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1. Name of Property
historic name

Luther College Campus Historic District
Norwegian Luther College

other names/site number
Name of Multiple Property Listing

N/A

(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing)

2. Location
street & number 700 College Drive
city or town
state

not for publication

Decorah

vicinity

Iowa

191

county

zip code 52101

3. State/Federal Agency Certification
As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended,
I hereby certify that this X nomination
request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards
for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.
In my opinion, the property X meets
does not meet the National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property
be considered significant at the following level(s) of significance:
national
statewide
X local
Applicable National Register Criteria:

X

A

B

X

C

Signature of certifying official/Title: Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer

D

Date

State Historical Society of Iowa
State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government
In my opinion, the property

meets

does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of commenting official

Title

Date

State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government

4. National Park Service Certification
I hereby certify that this property is:
entered in the National Register

determined eligible for the National Register

determined not eligible for the National Register

removed from the National Register

other (explain:)

Signature of the Keeper

Date of Action
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5. Classification
Ownership of Property

Category of Property

Number of Resources within Property

(Check as many boxes as apply.)

(Check only one box.)

(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.)

x private

Contributing

Noncontributing

17
0
0
4
21

7
0
0
5
12

building(s)

x district

public - Local
public - State
public - Federal

site
structure
object

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register:

buildings
site
structure
object

Total

1

6. Function or Use
Historic Functions

Current Functions

(Enter categories from instructions.)

(Enter categories from instructions.)

EDUCATION/college

EDUCATION/college

EDUCATION/education-related

EDUCATION/education-related

EDUCATION/library

EDUCATION/library

DOMESTIC/single dwelling

DOMESTIC/single dwelling

RECREATION & CULTURE/monument/marker

RECREATION & CULTURE/monument/marker

LANDSCAPE/plaza, street furniture/object

LANDSCAPE/plaza, street furniture/object

7. Description
Architectural Classification

Materials

(Enter categories from instructions.)

(Enter categories from instructions.)

LATE VICTORIAN/Renaissance

foundation:

LATE 19TH/20TH CENT. REVIVAL/Tudor Revival

walls:

BRICK; STONE; GLASS; SYNTHETICS

MODERN MOVEMENT/International Style

roof:

ASPHALT; TERRA COTTA

MODERN MOVEMENT/Post-Modern

other:

STONE/Limestone; CONCRETE

NO STYLE

TH

TH

LATE 19 /EARLY 20

CENT. AMERICAN

MOVEMENTS/Prairie School
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Narrative Description
Summary Paragraph (Briefly describe the current, general characteristics of the property, such as its location, type, style, method of
construction, setting, size, and significant features. Indicate whether the property has historic integrity.)

Luther College is located in the northwest corner of Decorah, the county seat of Winneshiek County, in the
scenic “driftless”1 region of northeast Iowa. The town is bisected by the Upper Iowa River, which winds its way
through the picturesque Oneota Valley. The original 32-acre Luther College campus established in 1861 has
since expanded to over 100 acres. Located on a high blufftop overlooking the Upper Iowa River valley, the
site was covered by a virgin upland oak savannah. Today the historic campus buildings are still sited within a
number of surviving oaks, but now also landscaped with evergreens, maples, and a large cottonwood. Open
greens or commons are centrally located and bushes and perennials fill in spaces here and there. Some of
these plant materials are also native to Iowa’s oak savannahs. The campus historic district is roughly
triangular in shape, bounded by College Drive on the east, Leif Erickson Drive on the south, and the bluff’s
crestline on the west. To the west, below the bluff on the valley floor, is Luther’s lower campus (not a part of
this nomination), a much more modern area. Generally treeless and flat, the lower campus’s landscape is
largely devoted to Norse athletics and sports facilities. To the south and east of the historic campus district
are established residential neighborhoods with houses of mixed late-19th and 20th-century vintage. The city’s
Streamline Moderne municipal swimming pool (NRHP, 2011) is found on the east edge of campus along
College Drive. Immediately north of the campus are undeveloped intermittent wetlands, open grassy fields,
and a large stand of timber, all owned by the college. The historic district is dominated by multi-story
educational buildings unified by the use of red brick, stone and concrete, and glass materials. Like many
college campuses, the heart of the historic district is a wide-open green space of mown grass and specimen
trees and bushes, crisscrossed by paved sidewalks that reflect the habitual pathways of students walking
between classes, the library, and their dormitories. This green commons is original to the campus and
includes the remnants of a 1910-11 campus landscape plan by the noted Prairie-style landscape architect
Jens Jensen, still a beloved feature of the college’s personnel and students. Building styles reflect the
long,102-year span of the period of architectural significance, with many if not most designed by local and
regional architects. The oldest surviving building is the 1867 Italianate historic parsonage. The early 20th
century is represented by the National Register-listed Koren library, completed in 1921 in the Italian
Renaissance style, while the mid-20th century International Style is seen in the 1951 Main administration
building. Noncontributing due to their youthful age, but indicative of Luther College’s continued vitality, are
several modern buildings by various architects. These buildings lack the patina of time necessary for scholarly
analysis as “types” beyond being Modern, Modernist, or even Contemporary. While still too modern for the
National Register, these buildings should be considered for their contribution to the district as they reach their
historic age, assuming maintenance of integrity.
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Narrative Description (Describe the historic and current physical appearance and condition of the property. Describe contributing and
noncontributing resources if applicable.)

NOTE: Refer also to Table 1. Resources, the individual resource descriptions, and maps included herein for
more extended discussions of the resources within the Luther College Campus Historic District.

The driftless area of Iowa is “a geological region not covered and flattened by the last ice event and characterized instead by land
eroded by that era’s floods into steep valleys with wooded hillsides and limestone outcrops, between rolling open uplands that
survived from previous glacial periods.” David Faldet, “The History of Luther College’s Campus 1910-1911 Jens Jensen Landscape
Plan,” t.s., c. 2018. See also A.C. Trowbridge, Glacial Drift in the “Driftless Area” of Northeast Iowa. Iowa Geological Survey Annual
Report, reprinted, 1966.
1
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The historic upper campus,2 subject of this nomination, contains large classroom buildings, dormitories,
administration and faculty office buildings, as well as special-purpose buildings like the art and music
buildings and the main college library. There is a roughly circular order to the arrangement of these buildings
around the open grassy lawns (also called “meadows” and “clearings” in the historic record) occupying the
heart of the campus. This is an unplanned order for the most part, a result of a campus that evolved over
time. And while the greenspaces are original to the campus, they also formed an important component in
Jensen’s naturalistic campus plan in the early 20th century. Surrounding the open central greens or meadows,
which Jensen labeled “clearings,” is the inner ring of buildings ranging from the oldest campus building
constructed in 1867 to the main library constructed 102 years later in 1969. The next extended ring includes
buildings constructed between 1977 and 2008. Beyond these modern buildings are large parking lots, all but
one of which modern. By function, the college dormitories are largely located beyond the center of campus
and its academic buildings, with the smaller and older dorms located along the south edge of the campus
center and dating from 1907 until 1957. With little space left to expand to the south because of established
residential neighborhoods, newer high-rise dorms were located at the far north end of the campus in the
1960s. Interspersed throughout the campus historic district are new roads, and recent sidewalks that
crisscross the clearings and reflect pedestrian pathways.
Construction materials on campus consist of red brick load-bearing or veneered walls trimmed with stone or
light-gray concrete. The more recent buildings’ materials include large expanses of glass and structural steel.
Styles vary with the era of construction. The oldest surviving building (#12, 1867), originally a parsonage, is in
the Italianate style with prominent window hoods with drops and brickwork near the roof suggestive of both
tracery and brackets. A dormitory built early in the 20th century (#14, 1907) was given classical details. The
former library (#13, 1921) is detailed in the Italian Renaissance or Renaissance Revival style, while the
administration building (#16, 1952) occupies the site of two prior college “main” buildings and reflects the
International Style at midcentury. Like most college campuses, there is a variety of memorials, statues, and
works of art dotting the campus. Several modern sculptures (#28) are located at various spots and are
evaluated as a group. The imposing statue of Martin Luther (#26, 1911), posed atop a tall pedestal, is still
located where Jensen recommended and landscaped as he directed. And a charming, folk rock-art memorial
(#27, 1933, 1936) pays tribute to the first president of Luther College as well as the college’s 75th anniversary.

The lower campus, which is not included in the nominated historic district, contains the college’s stadium and running track, indoor
sports facility, pool, tennis courts, ball diamonds, and large parking lots. A large maintenance building is also located in the lower
campus. All of the lower campus resources are either recently built or significantly remodeled in recent years. All have been evaluated
as noncontributing for National Register (NRHP) purposes through an intensive-level survey completed in 2018 (records available
through the Iowa SHPO).
2
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TABLE 1. RESOURCES
Resource #/ Status
1 Noncontributing
Building

Build
Dates
1961/
2006

Historic or
Common Name

Description/Comments (*)
Refer also to “Principal Designers” in Section
8

Dahl Centennial
Union

Student center; administration offices;
midcentury & contemporary;
Charles Altfillisch, arch. for the 1961 bldg.

Bentdahl Commons
located within
central campus
green space (stone
terraces, pergola,
stone with incised
name)
Center For Faith &
Life

Green space landscape feature with limestone
details; serves as a site for worship services,
performances, receptions, and other community
gatherings according to the college website; see
also #30; counted separately per NR Bulletin 16a,
page 17, as “particularly important” to the
college & campus
Performing arts auditorium, recital hall, chapel,
offices, Donald Gray, arch.

(poor
integrity)
2 Noncontributing
Object

2010
(modern
stone
grouping)

(
3 Noncontributing
Building

1977
(modern)

4 Contributing Building

1960

Valders Memorial
Hall of Science

Houses depts. Of nursing, physics, psychology &
environmental studies; Altfillisch, Olson, Gray &
Thompson, archs.; some windows replaced

5 Noncontributing
Building

2008

Sampson Hoffland
Labs

Biology & chemistry teaching & research labs,
student study areas, faculty offices; architect is
OPUS Northwest (Mpls, MN)

Franklin W. Olin Bldg

Classrooms, computer labs, offices and special
event rooms for depts. Of economics & business,
math, computer science; architect is Weese
Langley Weese, Ltd. (Chicago)

(modern)

6 Noncontributing
Building

1995
(modern)
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Build
Dates

Historic or
Common Name

Description/Comments (*)
Refer also to “Principal Designers” in Section
8

7 Contributing Building

1969

Preus Library

3-stories counting the finished basement;
reinforced concrete structure clad with red brick
and exposed concrete; Don Gray, of Olson, Gray,
Thompson, and Lynnes, architect

8 Noncontributing
Building

1981

Red brick and limestone; houses 325-seat recital
hall, rehearsal halls, private practice rooms,
among other spaces; architect is Hammel, Green
and Abrahamson, Inc. (Mpls)

9 Contributing Building

1905

Jenson-Noble Hall of
Music
(formerly Jensen Hall
of Music; partially
renamed c. 2004
after Weston Noble,
music faculty)
Sperati Guest House

10 Noncontributing
Building

2002

Center for the Arts

Facilities for theater, dance, visual arts; including
225-seat venue, galleries, scene shop, costume
shop, café; architect was Dean Newins, OPUS
Group

(modern)

(modern)

Built for and named after Carlos Sperati, the
director of music; intermittently used as college
campus president’s residence; now a guest
house; Foursquare style.

11 Contributing
Building

1949/
1957 c.

Brandt Hall

Originally a women’s dorm, now co-ed; 4-story,
red brick with concrete trim; east wing
construction delayed; Charles Altfillisch, arch;
A.R. Coffeen, builder

12 Contributing
Building

1867

Campus House
(aka Pastor Brandt’s
parsonage)

Last extant building of original 1860s campus; red
brick and limestone; builder unknown; past uses
include: parsonage, dormitory, president’s office,
faculty offices; potentially individually eligible

13 On NRHP, not
included in the count

1921

Koren (Library) Hall

Faced with red brick and trimmed with limestone;
library for decades, now offices and classrooms;
Magney & Tusler, Inc., Mpls, MN, archs.; A.R.
Coffeen, contractor; not included in the district
resource count per NR Bulletin 16a, page 16

(listed
NRHP,
1984)
Section 7 page 6

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form
NPS Form 10-900

Luther College Campus Historic District

Winneshiek County, Iowa

Name of Property

Resource #/ Status

OMB No. 1024-0018

County and State

Build
Dates

Historic or
Common Name

Description/Comments (*)
Refer also to “Principal Designers” in Section
8

14 Contributing
Building

1907

Larsen Hall

Pressed brick and cut stone; built to house
students on male only campus; converted to
house women later; mixed use from start;
Buechner & Orth, St. Paul, MN, archs.; integrity
somewhat diminished

15 Contributing
Building

1916

Loyalty Hall

Red brick & mortar; stone trim; built as student
effort as a dining hall; then housed art depart.;
currently alumni & development offices. A.R.
Coffeen, designer, builder, structural engineer

16 Contributing
Building

1952

Main Building (III)

17 Contributing
Building

1897

Gjerset House

Red brick face over concrete block, with minimal
gray masonry trim, and white-metal trim; houses
administration, classrooms, several academic
departments. International style; Charles
Altfillisch, arch. ; windows have been changed,
but tower windows were restored; potentially
individually eligible
Wood-frame; built for college’s first president,
Laur. Larsen; long-time faculty residence; now
college organization center

18 Contributing
Building

1927

Preus House

Built by college registrar; served as college
president O.J.H. Preus’s residence; now visiting
faculty residence; Tudor Revival style; Chas.
Altfillisch, arch.

19 Contributing
Building

1947/1966

Korsrud Heating
Plant

Red brick over 1st-story concrete; red tile roof;
original function included shop and laundry
rooms; upper story converted to
classroom/studio by early 1950s; Chas. Altfillisch,
arch.
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20 Noncontributing
Building

OMB No. 1024-0018

County and State

Build
Dates

1940s/or
1950 ca.

Historic or
Common Name

Description/Comments (*)
Refer also to “Principal Designers” in Section
8

Ockham House (aka
Korsrud annex)

Faculty offices and classrooms currently;
replacement siding

(poor
integrity)

21 Contributing
Building

1965

Facilities Services
Bldg., (aka
Maintenance Bldg.)

Altfillisch, Olson [Gray & Thompson], archs

22 Contributing
Building

1966

Miller Hall (men’s
dorm)

First of twin highrise dormitory towers; red brick
trimmed in a light material; Altfillisch, Olson, Gray
& Thompson, archs.

(aka Regents
Towers)

23 Contributing Building

1968

Dieseth Hall
(women’s dorm)

Second of twin highrise dormitory towers; red
brick trimmed in a light material; Altfillisch, Olson,
Gray & Thompson, archs.

(aka Regents
Towers)
24 Contributing
Building

1968, ca.

Brunsdale Lounge
(part of Regents
Towers complex)

25 Contributing
Building

1964

Ylvisaker Hall

Section 7 page 8

Lowrise student lounge positioned between and
connected by pedestrian bridges to Miller &
Dieseth Halls; red brick trimmed in a light
material; Altfillisch, Olson, Gray & Thompson,
archs.
Named for the college’s 5th president; 1st of 3 new
1960s dorms; reinforced concrete structure clad
in red brick; Altfillisch, Olson, Gray & Thompson,
archs.
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Refer also to “Principal Designers” in Section
8

26 Contributing Object

1911

Statue, Martin
Luther

Presented by pastors’ wives to celebrate college’s
50th anniversary; bronze; Ernst Rietschel, artist of
original cast; location and landscaped by Jens
Jensen

27 a-c Contributing
Objects

1933/1936

Pioneer Memorial

Original memorial object was for Laur. Larsen’s
100th birthday; expanded in 1936 for 75th college
anniversary; Tarkjel Landsverk, artist; potentially
individually eligible

28 a-d Noncontributing
Objects

Post 1970
(modern)

Artworks Group,
Modern Outdoor
Sculptures

4 individual objects in various locations around
upper campus; not attached to any building but
freestanding

1955

Olson Hall

Midcentury modernist in design; low rise sited
below front grade; red brick and white metal;
Charles Altfillisch & Assocs., architects; integrity
somewhat diminished by replacement windows
but scale, siting, materials compensate for
change

29 Contributing
Building

* Luther College Campus Map and Guide (taken from https://www.luther.edu/campus/map). Most of the buildings’
characteristics and history were obtained from the Luther College Historic Architecture Survey Research Committee, with
additional information gleaned from the author’s site visit (7/2018) and from historic and 2019 and 2018 photographs.
Secondary sources used include Wilfred F. Bunge, etal, Transformed by the Journey (2011); Leigh D. Jordah and Harris E.
Kaasa, Stability and Change: Luther College in its Second Century (1986); David T. Nelson, Luther College, 1861-1961 (1961);
J. R. Christianson, “Jens Jensen and the Prairie School Campus of Luther College,” 67 Palimpsest 4 (1986) 4: 130-140; John
Harrington and Robert Grese, “Landscape Master Plan for the Luther College Campus” (1985).
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INDIVIDUAL RESOURCE DESCRIPTIONS (see the Table 1. Resources for shortform descriptions)
#1 Dahl Centennial Union (1961, 2006) Noncontributing due to poor integrity
The Centennial Union was named for the college’s 100th anniversary observed during the 1960-61 school
year, though the entire building was not fully completed until 1973. In 2006, the Union was extensively
remodeled and renamed the Bert M. and Mildred O. Dahl Centennial Union in recognition of the Dahl family’s
project funding. (There also may be an association with Orville Dahl, a campus planner associated with the
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America ELCA]. Dahl was also the “founding president of Cal Lutheran
University in Thousand Oaks, California” [Los Angeles Times, obituary, 9/13/1994]. In 1957, Dahl had
presented the college with a straight-line, grid-based “urban approach to campus design,” but this was
discarded in favor of maintaining the less formal and natural features of the campus [Bunge, 139]). The
architect for “College Union,” one of several buildings celebrating the college’s centennial anniversary, was
Charles Altfillisch, already a well-established and repeat designer for the college (“College Officials Conduct
Ground-Breaking Tuesday,” College Chips, 5/13/1960).

