startup businesses, non-profit organizations, and the arts can afford to rent and adapt to their 

needs. Jacobs continues: 

Time makes the high building costs of one generation the bargains of a following 

generation. Time pays off original capital costs, and this depreciation can be reflected in 

the yields required from a building. Time makes certain structures obsolete for some 

enterprises, and they become available to others. Time can make the space efficiencies of 

one generation the space luxuries of another generation. One century’s building 

commonplace is another century’s useful aberration.17 

 

 

A building’s evolution from an historic landmark to a repurposed or altered building is 

not a great loss like a total demolition, but it is not, by the strictest definition, preservation. By 

definition, preservation is the maintenance or restoration of a structure in its original form. More 

often, buildings are not “preserved” but are adapted for reuse. Adaptive reuse allows a 

community to retain its treasured landmarks while meeting the needs of a contemporary 

population. 

When compared to the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation (see page 

26), it becomes obvious that the Mankato library’s repurposing is not, strictly speaking, 

preservation. The library does serve a purpose that, although different from that which was 

original to the building, complies with the first standard of requiring minimal change to the 

building (point one). Likewise, no structural changes have been made that could not be undone if 

one were to reclaim the building for total preservation (point ten). The risk to these buildings 

comes when alterations are made that use potentially damaging chemical or physical treatments 

 

 
 

 

16 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Vintage Books, 1961), 187. 
17 Ibid., 190. 
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(point seven), remove distinctive features (point five), or destroy historic materials (point nine) 

such as the painted-over woodwork in the Mankato Carnegie. There is generally no oversight for 

historic structures that are repurposed, and with no one watching, renters and new owners may 

make choices that cannot be undone. 

As buildings age, they are particularly susceptible to new legislation and technological 

advances. The Carnegie libraries were built during an era with little thought for handicapped 

accessibility and little need for electrical hookups. Original library patrons arrived on foot or by 

horse-drawn conveyance. So much has changed in American culture, and we expect our public 

libraries to keep up. Aging buildings have been particularly vulnerable to demolition since the 

1990s brought the demands of the Americans with Disabilities Act and computer revolution. 

Adaptive reuse provides an alternative to destruction or preservation, and allows communities to 

keep and use many beloved landmarks. 
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Maintenance, Renovations & Additions 

 
Examination of the Carnegie libraries in Anoka, St. Cloud, Mankato, and Stillwater 

reveals that renovations and additions have played an important role in increasing the longevity 

of an historic structure. In a community that has undergone population change, or in an era 

marked by new legislation or technologies, buildings have to be flexible to keep up with change. 

Buildings that cannot be adapted are abandoned to new uses or, even demolished to make room 

for new construction. In some cases, such as St. Cloud, a renovation or addition may prolong the 

usefulness of a building yet ultimately fail to provide long-term solutions. 

Renovations and additions that are done well honor the existing building, and prolong its 

usefulness. Many of the Carnegie libraries have had longevity-increasing work done, but 

additions that were too dramatic, or which failed to honor the existing building, have actually 

shortened the useful lifespan of aging buildings, or at least diminished the community affection 

needed to preserve a structure long-term. 

In his book How Buildings Learn, Stewart Brand describes the three things most 

responsible for change in a building: markets, money and water. Says Brand, “If you would 

ensure a building’s longevity, protect it from markets and water, and feed it money, but not too 

much and not too little. Too much encourages orgies of radical remodeling that blow a building’s 

continuity and integrity. Too little, and a building becomes destructive to itself and the people in 

it.”18 In the last century, communities, private donors, and federal government programs have 

invested millions in maintenance, remodeling, and additions for Carnegie library buildings. 

 

 

 
 

18Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn: What Happens After They’re Built, (New York: Penguin Books, 1994), 127- 

128. 
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Some libraries saw too much, with garish additions that dramatically altered the historic 

buildings, and some saw too little, leaving them to deteriorate. 

