Holy Trinity (Old Swedes) Church
An Abridged History

by
The Rev. Gregory R. Johnson, Ph.D.

Adapted from
"Old Swedes Church, Wilmington, Delaware 1698-1938"

by
Charles M. Curtis and Charles Lee Reese, Jr.

The beauty oj Old Swedes Church and its churchyard has long
been a magnet Jar artists.
Holy
Trinity Church, commonly called Old Swedes, is
the oldest church edifice in the United States now standing
as built, and in use for the worship of God. Erected 300
years ago it stands as a splendid monument to the faith of
the Swedes who consecrated it to God's service on Trinity
Sunday 1699.

Drawn. by Benjamin Ferris in 1845, this engraving shows the south
porch on. the left, and the east (altar) end of the church.

It was not the first place of worship for the Swedes who settled in the Delaware Valley in the spring of 1638. At 'The
Rocks" on the tributary they were to name the Christina,
they landed from the ship Kalmar Nyckel and built a fort
they named Fort Christina. Here regular religious services
were held by the first Lutheran minister, Reorus Torkillus,
who arrived in April 1640. A burial place was laid out on
the slope north of the fort. The fort was dismantled and
abandoned after the colony was seized by the Dutch in
1655 and religious services were held at scattered homes
and farms. The Dutch, having no clergy of their own, worshiped with the Swedes following the standard practice in
wilderness communities of sharing by necessity.
The second regular place of worship was a small wooden
church erected in 1667 on the south side of the river about
two miles south of the old fort. It was called Tranhook
(Cranehook) for its location. The ministry of the Gospel
suffered from lack of regular clergy after the Rev. Lars Lock
died in 1688. The only preacher was jacob Fabritius, an
aged, blind clergyman who tried to serve both Wicaco
(now Philadelphia) and Tranhook.

This highly inaccurate, mass-produced engraving was done by The
Osborne Company in 1897. Note the "steeple" rising out of the roof

Architect James Tevebaugh did this exquisite line drawing of the church
in 1996.

During vacancies, regular services were sustained by a
devoted layman, Charles Christopher Springer, who led
prayers, psalms, and the reading of homilies. Springer had
been born in Sweden in 1658 and had been sent to
London to be educated. He was pressed into servanthood
and sent to Virginia as a bond servant. After five years he
gained his freedom and made his way to his fellow countrymen on the Delaware, where he soon became a community leader, being better educated than most. During this
time his correspondence to Sweden included emotional
pleas for the sending of regular missionaries to the Lutheran
community in the Delaware valley. In 1690 a young man
named Andrew Printz, nephew of the first governor of
New Sweden,johan Printz (1643-53), visited the colony
and on his return to Sweden related his adventures to john
Thelin, a piOUSman and postmaster of Gothenburg. Thelin
sent messages through official channels to King Charles IX
and pleaded for ministers and godly books for the separated
Lutherans in the new world.

Persistence paid off and in 1697, the Revs. Eric Bjork,
Anders Rudman and Jonas Aureen arrived on the Christina
River. On june 27, 1697, they met the congregation at
Tranhook and celebrated a service of prayer and thanksgiving. Soon after they visited Wicaco. They divided the mission field so that Bjork served Tranhook, Rudman served
Wicaco, and Aureen, despite expecting to return to
Sweden after his visit, served a congregation at Rattcong,
New Jersey, until his death in 1713.
The arrival of the Lutheran missionaries from Sweden
opened a new era of religious activity in the colony. Soon
after the Rev. Bjork preached his first sermon at Tranhook
on luly 11,1697, he was agitating for a new church to be
built on the north bank of the Christina. The settlers south
of the Christina in New Castle had had a church of their
own since 1683, therefore it is not surprising that support
for the new church building came from those living north
of the river. A compromise was struck when parties north
and south of the Christina met on July 30, 1697. They
made sure a canoe was provided as part of their planning
so that those who wished to worship at the new church
might not have to pay ferry costs. Also, settlers from the
New Jersey side of the Delaware River were satisfied that
later they also would be helped in erecting a new church if
they would help build this one.

