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CHAPTER I 
INTBODUCTION 

Statement of Purpose 

Ole Rilvaag has b een acclaimed as an interpreter of 

the Norwegian immigrants, particularly those who settled 

on the Midwestern prairies. In his probing of the psycho­

logical side of pioneering, he added a new dimension to 

what Henry Cornmage!' calls the "two grand themes of Ameri-
1 

can history"--immigration and the westward movement. 

The central purpose of R�lvaag1s life was two-pronged: 

the i nterpretation of his countrymen's experience in the 

New World and the preservation of Norwegian heritage in 

America. The latter cause he championed for two reasons: 

l)to help the immigrants make their adjustment to the new 

land, and 2)to enrich the culture -Of America. The signi­

ficance of his central purpose was not limited to his 

lifetime. Much of his philosophy is applicable in 

present-day America. His sympathetic understanding of his 

particular kind of minority group, the Norwegian-American, 

1a helpful in estab l ishing attitudes toward minority 

grou�a that are currently clamoring for recogni tion� 

There is still validity to his persistent pronouncement 

1
Henry Commager, 11The Literature of the Pioneer West," 

Minnesota Historx, 8 {December 1927), 327. 



that a man needs roots in order to be a whole person, and 

that these roots convey to America a wealth and stability 

that rightfully belong in its culture in order to counter­

act a tendency toward shallow.materialism. 

2 

It is the purpose of this paper to examine the rela­

t1onah1p between the novels of Ole ·Rplvaag and the author's 

central concern. The analysis will be accomplished by 

1 )focusing on the immigrant at. each stage of his experience 

and 2)determ1ning the place of his cultural tradition in 

his experience in the New World. 

The thesis is divided into five principal chapters, 

followed by the summary and conclusion. In chapter two, 

"a,he enl;lh� in•fid.j_ua.ment of the 1rawigrant is explained a.s ! t 

ls set forth in the Fourth of July oration in The Third 
Life of Per Smev1k and as it relates to Rplvaag1a own life. 

·Chapter three concentrates on, th··� 'plfght>,:'.:&f ·the emigrant 
. .  

as h� leaves Norway, as revealed in The Third Life .!?.£. � 
Smev1k and � Boat of Longing. Chapter four is devoted 

to the cost of transplantation of the immigrant onto the 

prairie, based primarily on Giants in the Earth. Chapter 

five probes the problem of assimilation into American life 

by members of the second generation. The basis of the 

study is Peder Victorious and Their Fathers' Q.Q.<i. Chapter 

six looks at a sidetracked second generation immigrant as 

revealed in Pure Gold and returns to Rolvaag's central 



theme by examining Reflections .QP.. � Heritage , considered 

"R�lvaag1s pronunciamento on the pos s ible .significance of 

2 
the ancestral heritage." 

Review of Pertinent Literature on the Topic 

3 

Two full - len gth studies have been published on R¢lvaag. 
, The most def1nlt1ve and complete source of information is 

Ole Edvart R�lvaag: A Biography, written by two of his 

colleagues at St. Olaf College, Theodore Jorgenson and Nora 

Solum, in 1939. The volume gives a complete analysis of 

his life, his politi d al- and cultural ideas, and his liter­

ary accomplishments. 

Paul Reigstad of Pacific Lutheran Univ e r s ity has 

.written a more re6ent volume, published in 1972, entitled 

Rplvaag:
. 

His Life and Art. This book focuses on R¢lvaag1s 

�ccomplishments as a novelist. 

µorweg1an-Amer1can Studies, the annual publication of 

the Norwegian-American Historical A ssociation, has printed 

numerous critical articl e s dealing with R�lvaag from the 

viewpo int of the social scientist as well as of the liter­

ary cri tic. Volume twenty-six, 1974, for instance, con� 

tains an article by Raychel Haugrud, entitled "R�lvaag1s 

2 
. 

Julius E .  Olson, "Ole Edvart R;}lvaag, 1876-1931: In 
Memor·ia.m

,
· tt !forwegian-American Studies and Records, 7 ( 1930), 

128. 
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Search for Soria Moria." Several articles by Elnar Haugen 

have proved extremely helpful in the preparation of this 

paper . 

The winter 1972 edition of the Minnesota English Jour­

nal was devoted entirely to articles on RplYaag,. including 
one writ ten by his daughter, Mr s .  Ella Valborg Tweet. 

All of Rplvaag•s major works were originally written 

in Norwegian. Not until the publication in Norway of the 

two volumes which became Giants in the Earth did R,61vaag 
cons id er translating his works into English. Quite by 

chance a free- lance journalist and short story writer from 

the East, Lincoln Colcord, saw a news story about the Nor­

wegian novels. He i mpul s ivel y  wrote to. Rplvaag, urging 

him to have the books translated into English. The R¢lvaag 

papers in the archives of the Norwegian-American Historical 

Association in Northfield, Minnesota, contain the corre­

spondence b�tween the two writers, which led to Colcord's 

work in translating the novel and.making contacts for its 

publication by Harper and Brothers. 

The translating involved several people in addi tion to 

Colcord and R�lva�g. Colcord worked from a rough English 

version prepared by the other translators. After rewriting 

the material ih his own way , Colcord subm�tted it to 



5 
R�lvaag, and then toget her they worked to get as close to 

3 
the original intent as possible. R�lvaag1 s daughter has 
explained the task as "an independent artistic work, just 

as demanding and difficult as· writing a boo k 1.tself, 
11 

aimed at preserving the ttinnate feeling, the subtleti e s of 

4 
meaning. " Comparable care was exerci sed in translating 

his other novels. All of his works of fiction originally 

published in Norwegia;-i have now appeared in English trans­

lation except an early 11apprentice" novel enti tled � 

Glemte Vele (On Forgotten Patha). 

Omkr1ng fedrearven (Concerning Our Heritage), e. collec­

tion of essays in which_R�lvaag sets forth his cultural 

philosophy, was published in 1922 but has not been printed 

in English. However, a translation is currently being com­

pleted by Brynhild c. Rowberg, who rec ently retired to Pur­

cellville, Virginia, after a career in the Foreign Service. 
Chapter by chapter, copies of the translation, entitled 

Reflections .QE. �Heritage, have been forwarded for use in 

this paper. 

Another valuable source of information was the R�lvaag 

3Roy w. Meyer , The Middle Western Farm N ovel in the 
Twentieth Century ( Lincoln , Nebraska: University of ---­

Nebraska Press, 1965), p. 58. 
4Ella Valborg Tweet, 11Recollections of My Father, O. 

E. R¢'lvaag," Minnesota English Jo urnal , 8 ( Winter 19?2), 
15. . 



6 
Sympos i um held at St. Olaf College, N orthfie ld , Minnesota , 

October 28 and 29, 19?4, in connection with the centennial 

observance of the college. P apers on R¢lvaag1s novels 

were presented by Robert L. Stevens of Northern Arizona 

University , Barbara Meldrum of the University of Idaho, 

Raychel Haugrud Reiff of Texas A & I University, and Paul 

Reigstad of Pac1f1Q Lutheran University. Thes e papers, 

together with the addresses of Robert Scholes of Brown 

University and Einar Haugen of Harvard University, will be 

published. 

Background in formati on on Norway was obtained from 

two sources : T. K. Derry's!. History of l�odern Norway 

1814-19?2 and G. Gathorn�· Hardy's Norway. Theodore 

Blegen's two- volume Norwegian �igration to America provided 

a thorough survey in this area. Finally, Einar Molland'a 

Church Llfe in NoM-1ay and � Lutheran Church among 
Norwegian-Americans by E. Clifford Nelson and Eugen e 

Fevold supplied important information concerning this as­

pect of Norwegian immigration to America. 



CHAPTER II 

R&JECTION OF THE MELTING POT 

? 

Out of Ole Rolvaag's c o ncern for the Norwegian­

American immigrant in the Midwest grew the conviction that 

the Norwegian heritage should be pre served and inculcated 

into Ame r i can life. R�lvaag firmly believed that the re-

tenti o n  of Old World culture w ould ease the newcomers• 

painful adjustmen� to· a fo reign environment. Even mo re 

significant was his c o nvi ction that the pure strains of 

Nordio c ulture would add richness and stability to American 

culture. 
-

In hie concern for the No rwegian immigrant, R�lvaag 

exhibited wisdom and sympathy that could be emulated today 

by those working toward . a genuine understanding of the 

various ethnic gr o ups that make up America. In his 1ns1st­

e. nce on the need to remember the racial past and to be 

proud of exhibiting and developing the best in ethni c 

culture, he has a contribution to make to contemporary 

multi-ethnic Ameri ca. R�lvaag anticipated the future. In 

fact, he looked on himself as a modern-day pro phet .1 

R�lvaag's emphasis on the validity of racial 

1Erl i ng Dittmann, "The Immi grant Mind: A Study of 
R�lvaag," �hristian Liberty, 1 ( October 1952), 11. 
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backgrounds was prophetic of the current theory that Amer­

ica is not a melting pot in which the immigrant sheds his 
cultural peculiarities and emerges as a homogenized "new 

man," but an ethnically diver s i fied nation . 

The melting pot theory was expressed early in American 

literature by Michel-Guillaume Jean de Crevecoeur, a 

Frenchman who became an American citizen· in the late eigh­

teenth century. In the essay "What I s  an American?" from 

his Letters from .fill American Farmer (1?82), he writes: 
He is an American, who, leaving behind him all his 
ancien t prejudices and manners, rec e i ves new ones 
from the new mode of life he has embraced� the new 
,.. ......... � ............... ,... n+ """"' ,... 1"" r:, · �- �� ..:i + i.. � - ,,... �_,. ,,r._, .. !.-. ...., t...o,.::i- ,.r .... e,lJ v r . • 1�1u ra •• JJ.� ./ l J <..� .;: >='J c.i11 ( , v ' • v 11•.:: H J n1•f'. ilc:-; ,1,1 1 1.1.,::. • 11r;:: 

becomes an American by being received in the broad 
lap o f  our great .4lma 11.ater. Here individuals of 
all nations are · melted into a new race of men, 
whose labours and �osterity2w111 one day cause 
great changes in the world. . 

