Methodism arrives in Clearwater and surrounding area
On the occasion of the Clearwater Methodist Church’s 80th anniversary in 1938, a
committee from the church wrote a Historical Sketch. The information in this
account is taken from that, as well as from other documents compiled through the
years. The names of the original writers and reporters are not known, and in some
cases, dates of pastors’ service at the church or of events disagree in these
documents. This is a summary of the available information as it is currently
understood in August 2013. Spellings of names and places are written here as they
appear in the early documents.
Very early in Clearwater’s history, Rev. Samuel T. Creighton, a Methodist minister
stationed at Monticello, held services at the home of John Dow, two miles from the
present village of Clearwater. On Jan. 8 and 9, 1858, during the Monticello District
quarterly conference at Orino, presiding elder Rev. S. T. Sterrett assigned Rev. Levi
Gleason to the Clearwater charge.
Rev. Gleason and Rev. Sterrett first visited Clearwater Jan. 9, 1858, staying overnight
at the home of Eli B. King at Neenah, some seven miles northeast of Clearwater. Rev.
Gleason, with headquarters at Mr. King’s, remained to inspire an interest in the
hearts of the people.
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The first Methodist sermon preached in the village of Clearwater was in the
afternoon of January 23, 1858, by Rev. Gleason (pastor 1858-59, 63-64; 69-71). This
service was in a building owned by Francis Morrison but used as a schoolhouse.
That morning, Rev. Gleason had preached at the Fremont schoolhouse on the banks
of the Clearwater River, about one- and-a-half miles from the village.
After the service, the first class was organized, with James Lee as leader. First
members of the class were James and Rebecca Lee, Benjamin and Lydia Lyons and
Joseph and Eliza Pratt. Later, Martha Pratt and William Long were among those
received as members.
A plague of grasshoppers had all but destroyed the crops, Rev. Gleason reported to
the Conference. “Many suffered but none died because of the hardship, but many
became destitute. For my labors in the field, (until the Conference’s annual meeting)
I received a coat, pants and vest, worth perhaps $15, and my board.”
During the April 1858 annual conference in St. Paul, Rev. Gleason was appointed to
serve the Sauk Rapids and Clearwater circuit. He preached the first Methodist
sermon in St. Cloud on May 7, 1858, in a school in “Lower Town.” Aside from
Clearwater and St. Cloud, he also preached at Main Prairie, Freemont, Neenah, Sauk
Rapids, Watab and Winnebago Prairie.
A camp meeting was held at the home of Eli B. King, where Rev. Gleason was staying
and, according to Gleason’s report, “nearly a score” were converted. It seems that
plans were considered to establish a circuit to include Elk River, Orono, Fair Haven,
Maine Prairie, St. Cloud, Winnebago Prairie (Brockway) and Clearwater. A Rev.
Creighton from Monticello had conducted services in Clearwater at some point, but
did not continue there.
During a conference in Red Wing in 1875, Rev. Noah Lathrop (1875-77) was
appointed to the circuit. He lamented the fact that record books had been badly
neglected and added, “I greatly regret this, as it occasions much embarrassment.”
Facts concerning the early history of the church seem very vague, but Rev. Lathrop
wrote, “In the summer of 1876 the grasshoppers alighted on almost all of the
territory of the circuit and deposited their eggs. This cast a gloom over the whole
community. Considerable damage was done and finances greatly embarrassed, for
up to the 4th quarterly meeting there had been collected only a little over $300. The
year had not been one of especial spiritual progress, the minds of the people
seeming to be engrossed in other matters. I trust the future will prove propitious.”
Rev. Leland Smith (1880-83) indicated how great an area of influence these early
pastors covered, and how great the need was: “I have visited Garden Valley near
Kingston, where there is a class of 26 that need services.” He reports, “I was
appointed Pastor of the Clearwater charge in 1880. There was no church building
and the society was embarrassed by debt, both on the parsonage and for hall rent.
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By diligent effort, the debts were paid and a church erected at Clearwater and
dedicated by Bishop C. D. Foss on October 16, 1881.
