
By Kevin Driscoll

The first teachers’ strike in the 
St. Paul Public Schools in 
74 years ended in the early 

morning hours of March 13 with a 
settlement between district admin-
istrators and the St. Paul Federation 
of Educators. Unlike the teachers’ 
strike of 1946, which lasted five 
weeks, this strike was over in four 
days. 

The teachers walked out on March 
10 after more than nine months of 
negotiations failed to meet their de-
mands for a new two-year contract. 
The 3,600 educators, 2,633 support 
staff and 1,912 temporary employ-
ees were back at work at 1 p.m. on 
March 13.

Classes were scheduled to resume 
for the school district’s 36,000 stu-
dents on March 16. However, the 
district decided over the weekend to 
cancel classes on March 16 and 17 
in advance of the March 18-27 clo-
sure of all public schools in the state 
ordered by Governor Tim Walz as a 
precautionary measure to slow the 
spread of the coronavirus. 

At separate news conferences 
on March 13, the two sides in the 

teachers’ contract dispute tried to 
put the best face on the strike’s out-
come. Neither side would offer any 
details of the settlement until the 
teachers and School Board had rati-
fied the contract. However, School 

Board chair Marny Xiong and St. 
Paul Superintendent Joe Gothard 
acknowledged that the teachers’ 
union was correct about the need 
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By Jane McClure

The transformation of Ford 
Motor Company’s former as-
sembly plant has begun with 

equipment rolling onto the 122-acre 
site in Highland Park and the city of 
St. Paul poised to issue its first per-
mits. Almost 200 people attended a 
March 10 meeting with Ryan Com-
panies officials to learn more about 
the details of the massive project.

Construction will run from 7 a.m.-
5 p.m. on weekdays during the first 
phase of the project, with the option 
of extending work to 7 p.m. on week-
days and into Saturdays if needed. 
The noise level is expected to be 
similar to the noise neighbors heard 
when the Ford plant was torn down.

“We really wish we could build this 
project with no noise and no dust,” 
said Tony Barranco, senior vice pres-

St.	Paul	teachers	agree	to	new	contract
Strike is over after 
4 days, but schools 
remain closed due 
to the coronavirus

Striking Highland Park High School choir instructor Seth Bovis led a 
rousing chant by St. Paul Public Schools staff and students on March 
10 at the corner of Snelling and Montreal aveues.  PHoto By Brad Stauffer

Project uncovers racism in housing’s recent past
By Anne Murphy

Welcoming the Dear Neighbor? is the title 
of a groundbreaking project at St. Cath-
erine University to better understand the 

history of housing discrimination in the surround-
ing neighborhoods. 

“The title comes from the Sisters of St. Joseph of 
Carondelet, the founders of St. Kate’s, who claim 
the love of neighbor without distinction as part of 
their mission,” said Rachel Neiwert, the assistant 
professor of history at St. Catherine who is leading 
the project. “The question is, has Ramsey County 
historically been a place that welcomed the dear 

neighbor regardless of race, and what are the lega-
cies of that history today?”

Though it is separate, the St. Kate’s project is 
being taken up in conjunction with the Mapping 
Prejudice Project at the University of Minnesota, 
which has been examining the deeds of single-fam-
ily homes in the Twin Cities area for covenants that 
forbid a sale to certain races of people. 

Mapping Prejudice began in Minneapolis with 
an initial sampling of approximately 20,000 resi-
dential properties, according to project director 
Kirsten Delegard. More than 5,000 of those prop-
erties were found to have deeds with racial restric-
tions. The project has since identified 25,000 more 

residential properties in Hennepin County with 
deeds that included racial restrictions. The project 
completed its work in Hennepin County in 2019 
and has now moved on to Ramsey County.

“What about Ramsey County?” was a question 
heard often over the past three years at St. Cathe-
rine as students, faculty and alumni engaged in the 
Mapping Prejudice Project, according to D’Ann Ur-
baniak Lesch, director of the Center for Commu-
nity Work and Learning at St. Catherine. “In De-
cember 2018 we approached Ramsey County to ask 
them to digitize and make available their deeds for 
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the Mapping Prejudice Project,” Lesch said. 
“We at St. Kate’s hope to engage with commu-
nity members in Ramsey County about their 
own experiences with housing injustice.”

St. Catherine student Elizabeth Axberg 
has “spent quite a bit of time in the Ramsey 
County Records Office sifting through deeds 
and locating those with racial covenants in St. 
Kate’s vicinity,” said Nawojka Lesinski, an as-
sistant professor of economics and political 
science at St. Catherine. “Sadly, but not sur-
prisingly, it wasn’t very difficult for Liz to lo-
cate covenants. While the project is still in its 
early days in Ramsey County, we expect to 
find patterns similar to what was exposed in 
Hennepin County. 

“To put it bluntly, there’s a good chance that 
neighborhoods that are very white today have 
had racial covenants in the past,” Lesinski 
said. “Many residents of Ramsey County may 
just now be learning about racial covenants, 
but African American residents, especially 
older generations, are intimately familiar with 
racial covenants. This painful history has not 
been lost on them.” 

