





Faith, Advocacy, & Service

A Snapshot of Ramsey County’s
Welfare Workers in the Great War

JOHANNES R. ALLERT, M.A.

ames B. Ostergren’s initial impressions of
]France and its people were a bit under-
whelming compared to America’s progressive
standards. Nevertheless, the twenty-five-year-
old was struck by the beauty of the French
countryside and the authenticity of its people.
Writing to a pastor in St. Paul in September 1918,
Ostergren remarked,

In a spiritual way, if I might so speak of
their life aside from the physical consider-
ations, the French can teach us much for
our own good. They are socially the most
obliging, cheerful, and in a certain sense
delicately refined folk I have ever met.!

He added that while Americans did not receive
ovations upon their arrival, “. .. from merchant
to laborer they give us the open hand of heart-
warming fellowship.”?

The young man’s reasons for being there,
however, did not involve sightseeing. Attached
to the 357th Infantry Regiment of the US Army’s
goth Division, (Tough ’Ombres), Ostergren and
countless others were overseas in his words,
“...to tackle the most serious business that op-
portunity ever offered . . .” as welfare workers.3

In a world immersed in global conflict and
on the verge of entering the modern era, welfare
work encompassed a broad range of volunteers
with a twofold mission. One involved “keeping
men clean” spiritually, morally, and physically,
while the other provided critical support for the
troops.* Without it, military efficiency could
suffer. But was it merely do-gooder-work for the
pious, or was there something more?

Historically, World War I, known as the Great
War, is remembered as the catalyst that ushered
modernity and secularism into the twentieth
century. However, accounts from Rev. Ostergren
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and other individuals connected to Ramsey
County—Fr. William L. Hart; Rev. Benjamin N.
Murrell; Ada Dahlgren; and Adjs. Charles and
Anna Nelson—contradict America’s religious
decline.® These devoted men and women of-
fered prayers, comfort, peace, and hope. They,
in turn, were touched and grew spiritually
through their interactions with the brave men
who put their lives on the line—something they
never forgot.

US Army: Chaplain James B. Ostergren
(1893-1974)
When the United States declared war on Ger-
many in April 1917, the need for army chaplains
grew in proportion to the four million soldiers
entering the ranks. The necessity of “keeping
men clean” stemmed from moral and practical
reasons. Analysis of European armies noted
that, in some cases, thirty percent of their fight-
ing force was “rendered ineffective” through
sexually transmitted diseases. Therefore, the in-
clusion of clergymen into the ranks signaled to
the nation that its sons would not be exposed to
the temptations that might arouse their “baser
instincts” and that the military would have suf-
ficient numbers to fight.®

Raised in New Canada Township and bap-
tized in St. Paul’s First Swedish Baptist Church,
James Ostergren graduated from the University
of Minnesota in 1916. He was no stranger to the
military. While attending university, Ostergren
enrolled in the school’s cadet program, where he
served two years. According to his draft registra-
tion, he marked his graduate studies in divinity
at the University of Chicago as an exemption
butadded, “... at the same time tak[ing] training
in the University Officers’ Reserve Corps.””

Ostergren was sent to France to begin his ser-
vice. Far from the peaceful and orderly confines
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of Ramsey County, he wrote to his new bride,
Effie, in September, describing the throes of
warfare in brutal honesty:

These [bullet] holes are not exactly ancient
souvenirs either for the upturned earth
looks as fresh as a newly plowed field. Jerry
(a new name for the [Germans]) shelled this
field this morning until our artillery got the
range of his batteries and gave him an explo-
sive invitation to go out of business.®

On November 1 from Romagne-sous-Mont-
faucon, he wrote:

... The whole American army is pushing
forward along our entire front. . .. The
newspapers will be full of accounts of the
glory they have won, but my little black
notebook will be full of records of the
tragedies that are to be the price of vic-
tory. As the line moves up, I must take my
burying detail forward to clear the field of
dead.®