Crevecoeur1s attitude reflects the thinking of the 

eighteenth century enlightened man, who sees man as a part 

of an orderly, rational universe. To put aside all traces 

of homeland seems a s1.mple process for one who emphasizes 

external reality and reason rather than the imagination or 

the feelings. Since reason governs all things, man can de-

vise a method for establishing harmony with the world about 

2 ' 
Michel-Guillaume Je.an de Crevecoeur, "What Is an Amer-

ican?" from Letters from an Amer1.can Farmer, in Larzer Ziff, 
The Literature of America: Colonial Period (New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Coopany, 1970) 1 p �· 370. 
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him. Cr�vecoeur says: "We are not hing but wha t we derive 

from the air we breathe, the climate we inhabit , the gov­

ernment we obey, the sy s tem o f  rel igio n we profess, and the 
3 

nature of our employment." Typical of eighteenth century 

reasoning is his emphasi s on the economic advan t a ges o f  the 

New Wo rld. To him, t he unifying factor for the immigrant 

1e "Ubi panis, ibi pat ria"--Where there is bread , there is 
4 the fat herland. 

The romantic notion of the new Amer i can r ace fro m the 

melt ing pot suffered setbacks as history proved tha t t he 
5 

anticipated blending·wae not taking place. Foreigners 

retained their racial and cul tural identity. Fear and 

suspicion o f  fo reign elements led to agitation against 

. immigrants during World War I. Like other foreign-born 

Americans, Rplvaag responded with intensified pride in 

his ethnic backgro und and became adamant and artic ula te in 
. 6 

urging that hi s peo pl� hold onto their language and customs. 

3crevecoeur, p. 371. 

4cr�vecoeur, p. 370. 
5Robert E. Spiller and o t hers, ed s . 1 Li terarl Historx 

of the United States, rev. ed. in 1 vol. ( New York: The · 

Macmillan Company, 1953), p. 677. 

6For a discussion of the effect o f  the war years on R¢lvaag, see Theodore Jorgenson and Nora O .  Solum, Ole Ed­
vart R�lvaag: A Biography (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1939), pp. 214-35. 



10 
In recent years there has be en a growing con cern for 

minority cultures 1n the United States, perhap s because the 

designation 11Amer1can11 usually has m eant the Anglo-Saxon 

white race . Lloyd Hustvedt re�e ntly called attention to 

the changing mood in the country, resulting in an "ethnic 

renaissance," given im petus by minority elements who are 
7 searching for self-identity and dignity. Aware n e s s  i s  

growi ng that every hu�an being has dignity, and hi s race 

and culture have as much worth a s  those of the founding 

fathers�of America . 

Along thi s same 11ne of thinking is the introduction 

to A Nation of Nations, �n whi ch Theodore L. Gross has 

point ed out the obvious but often overlooked fact that 
B "America is a nation of immigran t s . "  On ly the Indians 

... 
were on hand to greet the Mayflower, with its load of im-

migrants, s e e king the aame t hing s as 
.
later com ers--fre edom, 

opportunity, and adventure . It follows naturally that 

Ameri ca ' s history cannot be computed from the year 1??6 or 

even from the period of colonization. Am eri ca had its 
beginning in the early cultures of all the nations out of 

7
Lloyd Hustvedt, " Et hnic Renaissance

·
," Norwegian- · 

American Historical Association News Letter, No. 45 {March 
l972), p. 3 .  

8
Theodore L. Gross, ed . ,  A Nation 52.f. Nations: Ethnic 

Literature in America (New York: The Free Pre ss, 1971), 
p. xiii. 

· 



which the im migrant s have come, as well as the cultur e  of 

the native Indians. 

11 

In his dedication to the cause of one m i n o rity group, 

the Norwegian immigrants in the Midwest, R�lvaag speaks a 

word of counsel pertinent to present-day America. In his 

writing and throughout his entire life, R�lvaag empha­

sized that Norwegian-Americans should re ma in firmly rooted 

in their Norwegian heritage. However, as Hanna A strup 

Larsen has pointed out, "He was not a mere propagandist for 

his own race ; he was an interpreter of the entire problem 

of adjustment as it pres-en ts itself to all i mmigI'ant groups, 

but naturally he saw the problem through the people in 

who se welfare he was most intimately c oncerne d . 119 

R¢lvaag was able to interpret the im�igrant•s situa­

tion because he himself was an immigrant, living among his 

own countrymen ln America, yet looking back to hi s home in 

Norway .  

Ole Edvart R�lvaag was born on April 22, 1876, in a 

small settlement on the island of D�nna, in the district of 
10 

Helgeland, far north in Nordland. Einar· Haugen has called 

9 . 
Hanna Astrup Larsen, " Ole Edvart R�lvaag," American-

Scandinavian Review, 20 (January 1932), 9. 

10unless otherwise indicated, biogranhical information 
is based on Jorgenson and Solum, R lva�g,�and Elnar I. 
Haugen, 110le Edvart R¢'lvaag," DAB 1935 • 



12 
11 

the island "a small fleck of land.11 The crescent-shaped 

isle, with its many bays, inlets, and fjords, is located 
12 

within five miles of the Arctic Circle. lt is a land of 

contrasts, as R�lvaag1s daughte r has pointed out. "In sum­

mer, in the brilliant never-ending daylight, the heart 

sings and laughter comes easily, but the long d�rk days of 

winter and its violent storms are cau s e for deep depres-
13 

sion." 

In his early years, R�lvaag gave little promise of the 
14 

man he was to be . His paren ts were poor but respected 

fisherfolk, hardworking but nonethele ss interested in books 

and music. Rilvaag•s family for generation s had been fish-

ermen, spending summers in nearby watere and winters on 

long, hazardous trips to the Lofoten Islands. Ole was 

always overshad owed intellectually by his older brother, 

Johan, who seemed destined for distinction as a writer. 

Think1rig that the younger boy was unfit for further educa­

tion, the father withdrew him from school at the age of 

11Einar I. Haugen, " O. E. Rtlvaag: The Man in Hie 
Work,u Address given at R!&lvaag Symposium, St. Olaf College, 
Northfield, Minnesota, October 29, 1974. 

12John Heitmann, "Ole Edvart Rrblvaag," Norwegian­
American Studies and Records, 12 (1941), 145 • 

. 13Tweet, ttRecollections, tt P• 4. 

1�augen Address. 
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fourteen. Ole joined a fishing crew, becoming a skillful 

sailor. Until he was twenty years old, he continued to 
spend his wi nters on the L ofoten fishing grounds, where 

life was hard and dangerous. ·rn 1893 his fishing boat was 

one of the few that escaped destruction in a storm that 

took the lives of thousands of fishermen on the Lofoten 

banks. That experience induced him to consider leaving 

home in search of a more fulf1111ng·11re. He realized that 
15 he could not achieve his sought-for goals in Norway. 

After obta ining a ticket for America from his uncle in 
S outh Dakota, he embarked for the New World, leaving be­

hind him a new f ish1ng vessel, the girl he might have 

marr1edi and the family he loved. "Not because he wanted 

to," observed Haugen, " but because he must.«16 

� Third Life of P.er Smevi k picks up the biography at 

this ·point, recounting the trip to New York and thence to 

Elk Point, South Dakota (disguised as Clarkfield in the 

novel) , where he worked as a farmhand. Although it had 

techni cally been closed in 1891, the frontier was a living 

. J l? reality in South Dakota at the time Rwlvaag arrived. 

Having learned English and having saved some money, 

15Haugen Address. 
16 Haugen Add ress. 
17 

Haugen Address. 

297553 DAKOTA STATE UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 
'SOUTH 
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Rplvaag began his preparatory s tudy at the Norwegian 

Lutheran school, A ugus t ana Academy, 1n Canton, South Dako­

ta , in 1899. In so do i ng, R¢1vaag rebelled against the 

wishes of his father, who belleved that this son was not 

worth educating. The elder Mr. R�lvaag stubbornly clung to 

this opinion, even after his son had attained fame. At one 

time Mr. R�lvaag was being congratulated for his son's 

success, and his reply was: "Oh, well, it isn't anything 

to be ashamed of, but 1t doesn ' t amount to much. But then, 

I couldn' t expect much more of Ole. He didn't have much 

sailing equipment." At another t i me he commen t ed, '' It 

doesn't take too much l earning to become a teacher or a 

� h 
.. , 8 preacner in t at country ... -

Haugen indicated that Rplvaag's de cisi on to return to 

school was cruci al , because from t hen on he lived in an 

academic world. By choosing Augustana Academy and later 

st. Olaf College, he made the decision to stay with his own 

19 
people--the Norwegian-Americans of the Midwest. Their 

predicament and welfare in the new country became the bur­

den of his writing, te aching , and speaking. 

After finishing the academy at the head of his class, 

R�lvaag enrolled at St. Olaf College. His da ught er, Ella 

18 
Heitmann, p .  160. 

19 
Haugen Address. 
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Valborg Tweet , has recounted that he helped finance his 

education by working in the dormitory kitchen and carrying 
20 

wood for stoves in Old Main. During hi s junio r  year he 

wrote � novel, Nils and Astri,· which was rejected by the 

publisher. Years later he re 1r ote parts of it, but it was 

never pu bli shed . Reigstad calls it "an immat ure, morallz-
21 

ing, and melodramatic effort." 

R�lvaag was graduated with honors from St. Olaf in 

1905, at the age of 29. Then followed a year of study at 

the University of Oslo and a summer at hi s  ho me in Nord­

land, after an absence of nearly ten years. Once again he 

was exposed to the grandeur of the mountains and fjord s and 

sea, so majestic when compared t o  the flat Midwestern 

prairies. During his yea� in Norway he suffered periods of 

serious illn ess that rec��red during his lif e and caused 

periods of depre s sion. 

R¢lvaag_began his teaching at St. Olaf College in the 

tall of 1906 and continued until jus t  bef ore hi s death in 

1931. When suitable textbooks were not available for his 

course s 1n Norwegian, he prepared them h1ms elf--a diction ­

ary, a grammar handboo k, and a series of re aders. Through 

20 
. Tweet, "Recollections," P• 10. 
21 

Paul Reig stad , Rilvaag: His Li fe and Art (Lincoln, 
Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1972),p. 34. 

• .. •...... 1 • � '' • • : • : •• • • • - • •  ,.. • • : 
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a course 1n immigration which he introduced, he attempted 

to enlighten his students concerning the contributions that 

their forefathers had made to American culture, and which 
22 

they, too, could make. 