Additions to historic structures come in three varieties: matching, compatible, and 

contrasting. Matching additions, like the 1970s wings on the Stillwater library, seek to blend the 

new part of the building seamlessly with the original structure by using the same style and 

finishes. Compatible additions honor the original structure but in a smaller or simpler way that 

increases functionality while allowing the original building to maintain center stage. The 2006 

addition of the Stillwater library is a compatible addition because it maintains the original 

building face, yet tucked behind the original building is the large new addition, modern and 

simplified, but with reproduction touches that honor the original building’s character. The third 

kind of addition is contrasting. A contrasting addition is based on the idea that new and old 

cannot merge seamlessly because each is a product of its own era, so the architect doesn’t try. 

Instead, he or she chooses something entirely different. A dramatic example of this is the 

controversial pyramid at the Louvre in Paris. Facing the reality that no addition could blend 

seamlessly with the old palace, I.M. Pei designed a modern glass and metal pyramid that 

contrasted with, rather than altered the original building. 19
 

Many Carnegie libraries have had unattractive contrasting additions that obscure or alter 

the original building so much that status on the National Register of Historic Places is refused or 

even repealed. Possibly the worst Minnesota offenders are the Grand Rapids and Fergus Falls 

libraries. Both were built in 1905 in the Beaux Art and Classical Revival styles typical of 

 

 

 

 
 

19 Tyler, Historic Preservation, 106-109. 
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Carnegie libraries, and both are completely obscured by additions that do not match or 

complement the original style (see figures 16 and 17). 

Many of the Carnegie library additions and renovations took place during the 1930s, 

thanks to New Deal work programs. Because of mass unemployment during the Great 

Depression, President Franklin Roosevelt enacted a series of programs designed to put 

Americans back to work while enriching American culture and shrinking the gap between 

America’s social classes.20 The myriad programs provided relief through a vast array of public 

work programs and affordable, government-subsidized funding for private projects. 

The Grand Rapids library building got its first addition in the 1930s, courtesy of the 

WPA. The addition doubled the library’s square footage, but completely obscured the classic 

structure and all of its details behind an unadorned box-shaped addition. In the late 1970s, a 

second addition increased the square footage further, and covered the original and 1930s sections 

in brick. One would never guess by looking at the building today that a century-old Classical 

Revival library is hiding behind the façade. The public library eventually moved out of the 

building and it is used as offices today. The Grand Rapids Carnegie building is not on the 

National Register of Historic Places.21
 

 

 

 
 

20 Public libraries benefitted from the New Deal in more than just new buildings and work on existing buildings. 

New Deal programs such as the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), the Civil Works Administration 

(CWA), and the Works Progress Administration (WPA) put unemployed librarians back to work in many 

communities, or employed them as adult education instructors, or in repairing and binding books and periodicals. 

Additionally, New Deal programs sought to bring literacy and access to books to rural areas previously unreached 

by library services. According to Blaymey, four million adults enrolled in WPA adult education programs, and at 

least 700,000 people learned to read as a result of these programs. 

Michael Blaymey, “’Libraries for the Millions’: Adult Public Library Services and the New Deal,” The Journal of 

Library History (1974-1987), (12:3, Summer 1977), 235-247. 

 
21 Jones, Carnegie Libraries Across America, 109-110. 

Clemens, Carnegie Libraries of Minnesota, 48-49. 
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1908 1930s ca. 1980 

 

Figure 16 

Grand Rapids Carnegie Library22
 

 

The Fergus Falls Carnegie library is also completely obscured by its addition. It was 

added in the early 1960s to address some of the challenges of the original library. The project 

provided an on-grade entrance, increased square footage, and improved lighting. But the 

International style addition does not mesh with the Beaux Arts Carnegie building. From the 

street it looks like the new addition is one building and the top of the old Carnegie peeking out 

above the addition appears to belong to a completely different building. There is no harmony or 

cooperation in the design. Just twenty years after the addition was made, Fergus Falls abandoned 

its Frankenstein, and the building has been repurposed as offices. It is not on the National 

Register of Historic Places.23
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

22 Photos from Jones, Carnegie Libraries Across America, 109-110. 
23 Ibid., 108-112. 
Clemens, Carnegie Libraries of Minnesota, 44-45. 
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1907 2010 

Figure 17 

Fergus Falls Carnegie Library24
 

 

As established in the brief overview of preservation history in America, these New Deal 

initiatives had a profound effect on historic structures. Many were catalogued in the first Historic 

American Building Survey (HABS), and others, including the St. Cloud Carnegie library, 

received renovations or additions using Works Progress Administration (WPA) labor, and/or 

Public Works Administration (PWA) funding.25 In the case of the St. Cloud library, the New 

Deal addition bought time. The community of St. Cloud had grown steadily for decades, and by 

the 1930s the Carnegie library was too small for the community’s needs. The addition provided 

the space needed to carry on for several more decades. 

