Swedish Immigrant Reminiscences

H. ARNOLD BARTON

I

t is possible to read a great deal about immigration and immi-

grants in North America and still remain remarkably little aware

f what the immigrants wrote about themselves and their recol-
lections. The Swedish immigrants provide a particularly good ex-
ample of this.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, when Swedish emigra-
tion to America began on some scale, Sweden’s population was al-
ready one of the most literate in the Western World, and this despite
the fact that a law requiring that every parish maintain a school was
not passed until 1842. The Italian historian Carlo M. Cipolla has
estimated that by 1850 the basic literacy rate in Sweden had reached
90 percent, the highest for any of the major European countries and
slightly higher than that of the white population in the United States.!

This does not. mean, however, that ordinary people who lived
out their lives in their old home localities normally left behind them
very much in writing. For those who departed across the sea the
situation could be very different. They could feel a strong urge to put
down their new and unfamiliar experiences on paper to share with
others, both back home and in future generations, as well as to help
themselves to understand their own situations. Some of the immi-
grants’ children also wrote recollections of their families and Swedish-
American backgrounds. So many Swedish Americans took pen in
hand that G. N. Swan would claim in 1930 that his Swedish-Ameri-
can countrymen appeared to be more afflicted by the “writer’s itch”
than other Americans.’
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Their writings were of various kinds. Most numerous were the
“America letters” they wrote to family and friends back in the Old
Country. Over the roughly ninety years the great migration took
place, between around 1840 and 1930, they must have numbered in
the millions, of which probably only a few thousand are still pre-
served and a far smaller number have found their way into print.?
Immigrants meanwhile corresponded with each other in the new
land. Many kept diaries, some of which have been published.* In
more recent decades, oral interviews with old immigrants have been
recorded on tape.’

Our focus here is upon Swedish-American autobiographical writ-
ings, which are far more numerous than might be imagined. By this
we mean personal reminiscences deliberately written for publication
in some form, by persons who actually lived in North America; not
included here are the travel accounts of a number of Swedish visi-
tors.® Such writings in turn fall into various categories. The most
ambitious were autobiographies, published in book form, covering
the author’s life up to the time of publication. While for economic
reasons these were usually slim and unpretentious, there were excep-
tions. Surely the most remarkable in this regard was the physician
Johannes Hoving’s five stout, well-bound, and illustrated volumes,
published in Stockholm between 1944 and 1953. While most of
these autobiographies appeared during their authors’ lifetimes and
just as they were written, several have been brought out at later
times, edited to a greater or lesser degree and in some cases in
translation, for example the English translations of Gustaf Unonius’s
or Eric Norelius’s recollections, or the reminiscences of Charles ].
Hoflund or Erick Youngquist.

Many immigrants left accounts of certain episodes in their lives
in Swedish or Swedish-American periodicals or in local newspapers
in both Swedish and English, on both sides of the Atlantic. Most of
these amounted to no more than a few pages. In later times, some
Swedish Americans have written recollections in response to inquir-
ies by scholars, both amateur and professional, which have thereafter
appeared in anthologies.’

In certain cases it is difficult to determine whether an impersonal
account of a historical event or development, based largely on other
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sources but in which the author was to some extent personally in-
volved, ought to be considered autobiographical in nature. In the list
of immigrant memoirs and reminiscences that follows, I have had to
follow my best judgment in this matter.

What is striking, upon closer consideration, is not only how
many and varied Swedish immigrant reminiscences have come out in
print, but also how little this material has been utilized by historians
of the Swedish migration and the Swedes in North America. To be
sure, some use has been made of the autobiographies of certain
prominent Swedish Americans, such as the early Wisconsin pioneer
and Episcopalian missionary Gustaf Unonius; Pastor Eric Norelius,
one of the founders of the Augustana Lutheran Synod; the journalist
Emnst Skarstedt; and especially the Civil War colonel, politician, and
immigration agent Hans Mattson. But the great mass of published
immigrant recollections are notable by their absence in the scholarly
literature. Only a few scholars, perhaps most notably the Swedish
ethnologist (and novelist) Albin Widén, have given them much
notice. One must naturally wonder why this should be.

There appear to be several reasons why this literature has not
been used extensively. In the first place, the immigrant reminiscences
are most often very difficult to find—or even to find out about. Most
of those that came out in book form were privately published by
their authors at their own expense, printed locally and in very small
editions. Few copies still exist, most probably on the bookshelves or
in the attics of descendants of their authors. Many are not to be
found even in the leading library collections of Swedish-Americana,
such as the Tell G. Dahllsf Collection at the University of Minnesota
Library 'in Minneapolis, the Swenson Swedish Immigration Research
Center in Rock Island, Illinois, the Swedish Emigrant Institute in
Vixjo, or the Royal Library in Stockholm. Occasionally one might
be lucky enough to find one or another in some dusty comer of a
used book or second-hand store. There exists no single listing of such
material that comes anywhere close to completeness, although there
ate some that are useful.’

