
Henry Rippe & The Rippe Mansion 
 

Henry Rippe, Jr., was an entrepreneur of his time who had a lasting and significant impact on 
Fairmont and Martin County.  He was born in Dubuque, Iowa, in 1853.  By the age of nine, he 
was buying and selling grain.  When he reached the age of sixteen, he had accumulated 
$1,000.00 and began working with W. W. Cargill buying and selling grain, auditing, and 
supervising forty elevators.  He would go on to become recognized as an expert and leader in his 
field. 
 
Rippe married Kay Walter in 1881 and the couple had three children while living in Grand 
Meadow, Minnesota.  In 1891, they moved to Fairmont and established the Rippe Grain and 
Milling Company.  Although facing stiff competitors locally, his perseverance eventually led to 
success.  At that time, the mill had a capacity of seventy barrels of flour, under the trade name of 
“Rippe’s Golden Leaf,” milled for family use from area wheat fields.  It was operated by steam 
power and the locals could hear the whistle at 7:00 a.m., noon, and 1:00 p.m. 
 
Mr. Rippe was an astute and especially successful businessman.  He owned several elevators 
located in Welcome, Alpha, Armstrong, Iowa, and Bowman, North Dakota.  He also built one of 
the finest, most lavishly appointed homes of that era in Fairmont located on Woodland Avenue. 
It was known as the “Rippe Mansion.” 
 
Rippe enjoyed a wide circle of friends.  He also had an interest in politics, never as a candidate, 
but from behind the scenes.  In 1915 he was involved in a bitterly contested county option fight 
involving liquor, Rippe being aligned against the “drys.”  He swore that should Fairmont go 
“dry,” the whistle at the Rippe Mill would never sound again.  When the final votes were tallied, 
Fairmont did go “dry.”  Therefore, being true to his word, the whistle at the Rippe Mill was 
silent from that day forward. 
 
Henry Rippe was well known to the Fairmont citizens of that period, walking daily to work, 
always with a cheerful greeting and friendly smile, he loved his work and was considered a 
courteous gentleman and devoted family man.  He was public spirited and active in civic affairs.   
He helped the American Legion get a new home by making a generous donation himself as well 
as personally canvassing the town in raising $6,000.00 in merely two days.  He was a member of 
Fairmont’s first charter commission and one of the most active men and stockholders in the 
promotion of the Fairmont Opera House.  It was said of Mr. Rippe that although he aged, he 
never really grew old.  He especially enjoyed movies and a game of bridge of which it was said 
that there were few that were equal to his ability at the card table. 
 
Perhaps as well known and documented as Henry Rippe’s business ventures was his home on 
Woodland Avenue, the “Rippe Mansion.”  It was located about three blocks east of the 
Wohlheter mansion, both being built at about the same time.  Rippe’s home was said to have cost 
$25,000 to $30,000 when it was built in the 1890’s.  The Rippe mansion was very well known 
throughout southern Minnesota and northern Iowa in the late 1890’s and early 1900s.  It had 
hardwood floors inlaid with mahogany, a fireplace boasting hand carved hardwood woodwork, 
and a spacious living room and dining room separated by sliding doors.  The dining room had 
hand carved glass paneled recessed cupboards and could seat twenty-four people at a single 



table.  The combined length of the dining room and living room, when the sliding doors were 
opened, measured fifty feet from wall to wall.  However, in the mid 1930’s, there would be some 
major changes.  Roy Palmer purchased the Rippe Mansion from the Rippe Estate.  He thought 
the three story house was far too big and cumbersome.  As a result, Palmer decided to cut off the 
second story and make another house out of it.  The carriage house and horse barn were also 
transformed into a residences.  The top floor of the Rippe mansion was then rearranged to make 
two large apartments.   
 
Later on, a bridegroom that had been a bachelor until age fifty-eight was given a sales pitch to 
purchase the Rippe mansion for $4,600.00.  The bridegroom, Anthony Shaw, was a quite 
successful farmer from Iowa who was very interested as he had previously planned to move to 
Fairmont.  Consequently, Shaw purchased the house at 121 Woodland Avenue.  The entire house 
was a rental for a number of years until Shaw and his wife eventually took possession of the first 
floor for their living quarters.  The home at 121 Woodland Avenue is presently occupied, as is 
the home behind it on Cedar Street that was built from the second floor that was removed from 
the Rippe mansion in the mid 1930’s. 
 
Henry Rippe, Jr., one of the early pioneering capitalists of southern Minnesota, passed away in 
1930 at the age of 76.  He is remembered as one of the “old-timers” that helped build Fairmont in 
its early years. 
 
For more information on Henry Rippe, Jr., visit the Pioneer Museum in Fairmont.    
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