19th century artist left mark on North Dakota
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A noted American artist and illustrator founded a city, established a college and helped organize a railroad in what is now North Dakota.

George Ellsbury established Tower City and Tower University and was instrumental in organizing the Dakota and Great Southern Railroad.  During the Civil War, Ellsbury was an illustrator for Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine and Harpers, two national publications noted for their fine illustrations.

Ellsbury was born Nov. 29, 1840, to John and Elizabeth (Gould) Ellsbury in Skaneateles, N.Y.  In 1857, the family moved to St. Charles in Winona County, Minn.

After the Sioux uprising in 1862, Minnesota Gov. Alexander Ramsey authorized Henry H. Sibley to put an end to the hostilities and punish those involved in the uprising.  Ellsbury was assigned by Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper to draw illustrations of events from the expedition.  In August 1862, Ellsbury arrived in what is now North Dakota when he was sent to Fort Abercrombie along with Sibley’s 7th Regiment to help hold the fort against American Indian attacks.

During the Civil War, Ellsbury was employed by Harpers magazine to draw scenes of battles in the South.  After the war, Ellsbury returned to St. Charles, where his father was in ill health.  He continued to draw and paint scenes in Minnesota and Wisconsin and at the same time sold real estate in Winona.

Ellsbury’s quest for new farm land soon focused on western Cass County.  By 1878, the Northern Pacific Railroad had sold almost all of its land in the eastern part of the county.

Ellsbury traveled to Cass County in June 1878 and was convinced by a friend from Winona that a site called Spring Tank had great possibilities for a new community.  He also learned that the man who controlled most of the land in the western part of Cass County was Charlemagne Tower, a wealthy Philadelphia lawyer who owned a lot of stock in the NP.
Much of Tower’s land was in western Cass and eastern Barnes counties.  Ellsbury contacted Tower about purchasing the land, and, in turn, Tower hired Ellsbury as his land agent, offering him a 5 percent commission on all land sold and a railroad pass for unlimited travel on the NP.

In January 1879, Ellsbury bought Spring Tank and the surrounding land, and, on April 1, took 23 people from Winona with him to start a new town.  He laid out the lots for the new community he named Tower City.  Tower notified Ellsbury that the town’s name should be changed to Ellsbury, but his offer was declined.

The first summer, Ellsbury built a hotel, a land office and a storage building that doubled as a church.  He also set aside 10 acres for a city park.  In 1879, the NP came through town, but the trains did not stop because there was no depot.  A depot was built that winter.

To help make Tower City a thriving community, Ellsbury decided that the city needed to be better linked, by rail, with other cities.  In 1880, he tried to interest others in building a branch line to Devils Lake, but it didn’t happen.  In 1881, Ellsbury convinced some investors to put up $1000 per share to run a railroad from Wahpeton to Tower City.  After some of the grading was done, the company went broke.  Ellsbury did not give up, and in August 1883 he filed articles of incorporation for the Dakota and Great Southern Railroad.

The major investors in this railroad were residents from Tower City, Fargo and South Dakota.  It was to run from Sioux City, Iowa, to Grand Forks, with a bend routing it through Tower City.  The initial cost was $10 million, and Ellsbury purchased $10,000 worth of stock.  When the board of directors met, Ellsbury was elected president.  He resigned in November so Gen. Herman Haupt could direct the operation.  Haupt had been in charge of Union railroads during the Civil War and, from 1881 to 1885, was general manager of the NP.

The project began to unravel in 1885 after all of the survey work and much of the grading had been done.  In September, Haupt resigned along with other members of the board of directors.  The railroad was sold to William R. Marshall, who was governor of Minnesota from 1866-1870.  The new directors decided to lay track through Valley City instead of Tower City.  The tracks reached as far as Harlem in Sargent County and the project was discontinued.
The railroad was just one of Ellsbury’s plans to make Tower City a booming city on the prairie.  He later successfully established a university there and planned on having the city become the county seat in a new county he was planning.  He even hoped that Tower City would become the new capital of Dakota Territory.  Some of these plans would pit him against giants like Alanson Edwards and others in Alexander McKenzie’s political machine.
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