LEFT: Current east façade (Full, July 2018)

RIGHT: 1962 view of original façade (author’s
postcard)
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BELOW LEFT Original plan for west elevation (Nelson, 110)
BELOW RIGHT: West side with altered roofline and upper floors (Jordahl and Kaasa).

Designed with a Midcentury Modern approach that was primarily rectilinear and spare, the building’s
(presumably) masonry decoration was applied to the façade and evidenced through the organic undulations
of its western roofline (both nonextant). The building takes advantage of its site at the crest of the bluff to
appear lowrise from the east, or central campus, but actually is two to three stories tall on the west side and
offers a remarkable river valley view (not to mention the Norse football games). The 2006 remodeling project
included a new eastside façade. The opposite, west side of the building, was altered by at least 1986 with
window replacements and a redesigned roofline. These alterations leave the 1961 Midcentury Modern
building with poor integrity. It is a noncontributing building in the historic district.

#2 Bentdahl Commons Stone Grouping (2010) Noncontributing Modern Object
From Bunge (2011)3: “This is a large plaza for outdoor assemblies, fronting Dahl Centennial Union and the
Center for Faith and Life.” It is named after two 1959 Luther graduates. Hardscape features include limestone
retaining walls and a limestone and timber pergola (modeled after a Jens Jensen pergola elsewhere offcampus), all placed within the large central greenspace. This modern feature has a low impact because its
individual features are relatively widely separated and are of a small scale within the much larger campus
central greenspace.
RIGHT: Limestone and timber pergola (Bunge, 259)

3

Wilfred F. Bunge, with Mary Hull Mohr and Dale Nimrod, Transformed by the Journey: 150 Years of Luther College in Word and
Image (Decorah: Luther College Press, 2011).
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#3 Center for Life and Faith (1977) Noncontributing Modern Building
Designed by local architect Donald Gray (a former associate of Charles Altfillisch), the brick-faced building
has an attached grade-to-roof wall sculpture as its key facade feature. The building’s footprint occupies much
of the greenspace Jens Jensen called the “Tennis Clearing.” Earlier the large brick Preus Gymnasium
occupied a portion of the same site (nonextant, destroyed by fire, 1961). The Center is an important
performing arts venue on the campus.4 It has a 1,600-seat auditorium, a smaller recital hall, meditation
chapel, and ministry offices5 Wilfred F. Bunge was chair of the building committee for the Center. The large
volume of auditorium space is contained under a shallow roof and obscured by projecting blocks and
intersecting planes of various sizes and heights.
There is strong asymmetry but the right angles
suggest technological or industrial rather than organic
forms. Its red-brick cladding is compatible with the
building’s historic brick neighbors, but its ahistorical
form subtly suggests a departure from the norm and a
nod to the future. Because it is less than 50 years old,
the building is considered noncontributing to the
historic campus district.
ABOVE: Looking southwest (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

BELOW: Façade with wall sculpture, c. 1986 (Jordahl and Kaasa)

4

Bunge, 181-186; Bunge volunteer research, 2018.

5

Luther College Campus Map & Guide online at www.luther.edu.
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#4 Valders Memorial Hall of Science (1960) Contributing Building
Named after a region in Norway as well as a town in Wisconsin, the L-shaped building currently houses the
physics, environmental studies, nursing, and psychology departments. Classrooms, offices, function-specific
rooms such as an advanced lab, as well as several lecture halls and a planetarium and storage areas, fill the
building’s floors. It has the largest lecture hall on campus, seating about 300. Built of a reinforced concrete
frame clad with red brick, the stairways are located at the ends of the two wings that form the ell, with the
main entrance at the interior intersection of the two. Larger exterior wall expanses have a diamond pattern
worked into the masonry. An attached greenhouse has been modified with solid walls and a newer
greenhouse is attached. Overall, the smaller windows appear to be replacements, but larger expanses of
glazing appear intact. Designed by the local firm of Altfillisch, Olson, Gray, and Thompson, the main entrance
is a hallmark of Midcentury Modern design. Two-stories in height, tall brick piers separate the entrance into
two bays of glass and white-metal (aluminum?) frames. The piers rise above the roof and terminate in a
splayed geometric “capital” made of concrete or covered with a concrete-looking material. Flat canopies of
white-metal shelter the entrances. Given its size and stylish 1960s design, Valders is a contributing resource
to the historic campus district.
BELOW LEFT: Main entrance (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

ABOVE RIGHT : Artist’s rendering of overall view (Dedication pamphlet, Luther College Archives)

LEFT: Early 1960s view of front entrance (center) and wings (Jim Iversen research)
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#5 Sampson Hoffland Laboratories (2008) Noncontributing Modern Building
Made of red brick and metal panels, with a glass curtainwall, this science building displays a contemporary
academic style. It was designed by OPUS Northwest (Minneapolis) to LEED standards and contains 17
teaching labs and faculty research areas. According to the OPUS website: “The exterior combines red brick,
smooth metal panels and glass curtainwall to create a visually interesting structure for visitors as they enter
campus along the main entrance. With its use of metal and large glass areas, the building reflects the hightech nature of the sciences it houses. By incorporating architectural design details such as brick and punched
window openings along the two side walls, it also remains consistent with the character of other campus
buildings.” The building received an award in 2010 from the Design Building Institute of American’s Upper
Midwest Region. It is noncontributing to the historic district because of its recent construction.

ABOVE LEFT: West elevation facing the campus interior (Jim
Iversen, 2018)

ABOVE RIGHT: (OPUS Group website, www.opus-group.com on
10/28/2019)

#6 Franklin W. Olin Building (1995) Noncontributing Modern Building
Funded with a 6-million-dollar grant from the New York-based F.W. Olin Foundation, the red-brick and stone
building was designed by the Chicago architectural firm of Weese Langley Weese, Ltd., with specific
involvement of architects Dennis W. Langley and Randy Kurzman (Uwe Jens Rudolf research). Based on
past projects highlighted on this firm’s website, the group has a strong interest and project history in
preservation and adaptive reuse of historic buildings. The Olin Building houses Luther’s economics and
business department, mathematics department, and computer science department, and includes classrooms,
computer labs, and a 120-seat lecture hall. The design presents a three-part exterior, separated vertically by a
stringcourse, and/or a cladding change, giving it a streamlined historical reference to a classical base, shaft,
and capital. Because it is less than 50 years old, the building is noncontributing to the historic district.
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Franklin W. Olin Bldg. (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

#7 Preus Library (1969) Contributing Building
Named after the Preus family, members of which included a co-founder of the college itself (Rev. H.A. Preus)
and two presidents (C.K. Preus and his son O.J.H. Preus), this Midcentury Modern building is the current and
largest library facility in the college’s long history. Preus Library was built on the former site of the Nustad
Field, the college’s football, track, and baseball field.
Built of a reinforced concrete frame and faced with “sand molded” red-brown brick, the building is trimmed
with thin concrete columns and brackets that support the broad roof overhang. These columns and brackets
suggest a building that wears its structure (or at least part of it) on the outside. Narrow dark-glass grade-toroof windows permit some natural light, but perhaps more importantly, they control the amount of damaging
daylight that reaches the interior and its collections. The wide roof overhangs served the same purpose. The
library’s main entrance faces the expansive central green (Jens Jensen called it “The Campus”). The back
(east) wall was constructed without windows to accommodate future expansion in that direction. Interior walls
are of the same red-brown brick as the exterior but the floor plan was largely left open to keep it flexible. The
library holds more than 330,000 volumes and has meeting rooms, a classroom, the largest computer lab on
campus, and houses offices for the college archives and fine arts collection.
The building was featured on the American Library Association’s annual meeting in New Jersey in 1969 and
was noted approvingly in American Library Buildings: A Guide to Architectural Issues and Solutions (by Ralph
Ellsworth, 1973) as “impressive and dignified. One of the fine buildings in the United States.” Architect for the
building was Don Gray, of the local firm, Olson, Gray, Thompson, and Lynness.

RIGHT: The main entrance, seen here at left, faces the center of campus
(Jan Olive Full, 2018)
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LEFT: Concrete columns and eave brackets, ground-to-roof windows
(researchers Kathy Buzza & Elizabeth Kaschins, 2018)

#8 Jenson-Noble Hall of Music (1981) Noncontributing Modern Building
Designed in red brick and limestone by Hammel, Green and Abrahamson, Inc. (Minneapolis), the building
includes a 325-seat recital hall, rehearsal halls, an organ studio, piano lab, percussion studio, plus private
practice rooms. While streamlined and rectilinear on the outside, the interior reflects Norwegian themes. The
main central corridor, called “the street” was designed to model a typical street in Norway with gabled
entrances to practice rooms and the classic Nordic colors of blue, rose, and purple.6 It is noncontributing to
the district as modern.

ABOVE: Façade obscured by trees (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

6

“Dedication Weekend Homecoming 1982 Jenson Hall of Music” program.
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LEFT: Entrance (www.luther.edu on 10/16/2018)

LOWER LEFT: “The street” interior hall (James Griesheimer, 2018)

#9 Sperati House (1905) Contributing Building
Sperati House is a traditional American Foursquare residence purchased by Carlo Sperati in 1906 a year after
he returned to his alma mater to lead the college’s music department. He developed the Luther College
Concert Band and took it on extended tours to Europe, performing for the king of Norway on at least one of
them. He also taught religion at the college.
The house has wide extended eaves that terminate in a pyramidal roof with dormers similarly covered. The
side elevations each have two-story projecting bays. Narrow siding divided by a horizontal beltcourse trim
covers the walls. Windows are largely one-over-one sashes consistent with the time, though whether they are
original or replacements is unknown. The full façade porch has been enclosed and a small, single-story, shed
roof garage has been attached at the rear corner of the house.
The home served as the college president’s residence
from 1963 until about 1985, after which it became a
guest house. The porch alteration dates to its
conversion to a guest house in 1986.

LEFT: Façade and side elevation (Jan Olive Full, 2018)
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#10 Center for the Arts (2002) Noncontributing Modern Building
Following the overall architectural theme for the campus, the Center is clad with red brick, trimmed with gray
stone, and detailed with smooth metal panels and wide expanses of glass. It serves as a combined space for
theater, art, dance, and performing arts functions. Art studios are available for painting, printmaking, darkroom
work, and the building has a woodshop and a costume shop. Two rehearsal studios are available for theater
and dance. A fine arts exhibit gallery and a 225-seat “flexible” theater are in the building also. The designer
was architect Dean Newins with The OPUS Group.7 OPUS Group is not the same as OPUS Northwest, but
like the latter OPUS Group has multiple offices, including one in Minneapolis. Because of its modern
construction date, the building cannot contribute to the historic district.

ABOVE RIGHT: The metal sculpture in front of the building is part of the group of 6 modern
sculptures (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

ABOVE LEFT: Side elevation (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

7

Leah Benzing, Luther College staff, email 10/19/2018.
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#11 Brandt Hall (1949, c. 1957) Contributing Building
Originally a women’s dormitory, Brandt Hall is named after Diderikke Brandt, whose spouse was Nils Brandt,
the first campus pastor. Diderikke Brandt had acted as “mother and counselor to the students, and, in general,
the hostess of the college community” during the 1860s into the 1880s.8 Prior to Brandt Hall’s construction,
female students lived in Larsen Hall and houses on campus.9 Women and men now share Brandt Hall.
Designed by Decorah architect Charles Altfillisch and built by local contractor A.R. Coffeen, the center and
west wing of this essentially U-shaped dormitory were constructed in 1949 but the planned east wing was
delayed by the construction of Main III (#16, 1952). The east wing was then added in 1957 or 1958 (sources
differ). The contractor for the east wing was the Johnson Construction Co. of Winona, Minnesota. Fire-escape
stairs in an enclosed brick shaft were added to the north end of each wing in the 1980s (1988 for the west
wing; east wing date unknown but presumed to be about the same time; mandated by the state department of
public safety).
The multi-story building is built of steel, red brick laid with white mortar, and light gray concrete trim. It has a
clay tile roof with dormers. Dorm room windows are three-part Chicago style resulting in ample daylight inside.
Several walls are devoted almost entirely to glazing, especially in the center section which houses study and
social lounges. The front or south end wall of the wings have multi-story bay windows which also illuminate
smaller interior study areas. The interior has seen redecoration projects in 1980 and 1981.

TOP RIGHT: Circa 1950 view of Brandt Hall’s west wing on the left
and center section prior to the construction of the east wing (postcard
on ebay.com on 7/9/2018)

ABOVE: Center and east wing, looking north (Jan Olive Full, 2018)
BOTTOM RIGHT: View of interior yard of U-shaped dormitory, looking
north (Flickr.com, 11/2/2018).

8

Bunge, 33.

9

Mason City Globe-Gazette, 9/21/1949.
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#12 Campus House (aka Brandt Parsonage, aka The Parsonage) (1867) Contributing Building
Built as a parsonage for the first college pastor, Nils O. Brandt, and his family, this building is the oldest extant
building on campus and the only building capable of representing the founding of the college. It has been a
residence for faculty and college presidents, and a dormitory for students. In recent years, Campus House
served as the college president’s offices (1970s-1990s). It now houses communications department faculty
offices.
Resting on a limestone block foundation, the building’s walls are solid red brick laid in a common bond pattern
and trimmed at the roof and around the windows with creamy white limestone. Features that render this
building an early example of the Italianate style in Iowa include its low hipped roof, ornate window hoods and
their segmental-arch shape, as well as the house’s overall square villa footprint. (Student housing in the attic
certainly accounts for the replacement of the small oculus window with more glazing.) In addition to
suggesting eave brackets common in Italianate architecture, the stonework at the roofline also hints at Gothic
Revival “tracery.” The side wing is either original or a very early addition. There is a small rear wing as well.
The flat-roofed porch was added after 1914 but by 1922.10 The interior of the building has been remodeled as
offices.
Campus House is an important part of the historic Luther College campus, standing alone as a representative
of the college’s earliest days. Other buildings from this era are now gone, lost to fire and intentional
demolition. This building is significant individually under both Criteria A and C and contributes to the future
historic district.

(Jan Olive Full, 2018)

10

Brandt family, ca. 1875 (Grindal, 220; researcher van der Linden)

Sanborn Map Co., fire insurance map of Decorah, Iowa, 1914; researcher van der Linden.
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#13 Koren Hall (historically known as Koren Library) (1921) – Listed NRHP, 1984; Contributing
Building
Faced with red brick and Bedford limestone, the structural frame of this Classical Revival building is steel and
concrete blocks. Many of the bricks were made by the Luther students themselves in anticipation of the new
library. The architect for the building was from the 2-person firm of [Gottfried] Magney & [Wilbur] Tusler, Inc.
(Minneapolis); the contractor was the local Decorah firm of A.R. Coffeen Construction.
The library was built to hold a growing museum and library collection previously housed in Main II, but its
primary function until 1969 (see #7 Preus Library) was to serve as the college’s main library. Though
landscape architect Jens Jensen suggested any future library should be located on the site occupied by the
brick Italianate residence known now as Campus House (#12, built 1867), the college rejected this idea and
instead chose a location about 250 feet to the south. In 1970 a mandatory fire escape was added to the north
side (since removed) and a 1987 renovation replaced the windows with similar-looking energy-efficient
models. Today the building houses offices and classes for history, political science, and anthropology, among
others. The building was listed on the National Register in 1984 and contributes to the historic campus district.

