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the Norwegians of the Northwest. A number of Norwegian 
farmers also took land in the southern townships of Winona 
County, adjoining Fillmore and Houston counties to the 
north.^* 

Although the Norwegian settlements in Mower, Freeborn, 
and Faribault counties do not constitute a single compact area 
of settlement such as those in Houston and Fillmore counties, 
they do form part of a great group of settlements extending 
westward on both sides of the Iowa boundary. Norwegian 
pioneers migrated from Dane County, Wisconsin, in 1854 
and settled in the northeastern part of Mower County. There 
they established the so-called Bear Creek or Norwegian Grove 
colony, consisting of the townships of Grand Meadow, Ra­
cine, and Frankford. In the following year Norwegian settlers 
moved into the southern townships of the county, especially 
Adams and Nevada. In Freeborn County Norwegians oc­
cupied part of a settlement area extending from Worth County, 
Iowa, northward to the Le Sueur River Valley in Steele and 
Waseca counties. The first Norwegians in Freeborn County 
went to Shell Rock Township in 1853, and they were followed 
by large numbers, chiefly from Wisconsin, who arrived in 
1855 and after. By 1875 the Norwegians formed 39.3 per 
cent of the total population of Freeborn County.̂ ^ The centers 
of settlement were in the belt of townships crossing the county 
from south to north — Freeman, Nunda, Albert Lea, Rice-
land, Bancroft, Manchester, Hartland, and Bath. New Rich­
land and Otisco townships in the southeastern corner of 
Waseca County and Lemond and Berlin townships in south-

28 In 187s the Norwegians formed only 4.4 per cent of the population 
of Winona County. There were 436 of these people in the city of Winona 
and groups near Lamoille in Homer Township and in the southern town­
ships of the county. Census, 1875. 

23 Holand, Norske Settlementers Historic, 387-389; Ulvestad, Nord­
mandene i Amerika, i : 109; Norden, February 10, 1876; Franklyn Curtiss-
Wedge, ed.. History of Freeborn County, Ai)-(t7 (Chicago, 1911). 
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western Steele County were a part of this same belt of Norwe­
gian, settlement. They were occupied in 1854 and the years 
following.''" 

Faribault County was near the territory ravaged by the 
Indians in 1862 and large numbers of settlers who had gone 
there prior to 1862 fled in fear. Settlers began pouring into 
this section in the middle sixties, however, and by 1875 there 
were eighteen hundred Norwegians there, about sixteen per 
cent of the county population. Most of the pioneers settled 
in five townships: Emerald, Brush Creek, Rome, and Seely 
in the southern part of the county, and Delavan on the north­
ern border adjoining the Blue Earth County settlements. The 
southern settlements formed the western end of a long series 
extending toward the northwest from St. Ansgar, Iowa. One 
writer regards it as part of the general area known as the St. 
Ansgar settlement, of which Clausen was the founder.'^ 

A group of settlements composed of the townships of Ver­
non and Canisteo in southeastern Dodge County and of Salem 
and Rock Dell in southwestern Olmsted County took their 
names from the Lutheran church congregations organized 
there. The Dodge County settlement came to be known as 
West St. Olaf and that in Olmsted County as East St. Olaf, 
and the latter also was known as the Rock Dell settlement. 
Settlers first went to this area from Koshkonong and Dane 
County, Wisconsin, in 1854.^^ 

Paul Hjelm-Hansen described the Goodhue County settle­
ment in 1869 as being about thirty miles long from north to 
south and twelve miles wide from east to west. The eastern 
tier of Rice County townships, however, was a part of this 
general area of settlement, of which the southwestern half of 
Goodhue County formed the major portion. In 1854, the 

2" Census, i860, 1870, 1875; Holand, Norske Settlementers Historic, 
434-436. 

21 Census, 1875; Holand, Norske Settlementers Historic, 449. 
22 Ulvestad, Nordmcendene i Amerika, 1: 90. 
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year when Ringdahl became a pioneer farmer near Zumbrota, 
several families from Wisconsin and Iowa took land in Wana-
mingo Township, Goodhue County, in the Zumbro River 
Valley. Holden, Minneola, and Warsaw townships were set­
tled in 1855 and 1856, and by i860 aU the southwestern town­
ships of Goodhue County were heavily populated with 
Norwegians. A visitor in 1874 described the settlements as 
" a compact mass of Norwegians " and stated that in Wana-
mingo Township there were only two persons who were not 
Norwegian.'*' Richland, Wheeling, Northfield, and Walcott 
townships in eastern Rice County received their pioneers in 
1854 and 1855. A large number of Norwegians settled in 
the city of Red Wing, but the northeastern part of Goodhue 
County was taken up by Swedes rather than Norwegians. Al­
though there was some intermarriage, the two groups seem 
generally to have remained segregated.''* The Goodhue County 
area, like that in Houston and Fillmore counties, became a 
mother area for a large number of Norwegian settlements in 
western Minnesota and the regions farther to the northwest. 

