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	 In 2019, the St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church Congregation 
will mark a landmark 150-year anniversary. This celebration will 
coincide with the sesquicentennial anniversary of the Goodhue 
County Historical Society. A review of county history underscores 
the contributions made by the Swedish immigrant settlers who 
founded the Vasa settlement.

Vasa Settlement
Swedish immigrants played a significant role in the settlement 
of Goodhue County in the 1850s and this early demographic was 
instrumental in founding St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church in Cannon
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Falls. As the frontier moved west, early 
outposts grew quickly as the U. S. 
Government ceded Sioux Indian land to new 
immigrants starting in 1851. New arrivals, first 
by the hundreds and later by the thousands, 
shaped the local communities that we know 
today as Vasa, Spring Garden, and Cannon 
Falls. As the core population grew, so did 
a vibrant church community. The longing 
for spiritual guidance and pastoral care was 
very strong among the early Swedish and 
Norwegian settlers in Goodhue County. The 
Vasa settlement was one such community and 
it provided the foundation for the birth of St. 
Ansgar’s Lutheran Church.
	 Land speculation was a powerful 
magnet for early settlers and this “pull” drew 
enterprising men such as Hans Mattson to 
Goodhue County. Mattson arrived in America 
from southern Sweden in 1851 
to first settle in Illinois, but he 
soon grew restless. In 1853, he 
led a group of several hundred 
Swedish immigrants to    
Goodhue County to lay claim 
to land west of Red Wing. 
This settlement is known 
to us today as Vasa. Numerous challenges 
faced the new immigrants as they struggled 
to establish homesteads; however, the 
pioneers were driven by the strong desire for 
freedom and opportunity not found in their 
Swedish homeland. The existence of a state 
religion in Sweden prevented individuals 
from exercising choice in key aspects of daily 
living and Swedish society was very stratified. 
Furthermore, the dream of owning land 
was sparked by aggressive land speculators 
including Mattson. Vasa, like other local 
immigrant settlements, grew quickly and 
it was not long before a Swedish trained 
clergyman was actively sought to officially 
perform baptisms, marriages, and funerals.
	 It must be noted that only rugged 
trails existed in Goodhue County at this 

time, so travel was a challenge. Trails 
established by Native Americans gradually 
became “cart ways” for the early settlers who 
often encountered “First Americans” as they 
traveled about to hunt and 
gather food. At this time, it 
is important to understand 
the village of Chief Red 
Wing was situated on 
the west bank of the 
Mississippi River long 
before the arrival of the 
steam ships that brought 
immigrants to the area 
and the City of Red 
Wing was founded. Barn 
Bluff today is a historic area landmark which 
remains a sacred American Indian site.
	 Basically, Hans Mattson and the new 
Swedish immigrant settlers had only two 
choices for travel in their day: ox cart or by 
foot. As the leader of the Vasa Settlement, 
Mattson was duty-bound to provide basic 
food, tools, and building supplies for the first 
settlers. It is known from documents that 
Mattson carried back packs of food and slabs 
of pork on foot from Red Wing to Vasa, a 
distance of fourteen miles. As more and more 
settlers arrived, the Vasa Settlement grew and 
sod homes were gradually replaced by log 
and timber homes. Early settlers found rich 
soil in Goodhue County as well as abundant 
and available timber.
	 At about this time in 1855, a twenty-
one-year-old Seminarian from Skåne County, 
Sweden arrived in Red Wing and his 
name was Eric Norelius. Newly married to 

seventeen-year-old Inga Charlotte 
Peterson, the couple moved to 
the Vasa settlement in 1856 and a 
small cabin became their home. 
Word spread quickly that Norelius 
had arrived in the region and 
that he was willing to provide 
ministerial services to settlers. It 

is well documented that the nearby Spring 
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Garden settlement soon requested that 
Norelius perform baptisms.      
	 On July 6, 1856, an ox cart or wagon 
bearing Spring Garden settlers traveled to 
the Vasa settlement for two baptisms. The 
arrival of this group was etched into the 
minds of witnesses who reported hearing the 
approaching “screech” cart (Skrik-karra). It 
could be heard for miles 
because of the sound made 
by wooden wheels fashioned 
from tree trunks that turned 
on dry wooden axles. Today, 
a model of this unique cart 
or wagon is on display at 
the Vasa Museum, which 
holds the largest repository 
of primary documents on the life and 
contributions of Eric Norelius. In addition to 
founding over a dozen churches and starting 
the Minnesota Synod of the Lutheran Church 
of America, Eric Norelius is known for his 
establishment of the Vasa Children’s Home in 
Red Wing and the several Swedish language 
newspapers in the region.