Left: First Floor “museum” in front with “stacks” in large rear section.
Stairs, storage, workroom, and a coat room are in the narrow middle
section. (Luther College Archives)

RIGHT: Second
floor “reading room” with “stack room” in large rear section. The segue in between contained study, seminar, and delivery rooms, and
the librarian’s office. (Luther College Archives)

Section 7 page 21

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form
NPS Form 10-900

OMB No. 1024-0018

Luther College Campus Historic District

Winneshiek County, Iowa

Name of Property

County and State

LEFT: 1920s (NRHP nomination)

ABOVE RIGHT: 1921 or 1922 (Norlie, etal., 164)

(Jan Olive Full, 2018)

#14 Larsen Hall (1907) Contributing Building
Built to house students on the campus (male-only until 1936), Larsen Hall was the first free-standing
residential hall after formerly accommodating students in the all-purpose Main I building. It remains the oldest
dormitory on campus. Named after the first president of the college, Peter Laurentius Larsen, (who referred to
himself as Laur. Larsen), the building was mixed-use from the start, housing science and music rooms in the
raised basement, in addition to student quarters on the upper floors. Today the west wing is still a residence
hall, while the east wing houses administrative offices.
The shell is built of pressed brick and cut stone, with Classical details that include a denticulated shelf cornice
and classically inspired entrance porticos. The windows are one-over-one sashes. Prior to mid-century,
probably as a result of the 1944-46 remodel by architect Charles Altfillisch, the sides of the east entrance
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portico were filled with glass block. Sometime between 1953 and 1963 the decorative stone cornice was
covered or removed (its current status is unknown), the north entrance portico was replaced by a 1960sappearing covered canopy, and in 1969 fire escape stairwell blocks were added to the rear walls of the two
long wings.
The building has an H-shaped footprint and tall, 3-story, raised basement. It is the oldest institutional building
remaining on campus and its construction history is well documented in the college archives. Architects for
the building were Buechner & Orth (St. Paul, MN), a firm that operated from 1902 until 1924 and appears to
have specialized in Upper Midwest classically-inspired courthouses.11 While its integrity has been impaired by
the various changes, its impressive size and height, and prominent location on campus make it one of the
more important historic district buildings.

LEFT: First floor plan, representative of dorm room layout (Luther College
archives)

ABOVE RIGHT: Under construction, 1907 (Luther College archives)

ABOVE: Undated postcard view, but probably while under construction or soon after (note the figures on the roof). (Obtained on
ebay.com, August 2018)

11

University of Minnesota archives. Available at researchworks.oclc.org.
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RIGHT: North façade (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

LEFT: East elevation and surviving classical portico entry. Note the
enclosed fire-escape stairwell added to the rear wall on the left. (Jan
Olive Full, 2018)

#15 Loyalty Hall (1916) Contributing Building
Until 1916 when Loyalty Hall was built, students ate meals in the basement of the all-purpose first Main.
Beginning in 1896, however, the arrangements were handled by a student organization called the Luther
College Boarding Club. The student manager of this club, Mikkel Lone, initiated the effort to build the new
free-standing dining hall that became Loyalty Hall, so named to honor the students responsible for funding its
construction. For the next 46 years, from 1916 until 1962, the building served its original purpose, after which
it was the home of the Art Department for the next 40 years.
Loyalty Hall was built of red brick laid up in a common bond pattern and trimmed with stone, the common
combination for buildings on campus. Mildly Mission in style -- perhaps A.R. Coffeen, its designer, was
influenced by the 1915 Panama-California Exposition -- Loyalty Hall is rectangular in shape. It has a raised
central pediment on the façade and large windows to cast copious amounts of daylight to the interior. Built on
a slope, the north front is two stories and faces the interior of campus, while the rear elevation is three stories
because of the slope. In 1992, a small two-story westside addition clad in horizontal siding was built to house
the Art Department’s kiln and foundry. Today there is also is a stairwell in this addition. The hall’s interior was
renovated in 2004 to accommodate its current use as offices and conference center. The front entrance
porch, which was enclosed in 1939, was reopened in 2014 and returned to original appearance. The windows
may not be original but if they are replacements, they duplicate the original configuration and are visually
appropriate.
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BELOW LEFT: Elevation drawing by A.R. Coffeen, structural engineer and general contractor (A.R. Coffeen Construction Collection)

BELOW RIGHT: c. 1916 (Luther College Archives)
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ABOVE: c. 1920, dining room in Loyalty Hall (Luther College Archives)

ABOVE: c. 1940, north façade and west end wall. Note the enclosed front entrance porch, which has now been restored to its original
appearance (Luther College Archives)
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ABOVE: Current view

(Jan Olive Full, 2018)

#16 Main III (1952) Contributing Building
This is the third “Main” building, constructed in 1952. The prior two Mains were both destroyed by fire, the first
Main in 1889 (I, built 1865), the second in 1942 (II, built 1890). Because there were three buildings carrying
this name, they are commonly distinguished by Roman numerals. All three have occupied essentially the
same prominent site on campus overlooking the central green. When Main II burned down, World War Two
and postwar construction restrictions along with difficulties in obtaining labor and materials, delayed
completion of the present Main III until 1952. It houses the college’s administration offices, classroom space,
and faculty offices for several academic departments.
Unlike the first two Mains, which were massive, heavy looking buildings, Main III’s International Style presents
a streamline, airy appearance. All three Mains had a tall towers, but Main III’s is more robust, and more
prominent because its side wings are both low. In essence, Main III is three rectangles of different scale and
height that intersect linearly. Main III’s tower offers more functional space also. Based on historic photos, the
earlier Mains’ towers mostly marked the entrance and bell towers.
From the new Main’s 1952 dedication pamphlet: “In the north wing, which has three floors, are eighteen
classrooms of varying sizes. In the south wing, which has two floors, nineteen administrative offices and
supply rooms, with additional rooms for student government and publications, are accommodated. The
distinctive six-story tower rises between the two wings and gives space for twenty-seven offices for faculty
use…” In the late 1960s or early 1970s, the aluminum windows were changed out for combination windows
with a dark gray panels on the top part of the opening. The tower windows have since been returned to a
configuration that more closely matches the original.
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LEFT: Main I in 1874. Constructed in 1865, one of the
building’s end blocks was not added until 1874. Turrets and
peaked arches suggest a Gothic Revival influence. When
built, this edifice housed the entire college. (Luther College
Archives)

BELOW RIGHT: Main II, constructed in 1890, is seen here about 1900. Its design is similar to Main I’s but the two side wings are
stepped down from a massive hipped-roof central section, and its overall appearance is more complicated. Round-arched fenestration
suggests a Romanesque influence, but the building shows a strong French chateau influence also. (Jordahl and Kaasa)
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ABOVE: The International Style influence is evident in the clean, undecorated lines of Main III, seen here about 1952 soon after its
completion. (Luther College Archives) Augsburg University, another Norwegian-Lutheran college now based in Minneapolis has or
had a very similar building (image found at www.augsburg.edu/about/history on 8/8/19).

ABOVE: Main III obscured by its mature landscape (Jan Olive Full, 2018)
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#17 Gjerset House (1897) Contributing Building
Gjerset House is named for Luther College history professor and author, Knut Gjerset, who occupied it with
his family starting in 1917. The house was built and initially occupied by the college’s first president, Peter
Laurentius Larsen, more commonly known as Laur. Larsen. Funding for its construction was secured from
the Iowa District of the Norwegian Synod and the Luther Alumni Association. The Larsen family association
with the house spans from 1897 to 1917; the Gjerset association is 1917 to 1936 when Professor Gjerset
died. Gjerset is credited with being most responsible for what became Vesterheim, the national NorwegianAmerican historical museum (located in the Decorah Commercial Historic District , listed NRHP, 2017). Since
the college acquired ownership in 1955, Gjerset House has housed students and offices and now serves as
the “Women and Gender Equality Center.”
The house, a transitional Foursquare with a vestigial Queen Anne side bay, is sited at the top of a hill with a
large yard to the north along High Street. To the south, the even larger “back yard” is open and well-treed all
the way down the hill to Leif Erickson Drive. President Larsen’s son later wrote that the front of the house
faced this southern exposure and its long view downhill.12 Today, building activities clearly are oriented to
High Street. Wood-frame and clad with narrow wood siding, Gjerset House has a steeply pitched hipped roof
with a slight flare at the eave line. Each roof plane has a dormer or a dormer-like roof over a 2-story side bay
with similar flared eave lines. Windows are primarily one-over-one sashes. The south porch noted for its long
view down the hill is gone, though that elevation retains an oversize fixed window with a leaded glass
transom. Because of its association with the college’s president, faculty, and activities, Gjerset House
contributes to the historic district.

ABOVE: South elevation (Peter A. Scholl, 2018)

12

ABOVE: High Street (north) elevation (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

Peter A. Scholl research, August 2018.
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ABOVE: Presumed south “front” porch with President Larsen, Ingeborg Larsen, and their grandson, c. 1911 (Luther College Archives,
reproduced by Peter A. Scholl)

#18 Preus House (1927) Contributing Building
Sitting across High Street from President Laur. Larsen’s residence (Gjerset House, #17) and Sperati Guest
House (#9), this building was constructed for the college’s registrar but served as President O.J.H. Preus’s
residence from 1932 until 1948. It was designed by Charles Altfillisch. President Preus was the son of the
college’s second president, C.K. Preus. During his tenure, the younger Preus faced the challenge of
navigating the college through the Great Depression and then World War Two. Following the Preus
occupancy, the house has been used as a residence for visiting faculty. The modest one-and-a-half-story,
1,500 sq. ft. residence is wood-frame and clad in wood siding. Tudor Revival styling includes the very steep
roof that incorporates the upper level interior bedrooms, a prominent oriel window centered on the façade,
several round-arched small windows, a catslide front entrance to the east balanced on the west by another
catslide extension of the main room. This western catslide (left side in the image) opened into an office.

(Google.com, 2018)
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#19 Korsrud Heating Plant (1947) Contributing Building
Named for Ole Korsrud, long-time electrician, night watchman, and engineer for the college, the heating plant
replaced an inadequate older plant behind Main II (demolished c. 1952 to make room for Main III). As
described (probably) by the architect Charles Altfillisch in the unsigned and undated file copy of the
“Application for Authority to Construct (Non-Housing)” submitted to the US Civilian Production Administration
about 1945, the project goal was to: “Construct a power plant, 42’ x 100’, 2 story, monolithic concrete first
story, brick & con. block second story, concrete block partitions, wood roof framing, asbestos shingles [later
changed to clay tiles], - a 90’ radial brick stack and approximately 1200’ of 4’ x 6” concrete [steam] tunnels.”13
The project had been in the works since 1941 but delayed by World War Two. By 1946, with his plans
gathering dust and the old boilers limping along, Altfillisch clearly had to plead the case with the federal
government at a time when new housing was a top priority. Writing in the application, “The college has an
enrollment of 400 of which 125 are veterans…This project has already been deferred during the war…Every
effort has been made to eliminate from the project materials needed in Veterans Housing. All contracts were
let from one month to four months prior to the issuance of CPA regulations restricting construction.”
The 1945 plans contemplated the majority of lower level space would be dedicated to the boiler room, with an
equipment room on one end and an underground fuel room off the other end (buried in the hillside). The
upper level was to hold a large shop area, restrooms, a tool room, and a campus laundry. Even by 1952 or
earlier, the upper level was being used instead for classrooms, perhaps because of the influx of new students
using the GI Bill. Today, the Art Department continues to use it as studio space because of the good lighting
conditions. The function of the 1966 addition to the east endwall may be connected with either the art
department or the power plant on the lower level. Since the building is sited on a slope, the east end is at
grade, while the west end is lower by two stories. Long north and south walls are fully exposed.

ABOVE RIGHT: Altfilisch’s1945 plans (Luther College Archives)
ABOVE LEFT: The art studio patio and entrance on the east end
and long north wall (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

13

Luther College Archives.
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BELOW: 1961 view, looking at the long north elevation (Nelson, plate 83)

#20 Ockham House (c. 1940s - c. 1950) Noncontributing Building due to poor integrity
Dating to the circa 1940s, Ockham House is probably part of the 20-plus World War Two surplus buildings
obtained by the college after the war. The building is unnamed and unidentified on historic maps and aerials
of the campus. It sits on the crest of the bluff that separates the upper from the lower campus. Wilfred F.
Bunge’s 2011 college history, Transformed by the Journey, indicates the college acquired 17 surplus housing
barracks, two large prisoner-of-war buildings, and two Civilian Conservation Corps barracks.14 The buildings
were used to set up a “veteran’s village” across the street from the campus to the east (nonextant). Another
building that was quite similar to Ockham House was located near the Preus Gym (current location of the
Center for Life and Faith) and used as a student canteen. Because Ockham House has been modified with
new siding and windows, its current integrity is poor. It is considered a noncontributing resource; however if
research confirms its war-surplus status and the post-historic siding is removed, it should be reevaluated as a
rare survivor of post-war adaptation of surplus materials as well as the influx on campus of new students,
many of whom were funded by the GI Bill. The relative ease of moving war surplus buildings is an important
characteristic to be considered in any future research.

LEFT: Ockham House (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

14

Bunge, 118.
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ABOVE Ockham House (www.luther.edu) The multiple paneled door could date anywhere from the 1920s to 1950.

ABOVE: Detail of Ockham House on campus aerial photograph, 1985. (Jordahl and Kaasa, n.p.)

ABOVE: This “college canteen” building (c. 1940s) is not Ockham House and no longer exists but is quite similar. The canteen is
representative of the more than 20 World War Two surplus “barracks” purchased by the college to provide extra housing, classroom
space, and faculty offices (Bunge, 118).
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ABOVE: The line of 1-story gable roofed buildings across the top of this 1952 image is the “veterans’ village” composed of surplus
World War Two barracks (nonextant). The camera is looking northeast. (Bunge, 129)

RIGHT: Sanborn fire insurance map company, updated to
1948. The circled buildings look suspiciously like the form
World War Two surplus buildings might take. With Main II’s
destruction in 1942 and hordes of young veterans headed
to college, the crunch to find classroom space would have
been severe. The “gymnasium” shown here was Preus
Gymnasium, which burned in 1961. The “college canteen”
is shown in the bottom left corner of this drawing, marked
with an “S” for store.

#21 Facilities Services (aka Maintenance Building) (1965) Contributing Building
This is a concrete block Ranch-style building clad in a red-brick veneer. The brick is bonded with bright white
mortar. It sits next to the Korsrud heating plant (#19) on a slope so the lower level that faces Korsrud is
exposed. Three overhead doors on that lower level open into a garage area. A fourth overhead door on the
upper level is either a part of a very early addition or in an original wing. The overall roofline is hipped with the
wing’s roofline also hipped but much shallower. The rear roof of the building ends in a gable. The upper floor
was planned in 1965 mostly as storage space with restrooms and an office in one corner. The wing, which
seamlessly blends with the rest of the building, is devoted to a loading bay and likely provided more interior
storage space. In 1993, the interior was renovated according to college archive records, but it is unknown if
the windows were changed at this time.
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The building has the appearance of a residential Ranch from the mid-century and was designed by the firm of
Altfillisch, Olson and presumably Gray and Thompson (presumably because the name and date block on the
sole plan sheet in the archives has been cut in half). Archival material suggests the building was planned to
carefully merge the campus at this point with the residential neighborhood just beyond the building.

LEFT: The residential neighbor is to
the left in this view; Korsrud plant
equipment is seen in the right
foreground. (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

BELOW: Plan sheet, north elevation
(which faces Korsrud heating plant)
(Luther College Archives)

#22 Miller Hall (1966), #23 Dieseth Hall (1968), #24 Brunsdale Lounge (c. 1968) Contributing Buildings
Collectively known as Regents Towers, the two 9-story towers were planned at the same time but constructed
sequentially. The lowrise building that connects the two by walkways at the upper campus level is called
Brunsdale Lounge, constructed about the same time. The towers are “carved out of the bluff” that separates
the upper from lower campuses.15 The foundation is low on the bluff and the residential floors rise up above
the bluff to become a prominent part of the upper campus. Pedestrian walkways or bridges at the 4th and 5th
floors connect to the upper campus, while elevators vertically link the floors.