on May 18, 1698 and signed a new contract on May 19 for
86 pounds, silver money, plus room, board and washing
for the crew, and all materials and extra labor. The carpentry work had already been contracted to John Smart and
John Britt, of Philadelphia, for 130 pounds, silver money,
plus room, board, washing and all materials and extra labor.
Much of the stone from Ashmund Stidham's land north of
the church, sand from J. Van de Vere's island, and other
materials had already been gathered during the winter and
spring months, so work began. Unslaked lime had been
shipped by water from Maryland. On Saturday, May 28,
1698 when the Revs. Rudman and Aureen were present,
the first foundation stone was laid on the north corner on
the east gable. The masonry walls were finished to 20 ft.
high by August 12. However, the carpentry work ran into
various troubles. Smart was deserted by his partner Britt
and then fell ill. A Swede, Christian Anderson, was hired
to assist for awhile, then a Philadelphia Quaker, John
Davis, was engaged to work on the roof. Another carpenter
and joiner, John Harrison, and his son Joseph, were hired
in December to get the roof and doors on the church. The
Rev. Bjork and the wardens were impressed with his work
and Smart turned over the contract to him on December
23 in a new agreement. Again the Rev. Bjork asked the

The site chosen was the knoll of ground that had been
behind the original fort where there had been a burying
ground from the earliest days. Adjacent high ground was
owned by John Stalcop, a church warden. In order to place
the church high enough on the knoll so as not to cover the
known graves, John Stalcop gave "of his own free will"
land enough for the church and surrounding church walks
on the south and west sides.
As in any church building program, size and cost became
important subjects. The original idea of a church 40 ft. by
30 ft. and 12 ft. high was modified under the Rev. Bjork's
insistence to 50 ft. by 30 ft. and 15 ft. high, and then in
the final contract to 66 ft. by 36 ft. and 20 ft. high. As
small as these dimensions seem now, we must remember
most homes were one-room log cabins at the time and this
church would have towered over them.
The first contract was signed on October 6, 1697, with
John Richardson, a mason from Upland (now Chester,
Penna.) and broken by him soon after. The increased size
raised fears of cost and the Rev. Bjork had to promise to
raise one-third of the total cost himself to allay the wardens' fears. The increase was substantial, Another mason
and bricklayer,Joseph Yard, came down from Philadelphia
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The altar of the church, probably dressed for Eastel; in the late 18005.
Note that the pulpit and the organ were at the front of the church, to be
moved during the 200-year anniveI'sary restoration.
wardens to consider gabled ends for the church roof to
make the building look more like a church. A compromise
gabled the roof halfway. This meant additional stone work
on the walls by Joseph Yard and his new contract included
plastering the inside walls and covering the floor with
stone and brick for 45 pounds, silver money. The glazing
work was contracted out to Leonard Osterson, a Hollander.
By late spring the box pews, rails, pulpit and interior work
were being finished.
J

With the new church nearing completion, Tranhook had
served its time as the Swedish church and the final church
services were held there on the fourth Sunday after Easter
1699. A stone erected by the Historical Society of Delaware
in 1896 has marked the spot since the little wooden
church had decayed and disappeared long ago.

from the chancel to the large door, and across the aisle
from the north door to that on the south. Between the
chancel and the first rows of pews there is also a little way,
with six pews on each side to the cross aisle. There are also
long pews along the wall for the men, from the south door
to the east end, and there are seats in the chancel for the
ministers. In the lower part of the church, from the north
and south doors to that on the west, there is a large aisle
with eight pews on each side." During worship women
were separated from the men. Some work was not complete as in most construction plans. The bell was hung in a
walnut tree instead of a belfry and the sacristy that was to
be accessed through a door at the foot of the pulpit stairs
was built much later.

On Trinity Sunday, June 4, 1699, Holy Trinity Lutheran
Church was consecrated. All three Lutheran missionaries,
Aureen, Bjork and Rudman, were again present and took
part in the services. Many hundreds of persons, of many
faiths, attended the services as this was a community
event, and everyone was royally entertained at John
Stalcop's nearby house. The congregation brought the makings of the feast: 5 sheep, 2 quarters of veal, 1 quarter of
venison, 600 pounds of wheat flour, 10 pounds of butter, 4
dozen eggs, 6 pounds of sugar, 1 turkey, several loaves of
bread, 8 bushels of malt, 3 gallons of red wine, coffee,
raisins and hops.