The oldest deed with racial restrictions 
discovered by the Mapping Prejudice Project 
in Hennepin County appeared in 1910 with 
the sale of a property on 35th Avenue South 
in Minneapolis. The deed conveyed in that 
transaction contained what would become 
a common restriction, stipulating that the 
“premises shall not at any time be conveyed, 
mortgaged or leased to any person or persons 
of Chinese, Japanese, Moorish, Turkish, Ne-
gro, Mongolian or African blood or descent.”

In response to the Mapping with Prejudice 
Project, the Minnesota Legislature enacted a 
law last year permitting homeowners to reject 
such deed restrictions by adding a disclaimer 
to a property title. However, the U.S. Supreme 

Court had declared already back in 1948 that 
such covenants were unenforceable.

Working with Niewert as research assis-
tants on the Welcoming the Dear Neighbor? 
project are St. Catherine students Franceska 
Moua and Anastasia Rousseau. They have 
been at the Minnesota History Center un-
covering newspaper stories about housing 
discrimination near the campus. “Our intent 
is to develop a broader historical context 
around housing segregation and inequality,” 
Niewert said. “We began by trying to trace the 
coverage of William and Nellie Francis’ move 
into a home on Sargent Avenue in 1924.”

The story of the Francises’ move to the 
Macalester-Groveland neighborhood is the 
subject of the play Not in Our Neighborhood, 

which was first performed a year ago and is 
being performed in the coming weeks at the 
History Theatre in St. Paul. The Francises, 
who were African American and prominent 
residents of St. Paul’s Rondo neighborhood, 
were targeted by their new neighbors with 
petitions, dem onstrations, death threats and 
even burning crosses, according to play-
wrights Tom Fabel and Eric Wood. 

“My general impression of looking at the St. 
Paul Dispatches of 1924 is that you’d have no 
idea people of color lived in St. Paul,” Neiwert 
said. “The stories are primarily about white 
people. The occasional mention of a person 
of color usually has to do with crime. This is 
troubling and speaks to the challenges of do-
ing historical research because the sources 

that survive skew the story.” 
The researchers from St. Catherine found 

a reference to the Francises’ move to Sargent 
Avenue in a St. Paul Dispatch of November 
1924. “What was most interesting to me in 
the story was the reference to a letter that Wil-
liam Francis wrote to the neighbors explain-
ing why they should be allowed to move in,” 
Niewert said. “Our next step is to look for that 
letter.” 

According to Moua, there is also evidence 
of an “offer that was given to the Francises by 
the Groveland Park and Cretin Avenue Im-
provement Associations to buy their home so 
they would move out of the community.”

“As a citizen, this work is important because 
it helps me to think differently about my com-
munity,” Niewert said. “There are measures 
that say the Twin Cities are one of the best 
places to live, but there’s also significant data 
that say the Twin Cities are the worst places 
for people of color to live. Perhaps we should 
pay less attention to the surveys about how 
great the Twin Cities are and more attention 
to how significant racial disparities in our 
community are.”

By Jane McClure

A handful of proposed rental regulations 
in St. Paul could help tenants who 
struggle with finding and retaining 

housing. But the regulations, which received 
their first reading at a City Council meeting 
on March 11, are being criticized by some 
landlords and advocacy groups. A public 
hearing on the proposed regulations is set for 
5:30 p.m. Wednesday, April 1, at City Hall.

The so-called SAFE Housing Tenant Pro-
tections ordinance was released on March 4 
by Ward 4 council member Mitra Jalali and 

Mayor Melvin Carter’s administration. It in-
cludes policies on tenant rights and responsi-
bilities, “just cause” notices, advance notice of 
the sale of rental properties, security deposit 
limits and tenant screening guidelines.

“Stable, accessible, fair and equitable (SAFE) 
housing is a basic human need,” Carter said in 
a statement. “Our SAFE Housing Tenant Pro-
tections ensures we can keep this promise for 
everyone in our community.”

Jalali pointed out that more than half of St. 
Paul residents (or 57,621 households) rent, in-
cluding her. A total of 83 percent of African-
American households rent, compared to 41 

percent of white households.
“Housing is a basic human right,” said 

Deputy Mayor Jaime Tincher. According to 
her, safe and stable housing helps stabilize the 
city’s workforce, enables students to stay in 
their schools and aids struggling families.

The SAFE ordinance was developed after 
a series of public meetings last year where 
council members and city staff met with resi-
dents to talk about rental housing issues. Jalali 
emphasized that landlords were also involved 
in the discussions, along with tenants and ad-
vocacy groups.

The five policies outlined in the ordinance 

include:
• Tenant rights and responsibilities infor-

mation to ensure tenants and landlords know 
what they are entitled to and the resources 
that are available. A packet and poster sum-
marizing that information would have to be 
provided to tenants by the landlord at the 
lease signing.

• A security deposit limit of no more than 
a month’s rent. 

• Tenant screening guidelines to create uni-
form vetting criteria for applicants related to 

St. Paul outlines new regulations to better protect tenants
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Working on a history of housing descrimination in the area are St. Catherine University 
student Anastasia Rousseau, professor Rachel Neiwert, student Liz Axberg and profes-
sor Nawojka Lesinski. At right is the title for a Macalester-Groveland home that forbids 
its sale to anyone of Chinese, Japanese, Moorish, Turkish, Negro, Mongolian or African 
blood or descent.  ABOVE PhOTO By BRAd STAUffER
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