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Introduction and Acknowledgements
“All historical experience must be imagined before it can be understood.”
(Historian David Blight)
Rich and diverse religious expressions have been present with the people of the Black
River Valley for centuries. When second-wave New Englanders and the more recent European
immigrants began filtering into the region in the late 1830s and beyond, they encountered an
indigenous people with a long and deep tradition of spirituality, though the Christian settlers may
not have recognized it as such. We also know that members of the Mormon Church were in the
region by the 1840s and left their mark. Indeed, the founder of the community, Jacob Spaulding,
had significant interactions with both Ho-Chunk people and Mormon settlers in those early
years. One can imagine that within such interactions, spiritual practices would have been the
subject of some fascination. Suffice to say, a full exploration of this complex mix of religious
expressions is far beyond the scope of our modest project.
Our attempt has been to focus more narrowly on the origins of three parishes that have
deep roots in Black River Falls: United Methodist, St. Joseph Catholic, and Evangelical
Lutheran, churches that today sit atop Main Street comprising what locals refer to as “Holy Hill.”
Established between 1847 and 1867, the three parishes serve as a reminder of the community’s
earliest settlers. All are rooted in the Christian experience, reflecting stories repeatedly played
out in the frontier region of the Old Northwest.
The impetus for our project came from several directions. First, grasping the role that
spirituality played, and continues to play, in the community’s evolution provides an essential
layer of historical context. Second, 2017 marked the 500th anniversary of the Protestant
Reformation, and the three churches within easy walking distance of each other connect to that
history in unique ways. When Martin Luther, a Roman Catholic Priest, rebelled against the
Church in 1517 and beyond, he opened a fissure affecting millions of people in succeeding
generations. Further, John Wesley, founder of Methodism, drew inspiration from Luther. While
we intend no exploration of the theological differences between the three religious communities,
this connection to the Reformation is notable, illustrating the intersection of the larger forces of
history to the lives of people who inhabit communities like Black River Falls. Finally, Evangelical
Lutheran is celebrating its sesquicentennial celebration in 2017-18 and garnered attention in
that regard.
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Our approach to this project was to trace the 19th century roots of each parish and to
interview parishioners with a near life-long connection to their respective churches. As with our
other projects, the goal is to capture a slice of the region’s history, thereby fostering a more
nuanced understanding of Black River Falls.
Elizabeth Pardoe was our Senior Intern this year and she
approached the project with enthusiasm from the outset. Elizabeth
distinguished herself in AP History during her junior year and had a
personal connection to this project as a member of Guardian Angels
Parish. As with all 19 of our Interns, she plunged into the process of
“doing history,” and contributed to our growing archive. Her interviews,
transcription work, and final interpretations illustrate her outstanding
skills. We thank Elizabeth for all her efforts!

Two other students deserve special acknowledgement
this year. The 16 projects that now comprise our
archive include more than 600 pages and 47 interviews
with local citizens, and, over time, the organization of
the project became a larger task. During the 2016-17
school year, senior Jacob Markhardt began the
process of editing the projects for standard format and
was able to complete the first eleven. This year, senior
Allyson McJoynt edited the remaining projects and took
on the development of our refurbished website. The
online presence of the Falls History Project has
become increasingly important for both access and
publicity. We took an important step in 2018 by
securing a domain for the Project and Ally has done a
terrific job in transitioning to the new site. We thank
them for their contributions!
As with nearly all previous projects, thanks to Mary Woods at the Jackson County
History Room for her help in generating ideas and fostering our research. The outstanding
collection at the History Room and Mary’s work there is invaluable. Further, thanks to Principal
Thomas Chambers at BRFHS who continues to support our efforts each year. We have been
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working to develop a unique display at the high school that will highlight the shared history of
our region. Special thanks to both Tom and Art Teacher Taryn McKeeth for their help with that
display. Our intention is to have it in place for the start of the 2018-19 school year.
A big thank you to this year’s interviewees, Paul and Barb Hanson, Mary Van Gorden,
and Rosemary and James Smetana for their willingness to share the story of their faith journeys
and insights into this aspect of our local history. Future history students will benefit from their
contribution to our archive!
And, finally, this year’s project is dedicated to the memory
of my father, Thor Rykken (1924-2013), who served Evangelical
Lutheran Church from 1962-1972 as part of his more than 55
years of parish ministry. Replacing Raymond Huss, he came into
the Black River parish nine years after the construction of the new
church. Thor had an uncanny ability to sort out Lutheran history for
me, and he would have enjoyed the project. His death five years
ago reminds me of that African proverb, “When an old person
dies, a library burns.” Indeed, my passion for history derived in
large measure from our ongoing conversations about the past. He
was the finest storyteller I ever knew.
Paul ST Rykken
Falls History Project Advisor
June 2018

Note concerning the picture on the title page: Senior student Jose-Luis Ramirez (“Max”) took this
photograph using a drone. It is looking south. United Methodist Church is in the fore-ground, Evangelical
Lutheran Church is in the middle, and St. Joseph Catholic Church is furthest south). Thanks to Max for
his enthusiastic effort at getting this picture for us!
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19th Century Origins
“In view of the material progress and advanced stage of civilization which the people of Black
River Falls have attained, it is imperatively demanded that that the spiritual needs of the
community be given immediate attention.” (William T. Price, 1847) 1

One is struck by its presence
immediately while driving west across the
bridge onto Main Street in Black River
Falls, the statue of Christ gazing out
across the town from atop the tower of St.
Joseph Catholic Church. As you reach the
summit of the hill and turn north, within two
blocks of each other stand three church
buildings that comprise what residents
refer to as “Holy Hill.” Representing
mainline denominations, each parish has a
unique story and contributes to the rich
mosaic of the region’s past. And while they
bear witness to only a portion of the area’s
mixed religious journey, the proximity of
the three buildings, though perhaps
nothing more than accidental, is a unique
feature of the small city and a story worth
exploring.

The Context
In his book, The Wisconsin Frontier, historian Mark Wyman contends that, by the time of
statehood in 1848, the upper Midwest had become an “ethnic and religious jumble.” 2 Due to the
tangle of treaties and subsequent land cessions of the various First Nations people of the region

1

“How the First Church Came to Black River Falls.” The Banner Journal, 8 Dec. 1926. This quote from William Price
is part of an account of the initial meeting at the Shanghai House that led to the establishment of the Methodist
Episcopal Church in Black River Falls.
2
Wyman, Mark. The Wisconsin Frontier. Indiana University Press, 1998. Chapter 8 of Wyman's book provides an
excellent overview of mid-19th century immigration and the subsequent religious developments on the Wisconsin
frontier.
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between 1829 and 1848, Wisconsin attracted those seeking a fresh start in the western frontier.
Second-wave New Englanders caught up in “Western Fever,” began taking up residence in the
Northwest Territory in the 1820s and beyond, soon to be followed by waves of German, Irish,
and Scandinavian immigrants. By 1850, more than 300,000 people, over one-third foreign-born,
comprised the state’s diverse population. The village of Black River Falls reflected these
broader trends. Established in 1839 by Massachusetts-born Jacob Spaulding, the small river
city gradually took shape. Though initially drawn by the pineries and the prospect of wealth
through timber, the earliest settlers established farms, small businesses, governmental
institutions, churches, and schools to serve the growing population.
The earliest
waves of
settlement
coincided with
America’s Second
Great Awakening,
a wave of
religious fervor
emanating from
western New York
in the late 1820s
and early 1830s.
Spiritual “revivals”
associated with
lawyer-turnedpreacher Charles
Grandison Finney of Utica, New York, prompted thousands to experience conversion to
Finney’s brand of Christianity during “Camp Meetings.” Emphasizing “moral free-agency,”
Finney stressed urgency and that salvation was obtainable through the believer’s own efforts. 3
Ministers and followers enlisted in the work of extending the Kingdom of God wherever their
journey took them, and many New Yorkers from the so-called “Burned Over District” settled in

3

“Burned Over District.” Wisconsin Hometown Stories, Wisconsin Public Television, 8 May 2006, wpt.org/WisconsinHometown-Stories/35221/Asset/burned-over-district.
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Wisconsin. In fact, by 1850, nearly one-fourth of the Badger State’s population hailed from New
York, prompting the state being nicknamed, “New York’s Daughter.”
The democratizing influence of the Second Great Awakening was further energized by
the battle against the various state churches of the “old world.” Settlers on the American frontier
sought a “more personal voice in their relationship with God,” and this doctrine of “free will”
clashed with notions of predestination so prevalent in the established churches of Europe.
Further, frontier religious fervor carried with it an impulse for reform, which extended in many
directions. Missionaries and other religious actors drove the temperance movement,
Sabbatarianism, the battle for women’s equality, the anti-slavery crusade, the prison reform
movement, and the debates surrounding the removal of Native American people from their
homelands.4

The Methodist-Episcopal Church
These broader religious trends are evident in the origin stories of the three parishes
represented at the top of Holy Hill in Black River Falls. The early years of the community’s
history reflected the rough and tumble nature of a logging community where structured religious
practices were clearly limited. Some of the earliest loggers in the Black River Valley were
Mormon people who came north from their settlement in Nauvoo, Illinois, in search of timber,
and they are credited with holding the first religious services in the region. 5
The story behind the establishment of the Methodist-Episcopal Church (now United
Methodist) provides the most colorful and complete account of the three origin stories and
comes from Calvin Johnson, the first teacher in Jackson County. Johnson, hired by Jacob
Spaulding in 1847, taught briefly in the city, then left to fight in the Mexican War. In 1868,
Johnson provided a history of the County to the local papers, including an account of the
Methodist Church founding.6 In March of 1847, two years after he arrived in Black River Falls
from Pennsylvania, William Price and his companions were dining at the Shanghai House,