One other area in southeastern Minnesota deserves special 
mention — the Christiania settlement in southwestern Dakota 
County, which centered in the townships of Eureka and Green-
vale and took its name from the Lutheran congregation or­
ganized there. Although the pioneer settlers there were of the 
same stream that carried the Norwegian element to Goodhue 
County, the Christiania settlement was not a part of the larger 
area to the southward. The first settlers located in Eureka 
Township in 1853 and by i860 there were forty-eight families 
in that township and the adjoining one. Newmarket Town­
ship in Scott County adjoins Eureka Township and, although 
it was settled somewhat later, it formed a part of the same 

^^ Nordisk Folkeblad, January 5, 1870; F. A. Husher, " De Norske i 
Goodhue County," in Budstikken, July 21, 28, 1874; Nydahl, "Norwegian 
Settlement of Goodhue County," 25-38. 

3* The census reports for i860, 1870, and 1875 indicate intermarriages. 
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settlement. Forest Township in northern Rice County con­
tained a considerable number of Norwegians also, and they 
should likewise be treated as a part of the Christiania settle­
ment.^^ 

There were, of course, many Norwegian settlers scattered 
throughout the southeastern counties outside the areas here 
described, but according to the census records the settlements 
mentioned easily contained ninety per cent of the Norwegians 
in southeastern Minnesota in 1875. The bulk of the pioneers 
went to that part of Minnesota during the fifties and sixties. 
Beginning in the middle sixties they went on into the rich 
farming country of north-central and northwestern Minnesota 
and to the lands along both sides of the upper Minnesota River. 

That the Norwegians did not settle as extensively in south­
western Minnesota as in the counties farther to the north 
and to the southeast of the Minnesota River is not surprising 
when one considers the fact that they, in common with many 
others, felt a distrust of the prairie and a preference for 
wooded lands. The tradition that prairie land was less fertile 
than wooded land was widely accepted. The great prairies of 
southwestern Minnesota and parts of the Red River country 
were not popular until the other lands had been taken. And 
when settlements were formed there, most of them were along 
streams, such as the Des Moines and Cottonwood rivers. The 
treeless prairies with their endless winds, blizzards in winter, 
prairie fires and grasshoppers in summer, and supposed lack 
of fertility were not particularly attractive to most settlers, 
at least not so long as other lands were to be had. It must be 
remembered also that the Sioux War was fought in the prairie 
region and that railroad expansion into this area was slow. 
The St. Paul and Sioux City and the Winona and St. Peter 
roads, both of which traversed the prairies of southwestern 

2̂  Ulvestad, Nordmandene i Amerika, 1:89; Holand, Norske Settle­
menters Historic, 481; Franklyn Curtiss-Wedge, ed.. History of Rice and 
Steele Counties, i: 143 (Chicago, 1910) ; census, i860, 1870, 1875. 
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Minnesota, were not completed through the section until 1872. 
These widely separated lines were the only railroads in this 
area for many years. Southwestern Minnesota suffered in the 
minds of prospective settlers in comparison with the north-
central counties. 

The rather extensive Norwegian settlement in southeastern 
Brown County, northwestern Blue Earth County, and north­
eastern Watonwan County cannot be said to belong properly 
with the general group of southwestern Minnesota settlements, 
as it was established in the middle fifties, much earlier than 
most of the pioneer settlements in this general area. Johan 
Sc,hrjz(der, of the staff of the Norwegian newspaper Fcedre­
landet, described this settlement in 1867 as extending about 
fourteen miles east and west, and about eight miles north 
and south. A letter published in Emigranten in 1857, from 
a Norwegian who had gone up the Minnesota River in 1855 
and built a sawmill at South Bend, undoubtedly attracted the 
attention of many to this area, and it serves to explain to some 
extent the establishment of this rather isolated Norwegian 
colony in the fifties. The " Linden settlement," as it was 
frequently called, was composed of the townships of Butter­
nut Valley and Lincoln in Blue Earth County, Linden and 
Lake Hanska in Brown County, and Madelia and Rosendale 
in Watonwan County. The Sioux War drove a large number 
of the early settlers eastward, but after 1864 they commenced 
to return. The years from 1870 to 1875 were difficult, if one 
is to believe letters from settlers in Brown and Watonwan 
counties. One settler who had lived near Madelia for five 
years stated in 1875 that in the first two years hail destroyed 
the crops and in the next three the grasshoppers ate almost 
everything. A Brown County pioneer in 1872 advised people, 
especially men with large families, to keep away from that 
region, for in summer it was visited by drought, grasshoppers, 
and hailstorms, while in the winter there were severe blizzards. 
Nevertheless, the Norwegian population of the district grew 
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considerably in the sixties and seventies. Other townships in 
the three counties named also received some settlers, although 
no others were as heavily settled as the Linden colony.'* 

