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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY 

MINNESOTA VETERANS' HOME COMPLEX, FORT CASTLE 

Location: 

BABS No. MN-74-0 

5101 MinnehamrAvenue South, Minneapolis, 
Hennepin County, Minnesota. 

USGS St. Paul West Quadrangle, Universal 
Transverse Mercator Coordinates: Zone 15; 
483960:4973380;484140:4972680:483640:4973140. 

Present Owner: State of Minnesota 
Department of Veterans' Affairs 
St. Paul, Minnesota. 

Present Occupant: Minnesota Veterans' Home. 

Present Use: 

Significance: 

Ornamentation for the grounds. 

Fort Castle, a grouping of three canons and a limestone wall facing 
Minnehaha Creek, was added to the Soldiers' Home Campus during site 
improvements made under the landscape architect, Captain A.J. Merritt in 
1894-95.1 The canons, which are mounted on concrete, were 
manufactured in Boston and obtained by the Home through a Minnesota 
congressman. 2 

PART I. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

A. Physical History: 

1. Date of erection: 1894-95 (Source oflnformation: Eighth Annual Report 
of the Board of Trustees of Minnesota Soldiers' Home, July 31, 1895, St. 
Paul, Minnesota: Pioneer Press Company, State Printer, 1895). 
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2. Architect: Fort Castle was erected during site improvements done by 
Captain A.J. Merritt, an associate of Horace Cleveland. 

3. Original and subsequent owners: State of Minnesota. 

4. Building, contractor, suppliers: The canons were acquired from a Navy 
yard in Boston through the aid of the Minneapolis Representative to the 
United States Congress. The wall around the site is built of locally
quarried limestone. 

5. Original plans and construction: Not Available. 

6. Alterations and additions: The canons were originally placed on two
wheeled carriages.3 The carriages have been removed. Currently, the 
canons rest on concrete pedestals. In addition, in early picture postcards of 
the site, stacked canon balls accompanied the canons. The canon balls may 
have been an addition, placed there after the Fort's initial construction 
(there is no documentation either way). Their removal is a documentable 
alteration. 

B. Historical Context: 

In the winter of 1886, the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), Department of 
Minnesota, met in Faribault, Minnesota to petition the state legislature for aid for 
indigent veterans of the Civil War. In its petition, the GAR requested direct 
financial assistance for veterans as well as shelter for those in the most dire need. 
Upon their request, the legislature of 1887 approved Chapter 148 of the General 
Laws, granting financial relief for the veterans through the Soldiers' Fund and 
providing money for the construction of the first state Soldiers' Home (the historic 
name of the Minnesota Veterans' Home).4 

In 1885, the city ofMinneapolis purchased 173 acres at the mouth ofMinnehaha 
Creek for the establishment of a state park; fifty-two acres of this site were given 
in 1887 to the state for the construction of the Soldiers' Home. A competition 
was held for the selection of an architect; Warren B. Dunnell was chosen to design 
the buildings for the site while Horace W.S. Cleveland was selected as the 
landscape architect. Together Cleveland and Dunnell developed a comprehensive 
plan for the Soldiers' Home Complex, many aspects of which still exist today. 5 
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In 1888, the legislature appropriated $50,000 for the Soldiers' Home. At this 
time, two cottages and a heating plant were built. As funds became available, 
further construction proceeded. In the mid-l 890s, funds were allocated for site 
improvements. It was during this phase that Fort Castle was erected. Composed 
of three canons overlooking Minnehaha Creek in seeming protection of the Home, 
the mock fort was created under the landscape architect, Captain A.J. Merritt, 
using canons manufactured in Boston and given to the Soldiers' Home through the 
efforts of a Minnesota congressman. Merritt was an associate of Cleveland who 
faithfully adhered to Cleveland's plan for the Campus. More than likely, the mock 
fort came to be called Fort Castle, in reference to Henry A Castle, the president of 
the Soldier's Home Board of Trustees at the time of the Fort's erection. 

PART II. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION 

A General Statement: 

1. Condition of fabric: The limestone wall of the Fort has not been 
maintained since it was erected and is in poor condition. The concrete 
pedestals and canons are in good condition. 