For two months until Armistice Day, Novem-
ber 11, 1918, Ostergren’s unit remained in mo-
tion. He adapted to the constant din of artillery
fire, gas attacks, “cooties” (head lice), and aerial
attacks. Ostergren confided to Effie, “For really
this is the most human life I ever lived. It’s the
best place in the world to find out what sort of
stuff a man has in him, and I see and experience
all the phases of life from the darkest tragedies
to the sort of funny things that set my sides a
heaving with laughter.” To lighten his letters
after detailing the darker news, he shared sto-
ries of a cook dressed in German boots and a
stovepipe hat while “bending over the stove
and stirring a kettle of mess.” Ostergren was
especially tickled when a captain assigned to
night duty at the colonel’s office stripped to his
underwear to pick off fleas—just as the colonel
walked in.1°

Because of the continuous shellfire and
movement, conducting religious services was
out of the question. Not until weeks after the
armistice was signed could the chaplain lead
his first “church service” in a German village
the Sunday before Christmas in a room above
a wineshop.
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US Army Chaplain James
B. Ostergren spent

his first two months
before the November
11 armistice in France
supporting the soldiers
through prayer and
encouragement and
burying the dead.
Courtesy of Minnesota
Historical Society.

In retrospect, Ostergren surmised that al-
though war fostered soldiers’ rough exterior,
their spiritual lives remained intact:

...do not think for all of that that religion
and Christianity were strangers to the
battlefield. . .. [ have heard many [men)] tell
me that war had made them think more
and deeper than they had ever done be-
fore. In that danger zone where we walked
around for weeks at a time in the valley of
the shadow of death, we saw life and death
stripped naked before us. Then it was that
God was especially near to us, and we felt
his presence with us, a living reality and
close personal friend.'!

Knights of Columbus:

Father William L. Hart (1865-1953)

When America entered the war, Fr. William
Lawrence Hart was accustomed to the role of a
journeyman traveling in foreign lands. Hart was
born in Newcastle upon Tyne, England, in 1865.
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Fr. William Hart (back row
center) helped start what
is thought to be one of
St. Paul’s first Boy Scouts
of America troops and
the nation’s first Catholic
troop—based at the
Church of St. Mark in
Merriam Park. Informally
named the “George
Washington Scouts,’
and, formally, Troop 1, in
1910, the organization

of nearly 100 boys said
goodbye to their leader,
when he was reassigned
to a new church in 1911.
Courtesy of Northern Star
Scouting.

As a young adult, he attended St. Michael’s Col-
lege in Toronto, Canada, where he studied the
classics and philosophy and, later, theology at
Grand Seminary in Montreal. Ordained in 1895
to serve the Diocese of Toronto, Hart soon trans-
ferred to the Diocese of Saint Paul around 1897.
He was assigned to St. Patrick’s as an assistant
before briefly serving as pastor at St. Anastasia
in Hutchinson and then leading the Church of
St. Mark in St. Paul for a decade. In that time, he
became a US citizen.?

Hart had a knack for delivering short homi-
lies. Lasting not more than ten minutes, he
often incorporated the idea of, “[lJove thy Cre-
ator with all your heart and your neighbor as
yourself,” into his messages. His other talent lay
in bringing people together. For example, while
at St. Mark’s, he organized a sizeable Boy Scout
troop, then successfully petitioned for formal
recognition as the first Catholic troop in the
state and nation.'?

Hart’s service caught the attention of Arch-
bishop John Ireland, who assigned the priest the
unenviable task of ministering to a congregation
in Morton in southcentral Minnesota. Tensions
between Catholic and Protestant townspeople
there were palpable. Hart wasted no time. Gath-
ering youngsters from his parish, he marched
them to the Morton Methodist Church, where
anice cream social was in progress. “I'm Hart, the
new pastor at St. John’s,” the priest announced,
adding, “I hope we always have pleasant rela-
tionships.” In an era where ethnic, racial, and
religious identities were strong, this direct
act of diplomacy may have helped lessen the
friction.!*

When America entered the war, Hart applied
for the Chaplain Corps but was considered too
old for national service. Undeterred, he vol-
unteered with the Catholic fraternal service
order Knights of Columbus (K of C) and was
assigned to the 140th Regiment, 35th Division.
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Comprised of Army National Guard members
from the the nation’s Bible Belt, the men from
Missouri and Kansas initially considered the
priest a distinct anomaly—an outsider—but his
warm personality, sincerity, and devout nature
won them over:

Chaplain Hart was the Knights of Columbus
Chaplain, but we felt that he belonged to the
regiment. He was an older man, and was in-
deed “Father Hart” to everyone. Protestants
and Catholics alike loved him. Brave, kindly,
gentle, there was not a man in the 140th
who did not feel proud of him.'®

