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Minnesota Territory established.

Benedictines arrived in Minnesota. Free school
opened in Stearns County.

Bill No. 70 of Minnesota’s Eighth Legislative
Session incorporated the St. John’s Seminary:.

Abbot Rupert Seidenbusch, OSB, St. John’s
first abbot, blessed on June 2.

Pope Pius IX created Archbishop James
Gibbons of Baltimore as first American car-
dinal.

Vicariate Apostolic of Northern Minnesota
established on February 12.

Abbot Alexius Edelbrock, OSB, St. John’s
second abbot, blessed on October 24.

St. John the Baptist Parish established on
December 12.

English began to replace German in parish
announcements.
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BEGINNINGS

In 1875 the American Church — including its faithful in
central Minnesota — was making headlines. Pope Pius IX
had named Archbishop James Gibbons the first American
cardinal and had established the Vicariate of Northern Min-
nesota from the then diocese of St. Paul. The apostolic
vicar’s jurisdiction stretched for 600 miles east to west and
250 miles north to south. That May, Most Rev. Rupert
Seidenbusch, OSB, was consecrated the vicariate’s bishop in
St. Mary’s Church in St. Cloud. Shortly after his consecra-
tion, Bishop Seidenbusch resigned as the first abbot of the
then abbey of St. Louis on the Lake, “situated in the most
healthy part of Minnesota,”™ and moved to St. Cloud to
administer the vicariate which numbered 14,000 immigrant
settlers and 25,000 Indians, and a clergy of twenty-one Bene-
dictine and eight diocesan priests. That December this
bishop answered the request of twenty settlers who lived
near the abbey to establish the St. John the Baptist Parish,
one of forty-two churches in the vicariate at that time.

The monks of St. Louis on the Lake, who in 1866 moved
their abbey from St. Cloud to the lake country twelve miles
west, by 1875 served many Stearns County parishes and also
conducted St. John’s College, which in that year enrolled
138 students, thirteen of them in the seminary. By 1877 the
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Benedictines
establish
abbey in
Pennsylvania

term “Collegeville” appeared in the St. John’s records. Two
years later a post office and telegraph station was established
at the Collegeville train depot near the trackage which
marked the mightiest curve of the then St. Paul and Pacific
Railroad. The railroad stopping at Collegeville not only
brought more students to the college each semester but also
brought more German homesteaders to the rocky hill country
around the abbey.

Two German families had settled near Collegeville as
early as 1856, perhaps in response to Fr. Francis Pierz who
began his missionary activity in central Minnesota in 1852.
Father Pierz wrote: “I informed the Germans that Minnesota
is an ideal place for a settlement and that they can secure
lands in a short time.”? The first Collegeville parishioners
were mainly Bavarians, Rhinelanders, and Westphalians who
emigrated from Germany to seek a better livelihood, to
gain more religious freedom, or to escape the draft. Some
did not emigrate directly to this area but moved to Stearns
County from other states —the Edelbrocks from Iowa, the
Borgerdings from Indiana, ete. The impetus that led monks
and farmers to worship together as Collegeville parishioners
in 1875 began thirty years earlier.

On September 16, 1846, the first Benedictines left Bavaria
for America. Fr. Boniface Wimmer, OSB, led the monks
to Latrobe, Pennsylvania. On July 23, 1848, during the
reign of Pope Pius IX, the monks established the priory of
St. Vincent. On August 24, 1855 the Holy See raised the
priory to an abbey with Father Boniface as its abbot.

Regardless where the German Catholic went, his culture
was supported by the German clergy. The Benedictine priests
realized the needs of the German people and decided to
follow the settlers to the woods of central Minnesota. As
the historian of St. John’s Abbey, Fr. Colman Barry, OSB,
wrote in 1953:

The German immigrant to the United States has been
brought up . . . on the tradition that “there is no better
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or higher culture than German and the practice of reli-
gion by a German must be the best in the world.”

Bishop Joseph Cretin of St. Paul in January 1856 asked
Abbot Boniface of St. Vincent’s for a band of Benedictines
to care for the spiritual needs of his people. Likewise that
January five other American bishops petitioned the Bene-
dictines to come to their dioceses. The abbot listened to
each monk’s opinion regarding these apostolates and then
decided:

We will commit the whole affair to the hands of God —
may he decide where we should have the beginning.
I shall write to each of the bishops and tell him our
needs; i.e., the conditions upon which we will be able
to correspond with his request. All of these letters I
will mail at the same time and the first bishop who
will reply satisfactorily shall have our priests.

The voice of God came from the West, from St. Paul,
the most distant point of the six petitions. The mail first
reached Dubuque by rail and then continued by stage to
St. Paul. From that city came the first call for Benedictine
monks. The St. Vincent monks decided to open the mission
by sending their prior, Fr. Demetrius di Marogna, and two
seminarians, Frs. Bruno Riess and Cornelius Wittmann, OSB,
and Brothers Benno Muckenthaler and Patrick Greil, OSB.

The diocese of St. Paul extended over what is now
Minnesota and the Dakotas. The missionaries tried to decide
in 1855 whether to locate on the Minnesota or Mississippi
Rivers. The missionary Fr. Francis X. Pierz contacted the
Benedictines and reminded them that in the early 1850’
he suggested that the Benedictines come to Stearns County
and work among the German immigrants. With this reminder,
the group pushed on to the Mississippi River at St. Anthony
where they settled to do God’s work.

Benedictines
in Minnesota



Benedictines
in St. Cloud,
1856

Father Bruno and his fellow missionaries made their

way to St. Cloud from St. Anthony on May 19, 1856:

The craft was merely a boat for transportation of freight,
had no conveniences whatsoever for passengers, fur-
nished no meals, not a chair to sit upon —still fifty
passengers entered at this place. For two days and one
night we sought comfort among the trunks and other
freight, and were exposed to ferocious attacks of mos-
quitoes and had nothing to eat. On the afternoon of
the 20th the boat was moored about two miles below
St. Cloud; orders were given to have freight unloaded
at this point while passengers were to step out at St.
Cloud. About half of the freight was unloaded. P. Bruno
and one of the lay brothers were on shore attending
to their baggage and the other lay brother remained
on board keeping guard over our cask of Mass wine,
for the little cask was an attraction to the deck hands.
Before we who were on shore could realize our situa-
tion, the boat pushed off and made for Sauk Rapids.
Now find a human habitation or even St. Cloud without
roads or guides! The lay brother remained with the
baggage and P. Bruno set out to explore. To find
St. Cloud was then a rather more difficult task then it
would be today, comprising as it did one house and
four less dignified edifices and these far apart?

If the Benedictines were to establish Catholicism in

the area, they had to soon file a land claim. Father Bruno
noted the problem:

Up to the date of our arrival St. Clouders had not
dreamt of making land claims — all looked so hopeless.
But our appearance turned the tables and that very
night the inhabitants of St. Cloud claimed and staked
out the entire prairie between St. Cloud and the crossing
of the Sauk River, not leaving a single spot in the
vicinity for us to locate upon.®




























































