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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Swensson Farm comprises a seventeen acre farmstead on the 
SE%, Section 6, Twp.ll6N, R39W near Wegdahl in Chippewa County. The 
house, barn, ruins of the grist mill and family burial plot are 
located on about two acres in the southernmost part of the farmstead 
and accessible from County Road 15.

The Swensson house was begun in 1901. vIt; is wood frame construction 
which was faced with a brick veneer in 1903/ Stylistically the house 
shows a vernacular mixture of Italianate and' Georgian elements. 
According to sketches by Olof Swensson the house was originally intended 
as a three storey mansion in the French Second Empire style which was 
to be highlighted by a four-storey mansarded stair tower. Lack of 
materials and finances prohibited this dream to reach fruition. The 
present house is set upon a foundation of huge granite stones, expertly 
cut and laid in pattern by Swensson and his eldest daughter Katherine. 
These stones were collected locally. Dimensions of this foundation are rn 
40 f x 78'. m

Of note are the cut-granite corner stones on the southeast and 
southwest corners of the central mass of the house. On the east face 
of the southeast cornerstone is inscribed: "Olof Swensson Born 1843" t/» 
and on the south face are the Roman numerals "MDCCCCI" designating the 
date of construction. On the south face of the southwest cornerstone 
is inscribed "Come to America 1871" and on the west face is "Settled 
1873". <=

O
'Although recent asphalt shingles cover the formerly cut-cedar 

shingle roof, the flat area on the summit retains its original wrought 
iron railing enclosure. Other distinguishing features are seen in the o 
well crafted concrete posts and railings used on front and rear porches. 
A porch on the west side rear of the house was removed owing to its 
badly deteriorated condition; this porch was similar to that on the east 
side rear which is extant.

The interior attests to Olof Swensson 1 s ability as a carpenter in 
application of good quality materials. The majority of rooms exhibit 
fine wooden-doors and mouldings. Walls are covered with patterned 
pressed metal which has been painted, in some cases polychrome. There 
are twenty-two rooms of which five are in the basement, twelve on the 
first floor, and five on the second floor.

The structure consists basically of two parts: the large front 
section containing hall, parlor, living/dining room, library, and 
four bedrooms; and the smaller kitchen dependency to the rear which 
consists of kitchen and six small rooms. The kitchen portion was 
the first section of the house to be completed, and served as the 
family's living quarters while the front part of the house was being 
finished. The kitchen is separated from the front (living/dining space) 
by a hall which links the rear porches by double doors.

(see continuation sheet)
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The main front entry is through double doors with elaborate decorative 
glass panels. These doors open into the hall from which a wide staircase 
leads to the second floor. A door at the base of the staircase opens 
into the parlor, elaborately embellished by polychromed pressed-metal 
walls and ceiling. Connection between the parlor and master bedroom is 
provided by a large walk-through closet. Two bedrooms open into a 
10 foot by 20 foot library. Local informants report that Swensson 
originally planned to board Norwegian students here for the purpose of 
educating them to American ways -- thus the reason for the dormitory- 
like arrangement of the library section of the house.

Of primary interest on the second floor is a large room which comprises 
the total floor area (38 x 38) of the front section. This room, also 
embellished by polychrome pressed metal, is where Olof Swensson held 
church services. A large kerosine lamp chandelier suspended in this room 
is adjusted by a cable on pulleys which comes down through the ceiling 
of an adjacent room. This room contains another cable which regulates 
a central ventillating grate in the large room ceiling.

The house is furnished with possessions of the Swensson family. 
Nothing has been added by the Chippewa County Historical Society which now 
operates the farm as a museum. An ongoing program of maintenance/ 
preservation will continue to insure the future of this property.

In addition to the house, there is a large timber-framed barn which 
is presently undergoing restoration to house farm implements, most of 
which were made and used by Olof Swensson. It rests on a one-storey 
granite foundation cut from locally gathered boulders. It was constructed 
before the house while Swensson was homesteading this land. An elaborate 
system of wind-bracing and notching attest to Swensson 1 s skill as a 
designer and builder.