Renovations and additions to historic structures have the power to add useful years to a 

building’s life, or reduce them. Architects and renovation professionals would be wise to follow 

Brand’s advice. Feed the building enough money to provide due diligence in maintenance, and 

just enough for renovations that prolong life, but not so much that it is ruined by “radical 

remodeling.” 

 

 

 
 

24 Photos from Clemens, Carnegie Libraries of Minnesota, 44. 
25 Tyler, Historic Preservation, 39-40. 25 James West Davidson, Experience History Volume 2, (New York: 

McGraw-Hill Education, 2012), 697-712. 
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Local Population & Preservation Culture 

 

 
As established, the historic preservation potential of a building is affected by its location, 

the challenges of new legislation and technologies, and the varying quality of renovations and 

additions. These challenges are common to all aging structures, but the key is a community’s 

response to those factors – the local attitude toward preservation. Robert Melnick and Richard 

Wagner describe preservation as “an attitude towards the physical environment.”26 This attitude 

is fundamental for a besieged building, often determining if it becomes a landmark or just a 

memory. 

A preservationist attitude is hard to quantify, but easy to see. Communities gain a 

reputation for their preservation mindset, or at least their historic charm. Stillwater and Mankato 

are known for their quaint old town areas, and the communities’ river valley locations have kept 

the bulk of commercial development in a different part of town. St. Cloud is mostly new, 

especially in the commercial areas. Anoka was once known for modern suburban style, but in 

recent years has been reviving its historic river town vibe. 

There is good economic reason for communities to support an historic ethos; heritage 

tourism is a big money industry. According to David Lowenthal, “Heritage is entrepreneurial. 

The reuse of historic buildings in America is pushed ‘primarily because it can be shown to make 

money.’”27 Donovan Rypkema says, “heritage visitors stay longer, visit twice as many places, 

 

 

 

 
 

 

26 Robert Melnick and Richard Wagner, “Preservation Education: Guidelines and Implementation of a Program,” 

Bulletin of the Association for Preservation Technology (11:2, 1979), 53. 
27 David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998), 99. 
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and so, on a per trip basis, spend 2.5 times more than other visitors.”28 Quaint historic character, 

whether original, reproduction, or a combination of both, attracts tourists seeking a quiet 

weekend away from the hustle and bustle of city life. City governments encourage this pro- 

preservation attitude through building codes and covenants, road and sidewalk projects that 

divert traffic and make historic areas more pedestrian friendly, providing parking in older areas 

that lack lots, and by providing various tax incentives for rehabilitation projects. 

Actually quantifying this attitude is much more difficult, as preservation problems vary 

from one community to another.29 One could examine the buildings listed on the National 

Register of Historic Places, but that has some flaws. Though the National Register listings give a 

clear count of the number of historic buildings that a community has preserved, applications are 

usually handled by the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO), not the community itself. 

Consequently, National Register status is more about what SHPO thinks is historic and valuable 

in a community than a reflection of what the community itself values. A building may be old, 

preserved, and treasured by the community, but the SHPO or the National Parks Service (the 

organization which manages of the National Register), may not agree that the building is worth 

National Registry Status. The reverse can also be true, and the SHPO might seek preservation 

status for a building that the community does not appreciate.30
 

Using this imperfect metric on our four case study communities, we notice a clear 

difference from one community to another. Anoka has the fewest sites on the National Register, 

a mere 10. St. Cloud has 14, Mankato has 16, and Stillwater tops the list at 22. The age of the 

 
 