R�lvaag became a moving fore� in organizations formed 

to promote knowledge of his people ' s  ethnic background, 

such as the Norwegian-American Historical Asso c ia t i on, f or 

which he served as c o�_responding secre tary until his death. 

His daughter sensed the impo rtance of his work in this 

area. She commented: "Ahead of his time, he was he lping 
23 

to develop an ethnic center in the Midwest. 

Jorgenson observes tbat •iRplvaag oft en said that he 
24 was a novelist by choice and a teacher by necessity." 

His cour ses in Norwe gian literature were formative i n  his 
. . . 

apprentice years of writing. Hi s favorite author in early 

years was Jonas Lie, a Nordland writer who was "a man of 

the sea, a dreamer, and an idealist fundamentally r e lated 
25 ' 

to Ole Edvart himself." Bj�rnsterne Bj�rnson infl�enced 

R¢lvaag1a style, but the greatest influence was exerted by 

22 
Tweet, "Recollections," p. 12. 

23 
Tweet, nRecollections, 11 p. 13. 

24 
· Theodore Jorgenson, 11The Main Factors in R�lvaag1 a 

Author shi p," Norwegian-Ameri c an Studies� Re c ords , 10 
(1938), 144. 

25 
Jorgenson, pp. 144-45. 
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Henrik Ibsen, during the-last decade of R�lvaag's life. 

Brand wa s a favorite play, and elements of Brand's deter­

mined idealism can be found in R�lvaag1s characters--Per 

Hansa and Peder Victorious, for example. R¢lvaag often 

quoted Brand's words to the peasant in Act I: 

Bu t hel p is useless to the man · 25 
Who does not will save where he canl 

From the quotation he chose his own motto: To will the 

2? 
1mpossiblel 

With single-minded purpo se , R¢'lvaag attempted in life 

to carry out his motto . However, although he was a force­

ful, dynami c man who dared to stand alone, R¢lva ag also was 

a tender father who took t-ime to play with his children. 
28 

Home was important to R�lvaag. He was married to Jenni e 

Berdahl of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, in 19.08! Of their 

four children, two died when very young. The tragic drown­

ing of his youngest son , Paul Gunnar, in 1920, had a far­
reaching effect on his philosophy of life. Rolvaag is 

reported to have said, "- I think it changed my entire view 

26The closest approximation to this translation is 
found in James Walter McFarland, ed., The Oxford Ibsen 
(London: Oxford University Press, 197'2'}; III, 81. 

27E1nar I. Haugen,1 "Ole E. R�lvaag: Norwegian­
American, 11 Norwegian-American Studies and Records, 7 
(1933), 73. 

28Ella Valborg Tweet, 11My Father As I Remember Him, 11 
Speech given at Rolvaag Symposium, St. Olaf College, North­
field, Minnesota, October 28, 19?4. 
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of life. Prior to May 18, 1920, I had looked upon God as a 

logical mind in Whom the l e a s t happening in t hi s and in all 

other worlds was planned and willed. Gradual l y  I began to 

see _that much of what takes place is due to chance and to 
. 29 

lawbound nature.11 

During his lifetime R¢1vaag struggled against poor 

health but continued to work to reach the goals he had s et 

for hims e lf . He did not consider himse lf a courageous 

hero, however. Toward the end of his life, he commente d  on 

the ailment which eventually claimed hi s life--angina 

pectoris. Rolvaag observed that he was proud of its im-

pressive name but not of the disease itself. !!It ls neces-

sary for me to live a •quiet, godly life,' fre� from sin. 

And a person who can't sin now and then is most certainly 
30 

to be pitiedl" 

During his lifetime, re c ogni t ion came to R�lvaag as a 

literary artist and as an interpreter of the Norwegian im­

mig rant pioneers in the Midwest. Giants in the Earth was 

chosen as a Book-of-the-Month the year it ap9eared. In 

1926 R�lvaag was created a Knight of the Order·of St. Olaf 

by King Haakon of Norway. 

Ole Edvart R¢lvaag died on November 5, 1931, at the 

29Jorgenson and Solum, p. 252. 
30

Haugen, "R¢1vaag: Norwegian-American," P· ?3. 
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age of fifty-five. He was buri e d on a hill with a west­

ward view of the college. Even in death he wanted to 

iden tify hims e lf with Per Hansa and the pioneer spirit. 

Shortly before h e  died, R,0lva·ag said, 11Well, if there is 

any th ing d eep ly true in what I ha v e  said, i t  will some day 
31 

prevail . " His commitment to the cause of his p eopl e in 

the New World informs his novels. In them he expresses 

ideas that have becom.e increasingly relevant to American 

soci ety . 

In his first published novel, Amerilra-Breve (Letters 

from America, later translated in t o  English as The Third 

Life of Per Smevik), R¢lvaag introduces the theme which he 

picks up &nd examines f r o m  var i o us angles in later works: 
. 32 

the Norwegian immigrant is a special kind of American • 

. .  
His adjustment to the n ew land is unique becau se his back-

grou nd is unique. He is an individual, not a stylized 
\ . 

product of the melting pot. 
' 

Contrary to Crevecoeur1s 

theory, the Norwegian immigrant is not transformed into a 

complet e ly new person--an American--who spontaneously be­
comes contented and fulfilled. Rather, he goes throug h a 

31 
Jorgenson, p. 1 5 1 . 

32 
· Ole E .  R�l vaag, The Thi rd Life of Per Smevik, 

Ella Valborg Tweet and Solveig Zempel (Minneapolis: 
Pre s s ,  Inc . ,  1971 ) . Page references in the text are 
thi s English translation. 

trans. 
D il lon 
to 



20 
diffi cul t  ad justment t o ·t he N ew World . He do e s  no t r e ad i ly 

adap t b e cau s e  he bri n g s  wi t h him memorie s and t rad i t i o n s  

and a c ul t ure that c o n t i nue t o  bind him t o  No rway . 

Acc ording to Sp i l l e r 1 s  Li t e rary Hi s t o ri o f  the Uni t ed 

S ta te s , imm ig ran t s  i n  g en e ral have alway s br ough t alo ng t o  

Ame r i ca " an i nv i s i bl e bag gage or c ul tural trad i ti on :  f olk­

lore , craf t s ,  rel i g i on s ,  pat t e rn s of the fami ly and t he 

c o mmun i ty , fo od s and � r inks . "  Some . i t ems we re di scarded 
during Ameri c ani zat i on and others were absorbed in to t he 

33 
new way o f l i fe . R6l vaag advo c a t ed tha t  thi s " c ul tural 

baggag e "  should no t be s hed , for i t  c an he lp the i mmi gran t 

ad j u s t t o  Ameri c a  and c an make him in t o a g o o d  Amer i c an . 

In t h i s e arly n o v e l  R¢lvaag , h i ms e l f  an i m migran t : 

s e t s  o u t  t o  in t e rpre t hi s own par ticular kind o f  i mmi gra nt 

and cha l l eng e s  hi s ad opti v e  c o un t ry t o  unde rs t and thi s 

n ew A me ri c an and to  a c c ep t  t he dowry whi ch he br i n gs . He 

us e s  the fo rm of  l e t t e r s  wri t t en from 1896 t o  1901 by a 

young i mmi gran t ,  Pe r Smevi k ,  t o  hi s father and e lde r 

br o ther back in N orway . R�lvaag us e s  a doubl e p s e ud onym ,  

s i n c e  the l e t t er s  s upp o s e d ly were wri t t en b y  a Norwegian 

i mmigran t , P .  A .  Sme vi k,  and la t er were c ol l e c t e d and pub­

l i she d by Paal M.6 r c k . R¢1vaag g ive s as hi s re a s on f or 

thu s cl o aki ng hi s i d en t i ty : " L e t t e r s  fro m A m e r i c a are o f 

33sp i l l e r ,  P •  6 44 .  



s o  per s o na l  a charac te r t h a t  I d o  n o t hav e  t he courag e t o  
34 

put my own name on t he m . 11 

21 

The Thi rd Li f e  .Qf. P e r  Srnevi k ,  l i ke R'5lvaag 1 s  o ther 

novel s ,  wa s wri t t en in N o rwe gian . R¢lvaag ma s te red the 

Engl i sh language s o on a f t e r  c o ming to Ameri ca , but he be­

l i eve d tha t only in t he native t o ng ue c o uld h e  expre s s  the 

i n ner f e e l i ng ,  t he v e ry s oul of the word s . To R�lvaag , 

l anguage wa s more th�µ a vehi cl e o f  prac ti cal commun i ca-
35 

t 1 on ;  i t  wa s an acc e s s  from one s o ul to an o t he r .  Unf o r-

tunat ely , f o r  thi s  rea s on R�lvaag 1 s  wo rks had a l i mi t ed 

o1rc ulat 1 on , r e s tri c t e d t o  Norwe g i an-Ame r i c an s . .!.illl Thi rd 

L i f e  .Q.f. P e r  Smev i k  has s i gn i f i c an c e  a s  an a ut hen t i c p i c ture 

of immi grant exp e r i e nc e s ,  a s  an ev-i d e n c e  of d e vel opi n g  

l i t erary art , and a s  a n  expo s i t i on o f  the t he me s t o  be ex­

plored in R¢lvaag ' s  l a t e r  n o ve l s . 

Ameri ka-Bre ve wa s hi s f i rs t n o ve l  to be p ubli shed in 

N o rwe gian ( 1 912 ) but the la s t  t o  be publi s he d  in Engli sh .  

In 1971 a tran s la t i on b y  R¢lvaag 1 s  daughte r , El la Val borg 

Twe e t , and hi s granddaught e r ,  S o lve i g  Z e mp e l ,  app e ared 

under t he t i t l e  The Thi rd Li fe of P er Smevi k .  The o ri g i n  
- - -

o f  the t i t l e  bec ome s evi d ent in t�e f ir s t  l e t t e r ,  dat ed 

Augus t 26 t 1896 , in whi ch Per Sme v i k  wri t e s  t o  hi s fath er :  

· 34 
J o r g en s on and S o lum , p .  1 46 . 

