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Reckoning
Because we seem to be overly concerned about names
of lakes, dead former slave owners or whether we
should use an Indian term or not, it should be realized
that the Democrat Party is history’s biggest offender.
TheRepublican Partywas formed in 1854 to oppose slav-
ery. A divided Democratic Party (sound familiar?) from
the Southern states that supported slavery threatened
secession from the Union if the Republican Party won
theWhite House in 1860. The result was the Civil War.
If we want to continue this ludicrous bantering back
and forth it is the Democratic Party that should be
wiped fromhistory because of its former support of slav-
ery.

Greg Lentsch, Mendota Heights

Changing spelling
As an oldMinnesota historian, I question theMinneso-
ta Historical Society’s use of the term “Bdote” in con-
nection to Fort Snelling. In themore than 40 years I have
been studying early Minnesota history and its Native
American heritage, I have never until recently seen the
spelling of the Dakota word for “meeting of waters” as
“Bdote.” All the countless primary sources I’ve exam-
ined over the years spell the term as Mdote, or Mendot-
ah, or Mendota, which was the name the old fur trading
village of St. Peters adopted in 1837.
Exactly what source did the MHS revisionists find that
compelled them to suddenly change the standard, tradi-
tional (at least 182 years-old) spelling of Mendota
(Mdote) to “Bdote”? Would that source also then lead
them to change the name of the Mdewakanton to Bde-
wakanaton?
Before changing the spelling and pronunciation of a
word recorded in print formore than 182 years, theMHS
owes the people of the state an explanation for the
change. And the burden of proof should be on the revi-
sionist anytime they decide to change the name of a his-
torical place. TheMHS needs to remember that they are
the custodians of our state’s history and as such they
have a responsibility to the public to inform and ensure
them that the history they present is based on solid, ver-
ifiable evidence.

Gary Brueggemann, St. Paul

Lake Maka Ska?
For over 30 years I have enjoyed biking around the
Minneapolis lakes, including Bde Maka Ska, aka Lake
Calhoun.
I don’t have a strong preference for either name, but I
like the sound and cultural significance of Maka Ska.
What I DON’T like is the Bde, meaning “lake” in the
Dakota language, because the image that always pops
into my mind in a cringe-worthy way is a “bidet.” Not
the image I want for a clean, fresh, beautiful lake.
Couldwemaybe compromise on the name “LakeMaka
Ska”?
It flows off the tongue, captures the cultural signifi-
cance, and creates a wonderful image for everyone. I
like it a lot.

Doug Smith, Woodbury

If it’s all so good, why the anger?
I have watched conservative columnist Hugh Hewitt
on television many times. Last week in this paper he
declared victory for President Donald Trump in the 2020
presidential election. He largely bases this on his con-
tempt for Democratic candidates and their ideas to offer
medical care and educational opportunities to working
people. The economy is booming, and it is all because of
Trump. Democrats should just give up now, according to
Mr. Hewitt.
He cites the trillion-dollar tax cut, but fails to mention
the corporations that benefited, used it to buy back their
stock, thus raising the stock market overall. Workers’
wages have not seen any large increase. As for unem-
ployment, the rate in 2009 was almost 9.5 percent. In
2001, at the end of Barack Obama’s term, the rate was
about 4.3 percent. Hewitt is correct that it is now around
3.6.
A question for Mr. Hewitt: If the economy is so great,
and unemployment is so low, why is President Trump’s
base so angry? Supposedly he alone spoke to them to
help them do better, yet they have responded with pro-
test marches carrying flags with swastikas, attacking
synagogues and mosques?
Mock the Mueller report as you will, but it did prove
that everything reported by the mainstream media
about the discord in the administration was true.
No collusion. No obstruction. But also, no fake news.

Tom Leary, Mendota Heights

Pass the gas tax increase
If cars and trucks in Minnesota could talk, they’d
scream: “Pass the gas tax increase and fix the roads!”
Inner-city streets, inner-ring suburban streets and
county roads in rural areas are deteriorating faster than
under-budgeted public-works crews can keep up. Pot-
hole filling is an inadequate short-term fix when the
pavements underneath are failing. Did we really need
an American Society of Civil Engineers report card
grade of “D” for Minnesota streets and highways to fig-
ure this out?
The fix is not rocket science: Rebuild more old streets,
starting with the most troublesome. Wabasha Street
between the bridge and Plato Boulevard in St. Paul is a
good example. Before reconstruction, street crews
seemed to be refilling potholes every two or three
months. After repaving, it’s a nice ride. Let’s do the
same forWabasha Street south of Plato, Plato itself, and
Sixth Street running past the Ecolab building. Add your
favorite routes to the list.
The gas tax increase now before our state Legislature
is the best opportunity to ramp up road repair in many
years. Doing nothing will be much more expensive —
for us and our children. Let’s be more responsible now,
for the future of our kids and grandkids. Our cars will
thank us too.

