
 

History of Wabasha County, Minnesota: From Indigenous 
Roots to Modern Development 

 

I. Introduction: A Glimpse into Wabasha County's Enduring 
Legacy 

 

Wabasha County, situated in the southeastern region of Minnesota, holds a 
distinctive and significant position in the state's historical narrative. Its focal point is 
the city of Wabasha, recognized as Minnesota's oldest continuously occupied 
settlement.1 This strategic location on the Mississippi River, which delineates its 
eastern boundary with Wisconsin, has profoundly influenced its historical trajectory. 
The county's geography is characterized by low rolling hills, fertile agricultural lands, 
and the confluence of vital waterways such as the Zumbro River and Lake Pepin.3 
These natural features have shaped everything from early indigenous habitation 
patterns to subsequent European settlement and modern economic development. 

 

County Establishment and Evolution 

 

Wabasha County was formally established on October 27, 1849, as one of the nine 
original counties created by the Minnesota Territory legislature.3 From its inception, 
the city of Wabasha was designated as its county seat.3 The county's initial 
geographical scope was considerably larger than its present-day form, 
encompassing 550 square miles, with 523 square miles of land and 27 square miles of 
water.3 Its current boundaries were solidified by 1855, following a series of 
administrative partitions. In 1853, sections were partitioned off to create Fillmore, 
Goodhue, and Rice counties, followed by Winona County in 1854, and Olmsted County 
in 1855.3 

This historical progression reveals a notable temporal dynamic: a deeply rooted, long-
established urban center, the city of Wabasha, exists within a county that was 
administratively defined and subsequently reconfigured much later. The city's claim 



to antiquity, with continuous occupation dating back to 1826 and official recognition 
in 1830, is intrinsically linked to early fur trading activities and formal federal treaties 
that predated the establishment of territorial and county administrative structures.1 
This indicates that a functional, albeit informally organized, community flourished 
long before the overlay of American governmental organization. The later partitioning 
of the county suggests that the initial, expansive county divisions proved unwieldy as 
white settlement rapidly expanded in the mid-19th century.5 This necessitated the 
creation of smaller, more manageable administrative units. Wabasha City, despite 
these administrative reconfigurations, served as a stable anchor of continuity, 
reflecting the rapid demographic and organizational shifts that characterized the 
Minnesota Territory's progression towards statehood. This demonstrates that the 
social and economic development of the region often outpaced the formalization of 
its political boundaries. 

 

II. Indigenous Roots and Early European Encounters: A 
Foundation of Intertwined Histories 

 

 

Naming and the Sioux Nation's Presence 

 

Wabasha County and its namesake city derive their names from Chief Wa-pa-shaw 
(also known as Wapashaw or Wapasha) of the Sioux Nation.1 This particular band of 
the Sioux historically maintained their principal camping ground within the Mississippi 
River valley, in the vicinity of what would become the city of Wabasha.1 The name 
"Wapi-sha," meaning "red leaf," signifies a profound connection to the natural 
environment and acknowledges the original inhabitants' deep historical ties to the 
land.4 Historical accounts refer to multiple chiefs bearing this name, with Chief 
Wabasha II signing the significant 1825 and 1830 treaties, and Chief Wabasha III 
signing the 1851 and 1858 treaties that led to the removal of his band.4 

 

 



Augustin Rocque: The First Settler and Cultural Bridge 

 

Augustin Rocque is widely recognized as a pivotal figure in Wabasha's early history 
and as the first white settler in the area.1 He established his home and fur trading 
posts between 1817 and 1823.1 Born in Prairie du Chien around 1795 (though one 
account suggests 1767) 1, Augustin possessed a unique bicultural heritage: his father, 
Joseph Rocque, was French, and his mother was Chief Wapashaw's sister.1 Both 
Augustin and Joseph were active fur traders and served as Indian interpreters for the 
British, underscoring their crucial role as intermediaries in cross-cultural interactions.1 
Augustin's trading operations were extensive, stretching from the foot of Lake Pepin, 
up the Chippewa River, and down the Mississippi River into what is now Iowa.1 Around 
the same period, Duncan Campbell also settled in the vicinity, building a shanty near 
Rocque's in 1836.1 

 

The Treaties of Prairie du Chien and Their Profound Impact 

 

The series of treaties between the U.S. government and various Indigenous tribes 
significantly shaped the landscape and future of Wabasha County. 