From Windom in southern Cottonwood County a consider­
able Norwegian settlement extended down the Des Moines 
River Valley through Jackson County. The pioneers in this 
area went to the vicinity of Petersburg in southeastern Jack­
son County in 1858, and others arrived in 1859 to settle farther 
to the northward in Belmont Township. These settlements 
were completely destroyed in the Sioux War.'^ By 1870, 
however, a large number of Norwegians had again established 
themselves in this region and in the early seventies they spread 
into other townships in the northern part of Jackson County, 
Cedar Township in northwestern Martin County, and Long 
Lake and Odin townships in southwestern Watonwan County. 

There was no other. considerable area of concentration of 
Norwegian settlers in the southwestern counties, where, as 
indicated on the map, the Norwegians were scattered and 
relatively few in number. Perhaps the most heavily 
settled section, in addition to those already mentioned, 
was in Rock County, particularly the townships of Martin, 
Mound, Beaver Creek, and Vienna, which were occupied en­
tirely in 1870 and after. In 1875 it was remarked that 
immigration to Rock County was increasing and that the farms 
there had not been badly damaged by locusts.^' 

Many Norwegians were grouped along both sides of the 
upper Minnesota River. A few took land in Camp Township 
in southern Renville County in 1858, but these and the few 

'" Johan Schrjifder, Skandinaveme i de forenede Stater og Canada, 262 
(La Crosse, Wisconsin, 1867) ; Emigranten, March 6, 1857; Minnesota, 
March 16, 1872; Norden, July 12, 1875; census, 1870, 1875. 

3'Holand, Norske Settlementers Historic, 519; Ulvestad, Nordmandene 
i Am-erika, i : 99; " Den store mindefest," in Vossingen, December, 1925, p. 3. 

28 Census, 1875; Norden, August 5, 1875. Mound was known as 
Gregory Township in 1875. 
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others who went there later left at the time of the Sioux War. 
The permanent settlement of this area began in 1865, and by 
1875 there were 728 families, including 4,236 persons, living 
in the townships bordering on and tributary to the Minnesota 
River on its northern bank. On its southern, or more properly, 
its southwestern side, there were 2,671 Norwegians.' ' This 
great group of 1,254 families, not to mention a considerable 
number of unattached persons, constituted one of the princi­
pal Norwegian settlements in Minnesota and it remains so to 
this day. 

The Norwegian settlements in eastern Nicollet County and 
southern Sibley County constitute a comparatively compact 
area, composed of the townships of Lake Prairie, Granby, New 
Sweden, Bernadotte, and Traverse in the former, and Kelso, 
Sibley, and Alfsborg in the latter. Oshawa Township, farther 
to the southeast in Nicollet County, including the city of St. 
Peter, was also fairly heavily settled by Norwegians. The 
first Norwegian pioneers went to this area in 1853 and took 
land on the site of St. Peter. The bulk of the early settlers 
went to the northern townships in the county, however, and 
between 1854 and i860 built up the so-caUed Scandia Grove 
or Lake Prairie settlement.*" 

Before the pioneer farmers had penetrated the great north-
central area of Minnesota, there extended from Nicollet Coun-

5" Franklyn Curtiss-Wedge, ed.. History of Renville County, i: 548 
(Chicago, 1916) ; census, 1875. The townships settled by Norwegians 
were Bandon, Beaver Falls, Birch Cooley, Camp, Cairo, Emmet, Ericson, 
Flora, Hawk Creek, Palmyra, and Sacred Heart in Renville County; Big 
Bend, Granite Falls, Havelock, Kragero, Leenthrop, Rosewood, Sparta, 
and Tunsberg in Chippewa County; Appleton and Fairfield in Swift 
County; Baxter, Cerro Gordo, Lac qui Parle, and unorganized territory in 
Lac qui Parle County; Lisbon, Minnesota Falls, Normania, Otis, Sandnes, 
Stony Run, Wood Lake, and Yellow Medicine in Yellow Medicine County; 
and Swede's Forest in Redwood County. 