Tom Eggum, St. Paul

nationalist first. After the fall of the Sovi-
et Union and a recent declassification of
Chinese documents relating to the war,
we now know a lot more about the mas-
sive support of the People’s Republic of
China for the Vietminh cause and also
the ways the Soviet Union played a cru-
cial role over time. Based on this new evi-
dence, we have revised our understand-
ing of Ho’s nationalism.
I could go on, but if you really want to
learn the benefits of revisionism, study
the incredible history of the Montgomery
Bus Boycott. For a short course, I would
begin by reading Dr. King’s magnificent
narrative, “Stride Toward Freedom”
(1958). From there, you could turn to Jo
Ann Gibson Robinson’s incredible mem-
oir, “The Montgomery Bus Boycott and
the Women Who Started It” (1987). And
you could cap it off by reading Daniel
McGuire’s pathbreaking “At the Dark
End of the Street” (2010). In the course of
these three books, written over some 50
years, you will discover much about one
of the most dramatic, hopeful, and inspir-
ing events in U.S. history.
More importantly, if you complete these
books in the order listed above, you
should be cured of any lingering doubts
about revisionism.
Adding “Bdote” to the sign at Historic
Fort Snelling diminishes nothing and
deepens our understanding of history.
Changing the names of four buildings at
the University of Minnesota is not an
attack on sacredmemory, it is an opening
to honor other deserving members of our
community (Dr. Josie Johnson’s name
might look nice on a building.)
My fellow Minnesotans, let’s agree to
embrace our changing history and move
into the future with open minds and
hearts.

Jeff Kolnick is professor of history at Southwest
Minnesota State University.

The University of Minnesota is painful-
ly reckoning with its past by debating
whether to rename a handful of buildings
based on convincing scholarship that
shows several former high-ranking
administrators maintained discriminato-
ry practices aimed at African Americans
and Jews. At the same time, the Minneso-
ta Historical Society has run afoul of state
senators who find adding a Dakota place
name to a welcome sign at Historic Fort
Snelling to be “highly objectionable.”
Among professional historians, revi-
sionism refers to the regular process of
revising historical interpretations based
on asking new questions, finding new evi-
dence, or gaining new understandings of
older sources. This is something we do
regularly and is at the heart of the profes-
sion.
Revisionism is not something to be
feared or rejected, nor is it something to
be celebrated or revered.
It is what historians do, and we do it all
the time.
History is different from the past. The
past is everything that has happened
before the present. The problem with the
past is that there is a lot of it, and it is nei-
ther organized nor alreadymade into sto-
ries.
Historians givemeaning to the past, and
that is why we sometimes becomes con-
troversial. According to political scientist
Benedict Anderson, nations (and by
implication, a state like Minnesota) are
“imagined communities.” They are creat-
ed though the printed word and generate
a broad sense of shared identity among
masses of people who will most likely
never know one another.
Some nations can claim ancient linage,
and can trace their origins back to cre-
ation stories (the Germanic or Dakota
peoples, for example). But for the United
States, or our state of Minnesota, we
needed to create shared stories to believe
in. Often, these stories are not consistent
with the facts. In some cases, they are
pure fiction. The famous story of George
Washington and the cherry tree was
made up by Parson Weems at the turn of
the 19th century. Did you know that Betsy
Ross made the first U.S. flag? This was a

story popularized for America’s centen-
nial celebration. As for Paul Bunyan …
well, I’ll leave that myth undisturbed.
The project of turning the past into his-
tory is the work of historians in partner-
ship with archivists, librarians, curators,
publishers, editors, and teachers. Histori-
ans work together to advance our field.
We share our findings and subject them
to public criticism through various forms
of peer review.
The “problem” of revisionism emerges
when the world of historical scholarship
clashes with cherished myths (a military
fort with an honorable and unblemished
record, or a racially tolerant University of
Minnesota led by wise men).
Historical revisionism cannot be
stopped in a free society. New people
become historians and tell new stories by
asking new questions. In the end, our sto-
ries become more complex and include
people formerly left out because their
voices were excluded from official narra-
tives.
Consider the way we have interpreted
the Civil War and Reconstruction. In my
lifetime, I learned that there were many
causes of the war, none more important
than the other. When I was little, I
learned that states’ rights, southern hon-
or, “the Lost Cause,” the agrarian South
and the industrial North, northern
aggression, southern secession, or slav-
ery all contributed equally to the war.
Though some of these interpretations are
still active, based on overwhelming evi-
dence, historians have concluded that
slavery was the cause of the war.
Likewise, Reconstruction has gone from
a failure, marked by corruption and vio-
lence, to a period where black and white
elected officials created a legal frame-
work for equality in the aftermath of slav-
ery while building schools in every part
of the South.
Or look at the ways we have understood
theVietnamWar since it ended in 1975. In
the 1980s, it was common to understand
the North Vietnamese struggle against
the French and then the Americans as
part of the larger story of decolonization
that followed WWII. Ho Chi Minh was a
Communist, to be sure, but he was a

By Jeff Kolnick

Every few years, Minnesota becomes embroiled in a debate over our

shared history. Currently, two of our state’s most important cultural

institutions, the University of Minnesota and the Minnesota Historical

Society, are coming under fire for “historical revisionism.”