35 
J o rgen s o n  and Solum, P •  397 . 



It i s a s  i f  I hav e alr e ady l iv e d  two liv e s  here 
on e ar t h :  t he f i r s t  wa s in Sm e v i ken , and t ha t  
l a s t e d  a l mo s t twe n ty - one y e ars . The s e cond one 
I liv e d t hr o ug h  o n  t he t r i p  fr o m  Sme v i ke n  i n  
He l g e l and t o  C l arkf i e ld ,  South Da ko t a . N a w  I 
am ab o ut t o  be g in a thi rd . ( p . 1 ) 

22 

T hi s " third lif e " . i e  R�lv�ag ' s  own , be c aus e P e r 1 s e x­

p e ri e n c e s p aral l e l  tho s e  o f  the au t ho r . A s  Ei nar Haug e n  

ha s o b s e rve d , the l e t ter s r e v e al the s ub t l e , gradual 

36 ohang e a  i n  p o i n t  of v i ew o f  .. an i mm i g ra n t . Thr e e  s tag e s  

are �ppar en t i n  P e r Sme vi k ' e d e v e l opmen t .  During th e e arl y 

s t ag e on the farm , he reac t s  superfi cially , w i th n o  r e­

f l e c t i o n . During the s e c o nd s tage , hi s s c ho o l y e ar s , P e r ' s 
l e t t e r s  r e v e al d e epen in g powe r s  o f  d i s c e rnmen t a b o u t  Ame r i ­

c a . The t hi rd s t ag e i s  appar ent i n  t he Four t h  o f  Jul y  

o ra t i o n ,  whi ch g iv e s e v i d e n c e o f  cl e ar ,  ma t ur e  c onvi c t i o n s  

as he enun ci a t e s hi s unde r s t anding o f  hi s  own people ' s  
37 problem o f  tran splant a t i o n  i n t o  an al i en cult ur e . 

The s e  c o nv i c t i on s  ar e  expre s s e d  .i n a Fo ur t h  o f  July 

sp e e c h  on t h e theme n wha t i s  ga i ned and wha t  i s  l o s t , upon . 

exchanging t he Fa therl an d f o r  the n ew land ,
11 s uppo s e dly de ­

l ivered . by a n  ora t o r  whom Pe r grea t ly admire s .  I n  r e a l i ty ,  

the addr e s s  wa s one which R�lvaag d elivered a t  W i ng e r ,  

38 
M inn e s o ta , on J uly 4 ,  1911 . La t e r  i t  wa s pub l i shed 

36Haugen , " R91'lvaag : No rweg i an-Ame r i c an ,  11 P •  58 . 
3?J . 

d s l 1 5 1  52 o rg e n s o n  an o um,  pp . - . • 

38Jorgenson and S o lum, P •  1 5 6. 



2 3  
s epara t e ly a s " C o un t ry . an d Fa t herl an d . tt

39 
In i t  R¢l v a a g  

summari z e s  t he pl i ght o f  t he N orwe g i an i mmi gra n t . The 

s p e e c h  ma r ks t he c l i max of The Thi rd Li f e  o f  �e r Sme v i k .  

H owe ve r , i t s  s i gn i f i c an c e  i s  n o t apparen t a t  o n c e , b e c a u s e 

t he spe e c h  i s  b ur i e d wi t hin t he l e t t e r  an d la c k s pr e l i mi ­

n ary d e v e l o p m e n t .  I n  s p i t e- o f  f l aw s  i n  s ty l e , howe v e r , t he 

n o v e l  i s  i mp o r t an t  be c aus e i t  c l e arly expre s s e s Rp lvaa g ' s  

awar e n e s s o f  the c e n tral pr obl e ms of t he i mmi grant ' s life-­
hi s dual i s m and hi s a l i ena t i o n . 

The spe e c h po i n t s out tha t  the i mm i g r a n t  ha s a d u al 

n a t ur e , l o o king bac kward at what he ha s l e f t i n  No rway and 

forwa rd t o fu ture l i f e  in hi s adop t i ve c o un try . He ha s 

g iv en up t he enn o b l i n g  i n fl u e n c e  o f  ma j e s t i c  motin t a i n s , 

f j o rd s , f o r e s t s , vall e y s ,  and s e a s  f o r  t he f l a t , barren 

prai r i e s  of Midwe s t e rn Ameri c a . Thi s lo s s  is s i gn i f i c a n t ,  

c o n s i d.e rin g t he powe rful i nf l uen c e  o f  nature o n  i nha b i t an t s  

o f No rway . 

Sp i ri t ua l  c o n t a c t w i t h  t he Fa t h e rland ha s  b e en s e ve r e d . 

I t  i s  ha rd t o  g i v e  up family t i e s , an d bond s o f  l o yal t y  t o  

a c o un t ry who s e  l ong a nd pro ud hi.s t o ry ha s b e c o me a par t 

o f one ' s he ri t ag e  f r o m  c hi ld hood . I t  i s  he ar t - br e a king t o  

l o s e  t o u c h  wi t h  the r e lig i on o f  o n e ' s p e op l e . Furt he rmor e ,  

c an an o t he r l anguage s upplan t the i n t i macy o f  o ne ' s  n a t i ve 

39 9 J o r g e n s on and So l um , P •  1 4 • 
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tong ue ? A who l e  way of l i f e  ha s b e e n s ac r i f i c e d  in l e av-

i ng t he ho m e l and . 

On t h e  o ther hand , wha t do e s t he i mmi gran t g a i n  w he n  

h e  i s a do p t e d  b y  Amer i c a? He gain s f re e d o m , b o th c iv i l  

and r e l i g i o u s . Oppo r t u n i t i e s o f  e v e ry typ e b e c k on t o  hi m .  

Fur the r m o r e , ma t er i a l  ga i n - i s a l mo s t  c e r t a in f o r  t he immi­

gra n t  w ho wo r ks hard . In the pro c e s s  o f  a s s uri ng hi s 

suc c e s s ,  h e  a dop t s a wh o l e n ew s e t o f  a t t i tud e s �- e f f i c i e n-

cy , a mb i t i on ,  and ha rd - head e d  pra c t i c al i ty .  The s e  n ew 

value s a r e  c e r t a i n t o  i n s ure hi m c o n t in u e d  p r o s p e r i t y . 

' 
The s e  i nduc e me n t s r e s embl e C r ev e c o e ur ' s  d epi c t i on o f  

Amer i c a ' s  e c on omi c p r o mi s e : . tt i f  t hou w i l t  wo r k ,  r · hav e 

bread f o r  t he e ; i f  t h o u w i l t  b e  ho n e s t , s obe r , a nd 1 nd u s -

tri ou s ,  I have gre a t e r  r e w a rd s t o  c o n f e r  on t h e e - - e a s e and 

40 
i nd ep e n d e n c e . "  

In t h e  Fo ur t h  o f  J uly s p e e c h ,  t h e o ra t o r  b a l a nc e s  the 

g a i n s and l o s s e s , and t he la t t e r ar e mo re s e r i o u s . R�l­

v a ag kn ow s  t ha t t he hard , prac t i cal ma t e ri al gai n s  c an n o t 

c o mp en s a t e  f o r t h e  in t a n g i bl e l o s s e s  t o  mind an d spi r i t .  

The spe e c h  po i n t s o u t  t h a t  " l i f e i s  mo r e  t han f o o d ; e a r t hl y 

happi n e s s  i s  mo re t han c i v i c  f r e ed o m , and G od ' s g re a t e s t 

g i f t  t o  ma n i s  h o t f i r s t  and f o r e mo s t  g r e a t  o pp o r t un i t i e s " 

( pp . 122-23 ) .  Th e r e a l  t rag e dy i s  t ha t  t he i m mi g ran t i s  

40 . ' 
C r e v e c o e ur ,  p .  385 . 



r o o t l e s s . He i s  an a l i e n ,  t orn l o o s e  fro m N orway , n o t be­

longing t o Ame ri ca . 

R�lvaag ind i c a t e s  her e  th e n e ed t o  r e t ai n  e thni c c on­

sciousne s s . The immi g ran t hon o r s  hi s adop t ive c o untry by 
bei n g t rue t o  hi s he ri t ag e . 

Le t our ho ma g e  be s uch t ha t  s he wi l l  und er stand more 
c l e arly tha t nobl e bl o o d  flow s i n  t he ve i n s o f  t he 
chi ldren she t o o k t o  he r s e l f  f r o m  t he No r t hl and-­
and let us pro ve t o  he� t ha t  her fami ly ha s tie e n 
enri c he d  by much g o o d human ma t e ri al . ( p . 118 ) 
A c c o rding t o  J o rg en s on and So lum , " Mo r e and mor e t he 

c onvi c t i o n  grew that t he pe ople of hi s own r ace would lo s e 

the i r  i de n t i ty and the fin e s t q ual i t i e s  o f  t he i r  soul s 

i f  they be t ray e d  t he c u lture whi ch wa s na t i ve t o them and 
41 there fore genuin e . n  

2 5  

A l l  o f  R�lvaag 1 s  la t e r  n o v e l s  ampl i fy t he i d e a s  whi ch 

he · expre s s e s  in the Fo urth of July addre s s , an d all o f  them 

ar t i c ul a t e  t he need for r emai n i n g  c o n s c i ou s  o f  and true to 

the Norw e g i an he r i tag e . Thi s  theme b e c ame t he c en tra l c on­

c ern of R 0lvaag ' s  wri t i n g  for t he r emaind e r  o f  his l i f e . 

41 
J o r g en s on an d S o lum, p .  146 . 
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C HAPTER III 

THE BREA K FROM THE HOMELAND 

R¢lvaag 1 s  c o nc ern for the N o rw e gi an-Ame ri can beg i n s  

back i n  t he Old Country , whe re the e migran t  s i n c e  bi r t h  

has b e en c olle c ting hi s " invi s ib l e  baggage "  o f  c ul tural 

tradi t i on s  to  c arry wi th him to America . Two o f  R�lvaag 1 s  

novel s invo lve t he d epar t ure from Norway : T he Thi rd Li fe 

fl1.. P e r  Smevi k and �he · B oa t o f  Longing . In the former , the 

expe r i e n c e  o f  emigrati ng i s  re c o unt e d  rat he r  brie fly 

t hro ugh P e r ' s l e t t e r s ; in t he lat t e r , t he emigrant ' s  home 

life in No rway and hi s l e av e- taki ng have grea t e r  s 1gn 1 f1-

canc e . 