Church inrenor today, showing the original 1698 pulpit in its original
place, and the box pews replicating the Originals. The altar is modern
(1988), and of black walnut to match the pLtlpit

The cost had been substantial, estimated by the Rev. Bjork
at 800 pounds in local Pennsylvania currency Of course
much labor and material had been donated. Eighty-one
persons had given 932 days work (averaging 11 days each).
Crews had been roomed and boarded. Stone, sand, lumber,
boards, and other needs had been supplied. The Rev. Bjork
gave 136 pounds himself. Charles Springer had been very
active securing subscriptions to complete the church.
As it stood then, the church was a simple, unpretentious,
rectangular structure with a hipped, shingled roof. The
inside was described by Rev. Bjork in a letter, 'The pews in
the church are made of fir. The chancel is circular and the
inner banister, as well as the pulpit, are of walnut wood
and well turned. There is a large aisle, eight feet in breadth,
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Renovations and improvements to the church have been
carried out throughout the history of the church. The Rev.
Israel Acrelius, who arrived in 1749, called for the first
major renovation of a building in bad repair. The south
wall needed an arched support wall to keep it from falling
out, the roof needed repair, the bell needed recasting, bird
nests needed to be swept out of the rafters, new windows
with large panes were needed, and the sacristy needed to
be built. These repairs were made sometime after the summer of 1750. The Rev. Acrelius comments that the two
arches on the north wall were made before his time (1740)
as the wall was "bent outwards by the weight of the roof
and want of a good foundation." These arches, on the
north and south walls, created porticos around the doors.
The bell was removed from the walnut tree and mounted
in a little wooden tower erected upon one of the outbuildings of the church. By the 1770s, the church needed more
seating and a gallery was designed and built in the west
end of the church that added 25 new pews to the congregational seating. A window was cut out of the west end
gable to give air and light to the gallery The gallery was
reached by an outside stairway in the south portico.
Originally, heating was an individual's responsibility and
people brought warm bricks and foot ovens to place in
their pews. Later a stove near the chancel with a pipe going
through the south window provided some heat, and even
later a large stove was put in the west end. These were
replaced as time went on. The decision to build a bell tower
of brick was finally made in 1802 and the bell was hung.
When the congregation moved to Trinity Chapel at 5th and
King Streets in 1830, regular services were discontinued at
Old Swedes. A drive to save the old rapidly decaying
building was started in 1836 by a group of women of the
parish, including Elizabeth Montgomery The roof was
recovered, windows with stone sills were installed, and
wooden shutters were added at a cost of $900. A bequest
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of $700 from Henrietta Allmond, a Swedish descendant,
allowed renovations to the interior, including ceiling
renewal, the gallery renovation, and a floor laid over the
bricks with the benches reinstalled on it. The fresh paint
and renovations sparked new worship activity with occasionally hundreds in attendance after the old church
reopened in 1842. The stairs to the gallery that had been
outside in the southern portico were moved indoors. These
renovations literally saved Old Swedes. Another 12 years
of neglect, as it had experienced 1830-42, would have
found the church in ruins. During the later half of the 19th
century, the quaint old windows of the church were
replaced by memorial windows in stained glass.
The 200th anniversary of the church again sparked a move
to "restore," as well as renovate, the church. The roof again
was renewed and the belfry rebuilt. The stairs to the gallery
were again restored to the south portico and the pulpit put
in its original position. New pews were exact replicas of
the originals and the floor was taken up to reveal the very
well-preserved original brick. A new marble altar enclosed
the original one. The structure was studied and found to
be sound despite the bulges. Amazingly, much of the 200year-old plaster was still intact. A mix of careful restoration
based on paintings, records, ground plans and drawings,
with careful renovation created the appearance we have
today. Iron gates were placed across the southern portico at
this time.

The Hendrickson House, a circa 1690 Pennsylvania Swedish colonial
farmhouse, was dismantled and moved to the Old Swedes site in 1959,
and now serves as museum, gift shop, histolic and genealogical librQlY,
and office space.

