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When Hennepin County announced its intention to tear down 
the Minneapolis Armory and construct a new jail on the site, 

the Minnesota Historical Society took bold steps to save the building 
and filed a lawsuit under the Minnesota Environmental Rights Act.  
Not only did we fight a three-year legal battle in the courts, we also 
waged a campaign to educate many skeptics about the importance 
of preserving our recent past. Even some of the Historical Society’s 
strongest supporters wondered why we would take such extreme 
measures to protect a building constructed as recently as 1936.  The 
challenge we faced was compounded by a clash between the armory’s 
appearance and contemporary architectural taste. I often found myself 
explaining why the society would try to save such an “unattractive” 
building. The answer was easy. The Minneapolis Armory stood as the 
Twin Cities’ most significant depression-era project. An outstanding 
example of the Public Works Administration Moderne style, it was 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1985 on the basis 
of its architectural, artistic, and engineering significance. As the county 
moved forward with its plans, we watched with growing concern.

In February 1990, I brought the armory’s plight to the attention of 
the Minnesota Historical Society’s governing board. I reminded the 
members of our responsibility under both state and federal law to 
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safeguard Minnesota’s historic resources. With this mission in 
mind and with clear commitment to go down the hard road ahead, 
the board authorized me as State Historic Preservation Officer to 
protect the Minneapolis Armory. In March, I appeared before the 
Hennepin County Commissioners and asked them to select another 
site for the jail. My plea fell on deaf ears. Five months later, the 
society filed a lawsuit to prevent the armory’s demolition under the 
Minnesota Environmental Rights Act. This law, passed in 1971, 
provides that historic resources must be protected unless there is no 
feasible and prudent alternative. We were encouraged when the City 
of Minneapolis joined our lawsuit, arguing that the use of the armory 
site for a jail was not compatible with the zoning for the area. 

After grueling depositions and long hearings, in January 1992, 
Hennepin County District Judge Steven Lange ruled against 
us, finding that there were no prudent and feasible alternatives 
to destroying the armory for the new jail. Two days later the 
society’s governing board authorized an appeal. The case moved 
to the Minnesota Supreme Court in November. I had certainly 
anticipated bumps on the road to preserving the armory, but I never 
expected that our fight would end up in the state’s highest court. 
In a 6-0 ruling issued in February 1993, the higher court reversed 
the district court’s decision, finding that the county had failed to 
demonstrate that there were no alternative sites. Reflecting on this 
decision, the National Center for Preservation Law suggested that 
the Minnesota Environmental Rights Act might be the strongest 
state environmental statute in the country in terms of its ability to 
protect historic resources.

In retrospect, I see the armory case in a broader context than as an 
effort to save one building. The decision in this case ultimately came 
down to answering the most important and difficult question in 
historic preservation:  Is there a prudent and feasible alternative to 
destroying a historic property?  The armory experience suggests three 
lessons related to this central question. 

Be vigilant and proactive. Pay attention to early signs that 
a historic property may be in danger. Before alternatives to 
demolition are dismissed, initiate discussions with the property 
owner, local commissions, elected officials, investors, and other 
stakeholders.   In the armory case, the society’s State Historic 
Preservation Office posed questions throughout the planning 
process. We carefully examined the information the county 
provided in its Environmental Assessment Worksheet. Assisting 
our effort, the Design Center for the American Urban Landscape 
at the University of Minnesota sponsored a community-based 
study of potential new uses for the armory. 

Be rigorous. Insist on a thorough and good-faith effort to 
consider alternatives to demolition. This step may reveal faulty 
assumptions about what is required to preserve a property. It 
may also uncover a superficial analysis of potential sites. Most 
important, this step can even demonstrate a failure to recognize 

•

•

the real significance of a historic property. In the armory case, 
Hennepin County actually acknowledged that there were other 
possible sites for a new jail.

Consider the long-term. Our job is not done when a proposed 
project no longer threatens a historic structure. Shortly after 
the Supreme Court ruling, Hennepin County sold the armory 
and constructed the new jail on another site. Since then, the new 
owner has used the building as an indoor parking garage. For 
now, this use has averted the grave danger of long-term vacancy. 
However, in the future we hope to see fuller use of the building, 
most notably the office spaces. We also hope that citizens will 
be able to enjoy the armory’s grand open space and remarkable 
WPA murals. Although building maintenance requirements 
were stipulated at the time of the armory’s sale, long-term 
preservation conditions were not included.  There is no guarantee 
that this classic Moderne building will have a lasting presence 
on the city’s downtown streetscape. Important steps remain 
to ensure the armory’s future. I encourage the Minneapolis 
Heritage Preservation Commission to designate the armory as 
one of the city’s protected sites. Preservation ultimately belongs 
in the hands of those closest to the resource.

There is much to learn from the fight to save the Minneapolis Armory. 
We certainly see that the Minnesota Environmental Rights Act is 
a powerful tool to protect historic buildings. However, we can also 
see that even a favorable Supreme Court decision does not ensure 
long-term preservation. Our work is not done until we find the best 
possible uses for the buildings we save.

•

One WPA mural painted inside the Armory’s grand open space

A
rt

icl
e p

ho
to

s c
ou

rt
es

y o
f t

he
 M

in
ne

so
ta

 H
ist

or
ica

l S
oc

iet
y

Lessons Learned: 


