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University Grove:

A 60-year-old
neighborhood remains
a living museum

of Minnesota’s
architectural heritage

By David Anger

Once upon a time, William Middle-
brook, comptroller of the Universi-
ty of Minnesota, decided that an
academic housing village near the
- University’s two Twin Cities cam-
puses would attract and maintain
faculty, As property owners, the
University would lease the land to
the faculty, re-
quiring only
that the resi-
dents hire ar-
chitects to de-
sign their homes
rather than se-
lect plans from
a builder’s
catalog. Hence,
University
Grove was born
in the late-
1920s. The
results are so
aesthetically
pleasing that
a curator look-
ing to stage a
retrospective of
Minnesota's
planned-hous-
ing communi-
ties from the
mid-20th centu-
ry need only
schedule a walk-
ing tour of the neighborhood.
Neither suburb nor city, “the
Grove"—as residents affectionately
call the borough—defies categoriza-
tion. Tucked off on a narrow wedge
of land bordering St. Paul’s St. An-
thony Park and Falcon Heights, ap-
proximately midway between the

o
White and modem, this housae is one of six that Raiph
Because residents wera required to keap a cap on design and construction costs, the houses
ame comibriable, midclie-class dwelings that are practical yet innovative, Rapson says.

insight

University's Minneapolis and St.
Paul campuses, the Grove is remi-
niscent of an enlightened New Eng-
land hamlet—a company town,
academia style.

University Grove expanded in-
crementally over six decades, fol-
lowing master-plan guidelines set
out by the architectural team of
Morell and Nichols and landscape
architects Nichols, Mason, and
Cornell in 1928. Approximately
two-thirds of the neighborhood’s 63
houses were built between the 19505
and the 1970s. The first home was
built in 1929, and the last two in
1970. Northern University Grove

1 m—,

was fully developed by the early
1950s. Later, Quonset huts used for
World War II housing were re-
moved to make way for a southern
expansion.

Throughout the neighborhood
are homes designed by Minnesota's
leading architects in an impressive
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Rapson designed In University Grove.

mix of styles. For example, there
are romantic Tudors by Edwin
Lundie, cool flat-tops by Ralph
Rapson, and subtle inverted roofs
by Close Associates. The list also in-
cludes such other distinguished
Twin Cities practitioners as Robert
Cerny, Graffunder and Nagle, Pro-
gressive Design Associates and
Richard Hammel (who only de-
signed homes for family members).
By midcentury, designers enthu-
siastically embraced modern archi-
tecture, gradually breaking the
hegemony of styles typically pre-
ferred by upper-middle-class
clients, such as Italianate palazzi,
Spanish casas,
and American
neo-Georgians.
Thus, the pas-
tiche of tradi-
tional and mod-
ern homes,
sometimes side
by side, makes
University
Grove an archi-
tectural mosaic.
“As soon as
the avant-garde
was accepted, it
was seen here,”
says Tom Mar-
tinson, co-au-
thor of A Guide
to the Architec-
ture of Minneso-
ta. *It's not a
gracious neigh-
borhood or a

hood. In Uni-
versity Grove
you have a case study of unre-
strained regional modernism.”
‘While the neighhorhood has gar-
nered national recognition, the
Grove remains remarkably un-
known at home. Instead, architec-
ture vultures flock to elegant Sum-
mit Avenue and opulent Lake of the

tract neighbor- .
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