^"Ulvestad, Nordmandene i Amierika, i : i i i ; Holland, Norske Settle­
menters Historic, 478; William G. Gresham, ed.. History of Nicollet and 
Le Sueur Counties, i : 163 (Indianapolis, 1916)-
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ty, in the big bend of the Minnesota River, northward for 
about a hundred miles to Stearns County a great wooded 
region that was generally known as the Big Woods. Forming 
part of this region and embracing the territory farther to the 
northwest was a country of lakes, groves, meadowland, and 
prairie that came to be known as Minnesota's Park Region. 
Into this area with its plentiful woodland and numerous streams 
and lakes went thousands of Norwegian immigrants. In the 
period after 1865 it became the most extensive Norwegian 
settlement area in the state. It was not as densely occupied 
as some of the districts to the southeast, but the Norwegians 
formed a larger percentage of the total population than in that 
region. From southeastern Kandiyohi County there extended 
in a northwesterly direction an almost unbroken series of 
Norwegian settlements covering a territory bounded on the 
west by the treeless prairies and on the northeast by forests. 
This belt of settlements extended up into the Red River 
country. There had been some Norwegian settlers in the north-
central part of Minnesota prior to 1865, notably around Nor­
way Lake in northwestern Kandiyohi County, but the great 
majority of the pioneers arrived after that date. One railroad, 
the St. Paul and Pacific, passed through the middle of the area 
in the late sixties. Two others skirted the edges of the region 
— the Northern Pacific on the north and the Hastings and 
Dakota on the south. It was a region of tremendous potentiali­
ties for the agrarian Norwegians. 

The Norway Lake settlement in northwestern Kandiyohi 
County was the first established in that region. Until 1870 
the part of Kandiyohi County where Norway Lake is located 
was a separate unit known as Monongalia County. From 
1858 to 1862 a considerable number of pioneers went to this 
region, but most of them left during the Sioux War." 

*i Holand, Norske Settlementers Historic, 538-543; Victor E. Lawson, 
Martin E. Tew, and J. Emil Nelson, compilers. Illustrated History and 
Descriptive and Biographical Review of Kandiyohi County, 120-391 (St. 
Paul, 1905). 
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Settlers began flowing into it in 1864 and by 1870 there were 
Norwegian farmers in most of the townships of the county, 
centering especially about Norway Lake. Another center of 
settlement was White Bear Lake in Pope County; the south­
western two-thirds of that county was heavily settled by 
Norwegians. The town of Benson in eastern Swift County 
likewise formed a center for a considerable group. Alexandria 
in Douglas County was not only the center of settlement in 
that county but also for the entire Park Region. The federal 
land office, with a Norwegian named Lars Aaker in charge, 
was located there. He was president of the Scandinavian 
Immigration Society, which was organized in Minneapolis in 
1869, and he was very active in attempts to attract people of 
his own nationality to Douglas County and the adjoining 
region. Paul Hjelm-Hansen spent about two months in and 
about Alexandria in the late summer of 1869 and his letters 
are full of praise for the rich lands and great agricultural 
opportunities of this area. The southwestern third of Otter 
Tail County constituted a compact area of Norwegian settle­
ment, to which the pioneers went in large numbers in 1867 and 
the years immediately following. In western Becker County, 
Lake Park Township formed the center of a considerable 
settlement begun in 1870. Its growth was greatly stimulated 
by the completion of the Northern Pacific Railroad through the 
township, and the earliest settlers obtained employment on 
the construction crews, thus earning enough to tide them over 
the first season as pioneer farmers.*^ Settlements in south­
western Todd County, in eastern Grant and Stevens counties, 
and in western Stearns and Meeker counties were also parts 
of this general area of settlement, forming in most cases the 
outer fringe of the region. 

*" Nordisk Folkeblad, March 24, July 21, 1869; Svenska Minnesota 
Bladet (Red Wing), March 27, 1869; Fergus Falls Advocate, July i, 1871; 
Ulvestad, Nordmandene i Amerika, 1:115; Alvin H. Wilcox, Pioneer 
History of Becker County, 418 (St. Paul, 1907). 
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Although the greatest expansion of Norwegian settlement 
in the rich Red River Valley came in the eighties, many pioneers 
went there prior to that decade. This region was comparative­
ly unknown to Norwegians as a place for settlement before 
the publication of Hjelm-Hansen's letters in 1869. Both the 
Northern Pacific and the St. Paul and Pacific railroads pene­
trated it in 1871, the former crossing the Red River at Moor­
head and the latter terminating for a time at Breckenridge. 
The financial crisis of 1873 P^t a temporary stop to railroad 
building, but by the late seventies construction was again being 
pushed. That a rail line had been built or was projected 
through a particular locality was mentioned as an incentive to 
settlement in almost all the letters from Norwegian pioneers 
in the valley. It soon became the destination of thousands of 
Norwegians. 