Later, in September 1883, Smith recorded: “At present writing the congregation is
unencumbered by debt, and the charge is now in good financial condition.” This was
quite an accomplishment, considering that eggs sold or traded for five cents a dozen,
butter at eight cents a pound, oats ten cents a bushel, wheat fifty cents per bushel,
and fifty cents paid for a full day’s labor.”
A class was organized in Becker in March 1883. The Sunday School was organized in
1887 and the Ladies Aid about 1890.

Clergy and laity who served, and their activities
At the time of its 80th anniversary in 1938, the Clearwater church was in the
Litchfield District of the Northern Minnesota Conference, which was formed from
the Minnesota Conference in 1894. The Historical Sketch Committee writes: “In the
past eighty years we have had 41 pastors who have served well and faithfully. At the
present time Rev. Charles Sheffield is our pastor. The organizations of the church
are: a Sunday School with a Home Department and Cradle Roll, Epworth League
Society, Junior and Senior Choir, a Country Choir, Men’s Chorus, Ladies Aid, Church
Supporting Groups No. 1 and 2, a Community Mother’s Club and a Prayer Band. The
Church Supporting Group No.2 is composed of members of both men and women
and this year its presiding officers are men.
“Our present pastor came to take up the work of the church in 1932, and to him goes
the distinction of having read the service for the only two weddings ever solemnized
in our church. Under his leadership our church has prospered. In 1933 a piano was
purchased. The envelope system has been introduced to meet the financial
obligation, new church hymnals were presented by Church Supporting Group No.1,
and ‘Devotional Hymns’ for the Sunday School were made possible by church
organizations and personal donations.”
A good deal of information was gleaned from papers kept by Mrs. Walter Ostrander,
according to the 1938 “A Summary of Happenings in Methodism at Clearwater,
Minnesota.”
Among Mrs. Ostrander’s papers were the results of “what we might call an ‘everymember canvas,’ although there is no knowing whether every one was contacted.”
These are sheets of paper upon which the following appears as a heading:
‘Clearwater, Minn. March 19, 1892. We the undersigned promise to pay amounts set
opposite our respective names, on or before October 1. . ., 1892, for the support of
Rev. G. G. Valentine. . .’ (also listed as Rev. Vallentyne (1891-92). This is written by
hand and lines for dollars and cents are provided. On some of the sheets, the
Pastor’s name is omitted, but there is a space for the pledge and for the date of
payment.”
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The writer continues, “Deeper in the box the following came to light: (Also written
by hand) ‘To the 4th QC (quarterly conference) held at Clearwater Sept. 4, 1890. I
now present my 8th report on this charge. . . .Have made about 40 calls. . . . .Our
church is having steady growth. . .is in good condition spiritually. . . .Rec’d into
church 4, three on probation and one by letter. . . .Meetings are well attended. . .
.Sunday School doing well. . . .Our young people’s meeting is doing well, we have
great hopes for it in the future if older people will encourage them by their presence
and example. . .(mention of how many take Christian Herald and other publications).
. . .Have dropped quite a few names from the record, our books are in good shape, no
debts on the church, taxes paid on parsonage. . . .” The document was signed
“Respectfully submitted: D. S. Wigstead.” (Wigstead served 1888-90)
Mrs. Ostrander’s papers also included an 1889 “Furnace Agreement” with Conant
and Hamilton of Minneapolis to ship a furnace and parts by rail for $71.75. Terms
were $30 cash at time of sale (Nov. 21, 1889) and balance 60 days from date. The
furnace installation, according to a “Pierce’s Memorandum and Account Book,”
included the cost of nails, lime, flooring, rivets, plank, spike, poker, brick and other
items, bring the “total cost in place” to $88.40. (Later furnace replacements are
reported to have cost $277.36 in 1950 and, in June 1962, “new furnace and
controls,” $900.)
The box also contained tax receipts paid by the church on the parsonage from 1880
through 1906 and a blueprint of the heating ducts for the furnace.
Pastor in Clearwater in 1890-91 was Rev. John Doran, who also preached in the Lee
school and the McLellan schoolhouse, where he found “peace and harmony
prevailing.”