� Bo a t  of  Longing wa s publ i s he d i n  N o rw e g i an ( La e ng­

selen s Baat ) in 1921 and did no t app e ar_ in Engl i s h  tran s­

lation un t i l  1933 , two ye ars af t er i t s  author ' a d e a t h . Of 

all of hi e b o oks , R¢lvaag i s  said to have l i ked The B o a t  .Qf 
Lo�gin� the be s t , fo r he put more o f  himself i n t o  i t  than 

any o ther . Einar Haug en indi cate s t hat R¢lvaag • s  gri e f  

over the un t i me l y  deaths of  hi s two s mall s on s  i n spired 

l 
the d e ep emo t i on in the book . The c entral c harac t er ,  Nil s 

Vaag , i s  a s en s i tive young bo y who i s  lured acro s s the A t­

lan t i c  by romantic tal e s  of Amerioa . C u t  off  from hi s 

1 . 
Haugen , " R�lvaag : Norwe gian-Ameri c an , " P •  62 .  
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homeland , he is m1 able to ad j u s t  to the mat eri alism of the 

Midwest .  

The ma in f i gure s i n  the two novel s repre s en t  two t yp e s 

or t emp erament-- the buoyant , robust P e r and t he s en s i tive , 

in tro spe c t ive Ni l e--1n real i t y  two aspe c t s  o f  R�lvaag ' s  

own personali ty . Their goal s  constitute two basic reasons 

f o r · e mi grati ng from No rway��the reali s ti c  de s ire t o  improve 

one ' s  e c ono mi c s i tuati on and the search f or ar t i s t i c ful-
fi llment . 

In accounting for the vast outp ouring of e mi gran t s  to 

the Uni ted State s 1n t he nineteenth c en tury , The o d ore 
Blegen say s t hat tal e s  o f  boundl e ss expanse s o f  f erti l e , 

i n exp e n s i v e  land c apt ured the i magin� t i on of the pe opl e . 

" Norway in the p eriod whe� emigrati on took i ts ri se  was the 

s c ene of s t i r and change ;· · new political and religious 

fo rc es we re making themselves fel t ; the time wa s one o f  

growth and t rans i tion ; but Norwegian ec onomic l if e d i d  n o t  
2 

ke ep s t e p with o ther a s pects of t he scene . "  Land holders , 

exp eri encing e c on o mi c d i f f iculties in Norway ,  hoped t o  

better their financial situa tion in the new c ountry . 

R� lva a g  agre e s  t h a t  the ec ono mic rea s on s  were pre­

dominant , b ut he indic ate s tha t anothe r  induc emen t  t o  

2Theodore a ·. Bl eg en, Norwegian Migra t i o n  t o  A mer i c a  
18 25-1860 ( Northfield , Minn e s o ta : The N o rw eg i an-Ame r i c an 
Hi storical A s socia t i on , 1931 ) , P · 160 . 
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e migra t e  wa s the r o ma n t i c  no t i o n  o f  f i nd i ng on e ' s  i d e a l in 

A meri c a . To a c l a s s  in i mmi grat i o n  hi s to ry a t  S t . O la f 

C o llege  i n  1920 , R¢ lv� ag said , " Ther e  i s  a y o ung g ood- f o r­

n o thing f e ll ow , a s o r t  of  A ske ladd . He c o me s  t o  Ame r i c a .  

H e re he wake s up , b e c au s e  he . has the cho i c e  o f  e i the r d o in g  

tha t  or s t a rve . n 3 

The t e rm A s ke l a dd appe ar s i n  man y o f  R¢lvaag 1 s  n o ve l s ,  

e i the r i n  d ire c t refer enc e o r  by in f e ren c e .  In hi s c o l l e c- . 

t i on o f  e s s a y s  R e fl e c t i o n s  .Ql! � He r i t age , R¢lva a g  expl a in s 

the fai ry t a l e  figure , E spen A s keladd , who i s  a typ e  of  

mal e C ind e r e lla , s c o rned by hi s two worldl y-wi s e  bro thers . 4 . 

The t hre e s e t  o f f  t o  w in .� pr in c e s s  and ha l f  t he kl ngl�t O ir•. e 

To d o  s o  th e y  mu s t  ove r c ome t roll s and ac c o mpl i sh se e mi ng l y  

i mpo s s i bl e t a s ks . T h e  two o ld er bro the r s  me e t  fai l ure , bu t 

E spe n A s ke l a dd s uc c e e d s  in d o ing wha t  wa s imp o ssibl e f o r 

o ther s be cause  o f  hi s irrepr e s s i bl e  i n t e l l e c t ua l  c ur i o s i ty , 

h i s s hr ewdn e s s ,  and hi s kindne s s . H e  appe ar s i n  nearly all 

N o rwe g i an fairy t a le s as a v e ry human , d e l i g ht f u l  yo ung 

l ad , " alway s as cl ever wi tho u t  s e emi ng t o  be s o , a s  

3 J o r g e n s on and So lu� , p .  299 .  

4R e fl e c t i on s  o n  a H e ri t ag e , u np ub l i s he d  t r an s l a t i o n  by 
Brynhi l d  R owbe rg or-oie E .  R¢lvaag , O mkr ing Fe d r e arven 
( Northfi eld , Minn e s o t a : st . Ol a f  C o l l e g e Pre s s , 1922).  
Re feren c e s  i n  the t ex t a r e  t o  t hi s  un p ub l i she d tran s l a t i on , 
by chap ter  a nd pa g e n u.mb e r . O t he r  wri t er.s r e f  e r  t o  the 
bo ok by 1 t 8  1 it er al l y tran s 1 a t e  d t i t  1 e , C o n c e rn i n g  Ou�.;: 
Heri t age . · 
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great-he art ed in hi s goodness ,  a s  i n d e f a t i g abl e i n  hi s 

j ourney toward hi s go al s . He always doe s  the impo s s ibl e "  

( ch .  I ,  p .  6 )  • 

29 

In an art i cl e wri t t en in . 1929 , R�lvaag i nd i c a t e s  t hat 

the id e al i s t i c  urg e o f  the A a ke ladd s to e mi gra t e c an b e  

trac ed t o  the roman t i c  s p i r i t that sw ept no r t he rn Europe 

af t e r  1800 . Then the word " Ame ri c a ! " s ti rr e d  t he c on s c i o u s-

n e a s  of the N o rwe g i an s  wi t h  no t i on s  of e ml gr a t i ng-- " N o t f o r  

c onque s t . N ot in t en t up on spo il s . But t o  d o  mighty de ed s 
5 

a nd bui l d  f o r  a g re a t .e r  human happiness ! "  Thi s a t t i t ud e  i s  

expre s s e d  by Wal t Whi t man :  

A l l  t h e  pa s t  we leave behind , 
We d e b o u c h  upon a newe r ,  might i e r w orld , vari ed wo rld 
Fresh and s trong t he world we s e i z e ,  wor ld 0 1  labor 

Pi one ers l O pi one ers l  6 and the marc h ,  

R¢lvaag s t re s s e s  t he i mp o r t anc e of t he r oman t i c mo v e m e n t  i n  

nor thern E ur op e be caus e i t  gave i mpe tus  to i mm igrat i on ,  

whi ch in t urn gav e  momentum t o  the en tire we s tward mo v e men t  

7 
o t  pion e e r i ng . 

Whate v e r  the re aso ns , e c o n o mi c  o r  i de a l i s t i c , Norway 

501 0 E .  R�l va a g , " The Vi ki ng s o f  the Mi dd l e  We s t , " 
A meri c an Maga z i n e , 108 ( O c t ob e r  1929 ), 46 . 

6wa1t Whi tman , " P i one ers ! 0 P i on � ers l "  In Ame r i c an 

11 fe i n Li t e r a t u r e , e d . Jay B .  Hubb e l l  ( N ew Y or k : Ha rp e r  
and Bro t her s , 1936 ) , p .  9 1 . 

7 
. 

R�lvaag, " V i kin g s , "  P •  46 .  
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wa s s t ruc k by " A meri c a  fren zy , 11 as t he po e t  Werg e land 
8 

charac t er i z ed the urge t o  e migra t e . " Ameri c a  l e t t er s "  and 

newspap er art i c l e s  helped to pe rsuad e  t he re s t l e s s N o r­

wegi an s t o  l e ave t he i r  c o un try � When e mi g r a t i o n achi e v e d 

alarmin g  pr oport i on s , e ff o r t s were mad e  t o  s t op the f l ow 

o u t  o f  the c o untry t hr o ugh sermons , g ove rnmen t warni n g s , 

and n ew spap e r  acc o un t s  of  suffe ring i n  t he New Wo rld , bu t 
9 

the s e  e f f or t s  di d no t i nhi bi t  the movemen t .  

" The V i king s of the Mi dd l e  We s t "  app eared as an art i­

c l e  in Ame ri c a n  Maga z in e i n  1929 , a f ter be in g p r e s en t e d in 
10 

l e c ture f o rm t o  audi en c e s  in No rway and A me ri c a . I n  i t  

R�lvaag s p e aks glow i n g l y  abo u t  the p i on e e ring v en ture o f  

the N o r s e i mm igran t s  who were full o f  t he s p i r i t o f  A s ke­

ladd .  Thi a  op t i mi s t i c  vi ew is un c hara c t e ri s t i c  of R�lvaag , 

be cau s e he s e ldom c onc en trat e s  on the roman c e o f  the im-

m i gran t exp eri en c e  t o  t he excl u s i on of t he r e a l 1 s t1 o  c o s t 

o f s e t t l e m e n t . J org en son and S o lum provide t he explanat i o n :  

Some edi t o r ' s s c i s s o r s  have s la s hed abo ut f i f t e en 
pag e s  o f  the in t e rpre t a t i v e  ma t t er , e vi d e n tly 
be cause they s e e med l e s s  d e s i rable than the ro­
mant i c narra

.
t i v e  and hi s t ori cal eleftn t s o f  whi c h  

t he r e s t  o f  the l e c ture 1 a  mad e  up . 

8Bl egen , Norwegi an M1gra t 1 o n · 1 825-1860 ,  P •  155 . 

9 A tho r o u gh di s cu s s i on o f  c au s e s  o f  e m i g r a t i on i s  
g ive n i n Bl e g en , Nor egi an Migra t i on 1 8 2 5 - 1 86 0 , P P · 1 5 4-7 6 . 