There are the additional complications that the great majority of
the immigrant reminiscences, at least in book form, were written in
Swedish and were published in Sweden by returned immigrants. Even
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if they can be located in North American libraries—which often
enough proves impossible—American researchers who might be in-
terested in them often cannot read Swedish or do not read it well
enough to be able to make very effective use of them.

One may speculate over why so many were the work of returned
emigrants. It may well be imagined that those who returned home
had what both they themselves and those around them felt to be
particularly exotic and adventurous tales to tell, of a kind that might
not seem so novel to Swedish Americans. In their old home sur-
roundings, they might surely have felt a particular urge to relive their
experiences across the sea and to share them with others who en-
couraged them to do so.

Autobiographical writings raise complex questions which many
historians would prefer not to face. What has the author seen fit to
recall—or not to recall—in his or her published account? Character-
istically, immigrant recollections give particular attention to certain
episodes, above to all the departure from home, the Atlantic cross-
ing and overland journey to American destinations, and the trials
and tribulations of the first years in the new land. Some recount visits
back to the old homeland, often after long years of absence. But
often they say little or nothing about other things that historians
would like to know more about.

A good example are the reminiscences of Colonel Hans Mattson,
surely the best-known and most frequently cited Swedish-American
autobiography, partly at least because it came out in English, as well
as Swedish, in 1891. Mattson has much to tell about his reasons for
leaving Sweden in 1851, the sea voyage, his experiences as a pioneer
in Minnesota, in the Civil War, and-—at considerable length—as
American consul-general in Calcutta from 1881 to 1883. But he says
disappointingly little about his activities as a journalist, Minnesota’s
secretary of state, and a highly successful immigrant recruiter for both
American and Canadian railroads from the 1870s on—all matters of
great interest to historians.!

In what ways, moreover, are personal reminiscences affected by
such things as the passage of time, faulty memory, or later knowledge
and experience! In one instance (I no longer remember where), an
old immigrant recalled his feelings upon sailing into New York har-
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bor and seeing the Statue of Liberty—several years. before the statue
was actually erected. The writers likewise tend to feel an understand-
able desire to present themselves in the best possible light, and some-
times to get back at personal opponents as well. Or there is quite
simply the urge to “improve” upon the truth—to tell a tale that loses
nothing in the telling.

Indeed, some of the most readable and entertaining immigrant
reminiscences are written in a tongue-in-cheek, burlesque style that
clearly reflects the work of America’s classical nineteenth-century
humorists such as Mark Twain or Bret Hart. August Andrén, one of
the many who wrote of his American years after returning home to
Sweden, has much of interest to say about conditions among Scandi-
navian immigrants on the Great Plains during the 1860s and 1870s;
but in places, such as where he purportedly gives an eyewitness
account, complete with dialogue, of the negotiations between the
Sioux chief Red Cloud and government agents that preceded the
Sioux Rebellion of 1867, one naturally suspects a large dose of pure
imagination.!!

In some cases, reminiscence clearly fades over into fiction. A
prime example is Jan Olsons dfventyr (Jan Olson’s adventures) from
1892 by Gustaf Sj6strdm, which combines valuable insights into the
Swedish immigrant life of the time, particularly in Chicago, with pure
tall tales from the American wilderness. In much of this account “Jan
Olson from Kil” becomes a kind of Swedish-American Baron
Miinchhausen. An even more obvious case is the largely fictionalized
and melodramatic Bland svenskar och yankees (Among Swedes and
Yankees) from 1894 by the Swedish journalist Hjalmar Cassel, writ-
ten after he spent a year working for a Swedish-American newspaper
in St. Paul.!? At this point, the distance is not great to purely literary
Swedish works broadly based upon the authors’ experiences in
America, such as some of the novels and short stories of Hilma
Angered-Strandberg, Henning Berger, Vilhelm Moberg, Walter Dixon,
or Sven Delblanc.

It meanwhile cannot be denied that, as interesting as many of the
published immigrant recollections may have been to family, friends,
and neighbors at the time they came out, they make pretty hum-
drum reading today. Most were, after all, written by persons of humble
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origins and little schooling. Many consist of little more than a string
of everyday anecdotes from the writers’ lives, with little attention
paid to the world around them. As common folk—and, not least, as
Swedes—their authors were not usually given to analyzing or openly
expressing their feelings. Or, if they did so, it was most often in
conventional, stereotyped terms that kept them safely at arm’s length.