Lack of records, as Rev. Lathrop had earlier noted, hampered reconstruction and
reporting of the church’s activities. Pastors included Reverends Frank J. Bryan
(1913-16), Claude Spicer (1923-30), John Lowe (1930-32) and Charles Sheffield
(1932-42).
While Rev. Spicer (1923-30) was here, he instituted a Fall Church Fair, which was of
interest to the whole community.
Miss Mable (Mabel) Lee went from this church to spend many years as a missionary
in Japan, and several licensed preachers have been members of this church,
including Thadeus Woodworth, I. C. Humphries, Clyde Shattuck and Dr. Ernest
Lowe. Rev. Shattuck was an able and dedicated member of the conference at the
time of his death; Rev. Lowe has served at some of the best churches in the
Conference and was District Superintendent for one term.
Church pianists for many years were Mr. Humphries’ daughter, Mrs. Ruth Evans,
and Myrtle Trafton.
Mrs. John Lowe was instrumental in organizing groups of ladies who had formerly
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been called the “Ladies Aid.” There had been no such groups in the area until her
efforts to get them organized. Later, during Rev. Sheffield’s tenure, the country
group scheduled its meetings in the evening so that whole families took part.
Mrs. Walter (Jane) Ostrander was recording secretary of the church’s Official Board
for eleven years; was associated with the Ladies Group since it began; represented
the church as Lay Delegate at the Conference several times; and was recording
secretary for the Central Minnesota Parish. She is the granddaughter of Benjamin T.
and Lydia Lyons, who were among the first members of this church in 1858. Her
sister, Lydia Collins also served long and well.
During Rev. Haggens’ tenure (1949-53), Mr. and Mrs. William Stewart gave $100, in
honor of their 50th wedding anniversary, toward a carpet for the dais. This gift,
followed by others, launched a renovation of the church’s interior during Haggens’
pastorate,
Among memorials given to the church, through the years, are the altar Bible, in
memory of Donald Kirk by his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Kirk; Sallman’s “Head of
Christ” picture in memory of Mrs. Jens Hansen, mother of James, Clifford and Mrs.
Anna Stokes; candle- sticks from the Baier family in memory of their father and
mother, Mr. and Mrs. Gus Baier.
Also, hymnals were given as memorials to W. H. Lee, Ira Oatman, Stella Miller, Mrs.
Philo Rice, Mrs. Alice Cannon, Rev. and Mrs. John Lowe, Leslie Schacht, Arthur Lyons
and others.
When Rev. Lorenzo Johnson (1942-49) arrived, his family moved directly into the
Waite Park parsonage. That left Clearwater without a resident protestant minister
for the first time in 90 years. The parsonage was rented out and later sold.
During Rev. Swan Mattson’s (1953-58) tenure, a new furnace was installed. In 1953,
Mattson trained a class of eleven young people who were taken into membership.
Among them were Karen, John and James Lee, great-grandchildren of the James and
Rebecca Lee who were members of the first class in 1858. A parallel event occurred
with James and John Collins and Robert Lyons, great-grandsons of Benjamin T.
Lyons and his wife, Lydia, also among the first class.
The Clearwater Methodist Church maintained a Sunday School over many years, and
the teachers and leaders devoted countless hour to their tasks. Among
Superintendents with long service records were Mrs. Frank Hyatt, Mrs. James
Hansen, Mrs. Carrie Schendel, Mrs. Harold Frank and Mrs. Gordon Heinks. Devoted
and dedicated teachers were Andrew Ferguson, Mrs. Lydia Collins, Mrs. Jane
Ostrander, Mrs. Peter Adrian, Mrs. George Thiessen, Mrs. Amy Hansen and many
others.
Miss Mary MacNicholl (1962-1969), in her first Pastor’s report, states: “In 1881 the
Clearwater Church was built. It is a frame structure, which was remodeled in the
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early ‘40s to include a basement. There is no running water at the present time. A
pump with a drain supplies the water. An oil furnace was installed during the
summer of 1961. New wiring is a crying need. The frame building is well kept. I do
not know the original cost.”