10Jorg en s on and Solum , P •  394 . 
11 9 J o rg en s o n  and S ol um ,  p .  3 4 .  
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Then J o rg e n s on and S o l um pri n t  t he mat er i a l  m i s s in g  f r o m 

t he ar t i cl e  s o  tha t by c o mbin i ng t he two t ex t s i t i s  

p o s s i bl e  t o  pe r c e i v e  R�lvaag 1 s  f ul l  i n t en t . T hi s e d i t e d  

mat eri al e c ho e s  t he qu e s t i on a s ked i n  the Fo ur th o f  Ju ly 

spe e c h  in The Thi rd Li f e  o f  P e r  Sme v i k :  What i s  t he c o s t  

o f  t ran s p l an t a t i o n ?  

Man, e spe c i a l l y  t he No rd i c ,  c ann o t t e a r  him s e lf 
l o o s e  f r o m  the s o i l  he ha s r o o t e d  i n  f o r  c en­
t ur i e s and mo v e  to a new land • • •  wi t ho u t  
pa y in g  a gre a t  pri c e  . • . • Tran splan t a t i o n  o f  
human s o u l s , e ven und e r  t he mo s t  f av o r ab l e c on­
di t i o n s , i s  a d i f f i cul t pro c e s s . Ther e a r e  
many ad j u s tmen t s  t o  b e  mad e . Tha t o f  a c q u i ri n g  
a f e e l in g  o f  hooe i n  a n  al i en wi l d e rn e s s  i s  
c e r t a i n l y  n o t  e a s y . An d the mo re s e n s i tt�e t he 
s o ul , t he mo re d a n g e r o u s  t he e x p e rimen t . - � 

In The B o a ! o f  L o ngi ng, Rplva a g  g i v e s a p i _c t ure o f  a 

s e n s i t i v e  y oung m a n  wh o i s  po i s e d  i n  " p s y c ho lo g i c al un-

13  
c er ta i n t y b e tw e e n  two world s . 11 R¢'lvaag c o u l d  i n t e rpr e t 

N i l s ' a c hi n g  s ens e o f  y e a rn i ng b e c au s e  he , t o o , wa s an 

A s ke lad d f i g ure in s e arc h of s o me t hing beyo nd t he har s h  

r e al i ty o f  a f i s h e r man ' s  l i fe . Thr o ug ho u t  t he bo o k , R¢1-
vaag expr e s s e s a s en s e  of l o n g i n g  f o r  the ho me l an d , " a  

fa i ry land o f  un f o rg e t t abl e charm and spl e nd o r , a land t ha t  

t o hi m  i s  b e a u t y  a n d  l i f e an d s oul , f or i t  i s  o n e wi t h  t he 

12 
Jo rg en s on a nd S o l um , p .  394 . 

1 3
N e 1 1 E c ks t e i n , d i s c u s s i o n o f  n R�lvaag a s C ul t ural 

Le ad e r , " R y;' lva ag S y mpo s i u m ,  S t . O l a f  C o lle g e , N or thf i e ld ,  
Minn e s o ta , O c t obe r  29 , 1 97 4 . 



1 4  
beating s ea- gull w in g s  o f  hi s own heart . "  E l n a r  Haue e n  
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c lai ms tha t  al l of Rp lvaag 1 8  wor k  ev idenc e s  t he " i nd e l i bl e  

imprin t " o f  No rd l an d , n o t  only the sp e c i f i c  me mori e s  o f  

p e opl e and o c c u r r e n c e s ,  bu t the sp i ri tual e s s en c e  o f  thi s 

1 5  
f a r  n or t he rn land . 

Nat ure i s  a p e r s o n a l  f orc e to the dwe llers
. 

in t h e  l and 

of the mi dn i g ht s un .  Le gend s and my t h s p e r t a i n i ng t o  na t ur e  

i n f u s e  t he t hinkin g o f  the p e o p l e  a n d  aff e c t  e ve ry a spe c t 

o f  the i r  l i v e s . O n e  t al e  of the far No rth c on c erns a 
\ 

l e gendary " B o a t  o f  Longing " t hat appears  on th e hori z o n o f f  

the Nordland coa s t  from t i me to ti me � It  is  u s u a l ly s e en 

by p e op l e  w ho s e he ar t s a r e  full o f  mi s e ry o r  l ong ing . In 
� Bo a t  o f Longi ng t h e  ves s e l  i s  a s y mbol o f  the he a r t a c he 

o f  e m i g r a t i o n -- t he y e a rn i n g  o f  t he o n e s who l e ave and t h e  
. 

1 6  
gri e f  o f  t ho s e l e f t  b e h i nd . 

Again s t  the ba c kgr o und o f  No rd l an d 1 s  n a t ural en c han t- . 

men t  and f o l kl o r e , R¢l v a a g  t e ll s  the s t ory o f  yo ung N i l s 

and hi s par en t s ,  s i mple  f i she r f o l k  who re s embl e R � lv a ag ' s  

O'\-m parents . Old J o  i s  a humbl e ,  q ui e t man who � e pri n c i pal 

fa l l i ng i s  t ha t  he d o e s no t und e r s t a nd hi s art i s t i c  s on ,  

even tho ug h he l o ve s  h i m de eply . N i l s ' mo the r ,  t h o u g h  a 

1 4  Jor gen s on and S o lum , P •  2? 8 .  

1 5Haug e n ,  " R�lvaag : N o rw e g i an-Ame r i c an , tt P •  55 .  

16Hauge n ,  " R�lvaag : No rwe g i a. n-A me r i c an , u  P ·  61 . 
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s i mpl e and un e duc a t e d  wo man , ha s a d e ep under s t andi ng o f  

he r so n ' s y e a rn i n g s an d a pro f o und c apa c i t y f o r  l ove . The 

fami ly ha s .alway s c al ml y  a c c e p t e d the hard ships and s o rrows 

17 of l i f e , a l ong w i t h  t he s i mp l e  j oy s o f  wo rki n g  t o g et he r . 

Then a y o ung gi rl , Z al ma , l on e  s urviv o r o f  a s hip­

wr e c k ,  i s  t a ke n  in t o t he Va a g  h ome . She i s  m o r e  a symboli c  

figure t han a re al o n e . Wi th he r  arrival , Ni l s  be c ome s 

awar e  o f  a va g ue s t i r� i ng o f  the c re at iv e spi ri t .  When he 

plays  hi s v i o li n ,  Z a lma embra c e s  him .  I t  i s  a s  i f Ni l s  
18  

e mbrac e s  hi s cr e a t i ve s o ul ,  s ay s o ne cri t i c . Ni l s ' re-

spon s e  to t he g i rl i s  more t he s o ul ' s r e s p on s e  t o  ar t than 

an awa k e n i n g  o f  phy s i c a l  l o v e . A f t e r he r d ep a r t ur e  t o  r e ­

turn t o  he r own pe o p l e , N .i l s t hi n ks t hat he s e e s  t he " B o u t  

o f  Lo n g i ng " o n  t he ho ri z o n . 

N i l s ' r e s t l e s s n e s s  br i ng s ab o u t hi s de c i s i on t o  emi­

grat e .  He b e l i e v e s ,  l i ke R¢lvaag , tha t A m e r i c a  o ffer s a 

l i f e mor e  ful f i ll in g than tha t of a f i s he rman . He t ri e s t o  

explain hi s y earn in g s when he t e ll s  his mo the r hi s d e c i s i on 

t o  emi gra t e t o  Ameri ca : " Li f e i s  n o t  in t hi s p lac e - - n o t 

for me-- no , n o t t he wh o le o f i t • • . .  N o t y e t a t  l e a s t . 

170 1 e E .  R�lvaag , Th e B o a t  o f  Longi!].g_ , t ran s . N o ra o .  
So l um ( N ew Yo rk : Harp e r  and B r o t h e r s , 1 933 ) . Pag e r e f e r­
en ce s in t he t ex t  ar e t o  t hi s tran s l a t i on . 

18Ray c he l  Hau g r ud R e i f f , 11 Ni l s  Vaag : H uman Soul in 
Se arch o f t he P e r f e c t , tt pap e r  pre s e n t e d  a t  R�l vaag Sym­
po si um s t .  O l a f  C o l l e g e  N o r thf i e ld , Minne s o t a , O c t o b e r  28 , 
19? I 

I 4 .  



That ' s  why I mus t  go out afte r i t .  For i t  i s  that whi ch 

one  mus t  f i nd " ( pp . 69-70 ) .  

34 

A li t tl e  lat e r  hi s mo ther a s ks what he 1 s  g o i ng t o  

be co me , and he repl i e s : " Oh-- tha t whi ch i s  highe s t  o f  all • 

• • . And I wan t t o  s e e  the mo s t  beautiful . And l ive that , 

t o o " ( p .  70 ) .  N i l s  lo o ks forward t o  arti s t i c  f ul f i ll ment 

in the r o man t i c  N ew World , J us t  as  Askeladd dre ams o f  
reachi ng hi s ideali s t i c  goal . 

Nils ' farewell . t o  hi s paren t s i s  one of  t he mo s t  

poignan t s c en e s i n  R¢1vaag ' s  wri t ing s .  I n  i t  the author 

s e ems to expr e s s  the emo t i on s  of all parent s and sons  

s eparat e d  by emigra t i on . 

N i l a h e ld he r un t i l  h8 r· 0 1, y i ng , h�ving s t i l l ed 
i t self , c ame mo re e a sily , li ke a chi ld ' s . 

Then wi th a wre n c h he t o re hi mself l o o se 
and wen t . 

Havi ng go t a l i t tle  way off , he had t o  
lo o k  back . Thi s he had no t wan t e d  to do , but he 
couldn ' t  help i t . 

