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George Ellsbury, a noted artist and magazine illustrator who founded Tower City in 1879, also established a college and tried to create a new county out of Cass and Barnes counties.


On several occasions, he also tried to get a north-south railroad to run through Tower City, linking it with the Northern Pacific Railroad.


Ellsbury was ambitious and wanted Tower City to grow as a leading community in what is now North Dakota.  His first attempt was to get the federal Land Bank office moved from Fargo to Tower City.


He enlisted the aid of U.S. Sen. William Windom, a good friend from his hometown of Winona, Minn.  The district bank was in St. Paul, and the branch for northern North Dakota Territory was in Fargo.  Because the bank made loans to farmers and businesses, having it in Tower City would help the community grow and develop.  But even though Windom was powerful in financial matter; he couldn’t get the land bank moved to Tower City.


Ellsbury then began a push to create a new county with Tower City as the county seat.  Tower City was on the western edge of Cass County near the eastern border of Barnes County.  There was immediate opposition from Barnes County officials, but Ellsbury received some support from powerful people in Cass County – notably Allanson Edwards, the editor of the Fargo Argus.  Edwards expected funding to help steer this through the political process, but he withdrew his support when the money was not forthcoming.  Later, Edwards and Ellsbury had a falling out.


To get a new county approved by the territorial legislature, Ellsbury considered running for the House in 1882.  Fargo and Tower City were in the same legislative district, and when it became apparent Edwards would fight Ellsbury’s nomination at the Republican convention, Ellsbury threw his support to Capt. L.J. Allred, of Tower City.


Allred was a farmer, lumber yard owner and former Minnesota legislator.  At the convention, the Republicans selected Allred over Edwards, and Allred was elected to the House.


With opposition running high, Allred went through the motions to get a new county created but did not push it as hard as some would have liked.  Maybe he wanted to keep a low profile because he was to be involved in something far more important – relocating the capital of Dakota Territory.


Ellsbury thought Tower City would be ideal for the capital, and his man Allred was to play a pivotal role.  Alexander McKenzie wanted to move the capital from Yankton to a more central site.  He had George Walsh, a council member from Grand Forks, draw up a bill calling for the relocation.


Legislative members from southeastern Dakota, who opposed the move, believed they could defeat the proposal because it required a unanimous vote.


After the Legislature’s work was nearly completed and after all of the bills had been introduced and reported on, House members weren’t very attentive.  Allred, in a matter-of-fact tone, arose and asked consent for a new bill.  He introduced the relocation bill.


House speaker Erastus Williams, of Bismarck, asked for objections and immediately said, “Hearing none, I declare unanimous consent.” Protests began, but it was too late.


Ellsbury and Allred got Tower City placed on the list of towns in Dakota Territory to be considered as the capital.  The criteria were that the towns must offer at least $100,000 and 160 acres of land no later than July 1, 1883.  Land was not an issue, but Tower City raised only $15,000.

Ellsbury had one last plan to make Tower City a town of prominence – establishing a college.  When he heard Baptists were looking for a location for a college in the territory, Ellsbury contacted Charlemagne Tower, his wealthy benefactor in Philadelphia.


In 1884, at a meeting in Fargo, Ellsbury told Baptist leaders that Tower would donate $100,000 as an endowment fund if they would put the college in Tower City, and they agreed.  On Nov. 12, 1884, groundbreaking began north of Tower City on land donated by residents.  When the $100,000 didn’t materialize, construction ceased.


Instead, Tower gave the college $4,500 in cash and donated a 1,500 volume library.  City residents also provided $5,000 in cash through stock subscriptions.  For classrooms and dormitories, a school and hotel opened their doors for Tower University in fall 1886.  Thirty students enrolled the first year.  Enrollment fell to 20 in 1887, so officials closed the school at the end of the school year.


After a severe winter in 1886-87 and when grain prices fell, many people in the area decided to leave.  Ellsbury also became frustrated and moved to Centralia, Wash., in September 1888 to again serve as land agent for Tower.  He died Sept. 3, 1900.
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