If immigrant autobiographies are in many ways problematical
sources for historians to work with, the same is no less true of the
other forms of direct testimony that the immigrants left behind
them. Diaries often record only day-by-day events and reminders
without comment. Emigrant letters recount events that seemed im-
portant at the time they were written. But they, too, could be af-
fected by questions of what it seemed best to include or to leave out,
which in turn could largely depend upon whom they were written
to.® Interviews, like published reminiscences, tend rather to reflect
what seemed most significant from the perspective of a later time,
filtered through subsequent experience and reflection, even if they
may be more spontaneous and contain, thanks to the interviewer,
information that it might not otherwise have occurred to the old
immigrant to recount.

There is, however, another significant reason why both autobio-
graphical writings and other forms of direct immigrant testimony
have largely been overlooked. The study of history itself has been
affected by changing trends. The early Swedish-American historians,
who were essentially amateurs, freely made use of such materials in
their attempts to record the history of their own people.!* Between
the 1950s and 1970s, however, historical research became powerfully
affected by the concerns and methodologies of the social sciences,
with their emphasis upon statistical measurement and analysis. There
seemed little room for the more personal and subjective aspects of
the immigrant experience.

When serious academic research on emigration began in Sweden
around 1960, it reflected from the start strong American social scien-
tific influences, reinforced by an already well-established statistical
tradition going back to the great Swedish government Emigration
Inquest (Emigrationsutredning) between 1907 and 1913, and indeed
long before.'” The findings of the Uppsala University project on the
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Swedish emigration, published in 1976, show how effectively the
statistical approach could be applied.! Although for them language
was no barrier, the Swedish historians of that period had little use for
the emigrants’ own writings.

In the last decades of the twentieth century, the academic pen-
dulum began to swing back toward a more humanistic approach to
the study of the immigrant experience. The statistical analysts gener-
ally moved on to new fields of inquiry. New categories of scholars
meanwhile became involved in studies of Swedish-American ethnic
life and culture. Notable in this regard have been several members of
the new Department of Sociology of Literature at Uppsala, who have
made good use of the fictional works of Swedish immigrant writers.
The Swedish-American periodical press, book publishing, art, and
commemorations have drawn increasing attention from experts in
those fields. Not least, the historians of immigration have themselves
been moving in increasingly more humanistic directions.!’

If the immigrants’ own testimony is often difficult to find and
interpret, it offers a wealth of information and insights that the histo-
rian can in the long run ill afford to overlook. No matter how dreary
many of their recollections may appear at first glance, there are few
that do not offer some concrete detail, some insight, some sense of
what immigrants’ lives were like in the circumstances of their times.
It is necessary not only to read what they actually put down on paper
but between the lines as well. A well-known example is the exten-
sive use Vilhelm Moberg was able to make of the early Minnesota
pioneer Andrew Peterson’s laconic diary in his celebrated immigrant
novels.'

To search through these scattered and little-known writings can
turn up hidden gems. At times we are surprised and delighted at the
breadth of interests and of self-acquired knowledge they reveal, their
keen insights, subtle wit, and natural sense of style. They provide us
with a more finely shaded picture of the past, give substance to our
theories and suppositions—or at times give us cause to rethink. The
historian can feel well rewarded for the long and patient search.

The time has thus surely come for the rediscovery and fuller
utilization in immigration and ethnic research of the rich testimony
left by the emigrants in their own words, notably including their
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surprisingly numerous and varied published recollections. Problems
of accessibility and interpretation are, after all, common to all types
of historical documentation to a greater or lesser degree. As for
autobiographies, we can hardly imagine, for instance, a study of an
American presidential administration that did not draw heavily upon
such sources. It seems ironic that in our day, when scholars are
particularly concerned with the lives of the common people, they
have so largely overlooked what ordinary men and women have had
to tell about their own lives.

11

The following listing can make no claim to completeness, which
in any case would be impossible. It could surely be supplemented by
many shorter autobiographical writings in American and especially
Swedish newspapers and other periodicals, and the publications of
local history societies. But it is a fuller bibliography of this material
than any that has thus far been attempted, and it should suffice to
demonstrate the richness and variety of these largely unknown and
overlooked historical sources. Particular attention should be drawn
to the numerous immigrant reminiscences published by the Swedish
Historical Society of America between 1907 and 1932 in its Year-
book and Bulletin, both in the original Swedish and English transla-
tion, as well as to those brought out in the Swedish Pioneer Historical
Quarterly (since 1982 The Swedish-American Historical Quarterly) in
English.
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