The affection was mutual. In an article pub-
lished in the Catholic Extension magazine, Hart
considered his placement a blessing. Unlike army
chaplains who held formal ranks, his position
with the K of C allowed soldiers the opportunity
and freedom to speak openly and candidly. Above
all, Hart believed the war was a cleansing expe-
rience that would rid the world of the menace
threatening human progress and serve as a cata-
lyst to unite disparate people together in a com-
mon cause, asserting, “the days of bigotry and
calumny of the Church are nearing an end. . . .”*¢

History chronicled the chain of errors that
culminated in the 35th Division’s poor perfor-
mance in the forests of the Meuse-Argonne.?
The one exception was the 140th Regiment. En-
veloped into the ‘fog of war’ with several of the
regiment’s officers and sergeants either killed
or wounded, word spread among the enlisted
ranks to withdraw. Amid the chaos, a familiar
figure emerged to take charge:

It was interesting to see [Hart] suddenly
become Division Headquarters. “You are

a Captain” he would say to one doughboy.
“You are a Lieutenant” to another “take
charge of those men. . ..” He was a Knights
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In the midst of a fierce battle, Fr. William Hurt, who remained
alongside the young men, nourished weary and nearly defeated
soldiers with instruction, prayer, and sweet treats of candy and
raisins, which he kept in his coat pockets. Courtesy of University
of St. Michael’s College Archives.

of Columbus Chaplain and not compelled
to be with the regiment, yet he was always
in the thickest of it and ever with a cheery
word.!8

For his actions in 1918, Hart received a citation
for bravery:

Chaplain William L. Hart,
140th Infantry, not only rendered
spiritual aid to the wounded,
but gathered stragglers together,
and by word and example,
without regard for his personal safety,
encouraged them to action.

—H. S. HAWKINS, COLONEL,
GENERAL STAFF, CHIEF OF STAFF!?

Upon returning stateside, reporters clam-
ored around ‘The Fighting Parson’ as he became
known, probing for details of his bravery. Hart
deferred to the litter bearers—the medics who
retrieved the wounded from the battlefield:
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These men, who go up under the shells
and machine gun bullets to bring back the
wounded, are supposed to be below the
usual mark of fighters. But they have dis-
played the coolest nerve I have ever seen.?°

YMCA: Reverend Benjamin Murrell
(1877-1972) and Entertainer Ada
Dahigren (1888-1969)

Since the American Civil War, the Young Men’s
Christian Association (YMCA) had earned a
strong reputation for ministering to and aiding
soldiers in battle. Organized and efficient, the
YMCA carried out its mission admirably, in-
cluding supporting then Major General John J.
Pershing’s ‘Punitive Expedition’ along the Mexi-
canborder in 1916.2! Compared to the K of Cand
the Salvation Army, the YMCA’s presence was
far greater than the two combined.

But unlike past conflicts, the Great War was a
modern industrial battle between larger armies,
making welfare work more difficult than it had
been. For example, the organization ran can-
teens where soldiers could purchase snacks and
necessities. However, shipping and transport
restrictions placed by the US government inevi-
tably constrained the YMCA'’s ability to deliver
the goods and services they heavily advertised.??

Complaining in his diary, Twin Cities’ Private
Edward Gilkey, serving in the 6th Engineers,
grew impatient over the YMCA'’s inability to de-
liver. The shortages stressed both soldiers and
volunteers alike. Gilkey wrote:

...continued to Y.M., but could only get
two small packages of cookies, hours were
from four to five, the YM.C.A. people don’t
hurt themselves any, we evidently aren’t
considered, they treat you as though they
were lowering themselves by it, as though
they were conferring some great honor on
you, wouldn’t take much to get the fellows
to raid the place and send the expensively
uniformed robbers to the hospital, there cer-
tainly will be an outbreak of some kind . . .23

Others noticed some volunteers were more
interested in sightseeing than in working, leaving
one Minnesota officer to quip, “The Y.M.C.A.isin
rather a disrepute in some places and I have heard
them referred to as You Must Come Across.”?4
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Rev. Benjamin Murrell
(third from left) was forty
years old in 1917 when
he went to officers’
school. His age may
have been the reason
he did not become an
officer. However, he put
his training as a pastor
to work for the service
men fighting and dying
in the trenches. Courtesy
of Minnesota Historical
Society.