28 Donovan P. Rypkema, “Heritage Conservation and the Local Economy,” Global Urban Development (4:1, 

August 2008). 
29 Melnik and Wagner, “Preservation Education,” 55. 
30 Tyler, Historic Preservation, 135-142, 148-150. 
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communities is not a factor as all three were settled in the 1850s and legally incorporated before 

1900, so all are relatively the same age. When considering the differences in population size, the 

number of sites becomes more telling. Anoka has ten sites and a population of 17,142, meaning 

that there is one historic site for every 1,714 people. St. Cloud’s 14 sites are in a community of 

65,842 people, which correlates to one historic site for every 4,703 people. Mankato’s 16 in a 

community of 39,309 becomes one site for every 2,457 people. And still at the top of the list is 

Stillwater, where 22 historic sites in a town of 18,225 people represents one historic site for 

every 282 people.31 This correlates with the reputations of the communities regarding 

preservation. St. Cloud has very few sites for a town of its size, and a reputation for preferring 

modern development over historic preservation. Stillwater and Mankato have far more sites per 

person and the reputation for preservation. Anoka, the old river town turned modern suburb, has 

very few sites on the National Register, but the effort to restore its historic appeal is very new, so 

it would not be surprising to see more Anoka buildings added in the near future. 

Another way that community preservation mindset could be quantified is by looking at 

the number of historic structures that have been destroyed. But this runs into similar problems. 

Who determines that a building was, or would have become, historic? Also, a building may be 

torn down and not regretted until decades later. The stories told in retrospect do not always 

accurately reflect the attitude when the decision was made to tear down a building. In 2000, Jack 

El-Hai published a book on lost historic landmarks in Minnesota. In it he identifies one lost 

 

 

 

 
 

 

31 U.S. Census, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html (Accessed May 8, 2016). 
National Parks Service, National Register of Historic Places Database, https://www.nps.gov/nr/research/ (Accessed 

May 8, 2016.). 

http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
http://www.nps.gov/nr/research/
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landmark each from St. Cloud, Mankato, and Stillwater.32 But the book is hardly definitive. 

Researching at the Stearns, Blue Earth, and Washington County historical societies revealed very 

little about the landmarks El-Hai identified. Instead, other lost treasures were brought up by staff. 

It is nearly impossible to determine what should have been saved long after it is gone, making 

lost landmarks a faulty gauge of local preservation attitude. 

A third potentially telling factor is community protest efforts. Clearly, if people stage a 

protest, write letters to the editor, or speak up in planning meetings, community support for 

preservation can be documented. In Anoka, the May 8, 1964 Anoka Union covers a chamber of 

commerce meeting where the Anoka business interests voiced their hope that a new library could 

be built away from the commercial area so as not to impede economic development. At least one 

objector mentioned the library’s historic and sentimental value to the community, and that 

remark was met with the comment that as far as historic or architectural value was concerned, 

keeping the old library was like “keeping a gas station.”33
 

The following July, the Minneapolis Star published an article about Anoka’s plans for a 

new library that mentions a petition that was presented to the city commissioners asking to save 

the old building. Three days later, the Anoka Union also mentioned the petition, but it describes 

it differently, as a petition to make sure the city is exploring all options so as not to waste 

taxpayer funds. Fortunately, a copy of the petition’s text exists in the collection of the Anoka 

County Historical Society. It corroborates the Anoka Union’s story. The petition actually agrees 

that the Carnegie library building was outdated and in need of expansion and renovation to 

 

 
 

32 Jack El-Hai, Lost Minnesota. El-Hai covers the former St. Cloud Post Office and City Hall building, the Oscar 

Schmidt house in Mankato, and the Heath Summer Residence in Stillwater. 
33 “Chamber Doesn’t Want New Library on Present Site,” Anoka Union, May 8, 1964. 
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continue serving the community, and asks only that the city commission consider whether 

renovating or replacing the old library would be most cost-efficient. The replacement turned out 

to be the most cost-effective and also satisfied the commercial interests that wanted it moved 

farther from Main Street. Surviving records do not indicate any additional attempt at protesting 

the demolition.34
 

In St. Cloud, two decades later, there was a concentrated effort to save the Carnegie 

library building. Citizens concerned about the destruction of local landmarks formed the Citizens 

for Architectural Diversity in response to the loss of several historic buildings. The group fought 

to save the St. Cloud Carnegie library by working with the SHPO in an attempt to have the 

building added to the National Register, writing letters to the editor in the local paper, and 

speaking up in local government meetings where the fate of the library was being discussed. At 

one time they were successful in getting a stay of execution for the old library in the form of a 

grace period in which to find a new home for the building. Unfortunately, they were 

unsuccessful at either finding a spot or raising the funds needed for moving the structure, and the 

building was demolished in 1981.35
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