● 1825 Treaty of Prairie du Chien: Chief Wabasha II was among the Dakota 
signatories to the First Treaty of Prairie du Chien, signed on August 19, 1825.8 This 
significant gathering of Native American tribes from the Upper Mississippi, 
including the Dakota Sioux, Ojibwe, Sac and Fox, Menomonee, Iowa, Ho-Chunk, 
and Odawa, aimed to establish clear intertribal boundaries and foster "firm and 
perpetual peace".8 Although the treaty ultimately failed to achieve lasting 
intertribal harmony, it served a crucial purpose for the U.S. government by 
simplifying future negotiations for land purchases.8 

● 1830 Treaty (Second Treaty of Prairie du Chien): This treaty is fundamental to 
Wabasha's historical claim as the oldest town in Minnesota, with its establishment 
officially recognized in 1830.1 In 1830, various Indian tribes, including four bands 
of the Sioux, along with the Sacs, Foxes, Iowas, Omahas, Otoes, and Missouri 
Indians, formally surrendered their claims to vast territories in Western Iowa, 
Northwestern Missouri, and the Des Moines River Valley.1 A critical provision, 
Article 9, was specifically inserted for the benefit of the "half-blood relatives" of 
the Medawakanton Sioux, Chief Wabasha's band.1 This article permitted them to 



"bestow" and occupy a designated tract of land, known as the "Lake Pepin half-
breed" tract, which began near Chief Red Wing's Village and extended parallel to 
Lake Pepin and the Mississippi River.1 The U.S. Senate's approval in February 1831 
legally sanctioned the permanent settlement of these individuals in the specified 
area.1 Certificates issued for this land became highly valuable over time, though 
they also unfortunately led to significant speculation and litigation, with land scrip 
issued in 1857 often exploited by "sharpers".1 

● 1837 Treaty (Fort Snelling with Chippewa): This treaty, concluded on July 29, 
1837, at Fort Snelling, was crucial as it permitted white settlers to establish homes 
on the west side of the Mississippi River.1 Following this, General Dodge 
requested Indian agent Taliaferro to select a Sioux delegation to travel to 
Washington to finalize treaty terms.1 Augustin Rocque, alongside several chiefs 
and fur traders, accompanied this delegation.1 The outcome of this treaty was the 
government's decision to set aside 450 square miles of territory specifically for 
the benefit of the "half-reeds".1 

The explicit inclusion of provisions for "half-breeds" or "half-blood relatives" in the 
1830 and 1837 treaties, coupled with Augustin Rocque's own mixed heritage, 
highlights a complex, and ultimately problematic, facet of U.S. Indian policy during 
this period.1 By allocating specific tracts for mixed-heritage individuals, the 
government implicitly acknowledged their unique status and their crucial role as 
cultural and economic intermediaries between Indigenous and European societies. 
This suggests an attempt, however flawed or self-serving, to manage the 
complexities of a burgeoning hybrid population that was central to the fur trade and 
the initial stages of settlement. The subsequent observation that "Lake Pepin half-
breed" certificates became "very valuable" 1 but were later exploited by "sharpers" 7 
underscores the inherent vulnerabilities embedded within these seemingly beneficial 
provisions. This policy, while appearing to grant land rights, also served to create a 
distinct legal category for mixed-heritage individuals, which could, in turn, contribute 
to divisions within broader Indigenous communities. Furthermore, the high value of 
these certificates and the subsequent exploitation by speculators demonstrate how 
even formally established land rights could be subverted, leading to the eventual 
dispossession of those they were intended to benefit. This reflects a broader pattern 
in U.S. Indian policy where attempts at "accommodation" or "civilization" often 
inadvertently (or intentionally) facilitated the erosion of communal land ownership 
and the ultimate displacement of Indigenous peoples, regardless of their specific 
heritage. The often-described "peaceable" relations between Sioux and whites 7 must 
be understood within the context of these intricate and frequently exploitative land 



negotiations. 

 

Broader Implications of Treaties and Land Cessions 

 

Beyond the specific context of Wabasha, the history of treaties in Minnesota reveals 
a broader pattern of systematic land dispossession impacting Indigenous 
populations. The 1851 Treaties of Traverse des Sioux and Mendota, for instance, 
compelled the Dakota to cede nearly all their land in Minnesota and eastern Dakota 
for significantly less than its actual value.9 Crucially, promised reservations were often 
eliminated or altered by the U.S. Senate, leaving the Dakota without designated lands 
and increasingly reliant on meager, often delayed, payments for their survival.9 By 
1858, the Dakota retained only a small strip of land in Minnesota, and by 1863, they 
were forced to relinquish all remaining claims, with their treaties unilaterally canceled 
by the U.S. government.5 Similar land cessions occurred with the Ojibwe in 1863, 1864, 
and 1867.9 This historical context underscores the often-unfulfilled promises and the 
profound, detrimental long-term impacts of these agreements on Indigenous 
peoples, exacerbated by language barriers and the inherent power imbalance in 
negotiations where interpreters were paid by the U.S. government.9 