And the re t hrough the s hr i e king s torm and 
dri vin g  ra i n  he s aw t he fi gure of hi s mo t he r ,  plain 
as  c o uld be a g a i n s t  the mur ky s ky ;  but no t hi s 
fat he r ' s . The mo the r  wa s ho ld ing he r r i ght hand 
hi g h  • • . •  He walked on , only t o  turn again . The 

fi g ure  had n o t  mo ved . . .  s t o od there as be fore , 
po in t ing s kyward . The gl o o m  and the rain we re n ow 
s o  t hi c k  t ha t  the hand c o uld n o  longer  be  d i s­
tingui shed • • . only the arm r e ac hi ng up . in t o  the 
darkne s s . ( p . 78 ) 

Later , on board the boa t ,  he noti c e s  a forlo rn figure , that  

Of hi s fat he r ,  " up on a crag , square in the fac e o f  the 



we s t-wi nd s t o rm • . •  a hunche d f i gure , lean i n g f o rward " 

( p .  81 ) .  
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The B o a t  o f  Longi ng t e ll s of t he do ub l e  he artache - - fo r  

t he young e mi gran t and f o r  the. pare n t s  le f t  b e h i nd . T he 

mo t he r ' s  arm upra i s e d i n  farewe l l  i s  s ee n  a s  a symbo l o f  

a l l  e mi grant farewe l l s . 
19 

In hi s D i ary , whi ch he kep t  f rom the d ay o f  hi s d e ­

par ture i n  1 89 6 un t i l  1901 , R �lvaag reve al s hi s own s t rugg l e  

b e twe en t h e  c al l  o f · cre a t i ve talen t s  t o  be f u lf i l l e d  i n  

A meri c a  and t he l ov e  of ho me land and f ami ly . I n  hi s e arly 

en tri e s  he wri t e s ,  

I t i s  do ne ; i t  i s  do ne . I have le f t  home • • . • 
And n o w  I am g o i n g  o ut i n t o  t he wo rld t o  s e e k  my 
r·o r t; un e , my happ i n e s s  • . . .  S tI'an g e  i t  i s  ind e e d 
how c on s uming thi s l o ng i ng fo r a b e t t e r  ex i s t enc e 
can b e . I hop e  that God i n  H i s gre a t  m e r cy wi l l  
c o unt m e  a s  o n e  o f  H i s c hi l dren f o r  t he s a ke o f  
J e s u s  C hri s t . Then , - ·  ye s ,  then I s ha l l  o b t ai n  t he 
true happ i ne s s . Then t o o  sha l l  my ye arn i ng be 
e a t i s f i e d . 2 u 

A mor e  buo yan t , j ov i al s i d e  o f  R ¢lvaa g ' s  n a ture i s  r e ­

ve al ed i n  hi s pa r t ly aut obi o g raphi c a l  The Thi rd L i f e of P e r  

Smevi k .  B u t  even f o r  t he l e s s  s en s i t i ve e m i grant s ,  pa r t i ng 

i s sad . P e r  ha s s a i d  hi s farew el l s a nd i s  n ow e mbarking on 

hi s tri p � t o S ou t h  D a ko ta .  A f t e r t he f ir s t l ap o f  the trip 

he wri t e s , 

19 Jorg en s on and S o lum , p .  281 . 
20 

J orgen s on and S o l um ,  PP · 26-28.  



But , t h e r e  I s t ood o n  t he p i e r  and s t are d a f t er 
the bo y s  a n d  the b oa t  un t i l t h e y  had c o mp l e t e ly 
di s app e ar e d  b e h i n d  Skarvho l men o n  the o t he r s i d e  o f  
t he f j o rd . Whe n t he la s t  c o rn e r o f  t h e  s q ua re s a i l  
wa s g o n e , I f e l t a s  i f  a d o o r  c lo s e d wi t h i n m e  and 
a ro o m  wa s l o c ke d  f o re v e r . ( P e r S me v i k , p . 4 )  

36 

A f e e l i ng o f  more i n t en s e  lo s s  o v e rwhe l ms hi m a s  the s hi p  

l e av e s t h e  c oa s t o f  No rway . _ 

The n w e  s e t  out t o  s e a  • . . .  T h e  mou n t a i n s  s a n k  
l owe r a n d  l owe r i n t o t h e  h o r i z o n a s  t h e  d a y  
wan ed . When no t h i n g mo r e  c ould b e  s e e n b u t  a l o w , 
rug g e d  cloud b a n k , I wen t b e low , c rep t i n t o  my 
bun k a nd bawl e d l i ke a wh i pp e d  c h i l d . Tha t was 
my far ewe l l  t o  t h e  F a t h e rl and . ( P e r  S m e v i k ,  p .  20 ) 
R911vaag r .ev e a l s a n o t he r  a spe c t  o f  e mi g ra t i o n  i n  The 

Bo at of Lo ngi ng . The b o o k  c l o s e s  wi th a g l imp s e o f  o l d  Jo 

an d  Anna Va ag ba c k  i n  N o rway , gr i e v i ng f o r  t he i r s o n , and 

wa i t i ng in va i n  for hi s l e t t e r s . F i na� l y  J o s c r ap e s t o ­

g e ther e n o ug h  mone y f o r  a t i c ke t  t o  A me r i c a , ho p ing t o  

lo ca t e N i l s .  La c k i ng n e c e s s ary pap e r s , howeve r i  he i s  d e ­

ni ed e n t ry a t  N e w  Yo rk and i s  f o rc ed t o  r e t urn t o No rwa y  

on the n ex t  s hip . 
On the r e t urn t r i p , J o  me e t s  a wo man who i n t i ma t e s  

t ha t s he mi ght have s e e n Nils  i n  a n  e l e gan t ho t e l  i n  

Minne apo l i s .  Aro und thi s s l i m p o � s i b i l i t y , J o  s p i n s  a 

Y a rn t o r e a s s ur e  Ann a ,  abo u t  the i r  s on ' s happy l i f e  in t he 

New Wo rl d .  T ha t  n i ght J o Va ag ro w s o f f  i n t o  t h e  s un s e t , i n  

t he d i r e c t i o n  o f  t he " B o a t  o f  Lon g i n g , "  n e v e r  t o r e t urn . 

R ¢ lva ag knew fr o m expe r i e n c e  tha t  t he br e a king o f  t i e s  
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binding on e t o  home and Fathe rl and c o uld n ot  b e  ac c o m­

pli s he d  wi t h  one  swi f t  s troke , and i t  o f t en inf l i c ted the 

d e epe s t  heartache on t he fami ly l e f t  behind . Tho s e  who 

s e t  out  f o r  t he New Wo rld , whe ther the buoyan t y ouths  l i ke 

P e r  Sme v i k o r  t he mo re g entle on e s  l i ke N i l s Vaag , had one 

thing i n  c o mm on . The y shared t he hop e  o f  ful f i ll ing t he i r 

dreams i n  A me ri c a .  
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C HAP TER IV 

THE CO S T  OF TRANSPLA NTATION 

Per Smev i k  plo d s  along t he long , lonely c o un try road , 

s e arc hi n g  f o r  hi s uncl e ' s  farm . N i l s  Vaag t im i dly m i ng l e s 

w i t h  t he i n d i f f e re n t  crowd on Ni c o l l e t Avenue . P er Hansa 
s tride s c o nf i den t ly thr o ugh the sea of  t all  gra s s  ahe ad o f  

t h e  wa go n i n  whi ch Bere t c owers , s i l ently w e eping . All are 

moving t oward t he �r g b al s  in the New Wo rld--P e r  Smevik 

toward a be tt er l i f e  than he exp e ri en c e d  as a f i s herman , 

Nil s t oward art i s ti c  f ul f i l lmen t , and P er Han s a  t oward hi s 
ki ngd o m  on t he prairi e .  R¢lvaag g i v e s a pene trat ing p i c ­

ture o f  t he s e i mmig ran t s  in T h e  Thi rd Li f e  o f  P e r  Smevi k , 

T he B o a t  o f  Longi ng, a n d  Gi an t s  i n  the Ear t h . 

The c harac t ers in �¥J-vaag 1 s  n ovel s hav e i n  c o mmon a 

dual i s t i_c predicame n t--lo oking ba c kward t o  t he old c oun try 

and f o rward t o  new l i fe in Ameri c a ,  y e t  b e l ong i n g  t o  

n e i the r land . R�lvaag himself evi d en c ed t hi s d ual i ty . A s  

Haugen s ay s , " Hi s  love o f  hi s  ra c e  e s t abli shed two f ixed  

po le s be twe en whi ch hi s thought s we re fo rev e r  o s c illati ng : 

hi s d evo t i on to  the pa s t  i n  No rway , t he her i t a g e  o f  hi s 

pe opl e ; and hi s c oncern about the i r  future i n  A me r i ca , the 

1 fate of the Norwe gian i mmigrant . "  

1Haugen , " ROlvaag : Norweg i an-A me ri c an , " P • 5 3 .  

• 



39 

The n ewcome r ' s  f a t e i s  d e t e r m i n e d  par tl y  by hi s own 

t e mp e ramen t .  R¢lvaag s a i d  in a sp e e c h  to t he Uni v er s i ty o f  

O slo I b s e n  F e s t ival in 1928 : 11 Tran splan t a t ion o f  human 
soul s ,  even under the mo s t  f avorab l e  cond i t i o n s ; i s  a di f f i ­

cult proc e s s . The r e  a r e  many a d j u s tmen t s  t o  b e  mad e . That 

o f  a cqui r i n g  a f e e l i ng of home in an ali en wi l d e rn e s s  i s  

c e r t a i nly no t e a s y . And the mo re s en s i t iv e  t he soul , t he 
' 2 

more dan g e rou s t he ex� e r 1men t . "  P e r  Sme v i k ,  f o r  in s t an c e ,  

f i nds the ad j us t men t s di f f i cult b u t  not i n s urmo un t abl e , 

3 
b e c aus e hi s a tti t ude . i s re c ep ti ve t o  n ew e xp e r i e nc e s . 

T hre shi ng ma c hin e s  and mo d e rn me thod s of f arming d el i ght 

him ,  and he doe s  no t g i ve up un t i l  he l e arn s  t he new tasks . 

P e r  expre c o e a  a f un damen t al ly A me r i c an a t t 1 t u a e  when 

h e  say s , " Li fe would be �uch s i mpl e r  f o r  me i f  on ly my 

n a t ur e  wer e  a l i t tl e  d 1 ft e r en t , so that I could take t hi n g s 

e a s i e r and n o t always have to do every t hi n g · r a s t e r  and 

b e t t e r  t han anyon e e l s e "  ( p . 36 ) . Hi s c hanc e s  o f  s urv ival 

and s uc c e s s  s e e m  rat he r  promi s ing . 