4

Ibid.
Draper, Fred. An Unwritten Page of Early Clark and Jackson Counties, Wisconsin History. Clark County History
Buffs, www.wiclarkcountyhistory.org/clark/history/DraperPaper.htm. The early interactions between the Mormon
settlers, the Ho-Chunk people, and Spaulding is a unique aspect of the Black River Valley’s history and warrants
more attention that we are providing here.
6
Anderson, Jean. “A History of the Black River Falls, Wisconsin United Methodist Church.” 1994. Local historian
Jean Anderson's history of the Methodist Parish provides a thorough overview of the history based on local sources.
The booklet is available at the Jackson County History Room at the BRF Public Library. As with Lutheranism, the ME
Church went through several iterations up to the present period until arriving at the current configuration – the United
Methodist Church – in 1968.
5
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located on Water Street, a noted establishment in
the growing village. While enjoying drinks and
socializing, Price proposed that Black River Falls
needed a preacher. As to what denomination
would be best, he suggested the MethodistEpiscopal Church, and a vote was taken among
those present to that effect. Why Price was partial
to the Methodist-Episcopal Church is a mystery,
but it may have been due to its emphasis on
Temperance, of which he was a devotee. On the
26th of September 1847, Reuben R. Wood held
the first religious service in the ballroom of the
Shanghai House. Later that year, a small church
was built on Main Street and, over the next several years, several Methodist preachers served
the fledgling parish as part of the Black River Circuit that included Melrose, Roaring Creek,
Sheppard, Hixton, Alma Center, Garden Valley, and Merrillan. By the middle of the 1850s,
Dudley Spaulding, Jacob’s son, was a
devoted Methodist, and Temperance
became a notable feature of the local
Methodist experience.7 The International
Order of Good Templars, first organized in
Utica, New York, in 1851, established a local
chapter in Black River Falls in 1856
dedicated to fighting the evils of alcohol. In
1858, a Sabbath School was established to
more formally educate the young people in
the parish. For the first fifty years of its
existence, more than 30 preachers provided
leadership of the Methodist Parish. In 1887,
a new Church was built by James J.
McGillivray on the corner of 4th and Harrison

7

Jacob Spaulding’s religious affiliation is unclear, although his funeral, including Masonic rites, was presided over by
a Universalist Minister J.M. Getchell. For more on the Spaulding story, note the following paper: “Spaulding's
Funeral.” Paul S.T. Rykken, pstrykken.com/.
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“up the hill” from the original church building which was removed to the Spaulding farm on the
west side of town. The new building sat due north of the Price Mansion. In the 1890s,
parishioners attended “Kensington” dinners for the first time, a term derived from Kensington,
England. It was also during the 1890s that the parish established the Epworth League for young
adults which became the Methodist Youth Fellowship in 1941. Tragedy struck the Methodist
parish in late January of 1946 when the 1887 Church burned to the ground in a dramatic fire.
For the next four years, the congregation held services at the Masonic Temple on Main Street
while a new church was under planning and construction. The present church building,
constructed on the same 4th Street lot, was completed by 1951.

The Roman Catholic Church
Jesuit Missionaries arrived in New France, including Wisconsin, between 1630 and
1690, planting seeds of Catholicism in the upper Midwest, including mission work among
indigenous people in the region. Frenchmen explored and named the Black River, part of the
Mississippi watershed, as early as 1671 (La Riviere Noire) as part of their expanding
commercial interests. It was not until the 19th century, however, that Catholicism became a
prominent feature of the Wisconsin frontier. After 1848, due in part to the Revolutions of that
year, “Forty-Eighters” began arriving, and Wisconsin soon was home to a significant German
population. 8 The early wave of immigrants came from southern regions of Germany where
Catholicism was strong.
The echo of that early French-Catholic history and later German migration wave was felt
in Jackson County in 1857, 10 years after the formation of the Methodist-Episcopal Church.
Father Kerrigan of Eau Claire organized a Catholic parish in Black River Falls. This was most
likely a part of the mission work being done in northern Wisconsin by F. X. Etschmann, an
immigrant priest from Innsbruck, Germany. Mass and other services initially occurred at the
Courthouse and in private homes, and by 1859 30 families comprised the parish. The first
church was under construction from 1871-1877 in the area known as German Hill (North 1st
Street). Unfortunately, a powerful thunderstorm in April of 1877 caused a lightning strike that

8

“Germans in Wisconsin.” Wisconsin Historical Society, 3 Aug. 2012,
www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Article/CS2041. Commenting on German migration, "Most entered in three major
waves between 1845 and 1900, spurred by political, social, and economic upheavals in Europe. The earliest groups
came for largely religious and political reasons. German settlement in Wisconsin was particularly heavy from 18461854 and from 1881-1884. By 1900, German-born residents constituted about ten percent of the total population and
around 47 percent of the foreign-born population in Wisconsin."
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destroyed the 80-foot tall steeple and other parts of the building. This dramatic entry from the
Badger State Banner recounted the event: “About two o’clock last Wednesday morning one of
the heaviest thunderstorms ever known in this latitude in the month of April passed over the
village. The lightning and thunder came in constant and vivid flashes and peal after peal in rapid
succession for a short time, and the rain poured down in torrents for an hour or more. The
lightning struck the tall spire of the Catholic Church in this village, shattering the top into atoms
and splintering one corner of it down to the foundation. Boards and portions of timber were
scattered around in all directions for six to eight rods. The damage was so great that it will
require from $150 to $200, to make the necessary repairs on the steeple and church front. The
glass in the windows of the base of the steeple was all broken out and one sash made into
kindling wood.” 9
Eleven years after
the great storm, Father F.P.
Garrity became the first
resident priest of the parish
while also serving parishes
in Shamrock (St.
Columbkille’s), Roaring
Creek (St. Malachy’s), and
Millston (St. Andrew’s). In
1903, under Garrity’s
leadership, the Catholics
purchased the Universalist
Church that stood directly at
the top of Main Street and
sold their original structure
on German Hill to the
German Reformed Church.
This converted building
remained in use until 1943 when the present St. Joseph Church building was dedicated. The

9

McKnight, Pat. “St. Joseph's Catholic Church 150 Years.” Edited by Delores Mohr Kenyon, Clark County History
Buffs, www.wiclarkcountyhistory.org/neighbors/jackson/churches/stjoseph/StJoseph.htm. This is a transcription of an
article from the Banner Journal, dated 31 October 2007.
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parish purchased the 3,000-pound statue of Christ in the Romanesque-style tower of the church
with pennies collected by the children of St. Joseph Parish.
Seven years after the completion of the new church building, the Catholic parish built a
parochial school next to the church with the intention of inculcating Catholic values among its
youth. Opening its doors in 1952, St. Joseph School operated for 26 years, closing its doors in
1978. St. Joseph Parish celebrated its Sesquicentennial in 2007 and in 2017 merged with the
St. Kevin Parish of Melrose to form Guardian Angels Roman Catholic Parish.

The Evangelical Lutheran Church
Wisconsin became a principle destination for Norwegian immigrants by 1850, with nearly
two-thirds of the total Norwegian population in the United States (roughly 8,600) located in the
two-year-old Badger state. By 1860, the number had grown to 44,000. 10 Nineteenth century
Norwegian immigrants primarily migrated from rural areas and “sought land to preserve a way of
life” 11 Norwegian Lutheran settlers in Jackson County reflected this rural orientation.
Considered the first Norwegian immigrant in the region, Martin Madsen (also spelled Matson in
some records) from Gusdal, Norway, arrived in 1848, Wisconsin’s first year of statehood. 12
Madsen secured land a quarter mile west of present-day Little Norway Church, three miles
south of Black River Falls, and began the difficult process of clearing the forest. In 1850, he
drove a team of oxen to Milwaukee, an arduous journey at the time, to meet his family who
arrived from Norway to join him. By the early 1850s, Lutheran gatherings and informal services
began taking place on farms south and west of the growing village of Black River Falls, most
notably the Madsen farm. Reverend H.A. Stubb preached the first sermon there in July of 1856.
By 1862, at the height of the Civil War, the nucleus of the first Lutheran parish in Jackson
County was in place.
Of the three denominations represented on Holy Hill, Lutherans were the most divergent
in background. The Lutheran movement traced origins to the actions and writing of Augustinian
Monk Martin Luther who in 1517 made his historic break with Roman Catholicism. Over time,
10

“Norwegians in Wisconsin.” Wisconsin Historical Society, 3 Aug. 2012,
www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Article/CS1854.
11
Reeves-Ellington, Barbara, et al. Competing Kingdoms: Women, Mission, Nation, and the American Protestant
Empire, 1812-1960. Duke University Press, 2010. Historian Betty Bergland offers an insightful analysis of the role that
the Norwegian Lutheran Church played in Wisconsin among Native people, particularly at Bethany Mission in
Wittenberg, Wisconsin.
12
“BRF Evangelical Lutheran Church Records.” Evangelical Lutheran Church, 3 Aug. 1857. The information
concerning the early Lutheran parish is available in the church archives. The records are incomplete and somewhat
random.
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however, Lutherans of Northwestern Europe divided along both national and doctrinal lines.
Such divisions were evident in the American frontier, and Wisconsin, in many respects, was
ground-zero for that dynamic.13 As with Methodism and its emphasis on lay involvement, for
example, followers of Hans Nielsen Hauge, Norwegian revivalist and preacher, sought to break
from the traditions of the State Church of Norway, and we can assume that those early settlers
in Jackson County carried that impulse with them, along with other strands of Lutheranism.
The continued influx of
immigrants from Norway
prompted the establishment of a
separate Lutheran parish in town
by 1868. Lutherans built Little
Norway Church in 1873, and
three years later the “in-town”
Lutherans built a new house of
worship on Third Street in Black
River Falls, east of the Court
House, at a cost of $3,000.
Eighteen families comprised the
growing church membership in
1876. The Ladies Aid Organization commenced work in 1882, and, the following year, a formal
dedication ceremony took place, including the addition of a 1000-pound bell to call members to
worship. Installation of the first resident clergyman, Reverend A. Ronneberg, took place in
February of 1884. By 1891, a parsonage had been built on the corner of Fillmore and Sixth
Streets, a further indication of the growing presence of the parish in the community.
As with their Catholic counterparts, the Norwegian Lutherans in Black River Falls eventually
desired more space to meet the needs of their growing parish. By 1946, 70 years after their

13

Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopedia. “Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. “Encyclopedia Britannica,
Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., 8 May 2017, www.britannica.com/topic/Evangelical-Lutheran-Church-inAmerica. Sorting out the various branches of Lutheranism is far beyond the scope of this paper. For
example, there were six Synods with the Norwegian Lutheran Church by 1890. For further clarification on this
topic, Eugene Fevold’s paper as cited here is excellent: Fevold, Eugene L. “The Norwegian Immigrant and
His Church.” NAHA // Norwegian-American Studies, The Norwegian-American Historical Association,
www.naha.stolaf.edu/pubs/nas/volume23/vol23_1.html.
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initial building program,
fundraising began in
earnest for a new
church building. Three
years later, the Price
Mansion, the oncegrand structure built by
Congressman William
T. Price in the 1880s,
was sold for a mere
$12,000 to the
Lutheran parish and
razed to the ground.
Ground was broken for
the new church in June
of 1951, with the building process completed by March of 1953. In a poignant ceremony,
parishioners held the final services at the Third Street Church on March 22, 1953. Reverend
Raymond Huss echoed the sentiments of many: “We stand humbled in the remembrance of the
work of those sturdy men and women of a generation ago who had the vision and the faith then
to build a church which had the capacity of becoming, not only for them, but for us today, the
cradle of the congregation of tomorrow.” 14 It was on Palm Sunday, one week later, that the old
bell rang again in its new location, signaling the start of a new era.