Other challenges involved President Woodrow
Wilson’s policy of strict segregation. Faced with
such unreasonable restrictions, the YMCA did
its best to comply while trying to meet the needs
of all. Most YMCA volunteers were not there to
travel and took their jobs seriously, working hard
to accomplish their missions.

One such man was Rev. Benjamin Nathan
Murrell. Born in Tennessee around 1877, Murrell
graduated from the University of Illinois in 1907.
In late 1914, he and his wife, Francis, were called
to St. Paul. He was to serve the congregation
of Pilgrim Baptist Church on Cedar Street. In
March 1917, the Murrells lost their first child—a
toddler they’d adopted—to gastric enteritis.?®

Perhaps it was the boy’s death or the rev-
erend’s commitment to serve his country, but
three months later, Murrell was at Fort Des
Moines, Iowa. He’d joined Company 4, 17th
Provisional Regiment of the Officers’ Training
Camp for Colored Military Officers. He did not
become an officer. Instead, he was named reli-
gious secretary as a member of the American
Expeditionary Forces with the YMCA. He
worked briefly out of Camp Sherman in Ohio
and was then sent to the front.2¢

For five months overseas, Murrell worked
with the famed 369th Infantry Regiment (Harlem
Hellfighters). Following the armistice, he trans-
ferred to the 92nd Division (Buffalo Soldiers).
Murrell’s record reveals an effective worker who
ascended the organization’s hierarchy quickly.
By June 1919, Murrell was promoted to regional
secretary, responsible for the management of all
YMCA services catering to over 4,000 colored
soldiers in France who, “during four months bur-
ied all Americans (Black & White) in our National
Cemeteries.”?” The unpleasant and unsung task
of exhuming, identifying, and reburying soldiers
killed in action marked the first step on the road
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to closure for America’s mothers and widows that
ultimately concluded with the Gold Star pilgrim-
ages of the 1930s.28

War also opened doors for women to serve as
welfare volunteers overseas—including Minne-
sotan Ada Dahlgren. The twenty-two-year-old
daughter of Swedish immigrants from Fergus
Falls moved to St. Paul to attend Macalester
College in 1910. While here, Dahlgren, a noted
contralto, worked as music director for House of
Hope Presbyterian Church in St. Paul and taught
at Minnesota College and other venues before
joining the war effort.2®

Because of Sweden’s neutral stance on the war,
Scandinavian Americans were suspected of har-
boring sympathies for Germany. Consequently,
Dahlgren’s acceptance into the YMCA—first as
an entertainer then as a staffer in a canteen—was
delayed until after the armistice. When news-
papers informed the nation that more women
were needed overseas, the announcment pro-
vided an opportunity for women like Dahlgren to
demonstrate their capabilities and, coincidently,
a chance for the YMCA to rehabilitate its image.
Most importantly, it helped the soldiers, who
were “at risk to fall into a sour mood and ‘I don’t
care’ frame of mind. . .” She arrived in Le Havre,
France, in February 1919, after an unpleasant and
turbulent journey by ship.3°

Dahlgren described her first musical perfor-
mance as “a weird sensation” when she sang
before soldiers “whose mouths were tied up”
with flu masks to prevent the spread of influ-
enza. She entertained many groups, including
“Whites, Indians, Negros” and even German
prisoners of war. On Christmas Eve, the vocal-
ist performed at the quarters of Major General
Henry Allen, Pershing’s successor. Impressed,
Allen later mentioned the singer in his memaoir,
My Rhineland Journal 3!