The year 1869 marks the beginning of Norwegian settlement 
on the Minnesota side of the Red River. A pioneer from St. 
Ansgar, Iowa, took land in that year in southwestern Clay 
County, and a few months later other pioneers settled in 
Moorhead Township, farther north. In 1870 a group from 
Mound Prairie in Houston County settled in Moland Town­
ship, immediately east of Moorhead. Others from Winne­
shiek County, Iowa, settled in the vicinity of Hawley and 
Rollag in the same year. In 1871 Norwegians took land along 
the Marsh, Wild Rice, and Sand Hill rivers in Polk County, 
and many of them voiced their enthusiasm for the new coun­
try in letters to newspapers.*' Although the Red River Valley 
of Dakota was settled more rapidly than the Minnesota side, 
possibly because the higher elevation there was thought to 

*' Ulvestad, Nordmandene i Amerika, i : 87; Tollef son, in North Dakota 
Historical Collections, 7:149-151; Dora J. Gunderson, "The Settlement 
of Clay County, Minnesota, 1870-1900," 27-31. The latter item is a 
master's thesis prepared at the University of Minnesota in 1929. The 
Minnesota Historical Society has a copy. For examples of letters from 
Red River Valley settlers, see Fadrelandet og Emigranten, June 13, 1872, 
August 28, 1873; and Nordisk Folkeblad for the years from 1873 to 1875. 
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render that side less liable to floods, the upper Red River 
Valley of Minnesota in 1875 contained 1,234 Norwegians in 
a total population of 2,931 — about 42.1 per cent of the total. 
Most of the pioneers seem to have lived for a time in counties 
farther south before going to the Red River country; thus 
pioneer settlement in this area was largely the result of domestic 
migration rather than of direct immigration from Norway.** 
The great majority of the settlers went into the region by 
oxen and wagon. Not until the Dakota migration took on the 
immense proportions of the eighties were the railroads utilized 
extensively by emigrants, and even then the prevalent mode of 
travel was the slow-moving ox-drawn wagon. In time, the 
northern Minnesota counties of the Red River Valley as well 
as those farther south became heavily settled by Norwegians, 
but this development did not take place until the late eighties 
and nineties. 

The region between the Mississippi and the St. Croix rivers 
seems to have been the least attractive of all areas in Minnesota 
to the Norwegians. As indicated on the accompanying map, 
the settlements there were scattered and small. With the ex­
ception of a few Norwegians in and about Stillwater in Wash­
ington County, practically all in this region arrived after 
1870. None of the settlements were of sufficient extent to 
warrant detailed description. 

The number of Norwegians who made the Twin Cities their 
home was not large in the early period in proportion to the 
total population, but it increased steadily, and by 1875 Min­
neapolis had 2,318 and St. Paul 481 Norwegians in their 
respective populations.*" Although the Norwegian immigrants 
in Minnesota were for the most part farmers who went there 
to acquire land, many skilled laborers, professional men, and 
tradesmen who took up their old occupations in the new 

** Census, 1875. See especially the schedules for Polk, Clay, Wilkin, 
and Traverse counties. 

*" Census, 1875. 
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country and common laborers who lacked sufficient capital to 
start farming were included among them. Such newcomers 
naturally made their homes in the cities. Up to the late sixties, 
however, most of the settlers crossed the Mississippi River at 
such points as MacGregor, Prairie du Chien, La Crosse, 
Winona, and Red Wing. As long as land was to be had in 
southeastern Minnesota, immigrants found little occasion to go 
as far north as the head of navigation. With the construc­
tion of rail lines from Chicago to the Twin Cities and thence 
to aU parts of Minnesota, however, Norwegian immigrants 
began to move farther north and west, and many settled per­
manently in Minneapolis and St. Paul. In recognition of this 
fact, the Nordisk Folkeblad in 1869 removed its publication 
office from Rochester to Minneapolis and in the early seventies 
a number of other Norwegian newspapers and journals began 
publication there. As the political capital of Minnesota and 
the economic metropolis of the entire Northwest, the Twin 
Cities rapidly became the center of a huge area of Norwegian 
settlement. 
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