First St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church
	 In 1857, a group of settlers met with 
Norelius in Vasa to discuss plans for a 
settlement church in Cannon Falls; one of the 
many mission churches that he would found. 
Norelius made his first visit to 
Cannon Falls in 1857 during 
an unusually difficult winter. It 
is reported that he set out for 
Cannon Falls on foot and arrived 
frostbitten. The original church 
site was to be located on several 
available lots. A basic church 
was planned and Norelius 
himself purchased the lumber in 
Red Wing. The lumber was delivered to the 
building site in Cannon Falls; however, time 
passed and construction was never started. 
Hard times and the Civil War caused many 
immigrants to move to the north side of the 

Cannon River where a wood frame church 
was built in 1862 near Trout Brook. When 
Norelius returned to the Cannon Falls site 
later to take inventory, most of the lumber 
had disappeared. He made the decision to 
trade the remaining building materials for a 
sack of flour. 
	 Undaunted, Norelius gathered together 

sixteen men and sixteen 
women on August 19, 
1869, for the purpose of 
re-founding a church in 
Cannon Falls. It was agreed 
that the Augustana Synod 
Constitution would be 
accepted and the Cannon 

River Church would be 
invited to join in a pastor call. However, the 
Cannon River congregants later chose to 
build their own church on land near Trout 
Brook on the Cannon River.
	 It was not until February 17, 1872, that 
the final decision was made to build the first 
St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church in Cannon 
Falls. Architecturally, the basic wood church 
structure planned would follow the standard 
church of the day: a pitched roof nave with a 
bell tower. The “prairie church” design of the 
time was to remain the common tradition for 
Protestant churches throughout the Midwest 
and Central Canada. It was not until the 

1950s and 1960s that church 
architects began to experiment 
with non-traditional forms 
and materials. World-wide, 
architects were introducing 
a host of new concepts in 
church worship spaces. In 
Cannon Falls, members of the 
St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church 
were looking for change.

Present St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church
	 The decision to build the new St. 
Ansgar’s Lutheran Church was a bold 
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move made by a congregational vote in 
1964 and planning commenced. A ten-acre 
site to the east of Cannon Falls on County 
Highway 19 was purchased. On April 13, 
1969, the congregation selected a plan for the 
construction of the new church and education 
unit.
	 Church architecture in the late 1960s 
began to reflect contemporary thinking 
inspired by such international architects as 
La Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright, Marcel 
Breuer, and Mies van der Rohe. Breaking 
with tradition was the hallmark of modern 
architecture in the mid-twentieth century 
in the United States and throughout the 
world. As populations transitioned to urban 
centers from small towns and rural areas, 
church architecture reflected a change in 
design, but the function remained the same: 
a worship space for believers. In Minnesota, 
architects were influenced by the innovational 
construction techniques of 
Marcel Breuer, who designed 
St. John’s Abbey Church on the 
Campus of St. John’s University 
in 1961. Significant for the use 
of “poured in place” concrete 
construction, St. John’s Abbey 
Church is one of two prime 
Minnesotan examples of this 
unique building technique: 
the other example is St. Ansgar’s Lutheran 
Church in Cannon Falls. Both employ a 
dramatic bell tower and both capitalize on the 
bold beauty of raw concrete that defines the 
dramatic exterior and interior spaces. 

A Bold Architectural Statement
	 From the time in 1964 when the new 
building fund was established, congregational 
leaders began the journey to define a strong 
design statement. A key vote was taken on 
April 13, 1969, to hire General Contractor 
Floyd Larson along with the architectural 
firm of Gjelten, Schellberg, and Associates, 
Inc. from Rochester, Minnesota. The decision 

was then made to hire Plumbing and Heating 
Contractor L. C. Goyer from Red Wing, 
Minnesota, and the Corrigan Electrical 
Company from Rosemount, Minnesota. On 
April 27, 1969, the faithful gathered at the new 
site for the ground breaking service.
	 St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church stands 
as a prime example of a strong design and 
a functional worship space. While the first 
Christians worshiped in the catacombs and 
in private homes, it was not until the era of 
the Gothic cathedrals in the Middle Ages 
that church patrons and stone craftsmen 
collaborated to create sweeping worship 
spaces to inspire worshipers. At St. Ansgar’s 
Lutheran Church, the worshiper’s attention is 
drawn upward by the repeated use of vertical 
and oblique lines. The resulting interior and 
exterior design departs dramatically from 
traditional “prairie style” church architecture. 
The decision to build the present church was 

a courageous move on the part of 
congregational leadership.