15

Waterloo Courier, 2/7/1965.
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The local firm of Altfillisch, Olson, Gray & Thompson designed the Towers with a reinforced concrete frame
and cladding of red brick trimmed in a light-colored masonry. Because the buildings are all free-standing and
only attached to one another by pedestrian walkways, they are considered three contributing resources.
Because the Towers’ foundations are positioned in the bluff itself, but the mass rises above the bluffline and
the buildings are oriented to the central campus, the buildings are counted as part of the upper campus
historic district.

Records and published sources exhibit quite a bit of confusion about which tower was first, which gender each served originally, and
which name applies to which tower. Based on plans viewed by the buildings’ researcher for this study, however, the first high rise built
(see photo above right) is the one under the assessor’s parcel number on this photo from the Winneshiek County Assessor
(11/9/2018). This one is most consistently referred to as the men’s dorm (now co-ed), built in 1966, and named Miller Hall in the late
1970s. The tower to its right (upper right) is then the women’s dorm (now co-ed), constructed in 1968, and named Dieseth Hall in the
late 1970s. These two, as well as the building in between, Brunsdale Lounge, are all named after former Regents. The consistent
confusion surrounding these buildings is probably why typically they are just called “Regents Towers” or “the Towers.” LEFT:
(unsourced 1965 clipping collected by researcher)
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BELOW LEFT: The first tower under construction on the bluff, 1966 (Luther College Archives)

BELOW RIGHT: Dieseth Hall (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

BELOW: Miller Hall with Brunsdale Lounge in foreground, looking east (Jan Olive Full, 2018)
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#25 Ylvisaker Hall (1964) Contributing Building
This 4-story building was built as a men’s dorm housing 256 students, but now is co-ed and for first-year
students. It is named for J. Wilhelm Ylvisaker, the college’s fifth president who served from 1948 to 1961. It
was the first of three dorms “built to handle Luther’s explosive growth in the 1960s.”16 Window replacements
were installed in 2009, but the new ones closely approximate the originals. The style is streamline with
minimal decoration. It has a reinforced concrete frame and is clad in red brick backed by concrete block. The
design was by the firm of Altfillisch, Olson, Gray & Thompson, the local Decorah firm; the engineer was
Harold E. Rucks of Dubuque, and the general contractor was the Black Hawk Construction Co. of Waterloo.
The building is a contributing resource in the historic campus district.

LEFT and BELOW RIGHT: Southwest elevation plan (Luther
College Archives; Jan Olive Full, 2018)

LEFT: Under construction – view from northeast (Luther
College Archives)

16

Researcher Ed Epperly, August 2018.
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BELOW: Southeast side wall plan (Luther College Archives)

LEFT: Circa 1986 (Jordahl &
Kaasa, n.p.)

BELOW: Current View (Full, 2018)
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#26 Martin Luther Statue (1911) Contributing Object
This is a full-figure, oversize bronze sculpture of “Martin Luther at Worms,” a third-generation casting from the
original by artist Ernst Rietschel.17 The base is concrete covered by stucco. The original is in Worms,
Germany and was used to cast the second statue in St. Louis, which was then used to cast the Luther
campus statue. It was cast and dedicated in 1911 to commemorate the college’s 50th anniversary celebration
and presented to the college by the “pastors’ wives.”18 In 2016, it received some restoration work, during
which the statue was cleaned and waxed and the base was repaired. It remains in the location selected by
landscape architect Jens Jenson in 1910.

LEFT: 1922 view (Norlie, etal.)

RIGHT: current view (Full, 2018)

#27 a, b, c Pioneer Memorial (aka Laur. Larsen Memorial) (1933-1936) Contributing Objects
A plaque and rock pedestal (a), the first part of the memorial that sits near the historic entrance to campus,
was commissioned to commemorate the first college president Laur. Larsen’s 100th birthday in 1933. Three
years later, the curved wall (b) and pulpit (c) behind the Larsen memorial were installed to celebrate the
college’s 75th founding anniversary. The artist was Tarkjel Landsverk, a Norwegian immigrant who settled in
southeast Minnesota. The memorial is “composed of a ten-foot high rectangular block which stands at the
front. It contains two bronze plaques, one with a relief bust of Laur. Larsen and the other, a plaque containing
information about Larsen, both set in a granite boulder embedded in the block. Behind the block is a concrete
pulpit shaped in the form of a tree trunk, round with an open back. It is constructed of stones set into concrete
to resemble the bark on a stump. Behind the stump/pulpit is a 70’ long wall with 9 bronze plaques set into the
stones. The wall, made of stone and concrete, is 33” high at its lowest point and 9’3” at its highest point.19

17

Smithsonian Institution.
O. Norlie, O.A. Tingelstad, and Karl T. Jacobsen, eds. Luther College Through Sixty Years, 1861-1921 (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1922), 153.
19 John Christianson, emeritus Luther College history professor, written upon the rededication of the memorial in 1997; reported in
http://www.geni.com/people/Tarkjel-Landsverk/ 6000000027286038774, accessed on 7/6/2018.
18
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LEFT: Laur. Larsen Memorial, 1933 (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

The unusual stones used by the artist of the Laur. Larsen
memorial are doubtless the most remarkable feature of the
memorial. Each is relatively small in size and pockmarked with
deep holes, making the stones almost look bone- or skull-like
when viewed quickly or from some distance. A geologist
recently described this stone as Karst geology, the “popcorn”
texture formed when the smaller pores in the “Galena dolomite”
become “widened by slightly acidic groundwater moving
through it.” Groundwater seeps down to the dolomite layer,
which is a “carbonate” rock, but can go no deeper because of a
layer of non-porous shale. The water then runs laterally until it
escapes in a spring.20
The memorial clearly contributes to the historic campus district.

BELOW, BOTH: View of tree stump “pulpit” behind the Larsen memorial and wall of plaques (Jan Olive Full, 2018).

20

Ryan J. Clark, P.G., Iowa Geological Survey, email to Jan Olive Full, 7/6/2018.
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#28 a, b, c, d, Modern Outdoor Sculpture Group (c. 1981-c. 2015) Noncontributing Objects
There are four modern, freestanding, outdoor sculptures located outside buildings on the upper campus:
a Oedipus and Antigone, bronze, located near the Center for Faith and Life, installed in place of an earlier
1960 casting that was damaged in 2015;
b Elegy #10, steel, near the Jenson-Noble Hall of Music, installed c. 1993;
c 3-D Tree of Life, bronze, located near Dahl Centennial Union, installed c. 2007;
d Meridian II, stainless steel, located near the Center for the Arts, installed 2008.
As modern objects, with no indication of exceptional significance under the National Register program, the
sculpture group is considered noncontributing.

3-D Tree of Life
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#29 Olson Hall (1955) Contributing Building
Named for the third college president, Oscar L. Olson, the building was constructed as a men’s dormitory
serving 233 students in triple and double rooms. At the time of Olson Hall’s construction most men lived in
private homes off campus. In 2004, the west wing was converted to two-bedroom suites. Today the dorm
houses both men and women students, first-year students in one wing and older students in the other.
The building has the streamline, midcentury lines of modernist architecture devoid of ornamentation. It was
designed by Charles Altfillisch and Associates, with Johnson Construction of Winona, Minnesota as the
general contractor. The original dorm room windows were configured with four horizontal panels, and all
cranked out. These windows were common in the 1950s but are also commonly replaced because they leak
generous amounts of air. Around 1970, these windows were replaced by a three-part window of one fixed
panel, one that opened, and one solid filler panel. The central block of the building continues to have its large
plate glass panels. The top floor lounge, which protrudes slightly above the roofline, has larger fixed windows
also.
The building is constructed of concrete block clad with red face-brick. The siting is notable as the building is
positioned slightly downhill from the street, necessitating pedestrian bridges to cross from the sidewalk to the
entrances, which are covered by flat canopies supported by brick walls with decorative voids that lack bricks.
While the window replacements diminish the integrity of the building, the size, scale, and styling remain intact
and allow the building to contribute to the historic district.

ABOVE: c. 1960 (Nelson)

ABOVE: Ground floor suggesting the basic layout of Olson Hall’s three floors: two wings divided into student rooms on either side of a
central commons block. (https://www.luther.edu/reslife/first-year/olson/)
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ABOVE: Façade, facing southeast (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

ABOVE: Main entrance reached by pedestrian bridge (Jan Olive Full, 2018)
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Setting and Campus Development
Though there is not enough integrity for the campus to be a contributing site in this nomination, it nevertheless
plays an integral role as the setting for Luther College. The historic record, including early historic photos,
indicates Luther College’s hilltop campus has always preserved an open, central green of meadow or, later,
manicured lawn, combined with a scattering of trees. This greenspace setting evolved from the original
diverse mix of native oaks, herbaceous vegetation, and grasses, a mix maintained by frequent prairie fires.
Midwest oaks are “uniquely fire resistant” and, as a result, “over time, these scattered oaks develop into large
trees” receiving maximum sunlight on even lower branches and suffering little competition from other trees.21
Such oaks develop the distinctive full, open canopies characteristic of Midwest savannas. The earliest prairie
settlers favored this landscape on the margins between the Eastern forests and tallgrass prairies, in part out
of a reluctance to leave the familiarity of the forest, but also because the margin landscape offered readily
available building materials for cabins and fencing, as well as shade from Iowa’s relentless summer sun.22
The Luther College central greenspaces are ringed now by academic buildings representing several
construction generations and intersected by paved streets and sidewalks improved over time from the earliest
dirt wagon roads and informal pathways. At one point late in the late 1800s, a European-inspired allée or drive
of elms grew along the dirt wagon road leading from the east straight to the foot of Main I.23 Its course
bisected an “open meadow” on either side that was mowed twice a year. This avenue of elms was removed
soon after 1910 as a part of the plan drawn up by landscape architect Jens Jensen, who instead had a
cottonwood (extant) planted in the front of Main.

LEFT Image from the 1922 Luther
College history (Norlie, etal.).

21

Accessed at oaksavannas.org on 11/4/2019.
Jan Olive Nash [Full], “Plague of Plows: The Rush to Reorder the Tallgrass Prairie,” t.s., Loyola University Chicago, 1998; sourced
largely from the original Chicago journal, Prairie Farmer, 1843-1845.
22

23

Christianson, 135.
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Early in the 20th century, the college hired Jensen, a landscape architect from Chicago, to design a campus
plan using the underlying principles of the Prairie School movement. At this time, the campus was still but a
handful of buildings with the focus always on Main, the all-purpose building that housed, among other things,
administration and faculty space, classrooms, and the library. The straight allée of elm trees planted in the
19th century represented the “stiff European formality” associated with the Continent and probably the
background of college personnel trained in Norway, especially its first and long-term president Laur. Larsen
who served the first 41 years.24 However, the European model was antithetical to Jensen’s naturalist
principles. His 1910 plan (included herein in later pages) defined the existing campus meadows as “three
sunlit clearings surrounded by woodlands, calling the largest one ‘The Campus,’ and two smaller openings the
‘Tennis Clearing’ and the ‘Athletic Field.’ Hard maples scattered among the native oaks separated these
smaller clearings from The Campus.”25 A foot trail led from the north end of Main II along the bluff top to a bit
north of the Tennis Clearing. Jensen drew a single road approaching the campus from the southeast instead
of a dead-on route from the east. It crossed in front of Main II, and then north along the crest of the bluffline
with its views of the valley below, to loop easterly around the clearings, and finally curve to the south to rejoin
the entrance road. On its way, the road passed by the oldest building on campus, the 1867 parsonage-turnedpresidents’-residence (now called Campus House, #12), and passed in front of three other large buildings
(nonextant) as well as Larsen Hall (#14, 1907), the first free-standing campus dormitory.
Today, the Tennis Clearing lies under the 1964 Ylvisaker Hall dorm (#25), the looping road is essentially gone
although part of its route has been reestablished in recent years. Main II has been replaced by the extant
Main III (#16), and, with the exceptions of Campus House and Larsen Hall, all the other college buildings
present on Jensen’s drawing have been replaced by a number of newer buildings. The street system on
campus is modern with paved roadways, curbs, and parallel sidewalks. The remaining clearings and the
cottonwood, however, and a number of small, dry-laid stone tree-wells and rings where Jensen changed the
grade around 11 trees survive from the Jensen plan.
In 2019, the Campus clearing consists of the open green triangulated between Main III (#16), Campus House
(#12), and the modern Center for Faith & Life (#3). The Athletic Field, which had a baseball diamond on it
from at least the 1930s into the 1970s, is located between Preus Library (#7) and the Center for Life & Faith.
Its open space is separated from the Campus space only by sidewalks. Mature pre-Jensen oaks (or their
descendants) are found in small stands surrounding the greenspace clearings. Additional oaks surviving from
the original upland savannah also are likely to be present although no campus-wide botanical inventory has
been undertaken for this study. Jensen also recommended the present location for the statue of Martin
Luther, erected in 1911 (#26) and still in place.
The sidewalks that now crisscross the Campus clearing and to a lesser degree the Athletic Field clearing
acknowledge the informal pathways established by students. One area of the Campus clearing has modern
stone features called Bentdahl Commons (#2), but the concrete sidewalks, limestone retaining walls, and
timbered pergola of Bentdahl Commons have a low visual impact on the much larger overall greenspace. And
while the academic campus has grown from 32 to about 119 acres26 the college has maintained its large
central greenspace, a feature common especially to colleges and universities that were established early,
before being confined by urban growth. In Iowa, for example, Cornell College, Penn College, Morningside
College, and Marycrest College, all campus historic districts listed in the National Register, have important
greenspaces now crisscrossed by sidewalks. Marycrest College, however, has been adapted to senior-living
24
25
26

Christianson, 135.
Christianson, 135.

Primarily to the north and down in the river valley to the west; most of which is not included in this nomination.
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apartments, a new non-college use. As such its internal street system and sidewalks appear to have been
altered since it was listed. Aerial views of these campus districts illustrate these openings as well the irregular
placement of most of the sidewalks.
While there is not enough integrity remaining to enable the 1910 Jensen design to be classified a contributing
resource in the historic district, nevertheless the history of this important landscape designer’s association
with Luther College is a significant element in the overall setting and story of the Luther College campus. And
it continues to be viewed as an important historical feature by the college itself. The greenspaces – variously
called meadows or clearings -- remain representative of the informal and natural atmosphere of the blufftop
site that was encountered first by the college founders, later captured by Jensen’s plan, and still later noted by
another study in the 1980s.27

27

In 1985 a second landscape plan for Luther College was created by two landscape architects, John Harrington of the
University of Wisconsin-Madison and Robert Grese of the University of Virginia, Charlottesville. Their study identified the
key elements of Jensen’s 1910 plan: (1) the three clearings, (2) the use of native trees and shrubs to define circulation
routes and reinforce the Midwest location of the campus, (3) preservation of views [Main being the “major focal point”],
(4) preservation of the nearly 200-year-old oaks, (5) removal of the elm allée, (6) retention of a maple-hardwood planting
south of Larsen Hall, (7) preservation or creation of views to the west and the valley below the bluff, and finally, (8) the
loop drive intended to confine the auto traffic to the perimeter of the central clearings. The authors’ conclusion was that
“the majority of these design elements [elsewhere they called them “traces”] that Jensen initiated” could still be
recognized in 1985. On the other hand, they acknowledged that “it is uncertain as to how much of [Jensen’s] plans were
actually implemented” in the first place (Harrington and Grese, 1) and noted that in the twenty years prior to their study
(1965-1985), new buildings and roadways, replacement of aged plants, and new plantings had “resulted in a movement
away from Jensen’s concepts” (Harrington and Grese, 9). Since their 1985 study, Jensen’s important loop drive has
been eliminated as a result of a 2009 modernization of the street system, including a new road system through and
around campus. Finally, the view to the valley below the bluff has been significantly altered with the construction and
consolidation of the college’s athletic buildings and facilities below the bluffline.
According to Luther professor and Jensen researcher David Faldet, the college has initiated and followed a number of
Harrington and Grese’s recommendations including adding understory plantings to the entrance area to replace those
that died or were removed; taking down about half of the maples, ash, and spruce the authors recommended for
removal; and construction of several limestone council rings that Jensen recommended but were never constructed.
Also, pockets of prairie plantings were added in areas of the expanded campus north of the original campus.
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ABOVE: Jens Jensen’s 1910 plan indicates the open, central greenspaces. (Luther College Archives)
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ABOVE: This greenspace was called the “Campus” in Jens Jensen’s plan. The view looks west (L to R) at Larsen Hall, Loyalty Hall,
and Main III. (Ryan Engelman, early 2018)

ABOVE: This view shows the area of the lager central greenspace with limestone features called Bentdahl Commons (#2). A portion of
the Center for Faith & Life (#3) is seen through the trees at left. (Mark Muggli, summer 2018)
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ABOVE: Approaching a portion of the central greenspace from the east. (Jensen called this area the Athletic Field); Preus Library (#7)
at right (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

ABOVE LEFT and RIGHT: Two blufftop footpaths: the left one leads to stairs down
to the lower campus athletic facilities or, if one continues north, around a limestone
outcropping and eventually to the residence halls seen at the top of the bluff (left,
Ryan Engelman, early 2018; right, Jan Olive Full, 2018).
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ABOVE LEFT: The cottonwood planted at the direction of Jens Jensen in front of Main III; ABOVE RIGHT: A representative fullcanopy oak at the edge of the Campus clearing with a concrete trunk ring. (Jan Olive Full, 2018)

ALTERATIONS
Most buildings have had more than one exterior alteration over the years. A frequent change is replacement
of the original windows. Another is the addition of brick-faced enclosed fire escapes added as required by the
local fire code. Interiors have been periodically remodeled as well. Landscape changes include the addition of
a few new limestone council rings to complete Jens Jensen’s original plan as well as removal and
replacement of trees and bushes as needed. Refer to Table 1. Resources for more details on individual
resource alterations.

