
CENTRAL PARK

     A PARK LIKE NO OTHER IN 
     NORTHFIELD



A BRIEF HISTORY OF CENTRAL PARK



1855 - Central Park is one of the very first platted blocks in the city.  John 
and Ann North donate it to the citizens, not the city of Northfield as a 
public square to be enjoyed for all kinds of public gatherings.  


A public Square is different from a city park.  The square is considered to 
be more urban, with sidewalks, benches and many trees for shade and 
beauty.  Fountains and gazebos were common in these parks and were 
actually part of Central Park in the past.


This type of park is used for passive pursuits such as listening to music, 
public celebrations, small gatherings or quiet repose.


The symmetrical design is typical of most Victorian-era public squares 
that were brought west by settlers from New England.



1947  Headley v. City of Northfield

From the beginning, Central Park was a quiet residential 
park.


In 1874 the block immediately west became Central 
School.  1910 brought a new building and in the 1930’s 
there were a series of additions to the school. 


In 1940 the street between the park and school was 
vacated and in 1947 plans were made to develop athletic 
fields to replace the original park.


The public was mostly in favor of this except for a small 
group who voiced their concerns..


A series of restraining orders were petitioned  by the small 
pro park group led by Leal Headly but there was fierce 
opposition from the city and public.  The case went to the 
MN State Supreme Court and ruled in favor of Headley in 
January of 1949.



A Landmark Decision
 Headley v. City of Northfield has been used for land that was 
dedicated for specific purposes to be protected from government, 
organizations and private citizens from changing it to another use.


“whereas a public square is a special public ground devoted to special 
and limited uses”


“a public square may be enclosed, improved, and ornamented, for 
grounds of pleasure and amusement or recreation or health”


Headley was used twice for Central Park and once for Lashbrook Park.



Central Park was left alone for four decades.  By 1992, it was run 
down with the stone circle slowly crumbling, dirt and weeds in the 
center, large trees dying without being replaced, no sidewalks on two 
sides of the block and the grass worn thin by many decades of 
school use.



1992  Citizens for Central Park

In 1992 the school board and school 
board approached the city council 
about building two baseball fields in 
Central Park.


The council would take it up later.  No 
Neighbors had been notified.  So 
council member Paul Hager gave me a 
call…


Citizens for Central Park was born.







Thanks to Cathy Ann Brown and Marsden Headley, son of Leal 
Headley who took the case to the MN Supreme Court, we were given 
a copy of the decision and the school backed off the plans.  Not 
surprisingly, within a less than a decade the new middle school was 
built.



WE WERE NOW STUCK WITH A VERY SHABBY PARK THAT NEEDED HELP!
WE GOT TO WORK!











$80,000 was raised
We had donations from the schools, the city, Carleton and St Olaf, most of the banks in town, service 
organizations, the Grace Whittier fund, small businesses downtown and so many Northfield citizens.


Neighbors laid sod in the rain and set the pavers all by hand.


Paul Krause made a great video about the Central Park


There was even a play written about the Park that was performed in the the stone circle.


Once the park was revitalized, NAG began their yearly Shakespeare in the Park, the Showmobile 
made regular visits bringing music and more groups began to use the park for their events.


Many couples have been married in the stone circle


The neighbors planted bushes, annuals and perennials around the circle and have managed to 
maintain it for thirty years.  (Thank you to Alice Thomas for the last few years or more)



30 years later

Circle needs repairs and a limestone cap


An historic plaque is needed


More benches are needed


Trees to line all the sidewalks will complete the original plan by 
Spencer Jones.



30 YEARS LATER





SOME REPAIRS NEEDED



AND MORE TREES ALONG BOTH SIDES OF THE SIDEWALK



Our work is not quite done.
We have reconstituted our old group for the most part and intend to apply to the 
city for Heritage Preservation Site Designation to name Central Park as a 
historical site.  


This will require the cooperation of the Park Board and the city of Northfield.


We feel that this park is like no other park in Northfield.  It must be protected 
and preserved as a historic public square so that it can remain the same beloved 
green space that was given to the people of the city by the town founders John 
and Ann North almost 175 years ago.


I sincerely hope that you will agree with us and support and secure the future for 
our most historic, beautiful and well used park.


