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Sibley State Park is one of Minnesota’s most popular state parks, but the origin of its 
name may surprise you. 
 
There is something for everyone in this west-central Minnesota gem. 
 
You can hike to Mount Tom, one of the highest points in a 50-mile radius, and see a 
patchwork of forest, farmland, prairie knolls, and lakes. 
 
Summer visitors enjoy swimming, boating and fishing on Lake Andrew.  A canoe route 
invites adventurers to portage and canoe on Henschien Lake and Swan Lake.  The park 
offers campgrounds, a modern group center, horseback camp, picnic area and year-round 
interpretive programs. 
 
During the winter the park offers a variety of recreation opportunities including cross-
country skiing, snowmobiling, sledding and snowshoeing, plus camping in warm camper 
cabins. 
 
Did you know that Sibley with all this great recreation and wonderful natural resources 
was named after a historical figure? 
 
When Sibley State Park was established through legislation in 1919, the name Sibley was 
chosen to honor and memorialize Henry Hastings Sibley. 
 
Henry Hastings Sibley was a fur trader, congressman, military officer, governor, elder 
statesman and arguably Minnesota’s most important and influential figure. 
 
In 1834, Sibley, the son of a Michigan Supreme Court justice, moved from Detroit, 
Michigan to Mendota, Minnesota as a partner and regional affairs supervisor for the 
American Fur Company.  At the age of 23, Sibley came to oversee trade with the Dakota 
Indians in a vast area that stretched from the Falls of St. Anthony to the Dubuque River, 
and west to the Missouri River. 
 
During his life at Mendota, Sibley, the avid sportsman, orchestrated extended hunting 
expeditions. Some of these expeditions included visits to West Central Minnesota and the 
current Sibley State Park area. 
 
Sibley’s political career started in 1838 when he was appointed the first justice of the 
peace west of the Mississippi River. 
 
In 1849 he was elected to the U.S. Congress as a delegate from the Wisconsin territory.  
As Congressman, he worked to assure the creation of the Minnesota Territory. 
 
Sibley was elected Minnesota’s first governor in 1858, narrowly beating Alexander 
Ramsey.  He chose to serve only one term. 



 
Sibley’s Mendota home, built in 1838, served as the state’s first governor’s office. 
 
He and his wife Sarah Jane Steele lived there from 1843 to 1862. Sarah was the daughter 
of General James Steele who lived at Fort Snelling.  
 
In 1862, Sibley was appointed colonel of the state volunteer militia, which under his 
leadership, fought and defeated Dakota Indians during the short and bloody U.S.-Dakota 
War of 1862.  He was appointed brigadier general of volunteers later that year for his 
“gallantry in the field.” 
 
In the years that followed, Sibley established his military headquarters in St. Paul and 
created a new military department that provided protection for settlers by constructing 
military post and garrisons throughout the region. 
 
In 1865, Sibley was appointed major general and served as commander of the Minnesota 
district until 1866. 
 
After military service, Sibley’s life was ever changing and engaged.  It included settling 
several Indian treaties. 
 
Upon reentering business life, he served as the president of St. Paul’s Chamber of 
Commerce, the University of Minnesota’s Board of Regents and the Minnesota Historical 
Society. 
 
He also served as president of several railroads, banks and other large corporations. 
 
Henry Hastings Sibley’s colorful and historic life came to an end in St. Paul, Minnesota, 
February 18, 1891, two days before his eightieth birthday. 
 
Visitors to Sibley State Park are welcome to view a historical kiosk on the life of Henry 
Hastings Sibley. 
 
This kiosk, which highlights Sibley’s remarkable life, is located at the Interpretive 
Center. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