Epilogue
William Faulkner’s famous admonition, “The past is never dead, it’s not even past,”
resonates nearly everywhere one looks in Black River Falls. Church buildings, in particular, elicit
emotional memories for people and represent a part of our history that is easy to miss in these
challenging times for mainline denominations. When those early settlers began flooding into the
Black River Valley in 1839, they confronted all the difficulties presented by the landscape,
climate, and the day-to-day grind of securing a living. Everything was new to them, and it is not
surprising that they sought to transplant their religious traditions in the community. Mark Wyman
puts it this way: “The frontier church provided much to the pioneers: a place to encounter their

14

“Closing Service Features Sunday Ceremony at BRF.” LaCrosse Tribune, 24 Mar. 1953.
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God again in a new
home; a setting where
widely dispersed people
could come together; a
structure for holding
school classes; a means
to continue ties with the
past amid a culture
devoted to the new; a
location for the
exchange of stories,
ideas, and even goods,
and a socially
acceptable setting in which young people could meet .”15 Wyman’s description certainly fits with
the origin stories of the three churches we explored in this project. In each case, settlers sought
tradition to maintain a connection with their past, something that manifested itself in many ways
and continues to do so. When those Lutherans, for example, “marched up the hill” to their new
church in March of 1953, they entered a modern building that housed the old altar and Christ
statue from the previous church. They memorialized these items in an area of the new church
called “The Pioneer Chapel.”
For residents of the Holy Hill area, 1943-1953 was a booming period. As we explored the
converging stories that culminated with the three imposing structures in this part of our small
city, this fact was striking, but entirely consistent with larger trends concerning church growth in
the United States. For a variety of reasons, the late 1940s and early 50s was primetime for
mainstream church membership. Economic good times, burgeoning birth rates, economic
prosperity, and focus on the family converged to create a religious boom, of sorts. 16 In 2018, we
are nearly as far away from that time as those post-War residents were from their pioneer
forbears, and much has certainly changed in our world. Like us, they perhaps sensed that
something from the past was lost, that the “old faith” may have diminished. And while we may
feel nostalgic for earlier times, change is inevitable and offers both challenges and
15

Wyman, 211.
Tucker, Carol. “The 1950s – Powerful Years for Religion.” USC News, University of Southern California, 4 Apr.
2012, news.usc.edu/25835/The-1950s-Powerful-Years-for-Religion/. We checked with each of the parishes and
2018 membership totals are as follows: United Methodist Church, 484 members; Evangelical Lutheran Church, 972
members; Guardian Angels Parish (St. Joseph and St. Kevin), 688 members.
16
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opportunities. The past generation, for example, has signaled less division and more
ecumenism between the denominations represented at the top of Main Street. In 2009, the
ELCA adopted a full communion agreement with the United Methodist Church. Though not a
merger of the two bodies, full communion “means that United Methodists and Lutherans will
formally partner in matters of worship, mission and clergy. United Methodist pastors may preach
from Lutheran pulpits and vice versa. In addition, congregations in local communities might
combine resources for a range of ministries, such as mental health services, missionary
outreach or domestic violence prevention. Members of both denominations may also participate
in each other's Holy Communion observances.”17 Perhaps even more monumental, the
increasing Roman Catholic-Lutheran dialogue of the past generation illustrates the significant
changes taking place within and between the two churches standing fifty meters apart on Holy
Hill. In 1999, the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church found consensus on the
basic doctrine of justification, the original 16 th century dividing line regarding salvation.18 This is
an amazing development when one considers that Lutherans and Catholics killed each other
over such issues in the post-Reformation period. Indeed, during the observance of the 500 th
Anniversary of the Reformation in 2017, the Lutheran World Federation and the Pontifical
Council issued a Joint Statement Promoting Christian Unity. 19 As historian Mark Noll of Notre
Dame University said, “The Idea that Catholics and Protestants would get together to cooperate
on anything is just almost unimaginable before the 1960s. In my lifetime, there has been a sea
change in Protestant-Catholic relations, opening up an unimaginable array of cooperation” 20
It is hard to know how such sweeping developments change the spiritual lives of grassroots
parishioners in communities like Black River Falls, but clearly, the evolution will continue. In the
interviews that follow, you will hear from residents who helped us reflect on the story of the three
churches and how they fit into the larger story of the community’s history. In each case, we

17

United Methodist Communications. “ELCA Adopts Full Communion Agreement with The United Methodist
Church.” The United Methodist Church, 20 Aug. 2009, www.umc.org/news-and-media/elca-adopts-full-communionagreement-with-the-united-methodist-church. The ELCA has adopted similar agreements with other denominations
including, the Presbyterian Church (USA) in 1997, the Reformed Church in America in 1997, the United Church of
Christ in 1997, the Episcopal Church in 1999, and the Moravian Church in 1999.
18
Green, Emma. “Why Can't Christians Get Along, 500 Years After the Reformation?” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media
Company, 29 Oct. 2017, www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/10/luther-reformation-500-ecumenicaldialogue/543876/.
19
“Lutheran-Catholic Joint Observance of 500th Anniversary of the Reformation.” ELCA, 6 Mar. 2017,
www.elca.org/News-and-Events/7876. The Lutheran World Federation does not speak for all Lutheran
denominations. For example, the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod and the Wisconsin Synod are not members of the
LWF.
20
Green, p. 3.
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talked with people who have shared a life-long connection with their respective parishes and
who could offer us the long-view of this aspect of our community’s story.
Paul ST Rykken

Looking west from the bridge in Black River Falls in the middle 1950s. In the distance at the top
of Main Street is St. Joseph Church, completed in 1943. The three church buildings comprising
“Holy Hill” were in place by the early 1950s.
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Mary Van Gorden: United Methodist Church
Interviewed by Paul Rykken 11/30/17
Transcription by Elizabeth Pardoe