ARCHAEOLOGY
The potential for any prehistoric or historic archaeology remains within the property boundaries was not
assessed as a part of the present National Register nomination. Any future development on this property
should consider an archaeological assessment.
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INTEGRITY
The Luther College Campus Historic District has very good historic integrity. Comments on specific integrity
aspects are as follows:
(1) location: With the possible exception of Building #20, Ockham House (aka Korsrud annex), which
may be a World War Two surplus building, the campus resources are in their original locations;
(2) design: exteriors are largely unchanged except as noted in both Table 1. Resources and the
accompanying longer narrative descriptions of each building. Styles include but are not limited to
Italianate and Midcentury Modern. Interiors have been remodeled periodically over time with fresh
paint and floor coverings. Some interiors have been more extensively remodeled to accommodate
changes in function, as in #15 Loyalty Hall, which was a dining hall converted to office space;
(3) setting: the immediate surrounding residential neighborhood is intact. The most remarkable setting
change is the development below the bluffline on the west of the college’s athletic facilities, much
of which is clad in an intense Nordic blue theme. This lower campus is generally not visible except
from the edge of the bluff. Other setting changes include paving and occasional realignment of the
streets and sidewalks through the campus;
(4) materials: the great majority of the exterior materials, largely brick and stone, or brick and
concrete, are original;
(5) workmanship: the workmanship employed in the buildings is best reflected in the skills needed to
lay the brick and stone walls;
(6) feeling: the overall plan and natural landscape, as well as the grouping of buildings around an
irregular central greenspace, maintain the appearance and feeling of a small college campus and
would be easily recognizable by the students and faculty who studied and taught in the district;
(7) association: the campus buildings directly relate to the college’s education function and
significance.
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8. Statement of Significance
Applicable National Register Criteria

Areas of Significance

(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for
National Register listing.)

x A

B

Property is associated with events that have made a
significant contribution to the broad patterns of our
history.
Property is associated with the lives of persons
significant in our past.

(Enter categories from instructions.)

ETHNIC HERITAGE/EUROPEAN
EDUCATION
ARCHITECTURE

Period of Significance
1867-1963

x C

D

Property embodies the distinctive characteristics
of a type, period, or method of construction or represents
the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values,
or represents a significant and distinguishable entity
whose components lack individual distinction.
Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information
important in prehistory or history.

Criteria Considerations

1867-1936
1867-1969
Significant Dates

1867, 1921, 1936, 1963, 1969

Significant Person

(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.)

(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.)

Property is:
A

Owned by a religious institution or used for religious
purposes.

Cultural Affiliation (if applicable)

B

removed from its original location.

C

a birthplace or grave.

D

a cemetery.

Altfillisch, Charles

E

a reconstructed building, object, or structure.

Gray, Don

F

a commemorative property.

Architect/Builder

Jensen, Jens
Coffeen, A.R.

G

less than 50 years old or achieving significance
within the past 50 years.

Altfillisch, Olson, Gray & Thompson
Olson, Gray, Thompson & Lynnes
OPUS Northwest
Weese Langley Weese, Ltd.
Hammel, Green & Abrahamson, Inc.

Newins, Dennis
Magney & Tusler, Inc.
Buechner & Orth
OPUS AE Group, LLC
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Statement of Significance
Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that includes level of significance, applicable criteria,
justification for the period of significance, and any applicable criteria considerations).

The Luther College campus is significant at the local level under Criterion A for both its connection to the 19th
century Norwegian immigration experience and as an excellent representative of the successful Lutheranbased educational institutions established across the nation by Scandinavians as they spread westward. The
college represents the dedication of these immigrants to education as an essential aspect of their new life in
America as well as a method of maintaining strong ties with Norway. Even as the distance from their homeland
grew, the ordained pastors who often led groups of migrants to new and unsettled regions of the country
sought to ensure that a ready supply of well-trained pastors would be available to serve the expanding number
of Norwegian enclaves. While the first Norwegian immigrants settled in small colonies, in 1865 a wave of mass
immigration began. Training young men for the Lutheran ministry and, therefore, maintaining a connection with
Norway’s state religion, became even more of a concern. The need was answered by regularly establishing
seminaries and colleges in nascent settlements like Decorah. Unlike many of the earliest Lutheran educational
institutions that established seminaries, Luther College not only trained new pastors but also had an expanded
classical curriculum that included male students not bound for the ministry. Importantly, it was the first and for
many years the only Lutheran college to grant baccalaureate degrees, sending graduates off who influenced
the formation of other Lutheran colleges. Not until the third decade of the next century, however, would
women be admitted to Luther College. The Decorah college also worked in other ways to preserve its
Norwegian heritage, for example by preserving the abodes of early pastors and curating artifacts and records
now moved off campus to what became the national Vesterheim Norwegian-American museum. Establishment
of Luther College had an important impact on the young village of Decorah in the 19th century, serving as a
strong “pull” of additional in-migration of Norwegian families. Physically, the college encouraged town growth to
the west beyond its original borders and across the meandering Upper Iowa River to what became known as
West Decorah. The college continued to grow throughout the 20th century and into the next, providing a liberal
arts education in a small-town setting. The Period of Significance for its Ethnic Heritage/European Area of
Significance is 1867 to 1963. The former year is the date of the oldest extant building; the latter year
represents the beginning of the tenure of President Farwell. For the Education Area of Significance, the Period
of Significance is 1867 to 1936. The former year is the date of the oldest extant building; the latter year
represents when women were first admitted as students.
Criterion C significance at the local level rests in the college buildings, which share common functions and
materials—red brick walls trimmed with white masonry—encircling large greenspaces in a natural blufftop
savannah setting. Of the 30 total district resources, half were extant before 1960 and half were constructed
after; however the 1960s reflect the strongest construction decade, with eight new buildings installed to
accommodate the arrival the Baby Boom students. Many of the buildings, especially the later ones, represent
the work of prominent local architects and builders. The oldest surviving building is the brick and stone
Italianate historic parsonage now called Campus House (1867). The last-built historic building, ending the
Period of Significance, is the Midcentury Preus Library, finished in 1969. Brick construction also is found in
nearly all the other resources except four small frame buildings, three of which served college presidents or
faculty as residences. Mid-20th century edifices range from the impressive and prominently located Main III,
completed in the International Style in 1952, to the Midcentury Preus Library. The Period of Significance for its
Architectural Area of Significance is 1867 to 1969, which represents the period between the construction of the
oldest surviving building from the first years of the college, Campus House, to the year of construction of the
important Preus Library, the “youngest” historic building able to contribute to the historic district.
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The college is incorporated as an Iowa nonprofit corporation and not owned or used by a religious institution
and thus Criteria Consideration A does not apply.28

Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of significance.)
(Iowa SHPO Additional Instructions: For properties not nominated under Criterion D, include a statement about whether any archaeological remains
within or beyond the footprint of the property were assessed as part of this nomination under the subheading Archaeological Assessment.)

Criterion A – Ethnic Heritage/European
Norway and the Lutheran Faith: A Transplanted Faith and Culture29
At the beginning of the 19th century, Norway remained an agrarian society slowly emerging from an ancient
land-holding system that favored inheritance by the eldest sons. The country had limited arable land but still
more than 90 percent of Norwegians remained rural dwellers living off the land in one way or another.30 In
1845 Norway’s limited farmland was owned largely by a class called the bonde element, a group of
approximately 78,000 freeholders and their families. The bonder had deep traditions but little wealth or political
power, and their interests were antithetical to entrenched public officials and a privileged, state-supported
Lutheran clergy. Over the generations, because of this inheritance system, Norway’s farms ended up in fewer
and fewer hands, and often were heavily mortgaged.31 Younger sons, land tenants, and rural workers had no
hope of owning land. Both these groups, the bonder and landless, contributed significant numbers to the
emigration from Norway, an emigration that accelerated after 1850.32 At its peak, Norwegian emigration was
exceeded only by Ireland in the percentage of its population that left its home country.33
While the history of American Lutheranism before 1830 is “almost entirely a history of German Lutheran[s],”34
immigrants from the Scandinavian countries also brought their own Lutheranism to American. In Norway,
Lutheranism was expressly declared to be the state religion in its 1814 constitution. Children were raised in the
Lutheran church and other faiths were not tolerated. With this deep connection to a single faith, the earliest
Norwegian immigrants to America, up to about 1860, traveled in small groups led by either ordained clergy or
lay preachers. This clerical distinction—who should or might preach to the immigrants—was a major
controversy that was transplanted from Norway along with the immigrants. On the one hand, the state religion
was marked by “rationalism, formalism, and hierarchical order” dictated by academically trained pastors.35 The
other side was represented by the Haugean movement, which “set afoot within the state church a great
pietistic revival.”36 Pietism, according to Webster’s dictionary, is the “principles or practices of one who seeks to
substitute the devotional for the intellectual ideal in Christian experience.” Haugeans believed in a conversion
experience, were antagonistic toward the state church, desired religious freedom not dictated by ordained
pastors, and believed in the right of lay persons to preach. “The Haugean revival, very subjective in character,
strongly emphasized the need of lay preaching.”37 In contrast, two theological professors came to represent the

28

Iowa Secretary of State online filings. Property ownership shifted from the church to the nonprofit corporation in the 19 th century.
Much of this section is taken from research and analysis resulting in: Jan R. Olive Full, “Hinterland or Heartland: The Survival of
Small-town Lake Mills, Iowa, 1850-1950,” (PhD diss., Loyola Chicago, 2006), esp. Chapter 4 Norwegian Heritage as a Criterion for
Survival, 120-161.
30 Odd Lovoll, The Promise of America: A History of the Norwegian American People (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis, 1984), 9.
31 Blegen, 170,
32 Theodore C. Blegen, Norwegian Migration to America, 1825-1860 (1931, reprinted 2002), 202. Reprint used.
33 Ibid. 22.
34 Lars P. Qualben, A History of the Christian Church (New York: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1942), 479.
35 Full, 125.
36 Blegen, 17.
37 Qualben,
29
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eponymous “Johnson-Caspari movement,” which was “more objective in character [and which] opposed
organized lay preaching [all emphases original].”38
The division between pietist and intellectualist movements on the American landscape is not as crisp as the
foregoing passage suggests and each movement further devolved into theological strains. But clearly
Haugeans were not the driving force behind the establishment of Luther College in Decorah on the eve of the
Civil War. Their presence, however, as well as a relative dearth of university-trained pastors on the thinly
settled prairie frontier was surely a cause for concern both back in Norway and among academically-training
pioneer pastors. Among these early educated pastors – leaders of the more “objective type” of Lutheranism –
were four young pastors – A. C. Preus, H.A. Preus, U.V. Koren, and Laur. Larsen -- men who “insisted upon
an educated, regularly called, and ordained ministry.”39 These pastors, in concert with a handful of others,
established the Synod of Norwegian Evangelical Lutheran Church in 1853 at a small settlement in Wisconsin.
The Synod grew rapidly and remained the largest body of Norwegian Lutheran churches until the 1890s.
These prominent religious leaders were also the founders of Luther College in Decorah.
H.A. Preus, U.V. Koren, and Laur. Larsen all had immigrated in the 1850s. “They belonged to the aristocratic
classes and had been trained at the national university of Norway.”40 This was the university of Kristiana (now
University of Oslo), an 860+ year-old institution modeled after even older Continental universities.41 These men
did not believe in lay preaching and were concerned about the dearth of trained pastors on the prairie.
According to one historian:
The need for Lutheran pastors could not be satisfied by appeals to Norwegian theological students.
Norwegian settlements were growing and spreading so rapidly that the church leaders became convinced
that they had to find a temporary arrangement to train ministers until the Synod could established its own
theological seminary. In 1857 they came to an understanding with the Missouri Synod so that pastors
could be educated at its Concordia Seminary in St. Louis.42

With the advent of the Civil War, however, the arrangement with the Concordia Seminary ended and Larsen,
who had been teaching there relocated to Decorah. Unlike many later Lutheran colleges that started as
seminaries and evolved into liberal arts colleges, Luther’s origins were of a liberal arts orientation from the
beginning, teaching a strictly classical curriculum in a college format, though the expectation was that
graduates would become pastors and teachers for the new settlers.

The Migration West
Norwegian immigration to the United States began in 1825 with a single sailboat and a handful of Quakers
weary of harassment by the state and the Lutheran Church. Immigration remained unremarkable until the first
true surge occurred between 1836 and 1865.43 Most of this first wave of immigration to America consisted of
small groups led by clergy or seasoned Norwegian travelers who acted as guides.44 Later, after the Civil War

38

Qualben, 492-493.
Ibid., 493.
40 Lovell, 99.
41 “Laur Larsen, First President of Luther College (1861-1902),” Luther College Archives; Karen Larsen, Laur. Larsen, Pioneer College
President, Northfield, Minn: Norwegian-American Historical Association, 1936; Ernst Bjerke, Oslo katedralskole (accessed at
http;//www.oslo-katedral.vg.no/skolen/hisstorie.php and translated by Google, 2/14/2020).
42 Lovoll, 100.
43 Lovoll, 11.
44 A good example of this is the small band of Norwegian immigrants who followed Claus Lauritz Clausen (1820-1892), an ordained
pastor, in the mid-1850s to the nascent settlement of Lake Mills, in Winnebago County. Full, 101, 111.
39
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and especially during the 1880s and 90s and from 1900 to 1920, immigration consisted mostly of autonomous
families and individuals.45
Wisconsin became the heart of the new immigrants’ settlement area in the Upper Midwest, especially Dane,
Jefferson, and Rock counties.46 From these concentrations, newly arrived immigrants spread west into
Minnesota, Illinois, and Iowa, searching for land to stake and at first avoiding the prairie in favor of forested
lands similar to their homeland.47 Decorah soon became the center of all the Norwegian settlements in the
northeast corner of Iowa.48 The young Winneshiek County village saw its first settlers of any ilk in 1849 and
was named county seat in 1851. From 1855 until 1856 the town also served as the site of a U.S. Land Office.49
All these factors encouraged Decorah’s growth. For many Norwegian immigrants, the presence of the land
office in close proximity to available timbered land at the edge of the prairie made Winneshiek County a
desirable place to end their westering travels. After all, these new Iowans were experienced rural dwellers
familiar with farming in such a difficult landscape with a seasonally unfriendly climate. What these Norwegians
and their pastors trained in Norway lacked in Decorah, however, was the ability to attract ordained Lutheran
pastors. Once Luther College was established – first in Wisconsin but soon removed to Decorah – with the
initial thought it would begin as a seminary, the availability issue would seem resolved.
Luther College’s Founding
As early as the 1840s, Norwegian pastors like C.L. Clausen50 were already exploring avenues for a new school
in the upper Midwest. As one Luther College historian put it: “Increasing immigration from Norway made the
problem of getting pastors and teachers for the settlers constantly more acute.”51 During the formative years of
the Norwegian Synod in the early 1850s, before it was financially capable of forming its own seminary or
school, exploratory discussions focused on Capital University, established in 1830 in Bexley, Ohio (a suburb of
Columbus);52 on the possibility of a cooperative agreement with the University of Wisconsin at Madison; and
Concordia College at St. Louis, Missouri.53 Those involved with Clausen included H.A. Preus and A.C. Preus,
Nils O. Brandt and U.V. Koren, all pivotal in the eventual formation of Luther College. In choosing Concordia
College as interim educational institution, it was also proposed that when adequate funds were available the
Norwegian Synod would establish its own Lutheran educational institution.54 Some historians posit the date of
this action, October 10, 1857, as the “founding date of Luther College” even if merely aspirational.55 Before the
present Decorah campus was developed, however, the outbreak of the Civil War and the “slavery question”
interrupted the arrangement with Concordia.56 The Synod found itself in immediate need of its own educational
institution. The answer came in the form of a newly constructed but unused parsonage (for lack of a pastor) at
the Halfway Creek settlement in western Wisconsin, a temporary solution at best.
By October, 1860, Koren, charged with finding a suitable building site for a permanent college, had secured an
option on 32 acres of blufftop timber and savannah in West Decorah overlooking the Upper Iowa River and its
snaking route through the Oneota valley below.57 As a rough frontier town at the time, Decorah, about a mile
45