Table 1: Key Treaties and Land Cessions Affecting Wabasha County 

 

Treaty Name Date Key Tribes 
Involved 

Primary 
Outcome 
(Land 
Cession/Allo
cation) 

Specific 
Impact on 
Wabasha 
County/Half-
Breeds 

Relevant 
Sources 

Prairie du 
Chien 

August 19, 
1825 

Dakota 
Sioux, 
Ojibwe, Sac 
and Fox, 
Menomonee, 
Iowa, Ho-
Chunk, 
Odawa 

Established 
intertribal 
boundaries 

Facilitated 
future U.S. 
land 
purchases in 
the region. 

8 

Second 1830 Sioux (four Surrendered Officially 1 



Treaty of 
Prairie du 
Chien 

bands), 
Sacs, Foxes, 
Iowas, 
Omahas, 
Otoes, 
Missouri 

claims to 
land in 
Western 
Iowa, 
Northwester
n Missouri, 
Des Moines 
River Valley 

established 
Wabasha as 
oldest town 
in MN; 
Article 9 
allocated 
"Lake Pepin 
half-breed" 
tract for 
Medawakant
on Sioux 
relatives. 
Certificates 
became 
valuable but 
led to 
speculation. 

Fort Snelling 
(with 
Chippewa) 

July 29, 1837 Chippewa, 
Sioux 

Allowed 
white 
settlement 
west of 
Mississippi 
River; Sioux 
delegation 
finalized 
terms in 
Washington 

Government 
set aside 
450 sq miles 
for "half-
reeds." 

1 

Traverse des 
Sioux & 
Mendota 

1851 Dakota 
(Sisseton, 
Wahpeton, 
Mdewakanto
n, 
Wahpekute) 

Ceded 
nearly all 
Dakota land 
in MN and 
eastern 
Dakota for 
low value 

Broader land 
dispossessio
n impacting 
all Dakota, 
including 
those with 
ties to 
Wabasha 
area; 
reservations 
eliminated 
by Senate. 

5 

Various 
Treaties 

1854, 1855, 
1858, 1863, 
1864, 1867 

Ojibwe, Ho-
Chunk, 
Dakota 

Further land 
cessions 
across 

Continued 
reduction of 
Indigenous 

5 



Minnesota; 
creation/alte
ration of 
reservations 

land 
holdings, 
forced 
reliance on 
treaty 
payments, 
and removal 
from 
Minnesota. 

 

III. Founding and Early Development of Wabasha City: From 
Trading Post to Incorporated Municipality 

 

Early Settlement and Platting 

 

The area that would become the city of Wabasha was continuously inhabited since 
1826, initially growing around the fur trading posts established by Augustin Rocque.1 
Its designation as Minnesota's oldest town is formally recognized through the 1830 
Treaty of Prairie du Chien.1 The city's physical layout began to take shape with its 
formal platting in 1854, a process undertaken by Oliver Craft and Joseph Buison.4 
Subsequent expansions included the addition of South Wabasha in 1855 and a Land 
Company's addition in 1857.7 The city was officially named "Wabashaw" in 1843, a 
spelling that reflected its indigenous namesake, though the final "w" was dropped in 
1868 by mapmakers and in published statutes for simplification.1 

 

Incorporation and Governance 

 

Wabasha transitioned from an informal settlement to a formally recognized 
municipality when it was incorporated as a city in 1858, following a charter granted by 
the first Minnesota State Legislature.6 The inaugural municipal election was held in 
the spring of 1858, with Captain W. W. Wright serving as the city's first mayor.10 The 
first meeting of the Common Council under the act of incorporation took place on 
April 27, 1858.7 Early governance structures saw aldermen serving one-year terms, 



which were later extended to three years in 1865, and then to two years with the city 
divided into two wards as part of the 1868-69 charter revision.7 The city recorder was 
elected for a one-year term.7 Disputes over the county seat's location, with 
aspirations from Plainview and Lake City, were resolved through county votes in 1860 
and 1867-68, consistently favoring Wabasha.6 

 

Population Growth and Demographic Shifts 

 

Wabasha County experienced significant population growth from its early days. In 
1850, the entire county's population stood at 243.7 By 1870, this had surged to 15,857, 
and by 1874, estimates placed the county population at 20,000, with the city of 
Wabasha accounting for approximately 2,000 residents.7 The city continued its 
growth, reaching a population of 3,000 by 1878.1 More recently, the 2020 census 
recorded Wabasha County's population at 21,387 and the city's at 2,559.2 The early 
demographic makeup included a notable presence of Canadian French, Irish, and 
German Roman Catholics.10 The frequent intermarriage between early French traders 
and Sioux women contributed to a significant mixed-heritage population, shaping the 
unique social fabric of the nascent community.7 The first white child born in Wabasha 
County was Charles Hurd, on May 14, 1855.7 

