Tower City 1879 - 2005
Tower City is a community built on traditional values in home, family, school, church and public service. 

From its beginning in 1879 to the present, the importance of transportation, hospitality and travel accommodations have played an important role in the city's development.  The building of cross-country railroads laid the foundation for prairie towns.  The government awarded land to encourage its investors, who in turn, sought settlers to inhabit these open spaces.  People from the East were beckoned to migrate to this newly open territory.  Agents made impressive claims as to the possibilities of this vast expanse of land.  These promises drew those who wanted to buy their own land to farm, those who wanted to establish their own business and the adventuresome who wanted to discover what the West had to offer.

Charlemagne Tower, a leading eastern railroad shareholder and land owner, was urged to develop the land in western Cass County so that further settlements along the railway line could be assured.  Through a friend, Tower met and then hired George Ellsbury from Winona, Minnesota to be his land agent.  Land sales and development in eastern Dakota Territory were soon underway.

In the spring of 1879, many people from Winona, Minnesota were encouraged by George Ellsbury to come to the area where present day Cass and Barnes county lines meet.  Ellsbury, had been deeded 608 acres to establish a town site.  The deed was filed for the new town in August of 1879.  The agent surprised his "boss" by naming the new site Tower City and insisted the name could not be changed when Tower argued that it should be call Ellsbury.

From the outset Tower City leaders had lofty goals.  George Ellsbury sought to have only "people of good character" and "high quality" settle this area, preferably American in birth.  He also emphasized that he did not want the evil influence of liquor to be present and would not sell land for saloon purposes!

As more land was settled and farmed and local businesses increased, the new town's future appeared to be bright.  Even a city newspaper was started, at first  published monthly, then weekly.  With the population growth, there were no limits to the town leader's visions of greatness.  Wanting Tower City to be elevated to a place of importance in the northern half of Dakota Territory, George Ellsbury proposed having the Federal Land Bank Office moved from Fargo to Tower City.  This plan never materialized, but it did serve to put Fargo on notice regarding their neighbor to the west.

In 1880, Ellsbury had another idea:  that of creating a new county between Barnes and Cass, and having Tower City named county seat of Tower County.  Although this plan did not materialize, is was not forgotten.  A year later an attempt was made to create Ordway County, with Tower City again proposed for the county seat.  This plan, too, failed.  Not to be denied, the town powers sought to have the state capitol located in Tower City.  However Bismarck was able to offer a greater financial package, $100,000 versus the $15,000 proposed by Tower City.  That ended the pursuit of greater renown in a bigger arena.

The next Ellsbury plan was to establish a University of Tower City.  With support sought from the Baptists of Dakota Territory and an assumed large donation from Charlemagne Tower, the college broke ground in 1884.  But without the endowment expected, the plans had to be downsized regarding any new buildings.  Next, the school building and a hotel were offered for use, so in 1886 the college opened.  By the end of two years existence, finances dictated that Tower University close its doors.

The early Tower City business district was mainly north of the railroad tracks.  In years to come, fire destroyed the wood frame buildings and the business center was moved south of the tracks.  Over the early years there were enough businesses to supply nearly every need of local residents and a larger farming community as well.

Beyond the feisty attitude of this little city on the prairie, there was considerable attention paid to events and persons who established success in many arenas.

In sports, the forerunner of the Fire Department, the Cyclone Hook and Ladder Team beat a world record in 1896 in a contest held in Bismarck.  By the early 1900's, baseball, as well as basketball, were prominent sports, including a girl's basketball team.  In 1915, the boy's High School basketball team won the state title, with only seven players on the roster.  The closest another team came to winning this honor was not until 1958, when they earned second place in the state tourney.  Other teams went to state but did not reach the finals.  The older independent basketball team took state honors in the Class C division in 1962.  In 1976 the girls track team from Maple Valley (Tower City and Buffalo combined) won the State B Championship title.

Of more recent years, a new spectator sport has been the Horse Pull event put on at the Winter Show annually, and sometimes elsewhere.  Tower City owns the title of Home of the North Dakota Horse Pull Competition and men of the Community Club organize and direct this event.

Tower City also has its heroes away from the sports field.  Men and women served their country in the military in wartimes that span the past century.  A new photo display has been created to honor these service persons of past and present.  This was unveiled at the beginning of the 125th Celebration, July 2, 2004.

Today the population of Tower City is at 260, with the business area closely located to Interstate #94, in the southwest corner of the city.  As in its beginning, transportation, service to travelers and now the trucking business are all still of importance.  What was formerly the hub of the business district on Broadway still has the Tower City Post Office and the Tower City Bar, plus stations for a communications center and the rural water program.  A Community Center is the place for many public gatherings, the Senior Citizens meetings and meals, and the town offices and the Fire Department.  Due south is St. Paul's Lutheran Church and to the west of the Community Center is the First Presbyterian Church.  Across the street to the north is the Tower City Bed and Breakfast.  Back on Broadway, further south is the Maple Valley High School, now a combined district with Buffalo, Oriska and Fingal, with grade schools in Buffalo and Oriska.  Heading west on Old #10 is the Tower Motel and campground, the Wells Fargo Bank station, and Red Halland's trailer and used machinery sales.  Across the street on the corner exit off #I-94 is Tower Fuel Stop and Tower View Cafe.

Going North from the station is the Maple Valley Coop in the sales of farm fertilizer and services.  On the northeast corner of Tower City is the Tower Elevator.  A specialty farm equipment center, Unverferth Manufacturing,  is located across Interstate #94, directly southwest of the Tower Fuel Stop.  Other businesses within the city include at-home enterprises, arts and crafts, antique sales, construction, childcare facilities, and those who provide other services.

Agriculture is still the backbone of the Tower City economy.  However since many present day farms and equipment are so enormous, and today's crop yields much improved, a local elevator is no longer large enough to service the farmers.  Instead they market their grain and specialty crops to facilities many miles away that are large enough to handle the increased production.

Like the forefathers who established our city 125 years ago, today's Tower City leaders also have their vision for its successful future.  An improved water plant system has made possible the development of the land east of the city.  The city park, named for Dr. Alexander, has had many improvements over the past quarter century.  Updated lighting has improved the entrance off the highway into town.  The new baseball diamond is the envy of any town in the area.  The housing units have been very beneficial in retaining local citizens and bringing in new people.  Greenwood Cemetery, a mile east of Tower City is groomed and well cared for by dedicated citizens and a trust fund established for its perpetual upkeep.

It is good to travel the roads of history that brought Tower City to this point in time.  Reflecting on the one hundred and twenty-five years of the past brings gratitude for what past generations accomplished.  We can also appreciate the work and visions of today's leaders.  It is our dedication and labor that will continue the legacy of caring and improving our city and country side.

(Information concerning early history of our town was taken from the 1979 Tower City History Book and condensed by Marcella Richman.)
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