New wiring was installed in 1963, at a cost of about $1,100. A water system was also
added with its accompanying problems.
Following Rev. MacNicholl was Rev. Earl Almquist (1969-72), who lived in the
Becker parsonage, serving Becker, Clear Lake and Clearwater.
At about this time the name of the denomination was again changed. The Clearwater
church had begun in 1858 as the Methodist Episcopal Church and became the
Methodist Church in 1948 or 1950. Now, with the inclusion of the Untied Brethren
Church, in 1968, it became the United Methodist Church. Since proper legal channels
must be followed to make these adjustments, the latest change of recordings at the
county offices cost $27.
Rev. Gerald Barnhardt (1972-74) followed Rev. Almquist. He lived in the Waite Park
parsonage, serving that church, Clearwater and Clear Lake. Upon his transfer, Dr.
Peter Fribley of St. Cloud State University was assigned to Clearwater and Clear
Lake.

Clearwater Methodists sponsor events and projects
A Memorial Day service was held while Rev. Sheffield was pastor (1932-42). Trees
were planted in front of the building to honor men of the church who had served in
the armed forces. They were dedicated to George P. Boutwell, James Lyons, Ralph
Humphries, B. F. Lyons and Mr. Russell.
Gala Day at Clearwater, September 9, 1935, was a community event sponsored by
members and supporters of the Clearwater M. E. Church. Activities included a
chicken dinner at noon, served cafeteria style at the Masonic Hall; a 5:30 p.m. supper
in the town hall; and an 8 p.m. program in the Masonic Hall. Among afternoon
events were races, a hog- calling contest, tug of war and other entertainment.
Groups featured in the evening included the Clearwater Community Band and the
Men’s Chorus. A handwritten note on a promotional flyer for the day says, “We
cleared $148.50. Archie Ponsford was chairman.”
In October 1941, the congregation celebrated the completion of its new church
parlors and the sixtieth anniversary of the original dedication of the church building.
The new parlors were made possible by a gift from the Alice Ponsford estate and by
the generosity of many members who had worked with teams of horses and with
scrapers to dig the basement. During construction, the building was moved into the
street north of the present site and services were conducted there.
By 1942, the Sheffield family had served the church for about ten years and had
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served the Clear Lake church part of that time. However, the bridge across the
Mississippi was destroyed by ice and the three-mile trip to Clear Lake became one of
about 26 miles, via St. Cloud, so Waite Park was added to the Clearwater circuit.
Following V.E. (Victory in Europe) Day, May 8, 1945, and V. J. (Victory in Japan) Day,
Aug. 15, 1945, an impromptu service was held, offering thanks for the end of
hostilities. The pastor could not attend, so Andrew Ferguson gave the sermon.
Following Rev. Lorenzo Johnson (1942-49), George Haggens served Clearwater.
During this time, the congregation accepted responsibility to participate in the
“Advance for Christ,” pledging $1,000 for Methodist church expansion. Rev. Johnson
was transferred before this project was completed, so Rev. George Haggens
delivered the funds to the Conference.
Plans for a “God’s Acre” project were laid in the spring of 1951. The next year,
fundraising efforts were focused on the Conference allotment for the Minnesota
Centennial Fund. Clearwater Methodist Church has taken justifiable pride in its
world-service giving.
During Rev. Swan Mattson’s tenure, members took on various projects. A portion of
the sum accumulated was allocated to the parsonage fund. (The parsonage was
rented out for some years, while not housing a pastor.)
The Clearwater church prepared for its Centennial in 1958 with great cleaning,
painting and planning by nearly everyone among the membership. Blanche and
Jesse Stewart, George and Ruth Stokes and Mildred and Bernard Nordell were the
“downstairs” committee, while Margaret Strommer and Amy Hansen were in charge
of the upstairs. New drapes were bought, made and hung in the sanctuary, with the
help of Mrs. Harold Frank, Edith Lee, Ruth Stokes, Dolores Kniss, Vivian Baier,
Kathleen Sheldon, Carrie Schendel, Louise Ferguson and Mildred Nordell. Two
sewing machines and steam ironing boards were set up in the basement to carry on
the activities. When hung by Chris Hansen, Oscar Strommer and Ellis Kniss, with the
supervision of the ladies, the drapes looked great and added considerably to the
appearance of the sanctuary. Jesse and Blanche Stewart gave material for the
window draperies.