Rykken: We have
started out by having
people identify
themselves and if
you could give us
your name, when you
were born, and
where you were born.
Mary: My name is
Mary Van Gorden. I
was born here in
Black River in my
house in 1930
because there was
no hospital yet. The
hospital didn’t come
until 1933. So I was
born at home which
most of us were in
those days.
Rykken: Who were your parents?
Mary: My father was Bruce Van Gorden and he was a merchant here. My mother was Kathleen
(Buckley) Van Gorden and she had been a teacher here.
Rykken: How about your grandparents on your dad’s side?
Mary: My grandparents were Harry and Nelly Van Gorden and they lived in Hixton and then
Alma Center. On my mother’s side, my grandparents were William and Mary Blencoe and they
came from England and lived in Alma Center.
Rykken: Am I correct in saying that those people that we are talking about right now almost go
back to the beginning of the town? Is that close?
Mary: No. Though my grandparents never lived in Black River. They lived in either Hixton or
Alma Center and they came before the Civil War. Both sets of grandparents so I have very deep
roots here. My parents both grew up in Alma Center and after they got married they moved here
in 1927. They lived here until they died.
Rykken: How long have you been a member of the Methodist church?
Mary: I was baptized in the Methodist church here in Black River in September of 1930 when I
was a baby. Of course I grew up in that grew up in that church, I was confirmed in that church
and then I was gone for about 35 years most of that time in Duluth and at that time I switched
my membership to where I was there. But I came back here in 1980 and renewed my
membership. But I’ve always stayed close to this church.
Rykken: Are you the oldest…?
Mary: No, I am not the oldest in age but I am the oldest in ages of affiliation with the church.
There’s nobody else… Peter Hoffman would be after me I think.
Rykken: Let’s get a little bit into the history and I know you know a lot about the history of the
church.
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Mary: Well I was the historian for a number of years.
Rykken: This is kind of a gold mine for us. What can tell us about what you know about the
earliest history of the church in town?
Mary: Well this is the oldest church in Black River. It is 170 years old. It has an interesting
history, rather dramatic. As you know, Paul, Black River began with loggers. There was a lot of
logging on the Black River. That started in the 1830s. There was a lot of logging going on down
there. In about 1839 the first settlement started. Jacob Spaulding was amongst the settlers who
came here. A little town began to develop along Water St. They had stores. They had a
blacksmith ship. They had a boarding house for loggers. In about 1841, the Mormons came and
spent about 2 or 3 years here, as you know, logging. They were looking for timber for their
temple at Nauvoo, Illinois, which eventually burned. They were here for about 2 or 3 years. So
they were really the first to have religious services here in Black River. Other than the Indians,
the Native Americans. But they never built the church here of course. They were only here a
couple of years and of course when Joseph Smith was killed, they left the area most of them did
anyway, of course we still have a few of their progeny left here. In 1846, Jacob Spaulding was
considered the founder of our city. You know much about him probably more than I do. He built
the Shanghai House which was a saloon, boarding house, hotel and dance hall all combined.
Rykken: Down near the river right?
Mary: Right down near the Mexican restaurant is a pawnshop. It was about where the
pawnshop is. That’s where he built this wooden building and it was two-story. It was quite the
place. It was a rowdy place. They did a lot of drinking there, a lot of brawling, and a lot of
swearing. These loggers were pretty active guys. But then William Price came, for whom Price
Hill is named, he came in about 1845. He came to work for Jacob Spaulding. He was a
gentleman. He was an attorney. He was kind of shocked at what was going on in that Shanghai
house. So one day he decided we need a church here. They had had a funeral for one of the
loggers and there was nobody who could even give a prayer and the Bibles were very scarce
around here. So William Price said, “Look guys, we’ve gotta have a church.” They were gonna
take a vote as to which church they would like. I don’t know that we know which ones he
proposed but they voted on the Methodist. At that time, it was called the Methodist Episcopal
Church, not just Methodist. So they voted that and the people said fine we’re gonna have a
Methodist church here. So they made arrangements, Mr. Price did, for a minister to come here.
On September 26th, 1847, the Reverend R.B. Wood conducted the first Methodist Episcopal
service at what they called the Falls, we called Black River then, it was the Falls. They
conducted that in the dining room of the Shanghai house. They got one of the poker players in
the room next door to come in and lead the singing because he knew some of the old hymns.
Remember now this was 1847 and Wisconsin did not become a state until 1848 so this was
before that. So they started their services there. Then in 1850, they built a log building, 12 x 20 I
think it was, where the Waumandee State bank is, and that was used as both a church and a
parsonage by the Methodist Episcopal people. When they couldn’t collect enough money to pay
the pastor, who made about $300 a year, and to pay their expenses, they would go down to a
poker game at the Shanghai house and pass the hat and that way they got enough money to
pay the bills. In 1853, a new school was built in Black River. It was built on South 2nd Street
where I think one of the stores was in there and the Methodists used that. In 1857, which is very
important in our history, they built their first church up where we sit now on that corner. That’s
when they came up there, 1857, on the corner of 4th street and Harrison. By that time, they had
a youth group, a Sunday school, and what was called a Sewing Society, which later become the
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Ladies Aid, which eventually became United
Methodist Women. They were really going big
guns then and they got such a swelling
congregation that they decided that they
needed a bigger church. So they took that little
church and they moved it right up here by
Spaulding Place, where I live, right behind
those apartments. It sat up there and it was
used as a bunkhouse for some of the farm
hands that worked on Mr. Spaulding’s farm. So
they built this new church then in 1888 on the
corner and that was a brick church. It had a
furnace and it had light, which was exciting.
That old brick church is where many of us,
Peter Hoffman, Janet Krohn, and all of us kids
who are in our eighties now, grew up. That was
our church. It sat very close to the corner, right
up next to the sidewalk. It was a rather big
church. It had a basement. It had a kitchen and
it had a big room downstairs where we had our
Sunday school sessions and a lot of our youth
groups. We had an organ and a beautiful
window at the rear of the sanctuary of this man
with a beard. We thought it was Jesus but it
was Mr. Price. Mr. Price had been so influential in building this church that they had put his
picture there. And of course, it was he who had built the Price Mansion where the Lutheran
church sits today. I remember I was in that many, many times and it’s named Price hill because
of him.
Rykken: Do you know what happened to that window?
Mary: It burned. On January 27th, 1946, I was a junior in high school, it was Sunday morning
and it was cold. We were all up getting ready to go to Sunday school, my mother was
superintendent of the Sunday school, and we heard the sirens. There used to be a big siren that
you could hear all over town and right away the phone rang, “The church is on fire.” So we all
got dressed and ran over there. We stood in front of Todd Anderson’s house, where he has his
office now. There’s still some fence there that belonged to the Price Mansion. We stood there
and watched our church burn. It was rather dramatic when the bell fell and we heard it drop.
What had happened was the janitor had come early and he had stoked the furnace and it
overheated so the church burned. And when you look back at it, it’s one of the best things that
could have happened because it was getting old and those old churches are hard to use
anymore. At the time, it seemed sad but I must tell you we had a very active MYF, Methodist
Youth Fellowship, and we high school kids were more concerned about the nickelodeon that
was in the basement. We had a nickelodeon that was used. We even danced down there,
square danced mainly. At that age, we were more concerned about our records and our
nickelodeon than about the Bibles. Mr. Price’s pictured burned too and the stained glass window
of course. There was a big picture the next week in the Milwaukee Journal of our church burning
-- it was quite traumatic. That was January 1946. So then what did we do then? We had no
church. We had a very, very good congregation. We had many of the businessmen in Black
River that belonged to our church, the bankers and the businessmen, including my father. For
six years, we held our services in the Masonic Temple. We had our Sunday school there. We
had our Methodist Youth Council meetings there and we had our church services there. And the
choir, I sang in the choir in high school, we sat beneath a big moose head. It was on the wall in
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the Masonic Temple and I don’t know what that had to do with the Masons. Everybody laughed
about that. We were there for six years while we had a fund drive and they got an architect to
start planning a new church for us. They worked on our new church and in December of 1951, I
was graduated from college, they opened the new church. It was set back a bit farther and
some of it is still there. It was remodeled in 1966 and then in 1993 we started a new sanctuary.
Pastor Jim Know was here. He was my favorite pastor ever, ever, ever. He was a wonderful
man. We loved him and people worked hard for him. We started to raise money. I was chair of
the building committee for about five years when they built that sanctuary. He worked real hard
with us on that committee. He had real class. He was an artsy guy. We tore down a house
where our new sanctuary is. You may remember that there used to be a house there. One of
the reasons that we needed to expand was not only because our congregation was growing but
was because we had architectural barriers. I was a therapist so I knew a lot about them. In the
olden days, they always built the churches and the courthouses with the stairs leading up to
God. It was hard for the elderly and
the handicapped to get in the
church. We wanted to build a
church that had no architectural
barriers. The one sad thing is, I’m
sure you’ve all seen the window in
our church, this was designed by a
woman who had been a Catholic
nun. We brought her here from out
East and we met with her several
times. Pastor Know was there at
our meetings and she designed
that for us. It was built by a
company in Winona and it was
installed in our beautiful new
sanctuary. We had our first service
there on June 5th, 1994, and we
had it in the morning. That
afternoon we had Pastor Know’s
funeral. He died before we had
everything totally completed. That
was very, very sad. And of course
this window was paid for by the
Lunda family because they were
members of our church and it was
dedicated to him. That's the history
of our little church. We celebrated
our sesquicentennial in 1997. We
were 150 years old and that was 20 years ago.
Rykken: ELC (Evangelical Lutheran Church) is in that this year. It is one of the reasons that we
are doing this. 500th anniversary of reformation… 150th of ELC… We had never done anything
were we had explored some of the religion of the town which is kind of interesting. That’s great.
I knew you had a lot of that early history which is just a riot. And Price is an interesting
character. He either had a drinking problem or had some issue with that as a young man.
Mary: I did not know that Paul.
Rykken: He got involved in the temperance movement. He was big in the temperance
movement. We were going to do a project on that one year and we could not quite pull it
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together. It was a tough story to get the resources on. So I think he had some sort of religious
connection or conversion. I think that the choosing of the Methodist church, just one last point
on that, Spaulding, I think, was Unitarian and I don’t know what his connection ever was with the
Methodist church.
Mary: There were members of our church. They did become members. The twins were always
in our church.
Rykken: Did you know them?
Mary: Oh yeah. I grew up with them. They were there every Sunday, the twins. Mary and Jane.
Rykken: I saw them one time when I was a little boy. They were at Silvia and Aggie Emerson’s
house so that is kind of my little connection there. They were the children of Dudley Spaulding
Mary: Right. DJ, who had the big farm and that’s why were named our place Spaulding Place
because that’s where his farm was. He had a 900-acre farm.
Rykken: And in some ways, he became more famous than his father did.
Mary: Right. He was more of an entrepreneur. According to one report I’ve read, he greatly
influenced that vote for the Methodist church. The Methodists were originally anti-drinking. In
fact, in my lifetime, there was a time when the pastors took a vow that they would not drink or
smoke. That’s not true anymore.
Rykken: Well he (Price) had something that made him big into the temperance movement,
which was sweeping the upper Midwest at that time anyway. You have eluded to it but what’s
the very first thing you can remember in the church yourself?
Mary: Sunday school. I can remember the wonderful Christmas programs we had and Santa
Clause would come. I remember standing up in the old church and saying, “I’m daddy’s little
darling and I’m only four years old. Santa Claus will come because I am good as gold” And I can
remember looking out at my dad in the audience. Sunday school was very important to us. In
the Methodist youth fellowship on Sunday night, every Sunday night we went.
Rykken: And that went all the way through high school?
Mary: Yes.
Rykken: And were your parents strict about church attendance? That was part of your routine?
Mary: Yes. Absolutely. Every Saturday night in those days, every kid had your bath and you
studied your Sunday school lesson. It was just a given that you went to Sunday school. As I said
my mother was the Sunday school superintendent but even when she wasn’t it was. Then they
went to church. We got confirmed and we went to MYF. It was such a part of our life, which is so
different now.
Rykken: They were active in the parish so you grew up with that. What kinds of things did they
do in the parish?
Mary: My father was on many of the committees in fact he was chairman of the building
committee when the new church was built after the fire. He was active on the council, what we
call administrative council, and the finance committee. They were active until they couldn’t be
active anymore. My mother was active in Ladies Aid, which became the United Methodist
Women. As you may know, we were originally Methodist Episcopal and then it Methodist and
then when we united with United Brethren, we became United Methodist church. In fact, Pastor
Know was from the United Brethren denomination.
Rykken: Methodism had its roots in John Wesley and wasn’t part of the name about how the
people were methodical in studying the faith. Does that fit with your impression of it?
Mary: They were in Oxford, both John and his brother, Charles. Charles really made our church
sing more than John. He wrote many of the hymns like “Oh for a Thousand Tongues.” But they
were at Oxford and they had this group of men, there were no women there in those days, and
they would pray together. They were very methodical. And that’s why we were called the
Methodists.
Rykken: That also makes sense with the frontier nature of Black River because Methodism got
a big boost with the Second Great Awakening in the middle of the 19th century. It fits right with
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the town’s history. You said you were confirmed in the church. What was your confirmation
experience like? What did that involve?
Mary: I have a hard time remembering that but as I understand in the Methodist church, as
opposed to the Lutheran church and probably Catholic, we didn’t make too big of a thing out of
it. It was important but we’re not quite the dogmatic church, the liturgical church that the
Lutheran and the Catholic Church are. It was important. I remember we had a party afterwards.
We got new dresses to wear and your grandparents came afterwards for dinner.
Rykken: So I’ve got a few more questions that kind of get into more of the part of the reason we
wanted to do the project. How do you think the Methodist church has influenced Black River as
a community? How would you answer that?
Mary: Well from the very beginning, it has provided a very fine place for people to worship.
We’ve had a number of fine pastors. Our congregation has been very generous about having
adequate physical abilities. We’ve always had a decent church. We’ve provided lots of local
missionary type activities. We’ve really reached out into the community, almost more now than
in the past. I think it's had a big impact. Things have changed though.
Rykken: This is something, let me go back to a point that you just said, something that the
Hanson’s said too, the mission aspect seems more now than it used to be. I am interested in
that. I’m wondering if that’s because the churches have become less insular. There seems to be
more outreach.
Mary: We’ve always done missionary work. We would come with our little nickels. I remember
coming to Sunday school with a nickel. Mother would tie it in our hanky. You brought it for your
contribution to the church. But we were concerned more with missions in Africa or China, all
over the world. But for some reason we have become more conscious of local needs, which is
good.
Rykken: Very much so. You’ve been active throughout your life, as we’ve been hearing here.
What are the roles that you have had that you are most proud of? I don’t know if that’s the right
word but what sort of stands out from your own experience.
Mary: Well in Duluth, I was a member of the University Methodist church, and here, I have been
on all of the committees and I have enjoyed that. I like leadership. I was the administrator at a
medical rehab center. I have been a member of the building committee for a number of years,
also of the finance committee. But I have also enjoyed the music. I would say that I have
enjoyed the musical experience almost more than any. I’ve sung in the choir. Verna Keefe, you
may remember her, was our director. She was also the music teacher at the the school. Marilyn
Mckeeth was another director. We now have Joey Barnett as our director. I love music. In high