Lovoll, 14; Full 126-127.
Blegen, 141; Lovoll, 36.
47 Blegen, 142, 190; Lovoll, 40.
48 Blegen, 364.
49 Roscoe L. Lokken, Iowa Public Land Disposal (Iowa City: State Historical Society of Iowa, 1942), endnote at 287.
50 The same Clausen who led a small group to the north-central county of Winnebago and the Lake Mills settlement in the 1850s.
51 Nelson, 20.
52 Capital University’s website found by googling college name.
53 Nelson, 23-26.
54 Nelson, 29.
55 Nelson, 33.
56 Nelson, 44.
57 Nelson, endnote 3 to chapter IV on page 379. There is no U.S. land patent associated with the man claimed to have sold the 32
acres to Koren, a Quaker named Joseph Gibbons. However, the 1860 federal census identifies Gibbons as a surveyor owning $7,000
46
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away, offered no satisfactory accommodations for two professors who were to teach there or their families.58
Thus, the decision was made to start out in Halfway Creek, while accommodations in Decorah could be
prepared. Less than two years later, in mid-1862, Professor Laur. Larsen59 who had returned from Concordia
to teach and another professor, a German native named F.A. Schmidt, were able to move their families to
Decorah to yet another temporary location for the college, a new three-story hotel building a block from
Decorah’s main street.60
The student population reached 51 in 1863, straining the capacity of the college’s single building, so the lot
next door was purchased. A gable-front residence to house students was built using bricks made on the West
Decorah future campus site. Even with the new building, completed and put into use in 1864, there was still no
place to fully shelter the growing number of non-resident students in the nascent town. Finally, in mid-1864 the
cornerstone of the first Main building was put into place, intended to be an all-purpose edifice of classrooms,
residential quarters for faculty, administration offices, and student rooms. In October, 1865 the college moved
into this new building on the site of the present blufftop campus.61 Writing in 1890, J. Th. Ylvisaker, whose
family name is linked to one of the campus buildings, summarized the choice of locations for the new college:
The reasons which induced the Norwegian Synod to establish its college in Decorah in 1861, were
these: 1) Decorah was located in the midst of several of our largest congregations …already [there
were] six churches in the vicinity…. 2) It afforded superior facilities for obtaining building material. 3) It
had a healthy and pleasant location. 4) It was centrally located at the time, and comparatively
speaking, easy of access. Decorah was at that time a modest village on the outskirts of civilization… 62

Ylvisaker noted that the town had a “history of immigrating Northmen” and “now [in 1890] the Norwegian
immigrants and their children constitute one third of the inhabitants of the county…the majority belong[ing] to
congregations connected with the Norwegian Synod.63 And, as one very early local historian put it, the
“Norwegian Luther College” in Decorah became “the representative institution of that nationality for this country
and especially for the northwest.64 “Few institutions are more credible to the young and growing Northwest
than this [college], which has been erected by the intelligent zeal and generosity of one class of our foreign
population, who evince, by this enterprise, that they are awake to the spirit of our civilization and mean to keep
abreast of the times.”65
In truth, this Norwegian heritage has never fully disappeared from Luther College or the town of Decorah.
However, if there is a moment in time when it began to slowly fade at the college, that moment would be in
1963 when the first non-Norwegian heritage president, Elwin D. Farwell, was appointed. Prior to that the
Norwegian heritage was strong and evidenced by a variety of features, including classes that were first taught
in Norwegian; course catalogs – called Katalog for det norske Luther-college i Decorah, Iowa – published in
Norwegian from 1872 until 1906; a student newspaper in Norwegian from 1884 until 1889 and later alternating
monthly in English and Norwegian until the end of the 19th century; literary societies that used Norwegian; and
in real estate, as well as a sizable personal estate. Two younger, unrelated surveyors lived next door. Quaker records available
through Ancestry.com confirm Gibbons’ religious affiliation. He was from Pennsylvania, age 62 in 1860, and living in Decorah with his
family. As a surveyor, Gibbons would have been familiar with the Decorah landscape and able to buy attractively prices parcels and
claims.
58 Nelson,46, 48; Bunge, 15.
59 Larsen would serve as college president from 1861 until 1902 (Bunge, 15).
60 Nelson, 53. The building is extant but very heavily altered. See entry for 202 W. Main Street in Jan Olive Full, “Decorah Commercial
Historic District,” National Register of Historic Places, 2017. It was called the Otis building at the time (J. Th. Ylvisaker, The Norwegian
Luther College [n.p., 1890], 11). The annex building next door is extant at 204 W. Main.
61 Nelson, 60.
62 Ylvisaker, 11-12.
63 Ylvisaker, 12.
64 W.E. Alexander, History of Winneshiek and Allamakee Counties (Sioux City, Iowa: Western Publishing Co., 1882277-278.
65 Chas. E. Sparks, History of Winneshiek County (Decorah: Jas. Alex. Leonard, 1877).
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faculty minutes recorded in Norwegian from the 1890s up to World War One. The word “Norwegian” was not
formally eliminated from the college name until 1930. Further Norwegian studies were required of Norwegianheritage students (the majority of the student body) until 1950. Even after Farwell became president in 1963 he
overtly recognized the college’s ethnic heritage by visiting the King of Norway, earning him a royal honor. But
Farwell also initiated relationships with other colleges that resulted in many more Catholic and AfricanAmerican students attending Luther College. And during Farwell’s presidency, faculty were no longer required
to be Lutherans in order to gain tenure. Today, the Norwegian ethnic heritage continues, if in less dramatic
formats. In 1981 the Jenson-Nobel Hall of Music was built with an interior hall designed to model a typical
Norwegian street (see building description for #8). Additionally, from 1989 until 2002, Luther sponsored a
rotating annual conference focused on the Norwegian Nobel Peace Prize, and in 2001 an endowed chair in
Nordic Studies was established in a program of Norwegian studies that dates back to the college’s founding.66
With its solid Norwegian ethnic heritage, Luther College is an excellent, intact example of the remarkable
efforts of European immigrants to maintain and perpetuate ties with their homeland in the new world.

Criterion A – EDUCATION
A Luther College Education – Old World Origins, Classical Curriculum
Luther College also represents the adaptation – albeit slow – of traditional 19th-century education systems
brought by European immigrants in the Midwest to the larger American concepts of a modern college and
modern ways of learning. Writing in 1986, Luther College historians Leigh D. Jordahl and Harris E. Kaasa
argued that the college “began as a ‘folk school’ of Norwegian immigrants” and remained such until well into
the 20th century. The student body was male only; the prime (but not the only) goal was training them for the
ministry; the curriculum was classical and rooted in antiquities. This changed in the 1930s, however, with the
coming of the Great Depression and the second- and third-generation, fully Americanized students who
followed their immigrant forebears to Luther College.
Luther’s first president, Laur. Larsen, served for decades, from 1861-1902, and certainly was most responsible
for shaping the college during its formative era. A Norwegian immigrant, Larsen attended the national
university in Oslo (then Kristiania) where the classical curriculum was taught, as it was at universities
throughout Europe. Even though it was over 850 years old when Larsen attended, Oslo University had been
modeled after two even older Continental schools – the University of Copenhagen and the University of Berlin.
After receiving his bachelor’s degree, Larsen became a theological student and was ordained a pastor in 1857.
That same year he departed for America where Lutheran pastors were in short supply and “callings” were
numerous, especially on the western frontier. A few years later, Larsen became the first president of the
nascent Norwegian college in the young town of Decorah. True to his educational background, Larsen
established the traditional, classical curriculum at Luther College, which, although admitting both Lutheran
theological and non-Lutheran students, had as its primary goal the training of “young men who intend later to
enter the ministry.”67 In admitting non-Lutherans and offering a curriculum beyond theology, however, Luther
College was unusual among the Midwest educational institutions established by Scandinavians such as
Wartburg Theological Seminary in Dubuque (1853), Augustana Seminary in Jefferson Prairie, Illinois (1860),
and Augsburg Seminary (1869) in Marshall, Wisconsin.
66

These markers of continuing ethnic heritage were identified and elucidated by Mark Muggli, emeritus professor of English and Wilfred
Bunge who graduated from Luther in 1949, returned to teach there, and is the college’s current historian.
67 Karen Larsen, Professor of History, St. Olaf College, Laur. Larsen: Pioneer College President (Northfield, MN: Norwegian-American
Historical Association, 1936), 186-188; Laur Larsen: First President of Luther College (1861-1902) (Luther College Archives); Oslo
Cathedral School, “History” (en.wikipedia.orgwiki/Oslo_Cathedral School on 2/1/7/2020; Oslo katedralskole, “A History”
(http://www.oslo-katedral.vgs.no/skolen/english.php on 2/17/2020 (Google.com translation); Jordahl and Kaasa, 3-4.
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Larsen had visited several other non-Lutheran Midwest colleges soon after becoming Luther College president
but found most lacking, presumably because they did not employ the classical curriculum to which he was
solidly committed. He is recorded as being particularly distained of Oberlin College having been told it was
“very radical.” Founded by Presbyterian ministers, Oberlin was co-educational and abolitionist from the
beginning and had early ties to British financial backers.68 Larsen found Oberlin to be the “very ‘pinnacle of
Yankee humbug and conceit.” He found its students undisciplined and unprepared, and the institution itself
pretentious. He took particular notice of the decline of the classics at Oberlin.69
A classical curriculum involved a prescribed course of studies that emphasized ancient literature and the
teaching of Greek and Latin languages. Electives did not exist, nor did student choice. The “classical authors”
like Virgil and Homer “were considered avenues of introduction to the best that had been thought and
written.”70 Years of Latin and Greek language training were required at Luther and were intended to prepare
young men for the ministry and as well as any other profession. In addition to these languages, Luther was
unusual in that it also stressed several other languages - French, Hebrew, German, and Norwegian, and
English for those not yet speaking it.71 Cracks in this solid classical curriculum began to appear in 1895 with
the introduction of economics as an elective. Additional electives were introduced by 1910 in education and
science, as preparation for teaching and medicine, respectively. Still, until the early 1930s, the classical
curriculum remained “the most distinctive single feature of the [male-only] college.”72
A number of things converged in the early 1930s that demanded dramatic changes at Luther College if it was
to survive. By 1931, the college “faced a “truly desperate situation: declining enrollment, a financial crisis so
serious that rumors circulated about institutional bankruptcy, reduced faculty salaries and four teachers were
dismissed” for budgetary reasons.73 In order to modernize the college and make it attractive for a broader array
of students, the faculty and administration proposed to entirely eliminate “the old classical requirements.” This
was adopted in late 1931 and the college president then advocated for the admission of women too. Both
efforts were attempts to bring the college back into fiscal health, but coeducation proved the more difficult
change to accept and it was not until 1936 before the women were admitted. Today’s Luther College faculty
understand these two changes – the elimination of the classical curriculum and the admission of women – to
be “epochal” in the history of Luther College.”74
“Oberlin History’” https://www.oberlin.edu/about-oberlin/oberlin-history on 3/2/2020.
Larsen, 187. There are distinctions between British and Continental European antecedent education systems that are reflected in the
physical development of early American colleges and might be seen at Luther College. British colleges tended to house their students
on campus and were concerned equally with their social, moral, and intellectual training, acting in loco parentis. Continental educational
institutions, on the other hand, focused strictly on the intellectual development of their students. (Paul Venable Turner, Campus: An
American Planning Tradition [Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984], 23). An example of this distinction at Luther might be the fact that its
first freestanding student dormitory was not built until 1907. Still, this distinction may have more to do with geographic location, since
European universities were largely urban, while Decorah had little to offer in the way of shelter for students. Out of necessity, then,
rather than philosophy, Luther College attempted to provide some form of housing for its out-of-town students from the start. Laur.
Larsen consistently pointed out that “unlike its models in Norway, it [Luther College] was a boarding school” as well as a “Latin” school
(Nelson, 91). Likewise, the Decorah location choice of Luther’s founders and the campus’s physical evolution had much more to do with
the availability of land and its cost than any intentional design or campus plan.
70 Jordahl and Kaasa, 4.
71 Nelson, 102.
72 Jordahl and Kaasa, 4. Changes at Harvard beginning 1872 resulted in other colleges including other Lutheran colleges, relaxing the
traditional prescribed courses of study. Beginning with the “elective system” for seniors, by 1884, Harvard had extended this freedom of
choice to all levels. Lutheran colleges that followed Harvard’s model to one degree or another included Gettysburg College in 1874,
Roanoke in 1880, and Augustana in Rock Island, Illinois, in “the early 1880s,” among others. Richard W. Solberg, Lutheran Higher
Education in North America (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1985), 266-267. Solberg’s first post-retirement project was the
writing of Lutheran Higher Education in North America, widely recognized as the definitive history of Lutheran colleges in the U.S. and
Canada (“Lutheran Historical Conference Newsletter” v. 45, no. 1 (2007); https://static1.squarespace.com/static/
58973613d1758e28994c3f96/t/58e16c15197aea8ba6ffde2f/ 1491168279268/lhc.news.2007.1S.pdf, accessed on 3/6/2020.
73 Jordahl and Kaasa, 8.
74 Wilfred Bunge and Mark Z. Muggli, both emeritus faculty. Email to author, 2/11/2020.
68
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Later History: Coed, Financially Stronger, and Physically Growing
After surviving the financial difficulties of the 1930s, with its dramatic change to the student body, the 1940s
brought new challenges. Main II was lost to a fire in 1942 not to be rebuilt for nearly a decade. The old heating
plant was deemed inadequate and in 1946 a new one was under construction; however, “the campus had
never been so torn up and disrupted as it was during the work on the tunnels, essential as they were.”75 The
end of World War Two brought peacetime. With it, soldiers were released from the military and returned to
campus, encouraged by the GI Bill. Many brought or started families. To accommodate the increased student
numbers, surplus barracks and even former prisoner-of-war buildings were brought onto campus and
renovated for the returning soldiers.76 The student body of 301 in 1944 more than doubled to 887 just three
years later.77 Two decades later, the sons and daughters of these former GIs came to campus as the Baby
Boom generation and new dormitories were built to accommodate them. The entering class of just freshman in
1964 numbered 600, while the three other classes in total equaled 800. “This pattern of substantial year-toyear increases continued until enrollment reached 2,000 in the fall of 1967 and remained at that level through
the 1970s.78 Today’s student body enrollment hovers just under 2000.79

Luther College’s Influence on Other Colleges
In the broader scope of education in America then, Luther College’s Norwegian heritage, its persistent
adherence to a classical curriculum, and its resistance to modernization well into the 20th century distinguishes
it from non-Lutheran institutions with older, even Colonial, origins found largely in eastern, urban locations.
Luther College’s strong Norwegian roots are responsible for and intertwined with its transformation into a
modern liberal arts college. It was the very first (and for many years) the only Norwegian American college to
grant baccalaureate degrees,80 but it was also among the last to abandon its founders’ educational vision. This
dedicated vision – to be more than a seminary for training Lutheran ministers – meant Luther College inevitably
influenced later Lutheran colleges in the Midwest and West Coast.
As the only degree-granting Lutheran college until the 1890s, Luther sent off graduates trained in the classical
curriculum by elite professors educated in Norway’s state-church university. Luther graduates then became
faculty and presidents of other organizing colleges (see Table 2 below). Thorbjorn Nelson Mohn, for example,
became a pastor in St. Paul following graduation from Luther College, and in 1875 was invited to lead what
became St. Olaf College. Another Luther graduate, Ingebrikt F. Gross, left the St. Olaf faculty, where he had
been teaching since the mid-1880s, for the presidency of the new Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota.
When Gross resigned in 1893, Hans H. Aaker, another Luther graduate, replaced him. And in 1897, Luther’s
Nils Joseph Hong joined the faculty of Pacific Luther Academy (later College) and soon after became its
president.81

75

Nelson, 287.
Nelson, 284. Except for one suspected survivor from this war-surplus collection, these renovated buildings are nonextant.
77 Nelson, 284.
78 Bunge, 166.
79 The latest available data are for the Spring 2019 semester (https://www.luther.edu/ir/enrollment/ on 3/6/2010).
80 Solberg, 224, Solberg was an ELCA pastor and taught history and political science at Augustana College, Sioux Falls, South Dakota.
“Lutheran Pastor, Advisory, Historian, Educator, Richard Solberg, Dies,” accessed on 11/29/2019 at elca.org/News-and-Events/5825
(published 11/20/2006).
81 Solberg, 229, 240, 244-255.
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Luther College Compared to Similar Colleges
To better understand Luther College’s position and leadership role within the body of similar colleges
established by Northern European and Scandinavian Lutherans across the country, information on 49
campuses was examined. This list is intended to provide additional context for Luther College, but is not,
however, necessarily exhaustive of all current and defunct Lutheran-affiliated colleges. The initial list of historic
colleges was obtained from the internet (Wikipedia), but each college’s website was viewed to verify and
correct the data. Additions to the list were made through research (see Table 2):
•

Physical Location: These colleges largely are found in the Upper Midwest and Great Lakes region,
stretching from the Atlantic to the Dakotas. Thirty-six or 73% of the 49 are located in this northern tier of
states. The Great Plains and mountainous West have no Lutheran-heritage colleges at all. The coastal
Northwest and California have six, while the South has seven widely separated campuses found in
Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, and East Texas. Refer to Map 1 below.