B. Description of Exterior 

1. Overall dimensions: The limestone wall of Fort Castle runs northeast
southwest along the western edge of the site and borders the canons along 
Minnehaha Creek. In plan, it is roughly the shape of the letter "C," 
opening to the east. It is fifteen feet wide: made up of a two-foot 
perimeter oflimestone with an eleven foot earth-filled center. The wall is 
180 linear feet, however due to its shape, it extends only approximately 
110 feet. 

2. Foundations: The rectangular bases upon which the canons rest are made 
of concrete and are ten feet by five feet. 

C. Site: 

1. General Setting and Orientation: There are three canons--one facing 
northwest, one east and one southwest--situated on a bluff overlooking 
Minnehaha Creek. Fort Castle is adjacent to Building 15 which is to the 
northeast of the structure and lies at the eastern terminus of the Steel Arch 
Bridge entrance to the Campus. 
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2. Other buildings in the Complex: 

a. HABS No. MN-74-A Domiciliary Building No. 1 (1888) 

b. HABS No. MN-74-B Domiciliary Building No. 2 (1888) 

C. HABS No. MN-74-C Domiciliary Building No. 3 (1891, 
demolished 1987) 

d. HABS No. MN-74-D Domiciliary Building No. 4 (1891) 

e. HABS No. MN-74-E Domiciliary Building No. 6 (1905) 

f HABS No. MN-74-F Main Dining Hall No. 7 {1902, 
demolished 1997) 

g. HABS No. MN-74-G Domiciliary Building No. 9 (1936) 

h. HABS No. MN-74-H Administration Building No. 10 
(1892) 

J. HABS No. MN-74-J Storage Building (1921) 

l. HABS No. MN-74-I Laundry No. 13 (1891) 

k. HABS No. MN-74-K Power House No. 14 (1937) 

l. HABS No. MN-74-L Paint Shop and Garage (1899) 

m. HABS No. MN-74-M Ten-stall Garage (1925) 

n. HABS No. MN-74-N Steel bridge (1908) 

0. Carpenter Shop No. 12 (1950) 

p. Chapel Auditorium No. 15 (1962) 

q. Infirmary-Clinic No. 16 (1973) 

r. Residential Care No. 17 (1977) 
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1. Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Trustees, Minnesota Soldiers' Home, July 31, 1895. 
St. Paul, Minnesota: Pioneer Press Company, State Printer, 1895. 

2. Evenson, Roald N. "Campus Preservation Planning Study, Minnesota Soldiers' Home 
National Historic District." May, 1991. p. 20. 

3. Ibid, p.57. 

4. "Historic Structures Report Minnesota Veterans Home, Minneapolis Campus." Prepared for 
the Minnesota Veterans Homes Board by Bernard Jacob Architects Ltd. January, 1993. pp. 
50, 273. 

5. First Annual Report of the Board of Trustees, Minnesota Soldiers' Home. St. Paul, 
Minnesota: Pioneer Press Company, State Printer, 1888. 

PART IV. SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

A Architectural Drawings: None. 

B. Early Views: Two early postcard-photos exist of Fort Castle: one date unknown, the 
other ca. 1909. Reproductions of both appear in the "Historic Structures Report of the 
Minnesota Veterans Home, Minneapolis Campus," by Bernard Jacob Architects, Ltd. 

C. Bibliography: 

1. Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Trustees, Minnesota Soldiers' Home, July 
31, 1895. St. Paul, Minnesota: Pioneer Press Company, State Printer, 1895. 

2. Evenson, Roald N. "Campus Preservation Planning Study, Minnesota Soldiers' 
Home National Historic District." May, 1991. 

3. First Annual Report of the Board of Trustees, Minnesota Soldiers' Home. St. 
Paul, Minnesota: Pioneer Press Company, State Printer, 1888. 
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4. "Historic Structures Report Minnesota Veterans Home, Minneapolis Campus." 
Prepared for the Minnesota Veterans Homes Board by Bernard Jacob 
Architects Ltd. January, 1993. 

PART V. PROJECT INFORMATION 

During planned improvements for the Minnesota Veterans' Home, including the renovation of 
nine buildings and an overhaul of the Campus infrastructure, the Steel Arch Bridge will be 
restored and re-opened. Because of this, Fort Castle will have to be dismantled and moved to a 
new site. This historical documentation was completed by MacDonald & Mack Architects of 
Minneapolis, Minnesota in January, 1997. This is an addendum to already existing 
documentation done in 1988 and is in conformance with the Standards of the Historic American 
Buildings Survey, U.S. Department of the Interior. 
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