school, I was in the Blue Baronets. Music was the big thing for me in high school. We didn’t
have sports for girls then. I loved the choir but I also loved the bell choir. I have picture here.
Some of the changes I’ve seen over the years is that we’ve become more cooperative with each
other. There was time when I was growing up that if you were Methodist, you did not date a
Catholic boy or vice versa. And some of the Lutherans would not come to our Methodist Youth
Fellowship either. In fact there was a time where Pastor Biggers and Father Murphy, they were
good friends, had a radio program together. But here we are playing at your church, bell choir.
We were even asked to play at the Catholic Church. Years ago, that never would have
happened.
Rykken: What was this radio program? When did that happen?
Mary: Well they were on once a week on Saturday mornings.
Rykken: And what years was that, roughly?
Mary: I can imagine it was probably back in the late 70s, early 80s. They were dear friends.
Rykken: That gets us into the last question here – talking about changes you have seen in your
time as a church member. That’s something we’ve talked to the Hanson’s quite a bit about.
We’re trying to get that perspective. All of the main line churches are going through a lot of
change. So what do you think?
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Mary: I wrote down some things here that I see as great changes. Some are good, some are
bad. I like that we’re more ecumenical, working together. Bob Laubach, who is a member of the
Catholic Church, will come on Christmas with Sally, his wife, because she sings in our choir.
That never would have happened. We’re much more ecumenical and broad-minded. There are
more intermarriages than there used to be. Our bell choir even had your Barb Olson as a
director for a while. We are cooperating more. We are much more casual and this bothers me.
With our dress, I think we have gone way too far. That’s just my bias I guess, my age. We have
more contemporary music, which I don’t like and that’s again my age. I would like to sing “Holy,
Holy, Holy” one Sunday or “Oh for a Thousand Tongues”. Now we have a lot more
contemporary music that even us choir members are asked to sing. Some of it I like, but we
need to remember that there are old people there. We don’t always think about the old people in
those pews. We never had woman pastors before. My goodness that was kind of unheard of. I
think in our church and in my own life I’m becoming much more, I wouldn’t say agnostic, but am
less likely to interpret the Bible literally. I think many of us in the Methodist church and I don’t
know about your churches but we’re taking a much less literal interpretation of the scriptures
and the dogma of the church. I think that’s good because I think that it has more meaning for
young people. One of the things that bothers me is that we have too many other activities
competing. Too many sports activities on Sundays that the kids cannot come. We have families
that don’t come anymore because they are taking their kids to hockey. I understand that that’s
important but it’s hurting our churches. It hurts our Sunday school. When I first came back to
Black River, we had almost 700 members. I counted them up the other day and we have 348.
People aren’t joining the churches and even when I look at the people that are members, there
are a good number that don’t participate. I guess that has always been but there’s just so much
competition. Like Sunday nights’, there’s so much going on. We didn’t have computers and we
didn’t have TV to watch and we were so happy to go to church. We’re not the social center that
we used to be and that’s kind of sad.
Rykken: That sentiment is the very same thing that Barb and Paul talked about. That change
that you just articulated was also something that they commented on. It is a hard question but
why do you think the younger generation, besides the competition, has pulled away from the
church. Or is that true that they’ve pulled away or is that too sweeping a statement?
Mary: I think that that’s an interesting question. I have friends that we debate this a great deal. I
think that there are a couple of things such as competition for other activities that are more
exciting. And I personally feel that we need to change some of our dogma, make it more
believable. I have a wonderful book that my pastor in Duluth gave me called The Christian
Agnostic written by a great Methodist pastor in England. It has such sense in it. So I think that’s
part of it.
Rykken: So are you saying presenting people with more of an argument for church or
something that makes more sense to them spiritually?
Mary: Makes more sense spiritually.
Rykken: Making it more relevant. That’s a skill set that a pastor has to have. That’s really
important. Really interesting. Is there anything that you want to add? This has been wonderful.
You’ve given us a super overview. I knew that that would be great. I’m assuming that you’re still
involved in the church. In our church, we’re trying to do things that are more cross-generational,
where there’s age groups mixing a little more. We’re trying to make sure our kids are spending
some time with the older members because that’s really important. Is there anything like that
that you see happening?
Mary: I think it would be good for our church. I think we somewhat forgot our old timers. You
know you become one so fast. It seems like just yesterday I was your age but now I’m on the
other side and it looks a little bit different. Growing old may be one of the hardest things you’re
ever asked to do. I learned that from a gerontology professor when I was in graduate school. It’s
very simple but I think our churches need to remember that. They need to pay attention. They
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need to sing “Holy, Holy, Holy” once and awhile. I think that’s very important. I also feel very
strongly that the church is, even though I’m a critic and I feel that I have the right to be after all
these years, churches are important. The biggest problem in the world is human beings. We
need fixing. We need to learn to love and not hate.
Rykken: Very true. I have an increasing number of students that don’t have any, that I can tell,
spiritual connection. They just don’t have it. They’ve either not been raised in it or introduced to
it and they’re kind of floundering . . . Well this has been wonderful and I want to get a couple of
pictures of you two.
Note: In a follow-up to our interview, Mary added these thoughts: “Fortunately, I continue to feel
at home in the United Methodist Church, where I am allowed to sift out what has meaning for
me without feeling guilty. And there is much that does have meaning. I also feel it is imperative
that we strengthen our churches, reversing some of the trends that are occurring. For many
reasons mankind needs strong churches like never before. I am reminded of the poet Edwin
Markham’s words: ‘Why build these cities glorious, if man unbuilded goes?’”
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Rosemary and Jim Smetana: St. Joseph Catholic Church
Interviewed by Elizabeth Pardoe 2/14/18
Transcription by Elizabeth Pardoe
Pardoe: I am just
going to start by
having you each
give me your
name, when and
where you were
born, and how old
you are today. If
you are ok with
that. Whoever
wants to go first.
Rosie: I am
Rosemary
Smetana. I was
born in Jackson
County at home. I
am one of twelve
children. My
maiden name is
McNulty.
Jim: I am Jim
Smetana. I was
born in Merrillan, Wisconsin. I’m 86 years old. I was five years old when we were in Merrillan
and then our dad died and there was 8 of us children. It was kind of hard there so we moved to
Black River. My mother wanted to be in a town with a church. She was Catholic and that was
the main reason she switched to Black River from Merrillan.
Pardoe: So you’ve been a member of the Catholic church your whole life?
Jim: Yes.
Pardoe: And you were both baptized as infants?
Rosie: Yes
Pardoe: What was your first memory of going to church?
Rosie: Well it was when the old church was here, before the modern St. Joseph. I can
remember going with my folks and sitting in the choir. I’ve been told that I had a cup of water
and I was sprinkling it on people. That’s my first remembrance of it.
Pardoe: Were your parents members of the choir?
Rosie: No, I think that's just where they were seating the overflow. We were probably late. I
don’t remember it. I’ve just been told.
Pardoe: What about you, Jim?
Jim: I was quite young, maybe six. We had been in Black River about a year and we went to
church with my mother. We sat in the pew and then she left me. She went to communion and I
was supposed to sit in the seat but I guess I must have cried and followed her up there. She got
back and everything was alright. That was kind of a bad start in church.
Pardoe: What do you know about the early history of our church here in Black River? It’s alright
if you don’t.
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Rosie: I really don’t. Mr. McDonald was the instigator in building the new church but as far as
the old one I really don’t know.
Jim: The old church was kind of on the same site and it looked like most old building. It was just
a wooden frame with a little steeple on it and it had a bell tower. There were two big doors in
front.
Rosie: You remember more than I do.
Pardoe: Were your parents strict about going to church? And did you have any Sunday morning
rituals?
Rosie: My dad was a farmer and therefore
most of the time he did not go to church. And
because my mother didn’t drive, us kids
didn’t get to church either. What I remember
most is going to summer school. We got to
ride the bus and go to summer school and
that’s where we learned most of it. I
remember telling Father Peters, I was going
to make my first confession and it bothered
me a lot, I told him, “I don’t go to church.” He
put his arm around me and said, “Don’t you
worry about that.”
Jim: When we were young, my mother was
quite a strong Catholic so we all went with
her but we lived almost a mile away so we
had quite a walk. It must have looked like a
mother hen with all her chicks following
behind, must have been six kids when we
went. It was quite the ritual just walking and
getting there but otherwise it was quite
simple. There were no fights of whether you
were going or staying. It was just something
you always did.
Pardoe: You were both confirmed in the church, I’m assuming? Do you remember anything
from that experience?
Rosie: Well, yes. When I was about 13, we moved and we lived out right next to Burnstad’s
(now Hansen’s IGA). So then, we always went to church because we could walk. It wasn’t long
before I was 15 or 16 and I started driving to instructions at night. I think we were pretty strong
Catholics, took it to heart. For confirmation, my sister-in-law was my sponsor; well she’s my
sister-in-law now of course. Her sister was confirmed at the same time, Rita Miles, and she had
my sister, Grace Ann, as her sponsor and I had Genevieve as mine. I can remember the bishop
giving a little tap on the cheek. I took the name Veronica because I liked her story.
Jim: I think the first organized form was summer school. We always had to go for about a week.
That I think was kind of strict. We had recesses just like regular school. This was over in the
grade school of the public school building. It was later on that they built the school by this
church. It was the same procedure.
Pardoe: What roles have you played in the church throughout your life? How have you been
involved in the church?
Rosie: I was president of the Altar Society many years ago. I guess that’s the only office I held. I
guess the big deal at the time was we made dinner for Jatco. We had prime rib dinner. The
priest and Mary Ann McDonald, she was an elderly lady at that time even, were slipping and
sliding around the kitchen helping. The rest of the members were so shocked because I think it
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was $8 I charged them. They were very
pleased but at that time, it was quite
pricey. But they got a wonderful meal.
My sister-in-law and I must have made
about 60 strawberry parfaits.
Jim: I was on parish council a few
years. I worked with the maintenance
crew where we actually went out and
put handicapped walkways for different
people who needed it but it was done
through the church. We did that for a
while but then there got too many
restrictions so we had to have
somebody who was more entitled to do
it who were from outside of the church.
I was an usher for many years. I’m in
Knights of Columbus. Also as part of
maintenance, the first time the
basement was painted and curtained,
we did the maintenance work on that.
We replaced and repaired the big
doors. The windows used to go out and
catch the rain so we had to build them
so they turned in and the water wouldn’t come in the church. I was on parish council for quite
awhile.
Rosie: You were in the choir for awhile too.
Jim: That was my main job. We had a nice choir loft. That’s one of the changes now. We used
to be up in the choir loft, which was also a crying room for any naughty children. Or if anybody
wanted to sleep they could go up there. There were a few changes. We’ve been involved for
quite awhile. Knights of Columbus did quite a few different things. We had Bible studies that we
attended quite often.
Pardoe: To build on that, how do you think our church, the Catholic Church, has had an impact
on our community? Do you think you can see that in the community?
Jim: We don’t do community projects anymore, it’s all the church. The school, which was a
growing organization, that’s down to a summer school, now isn’t it?
Rosie: I think the biggest change is the attitude. My goodness, when we were kids, the
Lutheran minister did not like us at all and the priest did not want us to even go to weddings. I
guess they didn’t say anything about funerals. But there was quite a division there and that has
changed so much now. With the new liturgy, you can listen to the Methodist church on Sunday
morning and it’s just like what we had the night before for the liturgy. It’s interesting how close
we have become with each other because it was not pretty 60, 70 years ago.
Pardoe: When we did the interview with the two people from the Lutheran church, they said the
same thing about the division and how their pastor wouldn’t even talk to the priest if he saw him
walking down the street. So you think that’s a positive change?
Rosie: Oh definitely yes. I’ve had some of my Lutheran friends say how much they like the
Pope. My cousin, who is Lutheran, said, “He’s my Pope too.” I think people have changed
dramatically in that sense and that is certainly a good thing because we are promised that
someday there will only be one, we’ll be united. We’re working towards it.
Jim: I think I see a change where the families don’t have their young ones go to church as much
as they used to. It used to be the thing you just did but now there’s so many technologies and
things for them to do that they get farther apart. A lot later families quickly find out that children
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either go haphazardly through church, not at all, or go to a different church. A lot of families
have some going to Assembly of God, or the Lutheran and different ones. The attitude seems to
be if you’re going to church, it’s alright rather than saying, “You can’t do that, you’ll be
excommunicated and shut down.” If the churches are going to be more together, that’s how it
will be. As long as people are going to church, it seems like that’s the way it is.
Pardoe: We’ve talked about that in other interviews about how they’ve seen a decline in
attendance. What do you think could be the cause of that?
Rosie: Actually, I think the movies have a lot to do with it and cellphones, to me, are the
ruination of the nation. Because you’ll see kids sitting on the couch texting instead of
communicating by talking. There’s so much free love going on in the movies it’s just ok with it.
We were much more strict when we were growing up. I don’t think that this is for the better.
That’s my opinion, from an old lady.
Jim: That’s what I was saying too is that the technology. They are so educated some of them
and they’re ok on their own.
Rosie: Two and three year olds know how to use an IPad. It’s amazing.
Pardoe: My next question is how has your involvement in the church affected you personally?
Rosie: Well I got quite serious about church when I was maybe a freshman or so and I thought I
wanted to be a nun. That stuck with me until my senior year and I decided, along with the sisters
here teaching at the school, to go down to Prairie du Chien, St. Mary’s Academy. There I was a
novitiate. I take that back I was something before that, just a high school student. That was the
most interesting year that I had had so far. I met a lot of students. It wasn’t a big class. But I also
found out that, because I’d already met Jim and he didn’t know it, but I had my eyes on him.
And at the end, I graduated down there and I loved it but I decided not to go on. Then by the
time I was 19 and a half, we were married. Then, in five years, we had our family, four kids, two
boys, and two girls. It was a very trying time. We had nothing to begin with, absolutely nothing.
But we always went to church and the kids were all raised until they were grown. Then some of
them have gone astray as far as the church is concerned. I have a firm belief that someday with
enough prayer, they’ll return. So many of the kids that do leave now and think they know
everything when they’re just out of high school or so, they’ll find out that they miss it and they’ll
come back. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.
Jim: I had a brother that was a chaplain in Nicaragua for 30 or 40 years. My uncle was a priest
in Bloomer so we had a little clergy in our family. But it never really stuck with me. I rather be
hunting or sport and all that stuff, school, football, and track. My mind wasn’t in the religious.
And this one kind of changed it too.
Pardoe: Is there anything else you’d like to add before we wrap up?
Rosie: I do wish that the young people now could see how the church was back when we were
children. You know when we went to communion, we had a communion rail. They had a cloth,
the altar boys would come and flip it over, and then you’d go and make a little table under it
when you receive communion. Well that all changed when they decided we could take it by
hand. Now after you receive communion, go back to your pew, and it’s not long before you’re
shaking hands and making the peace sign. You just don’t have enough time there in order to
really concentrate on what you just received. That part I don’t like. You make of it what you will
yourself but it was so different, don’t you think, Jim?
Jim: It has changed yeah.
Rosie: There was never any talking in church. That doesn’t bother me. I think that’s fine. If you
go to visit somebody's’ house, you talk.
Pardoe: Well thank you very much for doing this.
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Barb and Paul Hanson: Evangelical Lutheran Church
Interviewed by Paul Rykken 11/15/17
Transcription by Elizabeth Pardoe