Table 2: Population Milestones of Wabasha County/City 

 

Year Population (County) Population (City) Relevant Sources 

1850 243 N/A 7 

1870 15,857 N/A 7 

1874 ~20,000 ~2,000 7 

1878 N/A 3,000 1 

2020 21,387 2,559 2 

2023 (Estimate) 21,683 N/A 3 

 



Establishment of Early Public Services: Churches and Schools 

 

The establishment of religious and educational institutions closely followed the 
patterns of early settlement, reflecting the community's evolving needs. A small log 
Catholic church, originally transported from Mendota, was erected as early as 1845; 
this versatile structure later served as a printing office and even a school.5 The more 
substantial St. Felix Catholic Church was constructed in 1862 (and rebuilt in 1893 after 
a fire), while Grace Memorial Episcopal Church, designed in 1899, is notable for its 
Tiffany stained-glass window.1 

Formal education began with the organization of the first school district on November 
20, 1855, with H. B. Potter as its teacher, covering approximately thirty square miles.7 
A private school had operated even earlier under the instruction of Thomas Flynn.7 
Early schoolhouses included a stone structure built at Read's Landing in 1858 (which 
later became the county courthouse) and subsequent wooden and brick buildings 
within Wabasha.10 By 1873, the county boasted 99 school districts, serving nearly 
6,000 scholars, indicating a rapid expansion of educational infrastructure.7 

The observation that Wabasha was settled in 1826 and maintained continuous 
occupation, yet formal platting of the city did not occur until 1854, and city 
incorporation followed in 1858, highlights an interesting development.1 Similarly, early 
public services like the first Catholic church (1845) and the first school district (1855) 
emerged before the city's formal incorporation.5 This chronological discrepancy 
reveals that a vibrant and functional community organically developed and sustained 
itself for several decades prior to the establishment of formal municipal and county 
administrative structures. The initial network of fur trading posts, the presence of 
mixed-heritage families, and the emergence of informal religious and educational 
gatherings formed the foundational bedrock of the settlement. The formal acts of 
platting and incorporation in the mid-1850s signify a critical transition from a frontier 
outpost to a more organized, legally recognized urban center. This shift was likely 
driven by the increasing influx of new settlers and the growing necessity for 
structured governance as the Minnesota Territory progressed towards statehood.5 
The "oldest town" claim, rooted in its continuous occupation and early treaty-based 
recognition, underscores that the social and economic life of Wabasha had a 
significant head start, predating its political and administrative formalization. This 
suggests that community identity, cohesion, and resilience were initially forged 
through informal networks, shared experiences, and self-organization before these 
aspects were codified by state and local laws. 



 

IV. Economic Evolution and Key Industries: From Frontier Trade 
to Diversified Economy 

 

 

Early Economic Foundations: Fur Trading and Lumber 

 

Wabasha's economic history commenced with fur trading, an industry spearheaded 
by Augustin Rocque, who established an extensive network of trading posts 
leveraging the Mississippi and Chippewa River routes.1 As the region developed and 
attracted more settlers, the economic focus shifted. Lumber and general commerce 
emerged as the predominant industries before the turn of the 20th century, 
capitalizing on the vast timber resources available and the efficient river 
transportation for moving goods.1 

 

The Rise and Decline of the Clamming and Button Industry 

 

A distinctive and economically significant industry in Wabasha's history was 
clamming. Initially pursued for the discovery of pearls, the industry transformed when 
experiments demonstrated the viability of clam shells for button manufacturing.1 This 
led to a substantial boom, with 500-600 clammers harvesting an impressive 2,400 
tons of clams by 1913, supplying button factories located in both Wabasha and 
nearby Lake City.1 Despite its initial importance, this major industry ultimately faced 
decline and ceased operations around 1940, primarily due to the widespread 
introduction of synthetic materials for button production.1 

 

Agricultural Development and Diversification 

 

Across Wabasha County, farming and stock raising became predominant economic 



activities.11 Early pioneers engaged in diversified farming, cultivating various grains 
alongside raising livestock.11 Specific livestock breeds mentioned include Shorthorn, 
Durham, and Holstein cattle; Poland-China and Duroc-Jersey hogs; and Percheron 
and Norman-Percheron horses.11 Dairying also grew into a significant sector, 
supported by the establishment of co-operative creameries.11 Some farmers even 
specialized in truck farming, catering to local markets.11 