Revise, revise, revise.
That’s how history works

> Tension

Historical revisionism cannot be
stopped in a free society. New people
become historians and tell new
stories by asking new questions. In
the end, our stories become more
complex and include people formerly
left out because their voices were
excluded from official narratives.

On which city ordinance will the city be
allowed to impose civil penalties? If
passed aswritten, all 200+ chapters in the
city’s legislative code will be included.
For example, think organized trash haul-
ing, unshoveled sidewalks, and penaliz-
ing people who don’t have control over
the property they rent.
Who will decide when to fine?
What will the process be?
Howmuch will the fine be?
Is there an appeal process if residents of
St. Paul don’t agree with the imposition of
civil penalties?
The Department of Safety and Inspec-
tions in St. Paul is advocating for addi-
tional “tools,” known as civil penalties, to
help bring about compliance with city
building and housing codes and other
rules. The concept is to “decriminalize”
minor violations and to have a ladder of
increasing fines for those building own-
ers who scoff at the current consequenc-
es, which are rarely used and are inconse-
quential to major abusers.
While this may be warranted in the
interest of protecting and promoting pub-
lic health and safety, the scope of power in
the current language of the proposed
amendment goes well beyond the needs
of the Department of Safety and Inspec-
tions. The current language provides the
option for any city department to use this
proposed civil penalty.
Is the city really strengthening its abili-
ty to enforce ordinances or just creating
more revenue streams?
Will this change be another hit on poor,

aging and immigrant populations?
If the motivation for imposing civil pen-
alties was to ensure that wealthy com-
mercial abusers comply with ordinances,
why not limit the authority rather than
giving the city broad powers to impose
fees that may ultimately hurt those least
able to pay?
Raising revenue may not be the intent
of the people supporting the amendment,
but this is a BROAD expansion of the
city’s power that will extend to future
administrations.
Transparency of process and informa-
tion are sorely lacking in this effort.
The requisite public hearing was held
April 17.
While the Saint Paul Charter Commis-
sion voted on Feb. 11 to recommend this
amendment to the City Charter, minutes
of that meeting were not available to the
public until April 24, the date on which
the City Council was to vote on whether
to adopt the amendment.
Unfortunately for those participating in
the public hearing April 17, and for our
entire community, it wasn’t known that
the Charter Commission barely passed
the recommendation, on a 5-4 vote. The
vote clearly indicates that members of
the commission questioned the broad
authority the amendment allows.
In the city’s 2019 budget (adopted in
2018), the Department of Safety and
Inspections projected $250,000 in new rev-
enue from civil penalties through the
administrative citation program that the
citywill launch in 2019. The projection not

only assumed the authority would be
granted but even set a quota for the reve-
nue expected to be generated from the
civil penalties assessed in 2019. The pro-
jected revenue is in excess of anticipated
administrative costs.
The Saint Paul Department of Planning
and Economic Development is also look-
ing to use civil penalties. All this opens
the door for enforcement abuse to reward
political friends, to punish others, and to
raise revenue for the city.
It is not knownwhat all is being planned
behind the scenes, away from the public’s
eyes and ears.
The current broad language as pro-
posed gives the city a blank check, which,
respectfully, cannot be endorsed without
thorough public input and an analysis of
unintended consequences.
Let’s get the details published and out in
the open before the charter is amended.
Let’s all have a deeper understanding of
how this would really work. Let’s go slow.
This is big.
Remember, the St. Paul City Charter is
our “Constitution.” This is all the more
reason to move slowly, with great care
and a deep understanding of the implica-
tions of this proposed “constitutional”
amendment.

Grace Schmitt and Laura Goodman are on the
steering committee of the civic group Saint Paul
STRONG.

Let’s know more before we
let St. Paul levy more fines
By Grace Schmitt and Laura Goodman

St. Paul’s City Charter is the city’s version of its constitution. It should not

be easy to change. Yet, without much if any public awareness, input or

debate, our City Council is on the verge of adopting an ordinance to amend

the City Charter to give the Council broad power and authority to impose

civil penalties — fines, that is — for violations of a city ordinance.

It is not known what all is being
planned behind the scenes, away
from the public’s eyes and ears. The
current broad language as proposed
gives the city a blank check, which,
respectfully, cannot be endorsed
without thorough public input and an
analysis of unintended consequences.
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