Rykken: We will start by
just if you could each
identify yourself. Give us
your name, your birth year,
if you do not mind, and
where you were born.
Okay?
Barb: Should I start? I’m
Barbara Hanson. My
maiden name was
Johnson. My parents were
Elmo and Alice Johnson. I
was born in Black River
Falls, February 3rd, 1939.
I was baptized in the
Lutheran Church by
Reverend Romstad. Then
later confirmed in the church by Reverend Huss. Married in the church by also Reverend Huss.
When I was in high school, I was very involved in the church and during high school, I was the
church organist for four years.
Paul: And I’m Paul Hanson. I was born in Baldwin, Wisconsin. We moved to Black River Falls
when I was about five years old and graduated from school in Black River Falls. Went onto St.
Olaf College and graduated from there in 1961 and came to Black River and I was with the
Lutheran church in Black River Falls all my life, in Black River. I was married in the church,
confirmed in the church as Barb was because I married Barb we were both married in the
Lutheran church.
Rykken: So you both, I know we will talk about this but, you weren’t in Black River your whole
adult life obviously but you had that life up until your marriage. And is that when you went to
Chicago?
Barb: Right. I also went to St. Olaf.
Rykken: Okay.
Barb: In fact, truth be told, the reason he went to St. Olaf is because I was going to go to St.
Olaf. He was going to go to Carroll College but he did follow me to St. Olaf so we had a very
religious, solid religious, based background. As we have visited St. Olaf's in years since, ours
was a much more traditional college experience than it is today. Then our careers took us to
Chicago. Then we lived in Chicago for 41 years. And then when it came time to retire, we
decided we wanted to come back here. Our roots were here. It was very important to us.
Rykken: And how long have you been back here?
Barb: It will be seventeen years in February.
Rykken: Oh wow! Isn’t that something? It’s hard to believe.
Paul: It is. It doesn’t seem like it has gone by that fast.
Rykken: So do you know much about the early history of the Evangelical Lutheran? Did you
learn anything about that growing up? Or is that all kind of back there long ago and far away?
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Paul: Well I can remember going to the old church, which is down where I think the Bob Ott
home is now and we were part of the closing of the old church and moved to the new church.
Because we had I think at the closing of the old church we had a lineup of young people that
came up the hill and they were all lined up. And we were to ring the bell at the new church. And
word went so fast up the line that we got the bell rung before they actually wanted us to.
Rykken: So you were about, you would’ve been about fourteen?
Barb: We were, I think, in eighth grade.
Rykken: Eighth grader when that happened. Okay so you have a good memory of that. You
already said this you were born into the church and you were baptized as infants in the Church.
What is your first memory of the Church? Like how far back does that go?
Barb: My first memory is going to Sunday school in the old church with the partitions and it was
in the church basement. And it was full on Sunday mornings. Our Sunday school classes were
very large as you will be able to tell from the Confirmation picture. And every class was that way
so it was very loud and there was lots of action down there but lots of teaching going on too.
Rykken: Do you remember who your teachers were? Do you remember anybody or does
anybody stand out?
Barb: My mom taught Sunday school. I remember that. Maybe Burt Engebretson – he was also
the janitor and they called him the janitor in the old church.
Rykken: And he was in the new church too.
Barb: And he was extremely active in the church. He and Irene were probably the most active
members that I remember as a young child. Later on in life when we got a little bit older, Marian
Huss was in our class and so we really got to know Reverend Huss quite well. He drove us back
and forth to St Olaf because they all took turns taking us and so we could always have great
talks with him. But that’s later. That’s not early early. I remember also when we were young we
had the lutefisk lefse dinner in the church basement. And those church women worked in a
kitchen that you wouldn’t even believe it was you know so bad but they could produce food like
you couldn’t believe. I also remember sitting in church and two boys were sitting maybe about
five rows back in the old church and they got the giggles as can happen when you’re in church.
And when you get the giggles you can’t stop. And the pastor was very mad at them and he
called them up and they had to sit right underneath the pulpit for the rest of the service. And
those boys i think we embarrassed but more so the two sets of parents were. I played the organ
in the old church for the choirs and I liked that organ. It was great. It was smaller but it had a
great sound. And the choir, you’ll see in pictures too but it was set up on the left hand side of the
altar so you were right up in front.
Rykken: How about Paul? What was your earliest memory of the church?
Paul: When Barb was mentioning the noise of the Sunday school when we were downstairs
because all these classes were all wide open. I also remember there was also probably a lot of
cooking going on in the kitchen which was right down there where the dividers were and so you
could smell the food. So that was a bit of a distraction from trying to listen to what was going on
in the Sunday school class.
Rykken: Do you remember any of the teacher?
Paul: I don’t remember the names of the teachers, no.
Rykken: Were you both from families that had a strict church ritual? Was Sunday morning a
certain thing?
Paul: My father was a very strict religious person. He had some rules and regulations that I
didn’t particularly agree during the time I was growing up. As an example, you couldn’t go to a
movie on a Sunday. You couldn’t play cards, playing cards. It was forbidden.
Rykken: This is how he had been raised probably.
Paul: Right. That was really the old school way, very strict.
Barb: Very strict Norwegian Lutheran.
Rykken. Correct. How about on your side Barb? Was it a very strict Sunday morning ritual?
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Barb: Yes. However, it was very important that we go to church and my mom and dad. But a lot
of things my dad played a dance job on Saturday nights and didn’t get home until three in the
morning. So there were certainly gaps in his church attendance. I know that it was very
important for us to go and we rarely missed.
Rykken: You were born in Black River. Were you parents born in Black River?
Barb: Yes
Rykken: So they had roots back in this parish, way back.
Barb: Actually my grandma, my dad’s mother, her maiden name would’ve been Jacobson, she
actually before the town in church got organized, really organized, she went to Squaw Creek.
And so some of my relatives are buried at the Squaw Creek church.
Rykken: The rural church was first right?
Barb: I’ve been doing a little reading because we’ve been working on the history of the church.
You know for a long time Little Norway, Squaw Creek, and the church in town were a three point
parish. The country people it seemed like they met and tried to convene actually, before they
got the one in town.
Rykken: Yeah I think that’s true. How about were your parents active in the parish?
Paul: My mother was I think she belonged to just about every ladies group there was. My dad I
think served in the church council so he was pretty active as well I think. He might have even
been on the building committee at the time that they were building the new church.
Rykken: Now because of my age and because of my experience coming into the parish in
1962, I remember your dad. What I remember from that period of time was that ushering was a
real formal thing. Like much more than it is today. Like they were really serious about it.
Paul: They would actually walk people up to a pew.
Barb: They would cringe if they would see the way we take offering today. And you know they
kind of pass it and your pass it back.
Rykken: They were very regimented.
Barb: They would walk in step when they would turn it in.
Rykken: And I think they wore a little thing. The other thing I remember about that too was that
there were deacons. I know that that went away at some point. What was that all about? It was
all men.
Barb: Women didn’t have quite the rights back then. Although I would say that in our church,
unlike the Wisconsin Senate Lutheran where women still really don’t have a voting right. If you
would visit a Wisconsin Synod Lutheran church women would not be invited to take communion.
Back then really the men were the leaders. One thing that we’ve noticed as we’ve been going
through the history is that they really bow to the men because the women are not listed as Mrs.
Lois Hanson. They are listed as Mrs. Vernon Hanson. Or not as Mrs. Alice Johnson but Mrs.
Elmo Johnson.
Rykken: I sure remember that too. How about the experience you had with confirmation? What
was that like? Like the instruction you had?
Paul: I can remember about confirmation, we had Pastor Huss, and when we sat down there
was public questioning. And the one thing that he made very clear was that before we went into
this public questioning he said “I want to ask you one question. I want to be sure you give me
the answer. I’m going to ask you why you’re a Lutheran and I don’t want you to say because my
parents are.” That was made clear right up front.
Rykken: I remember public questioning. Was that well attended?
Barb: Oh yes!
Rykken: Were you nervous wrecks going into that?
Barb: Well it was scary. Now they say it’s very difficult for kids to memorize and you can’t make
kids memorize all this stuff. Don’t make them do that. We had to memorize the entire catechism
and not only the catechism but what does it mean. I mean we knew that whole thing and you
had to be ready for whatever question they asked you. It was tough.
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Rykken: I think my age group, I’m sixty, I think we were about the last that had to do that. It
started to fade after that. Was confirmation on Saturdays? Saturday mornings?
Barb: Yes, and no excuses. However, I think this has changed too and really even when our
kids were in confirmation in the Chicago area. Wednesdays were kind of the day for church
things. The school was very good about not scheduling sports activities or whatever after school
on Wednesdays. It was kind of sacred you know but that has changed now. It makes it more
difficult for those kids that want to be more involved in whatever to be able to be involving the
confirmation.
Rykken: No doubt about
it. I’ll put these pictures in
front of you. That whole
thing of the church
moving up was the
building… This whole
project is about Holy Hill.
Was it a big deal that this
church was being built
there? I guess my
question before that is do
you remember the Price
home?
Barb: Oh very well.
Rykken: When that was
torn down, what was the
reaction of the
community?
Barb: I think a sad thing
for that Price mansion
and it happened before
the Lutheran church had even bought it. They bought it in the late 40s and it had already gone
downhill. It had been divided into apartments. I knew someone who had lived there so I had
been there many times. It was unfortunate that that didn’t become a historical part of Black
River Falls. People weren’t so into that. But there were two places in Black River that should
have, the fathers should have been farsighted enough to keep that Price house and that
Spaulding house because they were magnificent. They’d been furnished by Marshall Fields.
They had beautiful rugs. I mean they were beautiful homes. So I mean we bought it and we
didn’t pay I don’t know maybe $12,000 for that whole block. And then torn down. And that whole
groundbreaking ceremony was so important. People were thrilled. The membership was so high
then. Church when Paul and I were growing up versus church today is… The church fed a
social need. People went to church because a lot of times farmers wouldn’t see each other until
the weekend. There was a different feeling. Today people don’t go the church for the social part
of it so much. I’m not so sure that maybe the Catholics and the Methodists didn’t get into the
whole building of this wonderful church.
Rykken: It was the Methodist church that burned down right?
Barb: Yes, yes.
Rykken: Was the current one there before ours was there?
Barb: Well the Methodist church as I remember as a kid, the Methodist church burned down
first. Then the Methodist church built just that one long part.
Paul: And that was built in pieces.
Barb: And they were in that for a long time before the next beautiful addition.
Rykken: How about St. Joseph?
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Barb: That’s been there forever. All three churches are so beautiful. Architecturally they’re just
beautiful.
Rykken: It’s so interesting. A friend of mine visited me here one time and we were driving up
Main Street, and he had never been here, he was almost overwhelmed with St. Joseph. Of
course when you live here you see it everyday, he just said “Man that’s amazing.”
Barb: Especially when you come into town, there that gorgeous church is.
Paul: It’s such a perfect location up there because it’s the first thing you see when you come up
Main Street.
Rykken: You’ve talked about Pastor Huss a little bit. What was his style and how did that reflect
the time versus what we might see today?
Barb: We can give you a couple really solid examples.
Paul: As much as I did like Pastor Huss, he was extremely strict.
Rykken: He was that old school.
Paul: No nonsense. He wasn’t fun and enjoyable to be around and just to talk with. I happened
to be going with a Catholic gal and he thought I was gonna go straight to hell. It was
unacceptable.
Barb: And I was going to be a bridesmaid for a Catholic gal and he told me not to do that.
Rykken: Those were the days of very strict lines between the two.
Barb: And there was absolutely no conversation between the priest and Pastor Huss.
Paul: They could see each other on the street and not even say hello.
Rykken: My dad was different that way. When I was a kid, we often visited with the Priest who