Following tours of Europe’s battlefields,
Dahlgren noted the abject destruction of Bel-
gium’s Cloth Hall in Ypres and the ruins of Cha-
teau-Thierry in France, “I could feel the spirits of
countless men who had given up their lives...”
When not performing, Dahlgren recalled:

[We] “always visited with the boys, and talked
‘states,” and I believe they enjoyed these
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Ada Dahlgren visited with an “All Minnesota baseball team” of soldiers at Audernauch after the war. As she traveled, she saw much of Europe’s war-torn countryside and cities.
In this second photo, identified as “The Chapel Quartette of Koblenz, Germany,” Dahlgren notes that the Army of Occupation held services in this former palace. Both images

courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society.

talks more than the formal program. And
through the days we served as companions
and confidants to many a home-sick boy.32

Nearly twenty years later, she felt sharing these
private moments was “almost sacrilegious . . .
for it meant so much to the soldiers, and—to
ourselves.”33

Aside from her recollections, Dahlgren’s war
survey included remarkable photos of the Lu-
dendorff Bridge at Remagen, the remnants of
Cloth Hall, and socializing with soldiers from
the North Star State. Content with her role as
sort of a jack-of-all-trades, Dahlgren concluded
in her survey, “We did everything. Our motto
was ‘Service!’”34

Some initially doubted women’s usefulness
overseas. After witnessing a few bad examples,
one skeptical staff officer attached to Minnesota’s
151st Artillery chauvinistically remarked, “The
old saying that a woman’s place is in the home
is just about true.”?> Months later, however, this
same officer acknowledged that, compared to
male counterparts, the women of the YMCA were
“doing all of the work and doing it well.”3¢

The Salvation Army: Adjutant

Charles Nelson (1878-1958) and
Adjutant M. Anna Nelson (1873-?)

Unlike the YMCA'’s entry into the war, the Salva-
tion Army started small. They focused on funda-
mentals (not advertising)—providing hot food,
running errands, and tending to the wounded.
The long-held philosophy of “Christianity in
action” was their watchword. Letters written
by countless soldiers conveyed the Salvation
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Army’s good deeds to families in the states.
This translated into financial support from the
public. One such windfall came in spring 1918
when the organization asked for $1 million in
financial support. The nation eagerly donated
over twice that amount.3”

But the Salvation Army’s work was not just
abroad. The rapid pace of postwar demobiliza-
tion in 1919 created unforeseen problems state-
side beyond the government’s purview. Men
accustomed to regimented supervision sum-
marily received their last paycheck and were
discharged from service. Lacking a firm foun-
dation, many squandered their final earnings.
They were alone and rudderless. Fortunately,
St. Paul’s Salvation Army provided a safe harbor
to which they could turn.

Recognizing the growing crises for strug-
gling and sometimes unhoused veterans, the
local Salvation Army opened a hostel at 317
Robert Street in 1919. It was the brainchild of
the husband-and-wife team Adj. Charles Nel-
son and Adj. M. Anna Nelson. As a former US
sailor, Charles related to fellow veterans. Anna,
known as “Mother” to the men, practiced tough
love. The couple made the perfect team. In its
first year, the hostel served over 7,000 soldiers,
sailors, and marines from across Minnesota,
the Dakotas, and Montana. The cost spent on
veterans totaled $63,806, but the payback was
enormous. In all, 10,200 veterans received
temporary lodging; 145,600 meals were served;
2,400 veterans found jobs; and another 1,162
were given money for transport home. Over
6,000 veterans received temporary loans, giv-
ing them a head start at new lives.3®
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The secret of the organization’s
success was its simplicity. Volun-
teers performed acts of “practical
humanity” where “[s]ervice to one
another is truly service to God.”*°
Rather than preach, the couple
attended to basic needs. Food
and shelter were top priorities.
Mrs. Nelson explained, “I never
believed in cramming religion
down their throats. The institu-

tion in which I played the roll [sic]

of ‘Mother’ was first of all a home,
not a church.” She added this
caveat:

Religion was never lost sight
of, and every opportunity I
had I would send the men to
the church of their boy-hood
days. I probably sent more
men to church than any
other woman in St. Paul.#°

The Salvation Army’s Adj. Charles Nelson and
Adj. Anna Nelson made a a positive differ-
ence in St. Paul. Their faith—demonstrated
through their actions—proved that winning
the peace (providing for veterans after the
war) was just as important as winning the
war. Both images courtesy of Minnesota

Historical Society.

From a former Army physician
burned out by service in Siberia
to the enlisted man falling prey
to alcohol, the Nelsons witnessed
“the stream of humanity flow
through. . . .” Mrs. Nelson main-
tained that actions along with
“[t]he right word at the right time, has changed
the entire direction of a man’s life, and it is one
of the joys of my life that sometimes I have spo-
ken that encouraging word.”*!