Personal involvement seems to be the key to getting this congregation doing things.
When some project or program needs doing, if the members are then urged to do
some of the planning, getting involved in the execution of the work, and take part in
the program, then good results will derive.
Official Board minutes, in October 1968 noted that the steeple was leaking.
Replacing flashings was tried, but was not successful in correcting the problem. In
1977, when this Historical Sketch was written, the congregation was trying to get the
steeple rebuilt, so as to make the entryway safe again. The estimated cost of doing
so was projected to be between four and six thousand dollars.
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An 1800-square-foot addition was built on the church in 1998, to provide a
fellowship hall, commercial kitchen and bathroom facilities. The major donation was
from the estate of Esther Lyons. The church then had 103 members. The
membership in 2005 was 77.
“Looking back,” staff writer Robin Gramsey reported, in a 1998 newspaper (St.
Cloud Times?) story about the expansion, “The Methodist Church sits quietly on
Main Street, much the way it has sat since the 1880s. There have been other
improvements over the years, however.
“Harold Agnew remembers when the basement was dug under the church in 1936.
(Other sources put the digging of the basement in 1941.) ‘The church was lifted up
and moved right into the middle of the street’ Agnew said. The church was up on
blocks and we held church services right out there on the street. This addition is a
25-year dream of mine.’
“Steve Houle is a member of the church and designed the plan for the addition,” the
newspaper story continued. “By living across the street, he’ll be able to oversee the
work.
“ ‘Basically, it’s paid for,’ Houle said. The major donation was from the estate of
Esther Lyons, but there were other donations of building supplies, and the proceeds
from an auction the church held last month.
“Houle explained that there might have been other options for the church, such as
changing sites. ‘This is where we wanted to be—on Main Street. This is the heart of
the town.’ Houle adds that the downtown area has gone through several changes
over the years. First it was the business area, until most of the trade moved up near
the main highways. There followed a period of “disarray” Houle said, and now
there’s interest in making the downtown area come to life again.
“ ‘The church can provide some leadership for revitalization.’
“Agnew, who is a lay leader of the 103-member church, said (in this 1998
newspaper story), ‘It’s 58 years since I preached my first service here. I was 18
years old.’ ”

Anniversary celebrations bring memorable moments
Clearwater Methodists celebrated the church’s 80th anniversary over three days,
beginning with a dinner May 13, 1938, at the Masonic Hall. An evening worship
service featured organ music by Miss Evelyn Welch and Miss Martha Dooley; vocals
by the Old Folks Choir, the Jr. and Sr. Choirs and the Lowe sisters; and a historical
sketch by Mrs. B. R. Nordell. Former pastors greeted the congregation. Pastor was
Rev. Charles Sheffield.
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Eightieth anniversary events continued May 14, with an 8 p.m. Memorial Service.
The Rev. F. J. Bryan (1913-16) delivered the message. The final day of festivities was
Sunday, May 15, beginning with greetings during Sunday School from former
superintendents. The morning service featured an organ prelude, congregational
hymns, choir selections and a sermon by Dr. J. W. Lillico, District Superintendent.
The day ended with an Epworth League service at 7:15 and worship at 8 p.m. with
Dr. G. G. Vallentyne (1891-92) as the speaker.
Ninetieth-anniversary observances of the church’s founding began on February 27,
1948. Bishop Magee brought the morning message and District Superintendent Rev.
Arthur Dinsdale conducted the evening service. Funds to redecorate the church
were raised by means of a “Joash Chest” placed in the church, into which members
and friends could place their contributions for the project. Pastor at that time was
Rev. George Haggens (1949-53).
In May of that year, the celebration resumed with special services in which Rev. John
Walker, Dr. Lillico, Dr. Earl J. Baumhofer and Rev. James Burns of Excelsior took part.