lived around the corner from us. I’d go over there with him. Huss was more representative of
that kind of old style and no nonsense and today that probably wouldn’t work.
Paul: I don’t think so.
Rykken: Not sure how they’d react to that.
Paul: In fact, everything crosses over into all three churches now and they have their summer
schools for the children and they all go to one.
Barb: And that never would’ve been done back in the day.
Rykken: So the denominations were more distinct.
Barb: Definitely.
Rykken: People knew that and that was just accepted that that was what it was. I have a few
questions that rather get a bit broader. When you look at a town like Black River, how do you
think the churches impact the community? I know that is a big question but how do they change
the town? We are going to go back into the earliest history of the churches back in the 19th
century. You know this was a rough place really, when you get back into that history. But do you
see them as a having a big role in the community and has that changed a lot?
Paul: I think now, one of the things I’ve noticed is I’m on the committee at church for Gifts and
Memorials and one of the things we try to do is outreach in the community with those funds.
There is a line item for outreach in the community. Some of the groups we have helped fund
some projects that they have, we’ve gotten tremendous support and good feedback from those
groups. I don’t know how it was in the early days but I know now there’s a real effort to become
more active in the community.
Barb: I think all the churches seem to be more mission oriented today whereas in the earlier
history, they were very interested in serving the people in the Lutheran church or in the Catholic
church or in the Methodist church. Not too much going beyond those boundaries. That I think
has changed over the years. I think the churches having an impact, I think those early days, the
church was really important to the people. I think those early days, the way I see it, the church is
more important to the general public than it is today. And I’m not sure that’s just true in Black
River, but everywhere. It doesn’t seem to be quite as important.
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Paul: Well I think you mentioned earlier it fulfilled a social part of people's lives more than it
does today. It’s primarily just the religious part of it. Back then it was women getting together at
various houses in the church and their circles and their ladies groups.
Rykken: Do you think that changed a lot with changing role of women in general in society?
Perhaps they just don’t have time? Maybe that’s too much a generalization.
Barb: You know it’s hard to work all day and then raise your kids and do the laundry and get the
grocery shopping done and still belong to Dorcas or the Ladies Aid. You just can’t do it all. So I
think as women entered the workplace, it changed many things.
Rykken: There’s a lot that’s been written about the fact that in the Post-WWII, the churches
were kind of like other social organizations like Lions Club. There was a lot of energy for that
after WWII and into the 60s and then it starts to decline when you get into about the mid-70s.
That’s kind of the history part of it. I think you can see it in our own parish. Is there something
we’ve lost from that old church? Or do you think we’ve just evolved and this is where we are? Is
there something you miss from that time or that old church?
Paul: You probably took a look at that picture of our old confirmation class. It’s huge. And today
there were probably 10 or 15.
Barb: There were eight I think.
Paul: The reasons
I’m not so sure but I
mean the Sunday
attendance is down.
The church is not
playing as big a part.
We had to go back
and try to determine
the exact number of
families involved in
the church and it’s
very hard to do
because at one point
we showed 1200 or
1400. We’re probably
in the 200 to 300 in
the active numbers
today.
Barb: There are
more on the role, but
that’s the people that
actually come.
Rykken: So the
culture shifted a lot.
And the church
reflects the cultural changes.
Barb: It will be interesting too when you interview the Catholic and the Methodist and whether
their numbers have declined over the years. Maybe not as much with the Catholics because
they still have that need to go to church every Sunday or go to Mass at least once a week. The
old, old church you’re thinking…
Rykken: Did we lose something when that culture went away? Or is that just from the past and
it is what it is?
Barb: I never missed it. We were also thrilled about this gorgeous magnificent church.
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Rykken: One of the things I’ve always been intrigued by is that your generation, I’m not that far
from your generation… We were raised in a more rigid situation but our children have taken a
different approach and I always wonder about that. Why did that get passed along to us but
maybe not to them? Where did that change occur? I’m speaking in very general terms here. I've
talked to enough people that that seems to be a common experience.
Barb: Paul and I’ve got lie almost two families because we have our 3 older kids and then Amy
and Beth. Our 3 older kids go to church. Amy and Beth went to Carthage, Christian college,
neither one go.
Rykken: Right. So it's kind of an interesting shift that occurred there. I think this is going to be
true in all four parishes. We are going to find the same dynamic. One of the things I think has
changed is, Paul you talked about it earlier, the Sunday culture has changed. Stores weren’t
opened and there certainly wouldn’t have been tournaments on Sunday mornings. That whole
hockey thing. Sunday is just like any other day. I think that’s part of it.
Paul: There was no excuse that I had that I couldn’t make it to church on Sunday mornings.
There was absolutely nothing that would take precedence over going to church on Sunday and
sitting in the pew.
Rykken: And that experience week after week after week affects you. You can’t help but have it
affect you. It’s interesting.
Barb: It would be very rare for Paul and I not to go to church on Sunday. Very rare because it’s
ingrained in us. We’ve gone since we were little and it’s just what you do. One kind of fun story
reflecting that old traditional side was when Paul and I were in St. Olaf his aunt lived in
Northfield and she had Paul and I over for dinner every Sunday night. But not only Paul and I
but she’d had half a dozen other kids, other students come. She had this wonderful meal and
you could do the dishes… the plates, the silverware, the cups. But you couldn’t wash the pots
and pans. You could not wipe off the counter. Other kids would leave and Paul and I would
often stay with Helga and Martin. The days would get long, so one Sunday I told Paul I was
going to take my knitting, I was just learning how to knit. So we were sitting talking, no TV, no
radio, or anything. And I had gotten a little ways on my knitting and I realized I had dropped a
stitch. And I said “Oh Helga I dropped a stitch way back there.” She says “Serves you right for
knitting on a Sunday.” So I put my knitting away. No knitting on Sundays. When Martin took us
make to campus that day he said to just understand where Helga came from.
Rykken: That gets me into the thinking that there was more guilt in that time of the church.
Paul: Helga, by the way, was my dad’s sister. She came from that same background he did.
Rykken: Were they from the Norwegian Lutheran church?
Paul: Yes, they were from the Little Lake area outside of Osceola.
Rykken: Up in the north country.
Paul: So it was a little rural country church that they had come from.
Rykken: It's so interesting because whoever you pastor was kind of influenced that, by
experience. Pastor Huss had his way, his own style. I’ve heard about Huss for years and years
and years because my dad replaced him. In fact I had somebody in town, do you remember Ted
Stubrud, he told me one time he was always mad at me, I didn’t even know him, because I
wasn’t Ralph Huss. Isn’t that so strange? People would get attached to that whole family. Were
you here with Rusten too? Do you remember him?
Barb: We do remember him.
Rykken: But you would have been in Chicago during that time.
Paul: Right.
Barb: When he left here, he lived across from us in Arlington Heights. For a little while, in that
little white house.
Rykken: He was out of that old school, really old school from Norway. I guess I’d like your
reaction to a couple of the pictures here. If you just want to look at them and see if they bring
anything back.
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Barb: I think one of the
nice things that they did
is that they took this and
put it in the chapel.
Rykken: That’s the one
original piece we have. I
know I can recognize
Maxine Pratt, Leo
Grosskreutz in one of the
pictures. Here they must
be doing the
groundbreaking.
Barb: This is Irene
Engebretson.
Rykken: Now was she
the organist down there
too?
Barb: She was the
organist for years.
Rykken: And then back
up in the new church
also. I think I saw Arvid
Walton and his wife. They
look like they are about 20 years old.
Barb: Here’s Betty Gaier. Jimmy Engebretson is directing the choir. It’s a walk down memory
lane. Here’s Edgar Olson. Bruce Olson’s dad. Joann Schnur. Joann Holder.
Rykken: You can recognize lots of people. I figured that you’d
be able to do that. We’ll scan a few of those pictures because
their pretty good. I think Speltz did them, they’re Speltz
photographs.
Barb: The quality of these are good.
Rykken: Speltz was a famous photographer in town. He
replaced Van Schaick who was here for forty years and then
Speltz was here for a long time. The history room at the
library has all his negatives, thousands of them. You’re
probably in several of them. They are cataloging them.
Here is where they are dismantling, taking the bell down, The
bell in the church is from the old church.
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Barb: Look at the
people here. That is
amazing.
Rykken: All wearing
suits.
Barb: And do you
notice the number of
hats that the ladies
have on too?
Rykken: I should ask
you this. Was there
an active Luther
League?
Barb: Very.
Rykken: When did
that meet?
Barb: Every Sunday
night. Well I shouldn’t
say every Sunday
night.
Paul: That was one
night when I could
usually get the car
from my dad.
Barb: We’d go to Luther League so we could do something afterward. We’d pick up a few kids.
Rykken: Was it instruction or did you do things?
Barb: It was mostly fun.
Paul: Various activities.
Rykken: Would Huss lead those?
Paul: No, somebody else would. I can’t remember who would lead that.
Rykken: Another question I have is, did you go to Bible camp?
Barb: Yes, best time I ever had.
Rykken: How old were you when you went to Bible camp?
Barb: We went after Confirmation, so ninth grade I’d say.
Paul: That was the one chance you had to meet other kids from the area. La Crosse kids and
people all over.
Barb: You’d get crushes on all these kids from the other towns. Yes, it was very fun.
Rykken: I spent many, many weeks of my life at Bible camp. It was always an adventure when
you were that age. Is there anything else you want to add? Anything we may have missed.
Paul: Well I think it's a great project that you guys are working on.
Barb: Wonderful.
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Reflections on the Project
Letting go of tradition is a difficult obstacle that
confronts nearly everyone at some point in life. A common
sentiment throughout the interviews was a sense of nostalgia.
From the music to the way that people used to dress, these
lifelong members fondly remembered the way things used to
be. While nostalgia is remembering the good times in
someone’s life, it can also feel similar to loss. Some people
experiencing nostalgia feel as though they have seen their
best days and anything that comes after can only get worse.
However, I did not get this sense from those that we
interviewed.
Our interviewees seemed accepting of some of the
new changes and hopeful about the direction their church is
heading. They expressed pride in how far their churches have
come in terms of acceptance. There used to be an apparent
sense of division between the different denominations.
Crossover between those from the different churches was
discouraged. In recent years, for example, the three parishes held a joint Bible School during
the summer. I remember participating in that as a child. The openness between the churches is
something that people, young and old, seem to be embracing. Another change relates to the
role of men and women within the parishes. While in former years, men typically held leadership
roles, women now hold many different positions in the church, even pastor, in some cases.
Overall, they accepted the changes they saw within their church community.
Perhaps one of the biggest concerns they voiced was the decline in membership.
Whether it be due to the rise in competing activities, our obsession with technology or the
youth’s opposition to the church’s dogmas, there is no denying that the numbers in church
across America are dropping, especially in the mainline denominations. Black River Falls is no
exception. However, it is difficult to pinpoint one single cause of declining church numbers. It is
evident that this fact deeply saddens these lifetime members. It is difficult to watch what was
once a flourishing social and spiritual location becoming lost in our busy lives.
The members, like so many others within the three parishes, hold deep connections to
these churches on Holy Hill. What seems to be a simple coincidence has become a distinct
feature of Black River Falls. As I prepare to leave this community to go off to college, I have
become more aware and appreciative of the unique aspects of our town. The magnificent view
of St. Joseph church that greets us while driving up Main Street is special. Growing up sharing
in the church experience with not only kids from my own church but the adjacent ones as well
has been a blessing.
Elizabeth Pardoe
Falls History Project Intern
BRFHS Class of 2018
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Timeline: The Evolution of “Holy Hill” in Black River Falls
The three churches that now grace the landscape at the top of Main Street in Black River Falls
are the result of many developments occurring from 1847 to 1953.
1838-39
1847