34 “Anoka Commission Decides to Build New City Library,” Minneapolis Star, July 14, 1964. 

“City Commission Votes for New Public Library,” Anoka Union, July 17, 1964. 

The reason why the Minneapolis newspaper reported on the Anoka library before the local paper is because the 

Minneapolis Star was a daily paper while the Anoka Union was a weekly. 

Petition requesting due diligence in new library proposal, Carnegie Library File, Anoka County Historical Society. 
35 Bill Monn, “Old library building faces wrecker,” St. Cloud Times, June 7, 1979. 
Eva Nelson, “Preserve old library building for priceless past,” St. Cloud Times, July 23, 1979. 

William T. Morgan, Citizens for Architectural Diversity, “National Register of Historic Places Inventory – 

Nomination Form.” (copy of the application Bill Morgan sent in on behalf of the Citizens for Architectural Diversity 

in an attempt to have the St. Cloud Carnegie library added to the National Register of Historic Places), May 30,  

1979. From the papers of Dr. William Towner Morgan. 

Dr. William Towner Morgan, interview with the author, January 25, 2016. 
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This idea that there was an attempt made to fight the destruction of St. Cloud’s library 

while there was very little resistance to demolition in Anoka seems to conflict with the two 

communities’ preservation reputation previously mentioned. Keep in mind that Anoka’s library 

was torn down in the pre-preservation early-1960s while the St. Cloud library was torn down in 

the early 1980s, and that the attempt by St. Cloud residents did not succeed. Clearly neither 

community had adequate popular support for preservation to save their Carnegies. But times 

have changed, and now more people are interested in historic preservation.36 In both 

communities today, people speak with regret about the loss of their historic library buildings. 

Quantifiable or not, the community’s mindset regarding preservation is a key factor in a 

building’s chance at survival. If a community grows tremendously, civic leaders will inevitably 

consider their options in regards to their old library. A community with a healthy preservation 

culture is likely to preserve the old library by using it as a branch library, making necessary 

updates or additions when possible, or by finding a suitable use for the building as they move the 

library to a new building and providing incentives for a new owner to update and maintain the 

building. A community with little value for preservation will argue the land’s commercial value, 

and be willing to see the historic building demolished in favor of something new. 

So how do communities foster a preservation mindset? Some communities have tried to 

do this by instituting building codes that require new construction to honor and complement 

existing historic structures. Some historic preservationists worry that reproduction historic-style 

architecture devalues original historic structures. But studies have shown that people recognize 

the difference between original and reproduction vintage buildings. They feel that the older 

 
 

36 Daniel J. Levi, “Does History Matter? Perceptions and Attitudes Toward Fake Historic Architecture and Historic 

Preservation,” Journal of Architectural and Planning Research (22:2, Summer 2005), 156. 
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styles of architecture, real or reproduced, have a greater complexity and visual richness than the 

modern big box commercial space.37
 

Consider again the cases of Anoka and St. Cloud. Anoka’s main commercial area is its 

Main Street. The majority of the buildings are century-old brick storefronts, but there are a 

number of stark, modern buildings, mid-century and newer. Along Main Street, the city has 

replaced painted crosswalks and concrete sidewalks with brick. They put in wrought iron 

garbage cans and bus stops. At least one of the more modern buildings, a pizza restaurant and 

bar, has bricked its exposed side to match the rest of the downtown area. A definite, intentional 

effort is being made to change the reputation of Anoka from “suburb” to “historic river town,” 

thus tapping in to the tourist dollars that follow heritage tourism. 

St. Cloud is not making the same effort. Pieces of the original commercial district (the St. 