•

Affiliation: Twenty-eight of the 45 known affiliations or 63% are affiliated with the Evangelical Lutheran
Church of America (ELCA), including Luther College, with the rest spread among the Church of the
Lutheran Confession, the Evangelical Lutheran Synod, Independent Lutheran colleges, Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, and the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod. Historic doctrinal differences
and divisions largely explain the variations in affiliation groups.

•

Founders’ Ethnicity: This category was the most difficult to verify as not all colleges specified it on their
websites; however, Germans, Swedes, Danes, and Finns, as well as Norwegian immigrants all
established higher education institutes in the 19th century. There was even a historically black Lutheranaffiliated college established in 1963 in Selma, Alabama (now defunct).

•

Year Established at the Present Location: The majority of colleges were established in the 19th century
(29 or 60%) with the 1890s the single highest numerically (9). Research did not locate any college
established after 1980. Several colleges are either not operating or have lost their Lutheran affiliation.
Waldorf College in Forest City, Iowa, established in 1903, has been purchased by a commercial
operator. The original 1918 campus of Augustana University in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, is now a
federal prison with three of its buildings listed on the National Register (although the college still
operates at a more modern campus).

•

Number of Students Currently: Student body numbers were obtained on only 30 of the 49 colleges.
None had fewer than 1,000 students, while 18 (60%) had between 1,000 and 2,999 students. Three
campuses were home to 3,000 to 3,999 students; four to 4,000 to 4,999; two colleges had 5,000 to
5,999 students; and only one had a student body number in the 6,000 to 9,000 range.

•

Size of Town in Which College is Currently Located: Many of the colleges were moved from their
original towns, some more than once as the center of their church populations migrated west or
became more urban. The majority, however, were located in towns of less than 50,000 (64%). Twelve
colleges, or a quarter of them, were in towns of less than 10,000, the largest category of college
hometowns.

Generally speaking, then, the typical Lutheran-heritage college in the United States is a small private college
established in the 19th century across the northern tier of states by Scandinavians or Germans. Many schools
made multiple geographical moves to remain close to their population base, but most remain today in small,
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largely rural communities. Luther College is an excellent example of the 19th century experience of Norwegian
immigrants with higher education. It well represents a typical northern European, immigrant founded, college
and is among the earliest established and remaining in its pre-Civil War location. Unlike many, Luther College
was from the beginning a degree-granting institution of higher education rather than a seminary that evolved
into a full college. Because of this, Luther College influenced other later Lutheran colleges and served as a role
model for providing a liberal arts education in the classical sense. Criterion A significance rests on these
characteristics important to the 19th-century European ethnic heritage immigration experience and its related
church-based education history. “The history of Luther College is intimately associated with the history of early
Norwegian immigrants to America.” It was the leading educational institution of the largest Lutheran body and
the “institution is linked…inseparably with the activities” of Decorah and its growth.82

MAP 1. States with a Lutheran-heritage College

NOTE: Texas’s two colleges are both near Austin in east Texas; California’s are in the southern half. N^

82

Edwin C. Bailey, Past and Present of Winneshiek County, Iowa (Chicago: S.J. Clarke Publishing Company, 1913), 130,133.
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Table 2. Lutheran-heritage Colleges in the U.S.
COLLEGE NAME

CURRENT
LOCATION

CURRENT
CITY
POPULATION
7,717

AT
PRESENT
SITE

NO. OF
STUDENTS

REMARKS INCLUDING LUTHERAN
AFFILIATION*

Gettysburg College

Pennsylvania,
Gettysburg
Virginia,
Salem
Ohio,
Springfield

1832

2,600

Strong Civil War history; ELCA

24,961

1842

2,060

ELCA

59,208

1845

1,882

Wisconsin,
Kenosha
South
Carolina,
Newberry
Pennsylvania,
Sellinsgrove
Indiana,
Valparaiso
South Dakota,
Sioux Falls

99,877

1847

2,600

German founders; 28 bldgs listed
NRHP; “campus area within district
boundaries” is contributing site
ELCA

10,302

1856

1,042

ELCA

5,922

1858

unkn.

ELCA

33,376

1859

4,524

176,888

1918,
ca.

1,837

Luther College

Iowa, Decorah

7,701

1862

Martin Luther College

Minnesota,
New Ulm
Pennsylvania,
Greenville
Minnesota,
Minneapolis
Minnesota,
Northfield
Illinois, Rock
Island
Ohio,
Columbus
Minnesota, St.
Peter
North
Carolina,
Conover
Kansas,
Lindsborg

13,238

1865

2,337
(varies
yearly)
750

Methodist founders; changed to
Lutheran in 1925; Ind. Affiliation
Campus is now a federal prison; 3
buildings on NRHP (per Liz Almlie, SD
SHPO on 8/1/2019)
Norwegian founders; to Decorah in
1861 but to present site in 1862; ELCA

5,529

1866

__

ELCA

422,331

1872

3,458

Norwegian founders; ELCA

20,084

1874

__

Norwegian founders; ELCA

38,110

1875

2,478

Swedish founders; ELCA

13,786

1876

3,465

11,906

1876

unkn.

German founders; 5 bldgs listed on
NRHP; ELCA*
ELCA

8,368

1878

defunct,
1935

LCMS

3,268

1881

805

Swedish founders; ELCA

Roanoke College
Wittenberg
University
Carthage College
Newberry College

Susquehanna
University
Valparaiso University
Augustana University

Thiel College
Augsburg University
St. Olaf College
Augustana College
Capital University
Gustavus Adolphus
College
Concordia College

Bethany College
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COLLEGE NAME

CURRENT
LOCATION

Wagner College

New York,
Staten Island
Nebraska,
Wahoo
Nebraska,
Blair
Washington,
Tacoma
Minnesota,
Moorhead
North
Carolina,
Hickory
Minnesota, St.
Paul
Kansas,
Winfield
New Jersey,
East Orange
Nebraska,
Seward
Michigan,
Hancock
Iowa,
Des Moines
Pennsylvania,
Allentown
Iowa,
Forest City
Oregon,
Portland
California,
Oakland
New York,
Bronxville
Texas, Sequin

Luther College
Dana College
Pacific Lutheran
University
Concordia College
Lenoir-Rhyne
University
Concordia University
St. John’s College
Upsala College
Concordia University
Finlandia University
Grand View
University
Muhlenberg College
Waldorf College
Concordia University
California Concordia
College
Concordia College
Texas Lutheran
University
Concordia University
Chicago
Midland University
Concordia University
Bethany Lutheran
College

Illinois, River
Forest
Nebraska,
Fremont
Texas, Austin
Minnesota,
Mankato

CURRENT
CITY
POPULATION
479,458

AT
PRESENT
SITE

NO. OF
STUDENTS

REMARKS INCLUDING LUTHERAN
AFFILIATION*

1883

2,213

ELCA

4,471

1883

Swedish founders

8,091

1884

213,418

1890

defunct,
1962
defunct,
2010
3,100

38,566

1891

2,177

Norwegian founders; ELCA

40,611

1891

2,523

German founders; ELCA

306,621

1893

4,380

LCMS

12,104

1893

LCMS

65,378

1893

7,181

1894

defunct,
1986
defunct,
1995
2,457

4,560

1896

___

Finnish founders; ELCA

217,521

1896

1,876

Danish founders; ELCA

121,283

1903

2,225

ELCA

4,091

1903

2,500

647,805

1905

5,400

Now a non-Lutheran college; ELCA
originally
LCMS

425,195

1906

LCMS

6,547

1908

defunct,
1973
1,156

28,983

1912

1,400

ELCA

11,132

1913

5,239

LCMS

26,457

1919

1,213

ELCA

950,715
39,528

1926
1927

2,559
600

LCMS
ELCA
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Wartburg College

Iowa, Waverly

Trinity Lutheran
College
California Lutheran
University

Washington,
Everett
California,
Thousand
Oaks
Wisconsin,
Eau Claire
Michigan, Ann
Arbor
Alabama,
Selma

110,079

Wisconsin,
Wauwatosa
California,
Irvine
Wisconsin,
Mequon

Immanuel Lutheran
College
Concordia University
Concordia College
Alabama
Wisconsin Lutheran
College
Concordia University
Concordia University

CURRENT
CITY
POPULATION
10,126

AT
PRESENT
SITE

NO. OF
STUDENTS

REMARKS INCLUDING LUTHERAN
AFFILIATION*
ELCA

128,995

1935
1,498
(earlier
campus
on same
site)
1944
defunct,
2016
1957
4,383

68,587

1959

___

CLC

121,477

1962

899

LCMS

18,370

1963

defunct,
2018

Historically black college

48,277

1973

1,200

WELS

277,453

1976

4,461

LCMS

24,159

1982,
ca.

8,268

LCMS

Ind.
ELCA

*ELCA = Evangelical Lutheran Synod of America; CLC = Church of the Lutheran Confession; ELS = Evangelical Lutheran Synod;
Ind. = Independent Lutheran; LCMS = Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod; WELS = Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod.
SOURCES: Include U.S. Census Bureau, individual college websites, Wikipedia/list of Lutheran colleges and universities.
Population numbers are taken from various sources online, including census figures, Wiki figures, town websites, and college
websites. They generally represent the current or recent populations stated by these sources for these towns. They are included
solely for comparative purposes within this table and should not be understood as precise numbers for any other purpose.

Criterion C
Architecturally, Luther College represents one of the largest collections of education buildings in northeast
Iowa and includes a number of architect-designed buildings.83 Construction materials of red brick, white stone,
and light-gray concrete unify the buildings’ appearance regardless of construction era or style. Ranging from
the Italianate-style Campus House built in 1867, to the Midcentury Modern Preus Library of 1969, the historic
buildings were designed to combine function with aesthetics. The buildings, together with their ancillary
supporting buildings, reflect their educational function by offering spaces in multi-story edifices holding
83

Other northeast Iowa colleges include Upper Iowa in Fayette; Wartburg in Waverly; University of Northern Iowa (UNI) in Cedar Falls;
and the University of Dubuque, Clarke College, and Loras College, all located in Dubuque along the Mississippi River. The Dubuque
colleges are more urban than most in this corner of the state, located in a city of about 58,000. UNI is located in a metro area of about
150,000. All colleges are private except UNI, which is taxpayer funded (Iowa State University, in central Iowa, is the only land grant
university in this state). The Wartburg campus is currently being studied for eligibility for the National Register.
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classrooms, housing lab and library needs, providing faculty and administration offices, and sheltering students
in large residence halls. Buildings are further unified into an architectural district by their arrangement around
open greenspaces in a bucolic setting that includes numerous frontier-era oak trees as well as younger
evergreens and maples.
Construction years for extant buildings within the historic district (Chart 1) can suggest but not fully reflect the
growth eras of the college because of buildings lost to fire or demolition. For example, both Main I and Main II
were constructed in the 19th century, but both lost eventually to conflagrations. The years following World War
Two reflect a surge of new construction and campus expansion brought about by deferred construction during
the Great Depression and the postwar influx of new students on the GI bill. The arrival two decades later of the
Baby Boom generation of students resulted in the largest, single decade of building construction.

Chart 1
Extant Buildings in the Historic District, by Number of Buildings and
Construction Decade
9
8
7
6
5
4
3

2
1
0

Principal Designers and Their Campus Buildings
While the designers of the oldest buildings may be lost to time, the twentieth century architects, designers, and
builders are better identified:
•

Charles Altfillisch (1891-1978): Lead designer or principal of firm responsible for:
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Preus House; Korsrud Heating Plant, Brandt Hall, Main III, Olson Hall, Valders Memorial Hall of
Science, original design of Dahl Centennial Union, Ylvisaker Hall, Facilities Services Building, Miller
Hall, Dieseth Hall, Brunsdale Lounge.
Altfillisch was born in Bellevue, Iowa, of German immigrants, and graduated from the State University of Iowa’s
engineering college in 1914. During World War One, he served in France completing surveys and mapping for
the U.S. army. Back in Iowa, in 1919 he worked on flood control measures for Decorah, and formed a
partnership with Axel N. Hanson, then city engineer, in 1921. He also studied at Carnegie Institute of
Technology. With the untimely death of 40-year-old Hanson in 1932, Altfillisch took over as Decorah city
engineer. His firm grew eventually to become Altfillisch, Olson, Gray and Thompson. Before he retired fully
around 1961, Altfillisch had designed numerous buildings on the Luther campus and homes around Decorah,
as well as in other cities. He is credited with eliminating the constant flooding that plagued Decorah and was
awarded numerous honors.84
•

Don Gray (1924-2010): Possible lead architect in the firm or architect of record for commissions by
Altfillisch, Olson, Gray and Thompson after about 1961: Preus Library, Center for Faith and Life, major
addition to the Dahl Centennial Union.

Gray was born in Cedar Rapids and graduated in 1950 from the architectural program at Iowa State College of
Agricultural and Mechanical Arts (now Iowa State University) after serving in the Army Air Force from 1943 to
1946. He also designed other northeast Iowa commercial buildings and residences.

•

A.R. Coffeen (1889-1970): Designer or contractor for: Koren Library, Preus gymnasium (nonextant),
Brandt Hall west wing, Loyalty Hall. Coffeen’s firm also built bridges on the Pennsylvania turnpike.85

Born in Hesper, Iowa and a 1912 graduate of the State University of Iowa’s College of Engineering, Coffeen
spent his long career as an architect, engineer, and contractor based in Decorah.86
•

Buechner & Orth, St. Paul, Minnesota: Architects for the classically detailed Larsen Hall (1907).

The firm with these partners operated from 1902 until 1924 and appears to have specialized in upper Midwest,
classically inspired courthouses, for example the Grand Forks (North Dakota) County Courthouse.
• Magney & Tusler, Inc., Minneapolis, Minnesota: Architects for Koren Library (now Koren Hall).
Principals of the firm were Gottfried Magney (1884-?) and Wilbur Tusler (1890-1985).