1857
1857
1856-57

1858
1861-1865

1867-68

1868

1871

1871
1874
1876
1877
Early 1880s

1886
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Jacob Spaulding and companions enter the Black River Valley signaling the
beginnings of permanent Euro-American settlement in the area.
Eight years after the founding of Black River Falls, William Price, and others,
propose the formation of the Methodist-Episcopal (ME) Church in Black River
Falls. Worship services are initially held at the Shanghai House near the
river. Later that year a parsonage and small church building are constructed
on Main Street.
The Catholic parish is first organized in Black River Falls by Father
Kerrigan of Eau Claire.
Black River Falls is hit hard by the financial “Panic of 1857.” Dudley
Spaulding, son of city founder Jacob Spaulding, suffers great financial losses.
The Methodists construct a new building at the corner of 4 th and Harrison,
becoming the first church atop the hill west of the River. The church is
remodeled in 1863 and a bell and organ are added in 1866.
Sabbath School (or Sunday School) is established by the Methodists.
Abraham Lincoln is President of the US. The American Civil War has a
dramatic effect on Jackson County and Black River Falls. Over 100 young
men from the village serve in the Union Army during the War.
Norwegian Lutherans organize a parish in Black River Falls. Informal
gatherings have been occurring for several years, but a more formal
organization takes place by 1868.
The Universalists (Unitarian) construct a church building at the top of Main
Street. The German Reformed Church uses the building for worship services
also. The Universalists retain possession until 1903 when the building is sold
to St. Joseph parish.
The Catholics erect their first church located on North 1 st Street (German Hill),
close to Levis Creek. Progress is slow and the structure is not fully completed
until 1877. The steeple is 80 feet high, making it tallest building in Black
River.
Union High School is constructed just east of the Methodist Church at a cost
of $20,000.
The Lutherans build Little Norway Church three miles south of Black River
Falls to accommodate the rural community.
The Lutherans build their first church in the city, located on 3 rd Street, just east
of the Jackson County Courthouse.
A lightning storm severely damages the Catholic Church steeple.
William T. Price builds an extravagant home just south of the Methodist
Church. The Price mansion dominates the landscape atop what comes to be
known as “Price Hill,” and eventually falls into disrepair and is razed in 1949.
William T. Price dies while serving in the US House of Representatives.

1887

1898
1903

1911
1914-1918
1929-1945

1941-43

1946

1949
1950-51
1950-52

1951-53
1953

The Methodists construct a new church building on 4th Street, moving the
1856 building to the Spaulding Farm west of Black River Falls. James J.
McGillivray is the architect and builder. The new building features a memorial
window for William T. Price.
Father Patrick Garrity arrives in Black River Falls to be the first resident priest
at St. Joseph Parish.
The Catholics purchase the Universalist Church building near the site of
present-day St. Joseph Church. Their original church building is sold to the
German Reformed Church parish.
Black River Falls experiences a devastating flood that destroys much of the
downtown district.
The Great War, later called World War I, rages in Europe and numerous
young men from Black River are deployed in 1917-18.
The Great Depression dramatically affects the regional, US and world
economies. In 1939 war again breaks out in Europe, signaling the start of
World War II.
During the war years, the Catholics erect a new church building at the top of
Main Street. A dramatic feature of the new structure is a 3000-pound statue
of Christ in the tower. The old church (purchased from the Universalists in
1903, is moved slightly east of the new structure toward the Carnegie Library.
In January, a devastating fire destroys the United Methodist Church. For
nearly five years, worship services are held in the Masonic Temple on Main
Street.
The Lutheran parish purchases the Price Mansion for $12,000 and begins the
process of clearing the site for the construction of a new church building.
The Methodists rebuild on the Harrison and 4th Street site.
The Catholics break ground for a parochial school, located just west of the
church. The school opens its doors in 1952. The school operates until the
end of the 1978 school year.
The Lutherans complete the construction of a new church on the corner of 5 th
Street and Harrison.
The Lutherans hold their final service in the church located on 3rd Street and
move “up the hill” to their new home.

Paul Rykken directs the Falls History Project. He and former colleague John Pellowski established
the project in 2000 as a way for young history students to connect more authentically with the history of
their local community, particularly through the process of researching oral history.
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