What’s In A Name?  

Everyday we use names, but rarely do we understand their origin or significance.  These are some common names associated in one way or another with University Avenue.  (Taken from the book, The Street Where You Live; A Guide to Place Names of St. Paul, University of Minnesota Press, 2007, by Don Empson.) 

University Avenue: Because this street initially ran between the University of Minnesota and Hamline University, it was given its name in 1874. The establishment of the Minnesota Transfer Yards, however, blocked the street, and it was necessary to shift the eastern end of the avenue one-half mile south. University Avenue appropriated the name of what had been Melrose Avenue, and the original University Avenue became part of Minnehaha Avenue.

In 1889, University Avenue was first paved with tree trunks about six to eight inches in diameter, cut to half-foot lengths, and set in the street on a cement base, the space between the blocks being filled with asphalt and cement grout. In the first half of the twentieth century, University Avenue was the busiest street in the city.

 This street marks a one-half section line on the land survey. 

Union Park: One of the railroad suburbs on the Short Line, this Midway site had been Union Park, an amusement destination with a large dance pavilion, refreshment stands, merry-go-round, bowling alley, and an observation tower. The admission was 25 cents for adults; 10 cents for children. Railroad service on the Short Line to the amusement park began November 15, 1880, with a round trip fare of fifteen cents to either St. Paul or Minneapolis. 

In 1884, the park was subdivided into building lots, continuing to use the name Union Park. The boundaries were between University and St. Anthony Avenues; between Prior and Fairview Avenues.  The railroad depot, shared with Merriam Park, was at Prior and St. Anthony Avenues; the police station building remains at 502 N. Prior Avenue. The winding streets and exotic street names were considered part of the charm.  The intrepid urban traipser, wishing a muse on the past, might like to sit by Lake Iris in Union Park and listen for the children’s laughter on the merry-go-round.

In a flyer in September 1892 issued for the purpose of selling lots at auction, it said:

Union Park is noted for its natural beauty and great attractiveness, possessing unusual advantages in the midway interurban district.  All tourists and others that have visited it regard this Paradise of Natural Beauty as the most delightful place for a family home, second to none, between the cities…Union Park is admired for its romantic and picturesque scenery, together with its artistic and beautiful winding avenues and streets, and fine shade trees.  The lake, with fountain, is under the control of the St. Paul park system…Over sixty beautiful houses of different designs, several having cost from $10,000 to $15,000, with their beautiful lawns, adorn Union Park…Many of the business lots front on University and Prior avenues, and are suitable for every class of business. University avenue is the great coming business street between the twin cities…

Lexington Parkway: John Wann, an Englishman, named this street in 1871 at the instigation of his American wife. Feeling some redress was needed for the many British street names (Avon, Oxford, Milton), his wife suggested this name to honor the Battle of Lexington in 1775, the first battle of the American Revolution in which the British were defeated. In 1907, an attempt was made to change the name to Wheelock Parkway, but it was blocked by patriotic organiza​tions such as the Daughters of the American Revolution.

According to an article in the St. Paul Globe, May 12, 1901 (page 24), by William Hoyt, an early settler in the area, a Dakota Indian trail connected Little Crow’s village at Kaposia near South St. Paul to Lakes Josephine and Johanna. The path followed the course of Lexington Parkway north, turned west through the area that is today Energy Park, north between Como Park and the State Fairgrounds. In the 1850s, Hoyt wrote, hundreds of Indians traveled this route on their annual rice-gathering expeditions. This parkway marks a section line on the land survey.

Bigelow Avenue: This development was platted in 1918 as the Midway Industrial Division by Herbert H. Bigelow of Brown and Bigelow, Gebhard Bohn of the Bohn Refrigerator Company, and Eli S. Warner, of McGill-Warner Corporation. The area, known as Kittsondale, had been the horse stables and race track of Norman W. Kittson, reputedly the richest man in the Northwest. Herbert H. Bigelow (1870-1933) was born near Brookfield, Vermont. At age thirteen, he moved to Iowa with his family, and after graduating from Grinnell College, worked as a calendar salesman.

In 1896, he joined with Hiram D. Brown, a printer, to form Brown and Bigelow, a firm printing and selling advertising calendars. In 1907, Bigelow made his first purchase of Midway property, and built an imposing office building at 1286 University Avenue completed in 1914. (Today the building has been replaced with new commercial development.) Under his management, the firm grew to be the largest of its kind in the world. Mr. Bigelow died under very questionable circum​stances in September of 1933.

Central Village: This suburban enclave in the center of the city, complete with cul-de-sacs and ranch-style homes, between Central and Aurora Avenues; between Western Avenue and Dale Street, was created in the late 1970s. The incongruous village design, part of a larger effort by the city termed the Western Redevelopment Project, was marketed to middle-class African-Americans by offering suburban amenities, complete with ready access to downtown and the familiar Rondo Street neighborhood. The strip mall, Uni-Dale, at University Avenue and Dale Street was intended to compliment Central Village. 

Roseville: Not the Roseville we know today, this was a village platted in 1856 at what is today the area approximately between University Avenue and Interstate 94; between Snelling Avenue and Pierce Street.  This village was the origin of the names Snelling Avenue and Pierce Street, which then intersected with Floral Avenue and Hope Street. A hotel, The Roseville House, was on the northwest corner of St. Anthony Road and Snelling Avenue. The name for both this early Roseville, and the present-day Roseville, comes from the name of Rose Township.