6

No discussion of Old Swedes would be complete without
some words about the graveyard that completely surrounds the church. Tradition has it that the earliest burials
were actually right underneath the pews in the floor of the
church, although only three burials within the church are
"recorded." The stones could easily have been removed.
The Rev. Tranberg and the infant son of the Rev Girelius
have markers within the church. The graveyard, as was
noted, is 60 years older than the church itself, having been
a burying ground of the colony north of the fort. A wooden fence enclosed the churchyard soon after the church
was built and was replaced by a stone wall and the present
7th Street gate in 1837. Originally interments were for
church members only. The burials were not done in orderly fashion as the bodies of family members were interred
alongside each other creating family plots, some eventually
having iron fences around them. Deeds were irregularly
made until 1857 when the westerly end was laid out in
lots and sold to anyone who could buy one. The number
buried in the church yard can only be guessed at as the
records are old, lost, incomplete, or never even kept.
Estimates of the number of burials, including those in the
60 years prior to the building of the church, are in the
thousands. The graveyard does hold a wealth of
Wilmington, Delaware and United States history with such
important names as William Vandever, Major Peter
jacquett, Mary Vining, Elizabeth Montgomery, the Rt. Rev.
Alfred Lee, Ferdinand Bauduy, James A. Bayard, Sr.,
Richard Bayard, James A. Bayard, jr., Thomas Bayard,
Richard Bassett, Judge Edward Bradford, Major General
James H. Wilson, Judge Ignatius Grubb, Dr. Horace Burr,
and family names such as Price, Elliot, Foreman, Vandever,
Justis, Stidham and Grubb. A survey of the yard isavailable.
Twentieth-century changes at Old Swedes included a pipe
organ installed in 1909 and the restoration of the chancel
platform by uncovering the original brick in 1928. A
severe termite infestation was dealt with in 1935. In 1948
the grounds and plantings around the church were
improved under the direction of the Garden Club of
Wilmington, and the gravestone of Carl Christopher
Springer was recut. In that same year, the Parish House
was completely renovated and enlarged to house the
Christina Community Center. In 1959 the Hendrickson
House, a Swedish stone farmhouse at Eddystone,
Pennsylvania built about 1690, was to be demolished. Due
to the efforts of Drs. Esther and Warren Meixner, the structure was saved, dismantled, stored, and rebuilt on the
grounds of Old Swedes Church where it has become a
repository of much historical data, a fine museum, and a
visitors' center. A fund-raising effort to pay for the preser-

vation of this historic structure extended over a few years.
In 1961 Old Swedes Church and Fort Christina State Park
were designated as "Registered National Historic
Landmarks" Subsequently on March 29, 1963, the 325th
anniversary of the landing of the Swedish colonists, Vice
President Lyndon B. johnson presented an "Historic
Landmark" plaque to the church.

ground we must remember that, first and foremost, "Old
Swedes" has been a place of Christian worship for generations upon generations of Americans, for,
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On April 29, 1964, after 266 years, lightning struck Old
Swedes Church causing serious fire damage to the bell
tower and roof, and destroying the organ. Miraculously,
every important item downstairs was saved and insurance
covered the restoration. In 1974 an opportunity to create
an enclave of colonial houses and ships around Old
Swedes was missed when a project to save several
Wilmington middle-class colonial houses was sited on
Market Street instead of the area of the church. In 1978 a
plan was accepted to redevelop a 32,000 square foot triangle of ground adjacent to the present church property as an
entry way to the historic Old Swedes area and a "gathering
place" for outside activities.
Today Old Swedes is a living community of faith, part of
Trinity Episcopal Parish. Holy Eucharist is celebrated each
Sunday and special programs take place during the week
and throughout the year. Significantly, the people of Old
Swedes are committed to the people with whom they share
a neighborhood, and the building is the site of regular
community meetings. These old walls continue to be a
place of vitality and new life.
To visit Old Swedes church is to see the one architectural
achievement that stands out in the record of the Swedes on
the Delaware. Holy Trinity Church in Wilmington, the
"Church at Christina" of old records, has been in almost
continuous use as a place of worship, first Lutheran and
then Episcopalian, since 1699. Mattias de Foss, a smith,
had made letters and numerals of wrought iron and painted them in red lead for the inscriptions on the north,
south, east and west walls. The date and long inscription
tell in Latin abbreviations when and by whom the church
was built, "in the reign of William Ill, by Grace of God,
King of England, William Penn, Proprietor, Vice Governor
William Markham, the Most Illustrious King of the Swedes
Charles Xl, now of most glorious memory, having sent here
Ericus Tobias Biork of Westmania, Pastor Loci." More
important though is a Biblical line of the inscription from
the eighth chapter of Romans that proclaims the Christian
faith of the colonists which inspired them to build this
church in the wilderness. As one leaves this hallowed
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