In 1920, the War Department officially recog-
nized the couple for their intervention. Echoing
earlier statements printed in Social News, Mr.
Nelson concluded in his war survey that the Sal-
vation Army’s mission, “. . . differed from that of
other societies, in dispensing with a great deal of
red tape. Where an urgent need presented itself,
we rendered the necessary help first, and then
investigated.” Mrs. Nelson confirmed, “Numerous
letters sent me from all parts of the country indi-
cate that my efforts have not been fruitless.”*2

Lasting Impressions

As was their custom, the US Army conducted
a postwar analysis. Hastily surveying fifty-five
soldiers over forty days, the army learned of the
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impressions of welfare agencies—specifically
the YMCA. The report concluded that most of
the YMCA'’s problems stemmed from supply is-
sues, miscommunications, and misperceptions.
By comparison, interviewees scored the Knights
of Columbus and the Salvation Army higher.*3

In response, the YMCA conducted a separate
inquiry, asking army and navy chaplains for feed-
back. Among the replies came a seven-page letter
written by none other than James Ostergren. The
chaplain asserted the YMCA'’s primary difficulty
lay in its extensive advertising and subsequent
inability to deliver what it promised, adding its
feeble attempts at conducting religious services
often had “a typically stale Y.M.C.A. flavor.” Os-
tergren conceded that under the circumstances,
many workers performed admirably, but it was
the few poor individuals who stood out. Rec-
ognizing the average soldier’s lot was often un-
pleasant, Ostergren asserted, “He [the soldier]
wanted somebody on whom he could vent his
spleen, and he did not dare to vent it on Army
men. Under those circumstances the Y.M.C.A.
was a very convenient goat, on whom all the pent
up irritations of the doughboy were unloaded.”
Despite criticisms, Ostergren remained optimis-
tic about the organization’s future and supported
its good work but believed honest feedback was
the best policy.*4

Other chaplains responded similarly; how-
ever, in most cases, the YMCA’s women workers
escaped the scrutiny that was piled on the men.
One chaplain maintained, “Your men were good
but the women outclassed them.” Recalling the
work of an exemplary woman, he concluded,
“One woman like her will make a thousand men
good.”*®

Uponreturning to the states, ministerial obli-
gations took Ostergren to Illinois, Pennsylvania,
and New York state where, during World War II,
he served on a committee affiliated with the
United Service Organization (USO). Learning
from the missteps in welfare work of the Great
War, the USO combined the resources of social
service agencies under one umbrella, offering
recreational outlets and responding to personal
issues while leaving matters of religion up to the
Chaplain Corps—a marked improvement. Relo-
cating to Arizona, Ostergren, accompanied by
his family, continued his ministerial work until
he retired to Washington state.*¢
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As for Rev. Murrell, scant records indicate he
and his wife moved to Illinois and afterward,
Indiana. His connection to military service re-
mained strong. While residing in Illinois, Mur-
rell joined Company K, 8th Infantry of the state’s
National Guard, and served as a lieutenant.*”

Returning to Europe in 1928, Ada Dahlgren
marveled that the battle scars of war, once so
prevalent upon the landscape, were nearly gone.
A lifelong learner, she continued her education,
graduating from the University of Minnesota
in 1936 and later receiving her master’s degree
from New York City’s Columbia College. Ulti-
mately, she returned to Fergus Falls. According
to one source, her neighbors recalled enjoying
listening to music waft across their lawns on
warm summer evenings. Dahlgren died in 1969
and was buried in the family plot in Oak Grove
Cemetery. Her obituary highlighted herrole as a
YMCA entertainer during the Great War.*®

Just as quickly as they emerged as the Salva-
tion Army’s celebrated couple of St. Paul’s hos-
tel, Charles and Anna Nelson disappeared from
the limelight. They moved to Hennepin County,
where they remained quietly active in the Sal-
vation Army. Although the couple’s personal
legacy faded into obscurity, the social ministry
of the Salvation Army still blooms. Based on
biblical principles, the organization prioritizes
the needs of the individual through emergency
assistance, rehabilitation, compassion, and
character formation.*®

Finally, Fr. Hart returned to his parish in
Morton—a celebrated hero. He later ministered
to parishes in Lakeville, Le Sueur, Savage, and
the Church of St. Stephen of Anoka. Inevitably,
the infirmities of age caught up to the priest.
He retired in 1948 and lived his remaining days
at St. Joseph’s Hospital in St. Paul. Hart died in
January 1953. His remains were laid to rest in an
unmarked grave at Mendota Heights’ Resurrec-
tion Cemetery.>® As decades passed, memories
of the beloved priest faded in the hearts of
nearly all—but one.