Architectural Features
	The use of “poured-in-place” 
concrete construction allows for 
structural experimentation as well 
as the creation of unique interior 
spaces in church construction. 

St. Ansgar’s Lutheran Church stands as a 
prime example of a worship space defined by 
complex exterior shape that encompasses very 
unique internal spaces.
	 Inside the 
sanctuary, natural light is 
provided by a clerestory 
band of stained glass, 
augmented by colorful 
altar tapestries and the 
array of organ pipes 
over the central altars. 
The Casavanni Pipe 
Organ was installed 
and dedicated in 1982. 
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Church members were invited to purchase 
individual pipes and a 
total of 1,404 pipes form 
this outstanding organ. 
For comparison, there are 
8,000 pipes installed in 
the famous organ at Notre 
Dame Cathedral in Paris, 
France. 
	 In the main entrance 
of St. Ansgar’s Lutheran 
church, a band of stained 
glass spans the full width 
of the Narthex (entrance) 
space and this narrative depicts the Biblical 
life of Christ. The unique bell tower is visible 
from within the Narthex and it serves to 
focus the call to worship, a central theme in 
Protestant theology.

Legacy of Eric Norelius
	 The is no question that Swedish and 
Norwegian seminarians played a major role 
in the establishment and growth of a vibrant 
church community in Goodhue County and 
elsewhere in the region. In addition to Eric 
Norelius, Norwegian Bernt Julius Muus was 
a forceful organizer and religious leader 
who founded St. Olaf College in Northfield, 
Minnesota. Another highly influential church 
leader known to both Norelius and Muus was 
Ulrik Vilhelm Koren who founded settler 
churches in Winneshiek 
County (IA) as well 
as Luther College in 
Decorah, Iowa. 
	 Early on, “Norelius” 
became a household 
name, as he was widely 
known for his skills as 
a clergyman, traveling 
missionary, synod 
organizer, newspaper 
editor, church administrator, and a founder 
of institutions. His passion for orphaned and 
needy children is well-documented. He was 

very aware of the human tragedies connected 
to the U.S.-Dakota War of 1862, since he 
traveled through the area of conflict to 
establish churches. To address needs of 
homeless children, he founded the Vasa 
Children’s Home near Red Wing in 1865. 
At various times and as need dictated, he 
also opened the Vasa Lutheran Church 
to orphans in Goodhue County. The 
Vasa Children’s Home later became 
the Lutheran Social Service Agency in 
Minneapolis. 
	 To honor Eric Norelius and his love 
of children, Minnesota Sculptor Paul 

Granlund was commissioned to create 
“Offspring” which is prominently displayed in 
the Narthex of St. Ansgar’s 
Lutheran Church. This 
sculpture is one of many 
bronze works created 
by Paul Granlund when 
he was the sculptor-in-
residence at Gustavus 
Adolphus College from 
1971 until his retirement in 
1996. Granlund continued 
to maintain a studio at 
Gustavus until his death 
in 2003. There are 30 works on campus, 
including the friezes and doors of Christ 
Chapel on the Gustavus Adolphus Campus. 
Granlund’s career spanned more than 50 

years and he created more than 
650 different works, mostly 
bronze figurative sculptures. 
		  In 1862, Norelius founded 
Gustavus Adolphus College for 
the purpose of training parochial 
school teachers who could 
serve as ministers in church 
congregations without a trained 
clergyman. He was driven to 
bring church support to the 

settlements and the communities 
impacted by war and hard times. Today, this 
private school joins Luther College, founded 
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by Pastor U.V. Koren, and St. Olaf College, 
founded by Pastor Muus, as strong liberal 
arts institutions associated with the Lutheran 
Church.
	 Over the past 150 years, St. Ansgar’s 
Lutheran Church has continued the worship 
traditions that began with the first Swedish 
settlers in Goodhue County. Several of 
the church founders are buried in the St. 
Ansgar’s Cemetery, which was established 
in 1876 when settlers began to bury their 
family members in a “community” cemetery 
in Cannon Falls. In 1878, this pioneer 
cemetery became the property of St. Ansgar’s 
Lutheran Church. Today, this cemetery 
holds approximately 277 known burial lots, 
as well as a number of unknown burials. A 
strong effort is underway to identify these 
unidentified burials using non-invasive 
Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) and drone/
photogrammetry techniques. The goal is 
to properly map the St. Ansgar’s Pioneer 
Cemetery for future generations. 
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