Recent agricultural data (comparing 2017 to 2012) indicates a slight decrease in the 
number of farms (809, down 11%) and the total land in farms (230,800 acres, down 
6%), although the average farm size increased to 285 acres (up 6%).12 While the 
market value of products sold saw a 19% decrease to $186.3 million, government 
payments to farms notably increased by 21%.12 Crops account for 43% of total sales, 
with livestock, poultry, and related products contributing a larger share at 57%, 
underscoring the continued importance of animal agriculture, particularly milk from 
cows ($81.8 million, ranking 5th in the state).12 

 

Emergence of Local Businesses and Financial Institutions 

 

Beyond the primary industries, a diverse array of businesses emerged to support the 
growing population and evolving economy. Mercantile businesses, encompassing 
general stores, specialized boot and shoe shops, and hardware stores, catered to the 
daily needs of residents.11 By 1915, Wabasha's economy was notably diversified, 
featuring two banks, a substantial flour mill (Big Jo Flour Mill), 17 elevators, a 
mercantile company, a lumber company, and a boat yard.1 Other specialized services 
included well-drilling, automobile repair, real estate, hide trading, manufacturing of 
cement blocks, threshing services, and local telephone companies.11 

In the contemporary era, Wabasha's economy remains diverse, encompassing local 
service providers, consumer goods, manufacturing, healthcare, government 
employment, and a burgeoning hospitality and tourism sector.1 Local employers 
contribute nearly 1,800 payroll jobs and $48.6 million in wages to the economy, with 
healthcare and social assistance, manufacturing, and retail trade representing the 
largest private sector employment concentrations.1 The city actively fosters economic 
development through the Wabasha Port Authority and Development Agency, 
established in 2005, which offers various financial assistance programs, including Tax 
Increment Financing (TIF) and Revolving Loans, and supports facade improvements.1 



Wabasha's economic history demonstrates a clear progression from initial fur trading 
to dominant industries like lumber and commerce, followed by the rise and 
subsequent decline of the clamming and button manufacturing sectors.1 
Concurrently, agriculture evolved from pioneer farming to diversified and specialized 
practices, with recent data revealing shifts in farm numbers, size, and income.11 This 
historical trajectory is not merely a sequence of different industries but rather a 
compelling narrative of continuous economic adaptation. The demise of the clamming 
industry, explicitly attributed to the introduction of "synthetic materials" 1, serves as a 
stark example of how external technological innovations can directly and profoundly 
impact, and ultimately dismantle, a major local economic pillar. Similarly, the shifts 
observed in agricultural statistics (e.g., fewer but larger farms, changes in net cash 
income) 12 reflect broader, national trends in modern agriculture, characterized by 
consolidation and increased efficiency. Wabasha's economic history, therefore, 
underscores a dynamic resilience, where the community consistently demonstrated 
an ability to adapt to changing resource availability, respond to technological 
advancements, and navigate evolving market demands. The establishment of the 
Wabasha Port Authority and Development Agency in 2005 1 marks a significant shift 
from largely organic, reactive development to a more proactive, formalized, and 
strategically planned approach to fostering new growth and managing economic 
change within a broader, globalized economy. This highlights a continuous, evolving 
effort to reinvent and sustain the local economy across distinct historical periods. 

Table 3: Major Economic Activities and Industries by Period 

 

Period Key 
Industries/Activities 

Notable 
Developments/Declin
e 

Relevant Sources 

Early Settlement 
(Pre-1850s) 

Fur Trading Augustin Rocque 
established extensive 
trading posts; relied 
on river routes. 

1 

Mid-19th to Early 
20th Century 

Lumber, General 
Commerce, 
Clamming, Button 
Manufacturing, Early 
Agriculture 
(diversified farming, 
stock raising) 

Lumber and 
commerce 
dominated; 
Clamming boomed 
(2,400 tons by 1913) 
for button factories, 
then declined by 

1 



1940 due to 
synthetics. Initial 
agricultural 
development. 

Early 20th Century 
(c. 1915) 

Diversified 
Agriculture (dairying, 
specific livestock 
breeds), Flour Milling, 
Elevators, Banking, 
Mercantile, Lumber, 
Boat Yard 

Established co-
operative creameries; 
Big Jo Flour Mill, 2 
banks, 17 elevators 
signify mature local 
economy. 

1 

Modern Era (2000s-
Present) 

Agriculture (fewer, 
larger farms, 
livestock dominant), 
Healthcare, 
Manufacturing, 
Retail, Hospitality & 
Tourism, Government 

Shift to larger, more 
efficient farms; 
growth in services, 
healthcare, and 
tourism. Proactive 
economic 
development via Port 
Authority. 