Post Period of Significance Building Designers
•

Hammel, Green and Abrahamson, Inc., Minneapolis, Minnesota: Architects for Jensen-Noble Hall of
Music (1981). This firm today is a 300-person architecture, engineering, and planning firm with
experience in a number of large music halls and museums, among other institutional buildings.87

Mark Z. Muggli. “Remarks, Altfillisch Homes Preservation Award” given by the Decorah Historic Preservation Commission, May 2018;
Wesley I. Shank, “Altfillisch, Charles,” in Iowa’s Historic Architects (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1999).
85 “Civic Leader A.R. Coffeen Dies at Decorah,” Cedar Rapids Gazette, 10/12/1970. Coffeen’s company papers have been preserved in
the family archives and merit further study.
86 The Iowa Alumnus, 10 (October 1912): 19; The Daily Times (Davenport, IA), 6/17/1912.
87 hga.com/locations/Minneapolis on 12/1/2019.
84
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•

Weese Langley Weese, Ltd., Chicago, Illinois: Architects for Franklin W. Olin Building (1995). Architects
Dennis W. Langley and Randy Kurzman were the leads on this campus project.88 Based on this firm’s
website, the group has a strong interest and project history in preservation and adaptive reuse of
historic buildings.

•

OPUS Group, Minneapolis, Minnesota. Architects for Center for the Arts (2002). The firm’s website
suggests it specializes in commercial architecture.

•

OPUS Northwest, Minneapolis, Minnesota. Architects for Sampson Hoffland Labs (2008). The name
indicates this design/build company is a member or former member of the OPUS Group, but this is
unverified.

Building Styles
After the unifying features of construction materials (red brick, light masonry, large expanses of glass in the
newer buildings), the common feature of campus buildings is their reflection of changing styles and tastes over
time. The oldest building, Campus House, for example, is a good example the 19th-century Italianate villa style.
Constructed as a parsonage, the building’s details include decorative brackets, ornate window hoods, and
segmental curves, all under a low-pitched hipped roof. Other buildings constructed as residential quarters
(Gjerset House, Sperati Guest House, and Preus House) reflect the turn-of-the 20th-century popularity of
Foursquares, and, slightly later, the Tudor Revival shown in the Preus House.
Classically inspired edifices from early in the 20th century include Larsen Hall with its portico entries (altered,
date unknown but prior to 1969), and Koren Hall. The latter building, constructed in 1921, is the only one on
campus previously listed in the National Register. Its style is described in the nomination as:

On the other hand, Loyalty Hall’s (1916) raised central pediment and squared porch columns show movement
away from the classical influence and toward the Mission style made popular first on the West Coast.
Several buildings near the edge of campus have a simple, modern ranch residential feeling, for example the
Korsrud Heating Plant and its neighbor, the Facilities Services building (1947 and 1965, respectively).
At the middle of the twentieth century and beyond, the International Style influence, to one degree or another,
can be seen in several of the buildings. The most obvious is the administration building called Main III (1952).
Its three masses are arranged as three asymmetrical blocks of differing heights lined up horizontally along the
bluff’s edge. Clean, straight lines devoid of ornament are this building’s key stylistic features. Other buildings
in this mode include Olson Hall, a lowrise dormitory, and to a minor degree, Brandt Hall (1949, finished c.
1957), with its splayed extensions radiating from a taller central block.

88

Uwe Jens Rudolf, committee researcher.
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The 1960s brought more lighthearted nuances to campus buildings and decorative details were reintroduced to
architecture across the country in general. While no campus buildings clearly reflect the Brutalist or Futuristic
styles,89 those styles were indicative of modern designers’ desire to experiment with new shapes and
materials. For example, Preus Library’s delicate-looking exterior columns terminating in an exaggerated
overhang suggest an external structure and canopy tethering down an otherwise blocky brick building.90 The
zig-zagging rooflines of Valders Memorial Hall of Science entrance and the unfortunately altered Dahl
Centennial Union were both playful-looking attempts to break up the lines of the sterner International Style box.

Post Period of Significance Developments
The 1970s saw the beginning of what has been called Postmodernism, the most extraordinary examples of
which were built in an apparent state of deconstruction. Familiar and expected lines, 90-degree angles, and
even the curves of the 1960s, were abandoned in favor of an unorthodox appearance intended to more or less
shock the passerby, or, at the very least, grab attention. In its own more modest way, the Luther Campus
Center for Faith and Life (1977) may have been influenced by this Postmodern architecture. It hides a large
mass enclosing an interior auditorium, among other smaller spaces, behind vertical panels and bumped out
blocks.
Architecture since the 1980s still seems too fluid to try to categorize with a standardized nomenclature, though
attempts have been made. Some of the most interesting buildings on the Luther College campus are also
some of the most recent and fall into this architectural ferment. They are postmodern in the generic sense,
constructed between the 1980s and the 2000s, and while sympathetic to the older campus buildings in their
use of similar materials, have a decidedly current or contemporary appearance. Characteristics of such recent
architecture as they are presented in popular and scholarly books, as well as recent architectural journals such
as Architectural Record, tend to focus not on stylistic categories, but the architects actually producing
contemporary designs and the international nature of such work.91
The Luther College campus buildings designed by regional architects and firms to 2010 do not qualify for the
National Register under Criteria Consideration G for “exceptional importance,” but with additional research in
the future they should be reevaluated for National Register eligibility.

Other Northeast Iowa Colleges: A Brief Comparison
Cornell College – Mount Vernon – Rural Small Town
Founded in 1853 and affiliated with the Methodist Church, this campus plus a much wider residential area was
listed in the National Register in 1980. The nomination has not been updated or evaluated since 1980 and may
not be the best representative of a strictly-college historic district since it includes many non-college buildings.
The campus itself covers 129 acres and is located at the west edge of the town’s main street. In 1980, the
entire district contained 120 resources and “represent[s] a broad range of architectural forms, particularly those
of the mid- and late 19th century.” As such, it is distinguishable from Luther College’s more numerous mid-20th
century district buildings. The Mount Vernon campus was built on a hilltop, its buildings widely spread out and
surrounded by open greens and small groves of trees. Today, pedestrian walkways appear to conform to
informal pathways created by students. The town was a rural small town when the college was founded and
89

The Boston City Hall (1969) is a good example of Brutalism, a postwar variant of modernism. The name is arrived from the French
beton brut, or “rough concrete” and is based on shaped or molded concrete forms, while being ardently anti-revivalist. Chicago’s Marina
City towers (1964) and the LAX theme building (1961) in Los Angeles are futuristic, the latter being a space-age icon and often called
Googie architecture. See www.architecturestyles.org/ and www.laconservancy.org for images and more information.
90 Preus Library bears an uncanny resemblance to the Hawaii State Capitol, started in 1965 and completed in 1969.
91 Favole, 108.
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remains so. (Sources: quote is from Department of Cultural Affairs website [dcaapp.com]; NRHP nomination;
Leah D. Rogers, chair Mount Vernon Historic Preservation Commission; en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cornell_College;
Google.com aerial photograph)
Coe College – Cedar Rapids – Urban Small City
Founded in 1851, two years after the town itself, and affiliated with the Presbyterian Church, the campus
covers 70 acres in what is now an urban setting. Coe admitted women from its inception, which was unusual
among Iowa’s small-town colleges. The earliest buildings were large, 4-story edifices but it unknown if these
are extant among the more modern educational buildings. An aerial photograph suggests a tighter, more
planned campus than Mount Vernon’s Cornell College or Luther College. Coe’s campus is a series of oval
greenspaces with free-standing buildings but few of pedestrian-driven sidewalks. The town had fewer than
1,000 residents in 1851, but has grown to over 125,000. (Sources: Coe College website [coe.edu/why]; and
campus map; “Coe College/History” from web.archive.org/; en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Coe_College;
Google.com aerial photograph)
Mount Mercy College – Cedar Rapids – Urban Small City
Now called Mount Mercy University, the institution was established much later than Luther College. It was
founded in 1928 as a women’s college and is affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church. It began to admit men
in 1969. The campus is small, just 40 acres, and has at least one large historic building still standing. For the
most part, buildings are clustered together in the center of campus with parking lots and larger greenspaces
ringing them. At the time of its founding, the surrounding town had 56,000 residents, which, together with land
costs, could be at least partially responsible for the campus’s small size. (Sources: Mount Mercy College
website [www.mtmercy.edu]; Google.com aerial photograph)
Upper Iowa University – Fayette – Rural Small Town
This educational institution was founded in 1857 and affiliated with the Methodist Church until 1928. It is
located in a very small northeast Iowa town and situated on 100 hilltop acres. The oldest building on campus is
the 1855 Alexander-Dickman Hall, an imposing 3-story limestone building centered in a 4-city-block parcel.
The use of native limestone for such an important and imposing building distinguishes UIU from Luther
College’s extensive use of red brick as a building material. A large greenspace has been preserved around
Alexander-Dickman Hall, with curving sidewalks leading to newer buildings at each corner of the parcel. The
university appears to have expanded mostly to the south from Alexander-Dickman Hall (Sources: Upper Iowa
University website [www.uiu.edu]; en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Upper_Iowa_University; Google.com
aerial photograph)
Marycrest College (defunct) – Davenport – Urban Small City
Founded in 1939 as a Catholic women’s college, and closed in 2002, the campus was listed in the National
Register the year the college closed. The blufftop district has 13 buildings (only 6 contributing). Its historical
significance rests in its “important collection of buildings associated with the founding and growth of Marycrest
College.” Luther College’s historical significance is grounded in much broader historical trends. Marycrest’s
architectural significance is founded in the examples designed by prominent local architects. Some buildings
have a distinctive Collegiate Gothic design, while others are Midcentury Modern. The facility is now called
Marycrest Senior Campus. This conversion to senior living probably means there could be extensive
alterations both inside and out of the buildings. An aerial photo indicates the adaption to senior apartments
also included realignment of an interior street and installation of new sidewalks. (Sources: quote is from
Department of Cultural Affairs website [dcaapp.com]; NRHP nomination;
en.wkipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Marycrest_College_Historic District; Google.com aerial photograph)
This brief comparison suggests Luther College may have the largest collection of historic educational buildings
with an intact historical setting in northeast Iowa as well as clearly being locally significant. Architecturally, the
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30-plus campus resources do not appear to be replicated in other northeast Iowa communities with colleges,
either in number of historic education buildings or in the number of architect-designed buildings.
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NOTE ON THE RESEARCH COMMITTEE: A committee of volunteers, mostly retired educators and several
members of the Decorah Historic Preservation Commission [HPC], researched the individual buildings
of their choice and the Jensen landscape plan from the summer 2018 to the end of the year The
materials, gleaned from the Luther College archives, personal collections, and newspapers and
clippings, served as the primary source foundation for the intensive-level study and much of this
National Register nomination. Additionally, college staff in several offices/departments contributed by
researching and answering specific inquiries. Mark Muggli, chair of the Decorah HPC and Luther
College professor emeritus, guided the research and served as the author’s contact for both the original
study and this nomination. The nomination would not have been possible without the efforts of the
Committee and, especially, retired educators Muggli and Wilfred F. Bunge.
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Previous documentation on file (NPS):

preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67)
previously listed in the National Register
previously determined eligible by the National Register
designated a National Historic Landmark
recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey
recorded by Historic American Engineering Record
recorded by Historic American Landscape Survey

has been requested

#
#
#

Primary location of additional data:
X

State Historic Preservation Office
Other State Agency
Federal Agency

X

Local Government
University
Other
Name of repository:

Historic Resources Survey Number (if assigned):

10. Geographical Data
Acreage of Property661 acres approx.
(Do not include previously listed resource acreage; enter “Less than one” if the acreage is .99 or less)

Latitude/Longitude Coordinates
Datum if other than WGS84:F
(enter coordinates to 6 decimal places)
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1 43.315856
Latitude
2

3

-91.803554
Longitude

43.3129678

4

-91.801923

Latitude

43.309627
Latitude

Longitude

-91.802009
Longitude

43.309069
Latitude

-91.807063
Longitude

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.)

The district is roughly triangular in shape with the western border following the 900’ elevation bluffline, the
south border (triangle base) along Leif Erikson Drive and behind the buildings fronting the sidewalk extension
of Leif Erikson Drive, and the east border roughly following the sloping line from Leif Erikson Drive back to the
north point of the triangle. See the maps below for an illustration of the boundary.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected.)

These borders represent the original college campus established in 1860 together with its expansions to the
south and north of the original 32-acre parcel acquired by the college. Areas beyond these boundaries change
in topography, property types, and property ownership. See the maps below for an illustration of the boundary.

11. Form Prepared By
name/title

Jan Olive Full, PhD

organization

Tallgrass-Full LLC

street & number
city or town

date 2019-2020
telephone 319.331.3454

n/a

email jofofic@gmail.com

Iowa City

state IA

zip code 52240

Additional Documentation
Submit the following items with the completed form:
•

GIS Location Map (Google Earth); Iowa Geological Map Server

•

Local Location Map

•

Site Plan

•

Floor Plans (As Applicable)

•

Photo Location Map (Include for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources. Key all photographs to
this map and insert immediately after the photo log and before the list of figures).
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Location Aerial and Maps

Iowa Geographic Map Server (ortho.gis.iastat.edu) on 11/18/2019
N^ _________________ = 1 mile
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Resource Map and Site Plan (numbers denote building numbers used herein)
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Photographs:
Submit clear and descriptive photographs. The size of each image must be 3000x2000 pixels, at 300 ppi (pixels per inch) or larger. Key all photographs
to the sketch map. Each photograph must be numbered and that number must correspond to the photograph number on the photo log. For simplicity,
the name of the photographer, photo date, etc. may be listed once on the photograph log and doesn’t need to be labeled on every photograph.

Photo Log
Name of Property:

Luther College Campus Historic District

City or Vicinity:

Decorah

County:

Winneshiek

Photographer:

Jan Olive Full, Mark Z. Muggli

Date Photographed:

Summer 2018, Fall 2019

State:

IA

Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of camera:

26 photos in total:
Photo 1: Main campus entrance with limestone signage and Dieseth Hall (23)in background, looking WNW
Photo 2: Landscape view across central greenspace with Center for Faith & Life (3) in background, looking W
Photo 3: Landscape view looking E across central greenspace toward and beyond Bentdahl Commons (2)
Photo 4: Landscape view from between Campus House and Brandt, looking NE
Photo 5: Landscape view from Koren (13), looking SE
Photo 6: Landscape view with native oaks, Valders (4) and Sampson-Hoffland Labs (5)at left, looking N
Photo 7: Gravel footpath from near the east side of Center for Faith & Life (3) leading to dorms Regents
Towers dorms (22 and 23), looking N
Photo 8: View of Main III (16) and greenspace in front, leafless Jensen cottonwood in center, looking N
Photo 9: Overall view of Valders Memorial Hall of Science (4), looking NW
Photo 10: View of earliest extant dorm, the 1907 Larsen Hall (14), looking SSW
Photo 11: View of oldest extant campus building, Campus House (12), looking NW
Photo 12: View of Loyalty Hall (15), looking SW
Photo 13: View of Koren, looking NE
Photo 14: Façade view of Brandt Hall dorm (11), heavily obscured by trees, looking N
Photo 15: Rear (central greenspace) view of Brandt Hall (11), looking SW
Photo 16: View of Preus Library’s (16) W façade and S side, facing NE
Photo 17: View of Ylvisaker Hall dorm (25), looking NE
Photo 18: View of Center for Faith & Life (3) with façade wall sculpture, looking SW
Photo 19: View of Olson Hall dorm (29), looking SE
Photo 20: Facilities Services building (21), looking SW
Photo 21: View of Korsrud Heating Plant (19), looking NW
Photo 22: View of Ockham House (20, potential WW Two surplus building), looking WNW
Photo 23: Pioneer Memorial (27) with paver-stone path leading to it, looking NE
Photo 24: Martin Luther statue and pedestal (26) looking SW
Photo 25: Gjerset House (17), looking SSE
Photo 26: Sperati Guest House (9), looking SW
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Photo Key using Resource Map Detail as Base
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Sanborn Ins. Co. Fire Insurance Maps of Luther College

1902 (Library of Congress)
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1914 (Library of Congress)
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1927 (Iowa State Library)
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Updated to 1948 (Iowa State Library)
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Historic Images

1930s postcard. View looks southwest along graveled drive. Left to right, resources include Martin Luther statue, Larsen
Hall, Main II [burned 1942]. (author’s collection)
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This aerial was taken in 1952 just as Main III construction was finishing. The low, gabled buildings across the top of the
photo are veterans’ housing (nonextant). (Bunge, 129)

Paperwork Reduction Act Statement: This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate
properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings. Response to this request is required to obtain a
benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C.460 et seq.).
Estimated Burden Statement: Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 100 hours per response including time for reviewing
instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form. Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of
this form to the Office of Planning and Performance Management. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, 1849 C. Street, NW, Washington, DC.
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