Nine new members were accepted into the church following the morning service.
The ninetieth anniversary was again celebrated on Sept. 6, 1948. Former pastors
and members were contacted and urged to attend. Rev. John Lowe of Long Prairie,
father of Margaret Strommer, conducted the morning service; Dr. George Vallentyne
of Minneapolis, who was pastor 56 years earlier, (1891-92) conducted the evening
service. Rev. Frank Bryan, Rev. John Parish, Rev. Charles Spicer and local preacher
Andrew Ferguson each gave short talks. The girls’ choir helped out at the afternoon
service, and Mr. Lyle Pearson and Mrs. Clarence McLaird each sang a solo. Letters of
regret were read from Rev. Lorenzo Johnson, Rev. Charles Sheffield and from Rev.
Abbott (1919-23). The ladies of the church served a potluck dinner at 5:30 p.m.
Also during Rev. Haggens’ pastorate, the church’s 91st anniversary was well
attended and well received.
The church’s Centennial observance was August 24, 1958, and a fine crowd came to
the 10:30 a.m. service. Later, a potluck dinner was served to 150 people.
Rev. Swan Mattson (1953-58) gave a fine and appropriate sermon. The Junior Choir,
dressed in white robes and led by Mrs. Eleanor Katio, stood on one side, while the
Youth Choir (slightly older young people) were at the opposite side of the platform,
near the organ. Mrs. Hazel McLaird sang a solo, which everyone enjoyed.
The celebration resumed with a 2 p.m. service during which Dr. E. E. Lowe of
Hamline Methodist Church, who was first licensed from this church, delivered the
message. The senior choir sang “The Old Time Religion.” A duet by Miss Norma and
Oscar Strommer followed the service. Rev. Claude Spicer, (1923-30) gave a greeting
and Burton Spicer, Mrs. John Lowe and Mrs. Clyde Shattuck also responded with
appropriate remarks.
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Mrs. Paul Henning had contacted former members and Rev. Mattson had contacted
former pastors. Mrs. J. E. Hansen was in charge of music; Mrs. B. R. Nordell planned
the afternoon program and wrote the history; and James Lee, a great-grandson of
James Lee who helped organize the church, read greetings from former pastors who
could not attend.
Everyone had a fine time visiting and hearing the sermons and talks. The Youth
Fellowship group came back to wash up the dishes and Edith Lee and Mildred
Nordell finally had all silver and other dishes sorted and replaced by eight o’clock.
January 1978 marked the one hundred and twentieth year since the first class was
organized here by Rev. Levi Gleason.
“Heritage Day” was the title of the church’s 1981 anniversary celebration, honoring
the 100th year since the present building was constructed. The day began with a
worship service, with Rev. James Schneider taking part and Dr. Peter Fribley
bringing the sermon. Becky Frank accompanied the choir and Leslie Helget sang a
solo.
Following the service, a circuit ride was made, touring sites where church services
were held before the present church was built. Marvin Kumpla and George Stokes
did research for the ride, which ended at the Clearwater Township Hall. A picnic
lunch was served there.
The program resumed at the church in Clearwater at 2 p.m. Jane Ostrander and
Lydia Collinns were recognized as granddaughters of charter members; and Mrs.
Ostrander presented a plaque commemorating the original congregation. Mabel
Hyatt, Gustie Eccless, Ruth Sharratt, Ernest Lowe, Grace Perry and Ethel Neil spoke
about their lives in Clearwater. Amy Hansen, aided by Judy Helgeson and Kitty
Helget, had arranged a photographic display showing the church’s past.
Observing 132 years since its founding, members of the Clearwater United
Methodist Church invited the public to attend its Sunday worship service January
27, 1991. Pastor at that time was Rev. Lee Fielder. Serving from that time until 2013
were Chad Gilbertson (1992-97), Fred Brossmer (1992-2002) and Kenneth Felska
(2002-present). Previous pastors not mentioned earlier included Nancy June
Johnson (1982-84), Bob Shoemaker (1984-87) and Pamela Barbour (1987-89).
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