1 

 

V. Infrastructure and Connectivity: Weaving the Fabric of 
Modern Wabasha 

 

 

River Transportation and the Steamboat Era 

 

The Mississippi River served as the foundational and, for a long time, the sole major 
artery for trade and travel in the region.1 Augustin Rocque's early trading posts were 
strategically located to leverage these riverine routes.1 Steamboats subsequently 
became indispensable for transporting both supplies and passengers, dominating the 
transportation landscape until the widespread advent of railroads.1 Even in the 
contemporary era, passenger paddle boats continue to utilize the river, contributing 
significantly to the local tourism industry and maintaining a connection to this 
historical mode of transport.1 



 

Development of Road Networks 

 

Early efforts to establish land routes were crucial for connecting Wabasha to inland 
areas. This included the construction of a military road from Wabasha to Mendota in 
1850, a 75-mile-long thoroughfare costing five thousand dollars.10 A more significant 
milestone was the completion of the Mendota to Wabasha road in 1857, which holds 
the distinction of being Minnesota's first state road.1 This road, costing $40,000, 
marked a critical step in integrating Wabasha into a broader regional network via 
land-based transportation.1 Efforts in 1858 to build a road across the island bottoms 
opposite the city to secure trade from that side of the river were unsuccessful due to 
a financial crash, leading to the establishment of a ferry service in 1862.10 

 

The Transformative Impact of Railroad Expansion 

 

The expansion of railroads dramatically reshaped Wabasha's connectivity and 
economic landscape. The Minnesota Central Railroad constructed its line alongside 
the Mendota road by 1867.1 A pivotal development was the completion of the Chicago 
and St. Paul Railroad's southward connection to Wabasha in 1871, which effectively 
linked the city to major eastern markets.1 By 1878, Wabasha had become a bustling 
transportation hub, served by six daily passenger trains each way on the main line to 
Chicago-Milwaukee-St. Paul Railway.1 The Minnesota Midland Railroad was projected 
and completed to Zumbrota from Wabasha in 1878, further boosting local business.10 
The Lake Superior & Chippewa Valley railroad also reached Wabasha in July 1882, 
crossing the Mississippi and intersecting other lines, solidifying Wabasha's status as a 
railroad center.10 

 

Bridges and Modern Connectivity 

 

Prior to bridges, a ferryboat pulled by a cable connected Wabasha to Wisconsin 
across the Mississippi River.1 The first bridge between Wabasha, Minnesota, and 



Nelson, Wisconsin, was completed in 1931 at a cost of $550,000 and operated as a 
toll bridge.1 This structure was later replaced by a new bridge, dedicated on July 30, 
1988, linking Wisconsin to Minnesota via Highway 25.1 Today, U.S. Highway 61 and 
Minnesota Highway 60 serve as main routes within the city, with Wisconsin Highways 
25 and 35 nearby, maintaining Wabasha's role as a regional transportation nexus.4 

The evolution of Wabasha's infrastructure, from its reliance on riverine transport to 
the strategic development of roads and the transformative impact of railroads, 
illustrates a continuous effort to overcome geographical isolation and integrate into 
broader regional and national networks. The progression from simple ferry services to 
modern bridges further exemplifies this drive for enhanced connectivity. Each stage 
of infrastructure development directly facilitated economic growth, enabling the 
movement of goods, people, and information more efficiently. The shift from 
steamboat dominance to rail, and then the integration of road networks, reflects the 
community's consistent adaptation to prevailing technological advancements in 
transportation. This historical pattern underscores that physical connectivity has 
been a fundamental determinant of Wabasha's prosperity and its ability to sustain its 
economic and social development over time. 

 

VI. Social and Cultural Milestones: Building Community and 
Identity 

 

 

Early Community Life and Social Fabric 

 

The early social fabric of Wabasha was characterized by a blend of Indigenous and 
European cultures, particularly influenced by the presence of French traders and 
their intermarriages with Sioux women.7 This created a unique mixed-heritage 
population that played a significant role in the community's formation.7 Relations 
between the Sioux and whites were generally peaceable, though the Sioux maintained 
their traditional animosities with the Chippewas, occasionally engaging in practices 
like "scalp dances" as late as 1858.7 The community's growth was rapid, marked by 
the arrival of settlers from diverse backgrounds, including Canadian French, Irish, and 



German Roman Catholics, who contributed to the area's religious and cultural 
landscape.10 

 

The Role of the Press: The Wabasha County Herald 

 