 

Germain area) exist along Highway 23, but these bits and pieces are surrounded and 

overshadowed by large parking garages, hotels, chain restaurants, department stores, and the 

civic center. Once an old river town, St. Cloud’s reputation today is regional shopping center and 

college town. 

Historians and owners of historic buildings encourage public interest in historic 

buildings, as do city officials trying to tap into heritage tourism dollars. Tools like tours, photo 

displays, articles in local publications, and collecting oral histories of people’s memories of the 

space add to the community’s sense of collective memory and ownership. Many hope that 

encouraging interest in historic structures will act as a preventative to destruction. 

 

 

 

 
 

37 Daniel J. Levi, “Does History Matter?” 149-157. 



 

Chapter Four: Conclusion 

 

Understanding historic preservation and why some buildings last while others face the 

wrecking ball is vital for history, architecture, city planning, and even the environment. Without 

an appreciation for preservation and adaptive reuse, irreplaceable historic landmarks are lost, 

buildings and neighborhoods are destroyed before their time, and great financial and ecological 

expense is wasted on constructing and deconstructing buildings. 

Carnegie libraries make an excellent case study because they share a common age, were 

built with the same funding, and served the same original purpose in their communities, yet their 

long-term fates have varied. In many communities, the historic Carnegie libraries are a beloved 

landmark. In other communities, the Carnegies have been saved through adaptive reuse. In other 

communities, the Carnegies have been destroyed. 

When examining these shared beginnings and varied outcomes, some key factors emerge 

to explain the diverse fates. Four of these are: location within a growing community; the 

challenges of aging buildings facing new legislation and technologies; the results of 

maintenance, renovations, and additions; and the community’s attitude toward preservation. 

Understanding the factors affecting preservation will help protect the structures of yesterday and 

build better for tomorrow. 

Structures located within commercial areas are at greater risk than those located in 

residential neighborhoods or the in-between areas with schools, churches, and civic buildings. 

Simply put, the land in commercial areas is valuable to developers. Attempting to preserve a 

building in a commercial neighborhood requires extra alertness to commercial interests. 

Gaining cooperation between commercial interests and preservation interests, requires 

adequate maintenance, accessibility, and flexibility. A building in well-maintained condition will 
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likely continue to be useful and beloved, while a run-down structure falls out of favor as deferred 

maintenance become major damage. Likewise, a building with good accessibility is flexible to 

changes in building codes and technology. Again, these things are easier to build than they are to 

inherit. Many historic structures, including most Carnegie libraries, come with challenges like 

stairways and restrooms that are not handicapped-accessible. It requires diligent maintenance and 

creative architectural work to maintain a beloved building while meeting modern needs. 

Well done renovation and addition projects extend the life of an historic structure while 

honoring and complementing the original building. They also serve to improve condition and 

make a building adaptable, and thus can help overcome other interests vying for the space. Bad 

renovations, on the other hand, shorten the life of an historic structure by obscuring or destroying 

aspects of the original building. Good or bad, too much change can undermine historic value, 

causing the community to lose affection for a building that no longer matches their memories. As 

French archaeologist A.N. Didron said, “It is better to preserve than to repair, better to repair 

than to restore, and better to restore than to reconstruct.”1
 

 

The final key to historic preservation is community interest in history and preservation. 

City officials and preservationists encourage preservation through initiatives like tax incentives, 

the creation of historic districts, and applying for historic structures to be added to the National 

Register of Historic Places. Once a building is threatened, those who favor preservation rally the 

community through petitions, protest efforts, letters to the editor, and speaking up in city council 

and planning meetings. 

 

 

 

 
 

1 Brand, How Buildings Learn, 94. 
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For over one hundred years, Carnegie libraries have provided a means to educate. Today, 

their preservation, repurposing, and destruction continue to educate as we learn from them what 

it takes to save our historic landmarks. 
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2 Modern Anoka, photo by the author 

Anoka Carnegie library: Goodrich, History of Anoka County. 

Anoka Then and Now2
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3 Modern St. Cloud: photo by the author. 

St. Cloud Carnegie library and Unitarian Church building, St. Cloud State University Archives. 


