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Built between 1917 and 1923, the Saint Paul Union Depot is a severe
and rather sober example of Neo-classical architecture, a style popularized
in the design of public and governmental buildings constructed throughout
the country between the two great World Wars, .

The Depot is a combination of two great spaces, the "head" or lobby
building, which housed the administrative offices of many of the
participating railroad companies, as well as the main passenger terminal
waiting room, the ticket sales desk, restaurant and baggage facilities,
The other space and the one that remains the most impressive is the
passenger concourse, a great vaulted area spanning 17 sets of railroad
‘tracks below and which served as the arrival and departure point for
625 000 passengers. between 1924 and 1925, Finally, beneath the entire
fac111ty remains a large, enclosed parking garage for 200 cars. (approx.)

The building facade is.composed primarily of a large, unadorned
Doric colonmade and the entire exterior of the portion of the complex is
faced in Bedford stone. By comparison the concourse exterior is faced
with common cream brick. The entire super structure of the bu11d1ng is
steel frame, The interior of the waiting room is semi-polished Tennessee
Travertine and also designed in the Neo-classical motif to reflect the
exterior, A large ribbed skylight, now roofed, remains the main visual
focus of the space, -

The interior of the. concourse, by comparison, is prlmarlly a plaster
surface, whose most distinctive characteristic is the shallow sculptural
relief along the perimeter cornice line of the room, This depicts the
history and evolution of transportatlon in the upper midwest area.
Guastavino t11e is 'also used as a surface ‘material on the vaulted ribbed
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Surv1v1ng are the orlginal arrival and departure mohogany train
stands which,,h symbolic_of the entire strugture, ;have.undergone very little
change or alteration despite years of intensive use. The terminal is
presently, unused except.for containing administrative space, for the
Burlington Northern Railroad, Feasibility studies are also now underway
to explore future alternative uses ggg the Saint Paul landmark,
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This impressive Neo-(lassical structure is recognized ‘as a significant
part of the heritage of St, Paul., Characteristic of the massive buildings
which were built early in the twentieth century the St. Paul Union Depot
reflected the affuence and prosperity of this quickly growing commercial
center, The St, Paul Union Depot, at the time of its completion in 19234
was a landmark of westward rail expansion and a symbol of the vast
railroading empire established in St., Paul by James J, Hill. The depot
signifies the importance that railroad transportation played in the
early growth and expansion of St. Paul and the Northwest,

The construction of the St. Paul Union Depot began in August, fgi},
then was delayed by World War I,” In 1923 the seven railroads then using
the city coordinated their efforts and completed a 250,000 square foot
terminal, Prior to 1881 each railread centering at St, Paul had its
own depot, The inconvenience caused to passengers induced the railroads
to enter into a project to build a union depot, and in 1879 all of the
companies assisted in the organization of the St., Paul Union Depot
Company, The original depot occupied the same block as the present
Union Depot concourse, fronting on Sibley Avenue,

The depot's capacity to meet the needs of increaséd passenger 'and
freight traffic to and from St, Paul was outdated by the mid 1880s.
Plans for either the enfargemefit or construction of a new Union ‘Depot
were the center of a great deal of controversy in the late '80s,

As noted above this controversy was not resolved until the turn of the
century when the present Union Depot was constructed, James J., Hill
was largely responsible for coordinating the conflicting opinions and

interests of the railroads to construct the enlarged St. Paul Union Depot.

Upon its completion, the St. Paul Union Depot, was heralded in St,
Paul and throughout the Northwest, The St, Paul Pioneer Press echoed
these sentiments in 1924 by stating-- "The significance of the new
$15,000,000 St, Paul Union Depot passenger station nearing completion
lies not alone in the fact it is one of the few finest in the country.
Even more vital than that distinction is the significance of its
construction as another step forward by St, Paul as the Gateway City
which serves the great expanse of country containing most extraordinarily
vast resources of farmfield, mine, forest, and waterpower. On a visit
to the St, Paul Union Depot concourse Frapk Lloyd Wright commented --"It i
beautifully spacious building.”
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Architecturally, the Neo-Classical motif, utilized in the exterior and
interior design of the depot, is so characteristic of the style popularized
in the construction of the great public and governmental buildings between
The preservation of this building represents the
preservation of not only early twentieth century architecture but also a
building type which was the great American railroad depot during its last
great era, -
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