Lastly, Swensson constructed a small grist mill near the barn in the 
1890*s. It was first powered by horses and later by a steam engine. 
Plans found in the Swensson collection indicate that the mill concept 
used was of English origin. Today the mill is in ruins, having ceased 
operation early in this century. The mill stones (burrs) were fashioned 
from local granite by Swensson.

The family burial plot adjacent to County Road 15 has concrete tomb­ 
stones, designed and cast by Olof Swensson. The molds for these are 
preserved in the house.

After Olof Swensson 1 s death in 1923 the farmstead gradually fell into 
disrepair although his son John and daughters Christine and Emma continued 
to occupy the premises. At John's death in 1967, the property was 
bequeathed to the Chippewa County Historical Society.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Olof Swensson was born 19 May 1843 on a farm at Ostmarken in 
Kongsvingers Parish, Norway. In his youth, he studied under Pastor Ole 
Gutormsen Ronning and became deeply absorbed in the teachings of the 
Lutheran doctrine. In 1869 at the age of 26, he married Ingeborg 
Agnetta Pearson, a nursemaid for a wealthy Swedish landowner. Three years 
later Swensson, with his wife and year old son, emigrated to the United 
States and settled on a fanm near Wegdahl, Minnesota, where his father 
had homesteaded a few years earlier. Their first home was a dugout on 
this farm. * **

In 1873 Olof Swensson homesteaded a quarter section of land 
adjoining his father's land and constructed a log house. Here, in the 
following year their daughter Katie, who later became Olof's chief helper 
after the death of his first son, was born. She worked as a man in the 
fields to care for crops of wheat, potatoes, and livestock which were 
the Swensson's chief sources of income.

In the decade of the nineties, Olof and Katie gathered the granite 
boulders for the foundation of the large timber-framed barn and a small 
grist mill. This mill, now in ruin, was first powered by horses and 
later by steam engine, For,a brief period "Swensson Flour" was marketed, 
until in 1904, the mill was used only for feed grinding.

Swensspn was a deeply religious man and declared himself a self- 
appointed lay-preacher. He conducted weekly religious services in the 
large room on the second floolKof the house which he and Katie con­ 
structed between 1901 and 1903. His sermons, written in Norwegian, have 
been preserved. In addition, Swensson wrote and published a book in 
Norwegian stating his religious beliefs.

Copies of this book were sent out in 1908 and the renumeration 
was set at fifty cents. A quotation from the book reveals Swensson's 
purposes and 'philosophy:""To reveal the corruption in the seminaries 
and the Christianity they practice I am writing this book. The church 
policy they maintain is a mere moon-beam in the world's dark night. 
God's Spirit is riot in it."

Olof Swensson was politically active as well as religious. After 
living in the United States for twenty years, he was disturbed by what 
seemed wrong to him in the nation's political and economic situation.
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8. Significance

Swensson wrote a proposed amendment to the United States Constitution and 
had it printed under the date of 6 February 1892. This amendment, sixteen 
pages in length, was found in Swensson 1 s desk by the Chippewa County 
Historical Society in 1967. Twenty-two envelopes were also found with the 
amendment, addressed to the heads of state of twenty-two different counties. 
In the appendix of the amendment Swensson wrote: "I have endeavored to 
place all upon a common footing and to regulate wages of labor for rich and 
poor alike --- I would not write anything that would destroy any of the 
industrial institutions of this country, but I aim to protect the laborer 
as well as the capitalist----." During the period of this writing, Swensson 
also ran for governor of Minnesota, however unsuccessfully.

After his brief career in politics, Swensson returned to his life on 
the farmstead, making elaborate plans to construct his mansion. This 
twenty-two room brick veneer house was finished in/1903. Swensson died in 
1923 leaving two spinster daughters and a bachelor son. They retained 
everything which was on the property at the time of their father's death, 
and when the last member of the family died in 1967, a veritable museum 
of family history was passed on to the Chippewa County Historical Society. 
This history has been preserved for the education and enjoyment of future 
generations.
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