The establishment of local newspapers played a crucial role in shaping community 
identity, disseminating information, and influencing public discourse. The Wabashaw 
Weekly County Herald, one of the earliest newspapers in Wabasha County, began 
publication on August 15, 1857, in Read’s Landing.6 Its move to Wabasha on December 
15, 1860, was a direct result of local citizens' determination to support their town's 
development over rival Lake City.6 Initially a weekly, it briefly became semi-weekly in 
1861 and served as a staunch Republican voice, advocating for "News, Literature, and 
the Dissemination of Republican Principles".6 The newspaper underwent frequent 
ownership changes and title modifications, including 

Wabashaw County Herald (1858), Wabasha Weekly Herald (1866), and Wabasha 
Herald (1872).6 Despite a devastating fire in 1888 that nearly destroyed its offices, the 
paper continued uninterrupted, demonstrating its resilience and importance to the 
community.6 In 1881, it shifted to a politically independent stance with Democratic 
leanings.6 The 

Herald eventually merged with the Wabasha Standard in 1929 to form the Wabasha 
County Herald-Standard, and later reverted to its original name, the Wabasha County 
Herald, which is still published today.6 

The continuous publication and evolution of the Wabasha County Herald from 1857 to 
the present day is more than a mere historical detail; it signifies the enduring 
importance of local media as a pillar of community life. The newspaper's role in 
promoting Wabasha over Lake City for the county seat, its consistent political 
advocacy (even as its leanings changed), and its resilience in the face of adversity, 
such as the 1888 fire, illustrate its function as a vital civic institution.6 The paper 
served not only as a source of news but also as a platform for public debate, a 
chronicler of local events, and a promoter of civic development. This sustained 
presence reflects the community's deep-seated need for shared information, 
collective identity, and a means to articulate and pursue its aspirations. The 
newspaper's adaptability, from its early political alignment to its later independent 
stance, mirrors the broader social and political maturation of Wabasha County itself, 



demonstrating how local institutions evolve alongside the community they serve. 

 

Notable Institutions and Cultural Landmarks 

 

Wabasha is home to several significant institutions and cultural landmarks that reflect 
its rich history and ongoing community life. St. Elizabeth Hospital, for instance, has 
historical roots in the area, with early settlements located just north of its present 
site.1 The city boasts a library, parks, and a tuberculosis sanitarium by 1878.1 In 1915, 
the city's infrastructure included two public school buildings, St. Felix Parochial 
School, the Princess Theatre, and a fire department.1 

Culturally, Wabasha is recognized for its prominent churches, including St. Felix 
Catholic Church and Grace Memorial Episcopal Church, which features a Tiffany 
stained-glass window.1 The National Eagle Center, located on the riverfront, highlights 
the area's thriving habitat for American Bald Eagles, drawing tourists and showcasing 
the region's natural heritage.1 The city's downtown commercial district, with 52 
contributing properties built from 1856 to 1928, is listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places, preserving its architectural and commercial continuity.13 Wabasha's 
unique character as one of the few remaining true-to-life river towns continues to 
attract visitors for boating, camping, golfing, skiing, and ice fishing.1 The popular 
movies "Grumpy Old Men" and "Grumpier Old Men" were written by an individual 
whose grandfather lived in Wabasha, further cementing the town's place in popular 
culture, despite being filmed elsewhere.1 

 

VII. Conclusion 

 

The history of Wabasha County, Minnesota, is a compelling narrative of adaptation, 
resilience, and continuous evolution, deeply rooted in its unique geographical setting 
along the Mississippi River. From its origins as the principal camping ground of the 
Sioux Nation, whose Chief Wa-pa-shaw lent his name to the region, to its formal 
establishment as Minnesota's oldest continuously occupied town through the 1830 
Treaty of Prairie du Chien, Wabasha's foundation is intrinsically linked to Indigenous 
presence and the complex dynamics of early European-American interaction. The 



pivotal role of figures like Augustin Rocque, a mixed-heritage fur trader, underscores 
the early bicultural fabric of the community and the intricate, often exploitative, 
nature of land treaties that shaped the region's development. 

The county's administrative formation in 1849, followed by subsequent boundary 
adjustments, reveals a period of rapid territorial organization that lagged behind the 
organic growth of settlements like Wabasha City. This highlights that vibrant social 
and economic life often predated formal governmental structures, with community 
identity and essential services emerging from grassroots efforts. 

Economically, Wabasha demonstrated remarkable adaptability, transitioning from a 
fur trading outpost to a hub for lumber and general commerce. The rise and fall of the 
clamming and button industry, directly impacted by technological shifts, exemplifies 
the town's capacity to pivot in response to changing markets. Concurrently, 
agriculture evolved from pioneer farming to a diversified and increasingly specialized 
sector, maintaining its significance despite broader industry trends. The 
establishment of modern economic development agencies reflects a proactive 
approach to fostering growth and ensuring continued prosperity. 