Returning to visit relatives in his former
home state, World War II Navy Veteran Ber-
nard Ederer stopped to pay respects to the late
priest—a family friend. He discovered Hart’s
resting place was the only unmarked grave in
the cemetery.>! Ederer vowed to make things
right.

Volume 58 - Number 1. Spring 2023

Assisted by Lakeville’s VFW Post 210, where
Hart was once a member and where his picture
remained above the post’s entrance, Ederer also
reached out to US Senator from Minnesota Rudy
Boschwitz and Michael Labovitch of Dakota
County’s Veterans Services. Together, they peti-
tioned the Minnesota Department of Veterans’
Affairs for a grave marker. Dissatisfied by the
government’s lack of progress and uncertain
if the request would even be honored, Ederer
hired a stonecutter to create a marker for $135.
With donations from the Lakeville VFW and
other interested parties, the stone was cut and
the memorial laid on Flag Day 1985:

Rev. Father W. L. Hart
The Fighting Parson
K of C Chaplain WW I
1865-1953

Catching wind of the story, journalist Oliver
Towne (Gareth Hiebert) followed up with a
newspaper column highlighting the team ef-
forts and the importance of comradeship.>2

The dedicated work of Ostergren, Hart,
Murrell, Dahlgren, and the Nelsons performed
through these various welfare organizations,
though sometimes imperfect, reminded the
common soldier lost amid the chaos of a global
conflict that the individual still mattered.

To that point, the veterans who ultimately
honored Fr. Hart’s selfless service to the indi-
vidual understood this. So should we.
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NOTES

1. James Ostergren, letter to John Swanson,
September 1, 1918, in Swen Bernard Collection, War
Records Commission, collected materials 1909-1936,
box 109.F.7.12F, Minnesota Historical Society (hereafter
War Records Commission files, MNHS).
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History

A PUBLICATION OF THE RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY J

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.

The Ramsey County Historical Society (RCHS) strives to innovate, lead, and partner in pre-
serving the knowledge of our community, deliver inspiring history programming, and incor-
porate local history in education.

The Society was established in 1949 to preserve the Jane and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon
Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places
in 1974, the original programs told the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance
of a Dakota Advisory Council, RCHS also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways, now
telling the stories of the remarkable relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people
of Heyata Othtinwe (Cloud Man’s Village).

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine Ramsey County History. In
1978, the organization moved to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts build-
ing on the National Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was
completed in 2010 and rededicated in 2016 as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs
Burke Research Center.

RCHS offers public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.com for details of up-
coming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse and depot tours, and more.
The Society serves more than 15,000 students annually on field trips or through school out-
reach. Programs are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and foundations, all
of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not a member of RCHS, please join today and help
bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.

Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, & Inclusion
RCHS is committed to ensuring it preserves and presents our county’s history. As we continue
our work to incorporate more culturally diverse histories, we have made a commitment to
diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion that is based on this core idea: RCHS exists to
serve ALL who call Ramsey County home. To learn more, please see www.rchs.com/about.

Acknowledging This Sacred Dakota Land
Mnis6ta Makhoche, the land where the waters are so clear they reflect the clouds, extends
beyond the modern borders of Minnesota and is the ancestral and contemporary homeland
of the Dakhota (Dakota) people. It is also home to the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous
peoples, all who make up a vibrant community in Mnis6ta Makhdoche. RCHS acknowledges
that its sites are located on and benefit from these sacred Dakota lands.

RCHS is committed to preserving our past, informing our present, and inspiring our future.
Part of doing so is acknowledging the painful history and current challenges facing the Dakota
people just as we celebrate the contributions of Dakota and other Indigenous peoples.

Find our full Land Acknowledgment Statement on our website, www.rchs.com. This includes
actionable ways in which RCHS pledges to honor the Dakota and other Indigenous peoples
of Mnis6ta Makhodche.

www.rchs.com info@rchs.com (651) 222-0701