The development of robust infrastructure, from early river and road networks to the 
transformative impact of railroads and modern bridges, consistently facilitated 
Wabasha's integration into wider regional and national economies. These 
advancements were not merely logistical improvements but critical enablers of social 
and economic progress. 

In essence, Wabasha County's history is a microcosm of broader American frontier 
development, characterized by the interplay of Indigenous heritage, settler 
expansion, evolving economic landscapes, and the persistent human endeavor to 
build and sustain community in the face of change. Its enduring legacy lies in its 
ability to adapt, innovate, and maintain a distinct identity shaped by its riverine 
environment and the diverse populations that have called it home. 

 

 

 

 

 



VIII. References 

 

● 1 

https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-
history-heritage/ 

● 7 

http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html 
● 8 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wapasha_II 
● 9 

https://www3.mnhs.org/usdakotawar/stories/history/treaties/minnesota-treaties 

● 6 

https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/wabasha-herald 

● 5 

https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Minnesota_Historical_Timeline 

● 12 

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/Count
y_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf 

● 10 

https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/ch9.htm 

● 3 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_County,_Minnesota 

● 4 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota 

● 2 

https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota 

● 13 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_Commercial_Historic_District 
● 1 

https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-
history-heritage/ 

● 7 

http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html 
● 1 

https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-
history-heritage/ 

● 7 

https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wapasha_II
https://www3.mnhs.org/usdakotawar/stories/history/treaties/minnesota-treaties
https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/wabasha-herald
https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Minnesota_Historical_Timeline
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/ch9.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_County,_Minnesota
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_Commercial_Historic_District
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/


http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html 
● 8 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wapasha_II 
● 9 

https://www3.mnhs.org/usdakotawar/stories/history/treaties/minnesota-treaties 

● 1 

https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-
history-heritage/ 

● 6 

https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/wabasha-herald 

● 5 

https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Minnesota_Historical_Timeline 

● 1 

https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-
history-heritage/ 

● 12 

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/Count
y_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf 

● 11 

https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/2f.htm 

● 7 

http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html 
● 10 

https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/ch9.htm 

Works cited 

1. Wabasha's Chronological History & Heritage - City of Wabasha, accessed July 10, 
2025, https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-
chronological-history-heritage/ 

2. Wabasha, Minnesota - Simple English Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, accessed 
July 10, 2025, https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota 

3. Wabasha County, Minnesota - Wikipedia, accessed July 10, 2025, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_County,_Minnesota 

4. Wabasha, Minnesota - Wikipedia, accessed July 10, 2025, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota 

5. Minnesota Historical Timeline - WikiTree, accessed July 10, 2025, 
https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Minnesota_Historical_Timeline 

6. Wabasha County Herald | Minnesota Historical Society, accessed July 10, 2025, 
https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/wabasha-herald 

http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wapasha_II
https://www3.mnhs.org/usdakotawar/stories/history/treaties/minnesota-treaties
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/wabasha-herald
https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Minnesota_Historical_Timeline
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/2f.htm
http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/ch9.htm
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://www.wabasha.org/community-resources/about/wabashas-chronological-history-heritage/
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_County,_Minnesota
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha,_Minnesota
https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Minnesota_Historical_Timeline
https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/wabasha-herald


7. History of Wabasha County - Wabasha County, MNGenWeb, accessed July 10, 
2025, http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html 

8. Wapasha II - Wikipedia, accessed July 10, 2025, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wapasha_II 

9. Minnesota Treaties | The U.S.-Dakota War of 1862, accessed July 10, 2025, 
https://www3.mnhs.org/usdakotawar/stories/history/treaties/minnesota-treaties 

10. Chapter 9, from "History of Wabasha County" (MN-1884 book)., accessed July 10, 
2025, https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/ch9.htm 

11. "Biographies, F, of Wabasha County, MN, from the 1920 book", accessed July 10, 
2025, https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/2f.htm 

12. Wabasha County Minnesota - USDA National Agricultural Statistics ..., accessed 
July 10, 2025, 
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/Coun
ty_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf 

13. Wabasha Commercial Historic District - Wikipedia, accessed July 10, 2025, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_Commercial_Historic_District 

http://wabasha.mngenweb.net/history/history.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wapasha_II
https://www3.mnhs.org/usdakotawar/stories/history/treaties/minnesota-treaties
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/ch9.htm
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~mnwabbio/2f.htm
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Minnesota/cp27157.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabasha_Commercial_Historic_District