Anothe r d e t e rmin a t ive fac tor i n  maki ng the ad j us tment 

to the n ew coun try i s the type of goal b e i ng soug ht . Pe r • s 

e arly goal s  are q u i t e  uncompl i c a t e d : " I  c an ' t af ford to 

2
Jorg e n s o n and So lum , P ·  396 . 

3
Fol lowing p ag e  r e f er enc e s  are t o Rj?}lvaag , lli Third 

· L i fe of P e r  Smevi k .  
- - ---
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spend two we e ks do i ng no thing, " he says , " I  have come t o  

Ameri ca t o  make mon e y l 11 ( p . 2 ) . Howeve r ,  as  he mature s ,  he 

real i z e s  what he later expre s se s  i n  the Four th o f  July 

addre s s  in a later lett er :  " Bu t  l i fe 1 s more  than f o od ,  

earthly happine s s  1 s  more than c i v i c  fre e do m ,  and God ' s 

grea t e s t  gift to man i s  not f i r s t and foremo s t  great oppor­

tun1 t i e s 11 ( pp . 1 22-23 ) . 

As he b e c o me s di s en c hant ed wi th hi s f arm c ho re s , he 

wri t e s , " Wha t ple asure wi ll I ge t f ro m  the s e  f ew do l lars 

� ' m  s av ing when I hav e to work so d e sp era t e l y  hard for 

the m ,  and then b e  mi s erabl e and unhappy be s id e s ? "  ( pp .  5 4-

55 ) .  Grad uall y P e r  Smevi k ac c o mmodat e s  himself t o  new and 

�iff i c ul t  c ond i t i o n s and t o  a he c t i c  way o f l i v in g , but he 

do e s  n o t  ac c ep t  them a s  hi s own phi l o s ophy .  " Li t t l e  by 

l ittl e I ' m beginning t o � e t  u s e d  t o  c ondi t i o n s  over h e r e  

and so I feel more at home , "  he wri t e s . " On �  c an g e t u s ed 

to mo s t  anything , I gue a s . tt Then he add s , " The great e s t 

jo y  in life li e s n o t  in s aving up money . • • • I t is t o  be 

sati s fie d wi th wha t yo u have • • • • The more I s e e  of the 

drudgery her e , the more I ' m  c onvinc ed that I am ri ght . "  

( pp .  63-6 4 ) 

Restl e s s , he c o nt e mp l at e s  j o i n i ng the army t o  f i ght i n  

the Span i sh-A meri can war . Then h e  make s the d e c is ive move 

t ha t s hape s  hi a f u t ur e --he enrolls a t A ugus t an a A c ademy in 

C ant on ,  south Da ko t a , thu s  e mbarking on an a c ad e mi c  l i f e . 
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Furthermor e ,  he c as t s hi s l o t  w i t h  hi s f e l l ow i mmigrants 

a t  thi s N orweg i an Lu theran s c hool . Per Sme v 1 k has learned 

t hat a c h i e v ing e c ono mi c  s ucce s s  i n  Ameri c a  i s  po s s ible but · 

t ha t  i t  doe s no t sa t i s fy the lo nging s o f  the s o ul .  " Li f e  
i s  mo r e  t han f o od • • • · "  

On hi s l o n ely walk from the ra i lr oad s ta t i on t o  hi s 
uncl e ' s  farm , P e r  lo o ks b a c k  in lon e l i n e s s  and ahead i n  

f e ar . Ev e n  the i m m i gran t whose di spositi on i s  op ti mi s tic 

c ri e s i n  h o me s i c k  mi s e ry i n  an al ien environ men t .  

P er S mev i k  addre s s e s  hi s le tter s to hi s f a ther and t o 
hi s bro ther Andrea s ,  b u t  e a ch le t t e r  expr e s s e s  lo ve and 

c o nc e rn for h i s mo t he r . " B e  g o o d  t o  mother , 1 1  he of t en 

urge s hi s bro t her . Tho ugh Per t t; ad j u s tment l s  1•e la t i ·v· e ly 

s mo o th,  hi s le t ter s ref lect unea s y  l o n e l in e s s  and gnawing 

hq me s i c kn e s s  for hi s f a mi ly and for hi s f ormer way of l i fe .  

Morn i ng and evening when I g o  abou t  my w o r k  i n  t h e 
barn , I c an ' t he lp t hinking abo u t  Andreas an d  the 
o ther f e l low s ;  how t h e y  a r e  n ow g e t t ing t hei r e q u ip­
ment ready f or the Lo f o t en t r i p , and w i ll soo n  be 
s ail i n g  n o r t hward al ong the c han n e l  in a driv i ng wind • 
• • • Then I f e e l  a l ump i n  my t hr oa t , and I of ten 

f ind my sel f s pec ula t in g  on how I could e ver have l e f t  
tha t li fe whi c h  I l i ke d  a o  well . ( p .  37 )  
He c o mpare s his beautiful ho me l and wi t h  South D a ko t a : 

" And t here i s  no t hing o ut here b� t flat plain s  and fiel d s ,  

and myri ad s  o f  mi l k c o w s  and p i g s "  ( p . 46 ) . New s from Nor­

way ma k� s h i m  ill wi t h l o ng i ng , b u t  s till he hunger s f o r  

l e t t e r s fr o m  home . " Ro l l s  the b i l l ow broad and bright , in 
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and o ut al ong the sho r e , "  i s  a s train tha t re c ur s a s  y o ung 

Per re c .all s happi e r  day s i n  N o rway- -unhu!'ri e d ,  sa t i s fy ing 

days i n sharp c on t ra s t to hi s  he c t i c exi s ten ce  in Ameri ca . 

Ame ri can f arme r s  spend no t i me readi n g  o r  e n j o y i ng the m­

s e lv e s but c on c e n t ra t e  on ma te ri al g o al s . He mus e s ,  " I f 

only there were t i me t o  s t op and t hi n k  thing s o ve r  a l i t tl e . 

But n o ,  e v e ry thi ng ha s t o  go with the sp e e d of l ightning " 

( p . 48 ) . 
Underlying hi s great di s i l lus i onmen t i s  a f e e l ing o f  

e s t rang e men t-- o f  n o t  belonging , even a m on g  hi s own c o un try ­

men . " I  j u s t  can ' t understand ho w i t ha s happ ened that the 

Norweg i an y o ung p e o p l e  he r e  in thi s c o un try and tho s e  i n  

N o rway hav e  dri f' t e d  s o  f ar apar t ,  a l mo s t  a s  i f  they w e re o f  

an o th e r rac e "  ( p .  53 ) .  
Al tho ugh P e r  Smevi k. adap t s  t o  new·  c i rcums tanc e s ,  he 

do e s  n o t s uc c umb to the lure of ma t er i al i s t i c  go al s i n  

A meri c a , but rathe r  expand s hi s go al s t o  more ul t i �a t e one s . 

H e  wil l s urvi ve , a nd he will ha v e  s o me t hing t o  c o n t r i bu t e  

t o hi s new c o un try b e c a u s e  h e  d o e s  no t ren o un c e  hi s ho me ­

land •. 

Howev e r ,  i f  Per Smevi k,  wh o s e  n a t ur e  i s  a d ap t abl e ,  

we ep s fo r hi s l o s t l i f e  in Norw ay , wha t o f  t he s e n s i t i ve 

s o ul s l i ke Ni l s  Vaag and Be re t Ho lm? 

N il s ' g o al s a r e  mo re i d e al i s t i c  than tho s e  of 
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Per Smevi k ,  a n d  hi s d i spo s i t i on i s  mo r e  d e l i c a t e . C o n­

s eq u en t l y , hi s ad j u s tme n t  to Am e ri c a i s  mor e  p a i n ful . The · 

c e ntral s e c t i o n  o f  The Boat o f  Lo n g i n g  s h i f t s  t o  Minn e s o ta ,  
whe r e  N i l s  ha s c o me i n  A e arc h o f  " the h i g h e s t "  and " th e  

mo a t  be a u t i ful . "  He i s  an A s ke l add who has c o m e t o  Mi nneap­
ol i s  to f i n d  ar t i s t i c  f ul f i l l me n t - - t h e  i d e al . Wi t ho u t  a 

sp e c i f i c  plan f o r  a c hi e v i n g  hi s g o al s , N i l s  s e t t l e s  f o r  

men i al j ob s  i n  o rd e r  t o  make a l iving . Th e  s l um s e c t i o n 

and the c he ap ro o m i ng ho u s e  whe r e  Ni l s  l iv e s a r e  n o t p i c­

t u r e d  a s  c onvi nc i ngly as the scene s i n  Norway i n  th e f i r s t  

an d l a s t par t s  o f  the bo o k .  Howeve r ,  R�lvaag c la i ms tha t he 

d i d  n o t  i n t end to g i v e a rea l i s t i c  p i c t ur e  of i mmi grc.i.n t 

l i fe i n  t h e  b i g  c i ty b u t  wa s me r e l y  t ry in g t o  sho :J " th e  

g r e a t  p i ty o f  i t  a l l , t h e  u t t e r t r ag edy o f  a s e n s i tive s o u l  

1 1  l .&t  i 1 d n 4  ma t ng an e f f o rt t o  a d j u s t  i t s e � n a n e w  an • • . · 

A s en s e  of t r a g e dy p e rvad e s  a l l  o f  N i l s ' expe ri e nc e s  

i n  Ame r i c a . A s  h e  s tand s on s t re e t  c o rn e r s , wa t ching the 

i nd i f f e r e n t  c rowd s s urg e by , h e  r e al i z e s  t ha t  nobody a c t uai­

ly i s awa r e  o f  hi s ex i s t e n c e . Lo n e l y  and ho me s i c k ,  h e  i s  

s t rand e d be twe en two w o rl d s--No rwa y t o  wh i ch h e  c ann o t  r e -
5 

turn an d A m e ri c a wh e r e  he do e s  n o t  b e l ong . 

4 
J o rge n s o n a n d  So l um , p . 28 4. 

5
Fo l l owi n g  pag e r e f e ren c e s  a r e  t o  R�lvaa g , The B o a t o f  

Longin.g . 
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In the n o i sy c i t y  nobody appr e c i a t e s hi s l o ve o f mu s i c . 

A t  on e t i me he play s hi s v i o lin i n  a rai l r o ad s ta t i on and 

ge t s  c a rri e d  o f f  i n t o  a priva t e  wo rld of hi s own . Sudd enly 

an a t t endan t bring s him bac k to re al i ty by s ay ing , " Y our 

f i dd l e  s o un d s righ t s mar t ,  lad , bu t thi s i s  no c on c e r t -hal l ! 

B e t t er �ut i t  up l "  ( p . 232 ) . 

Howeve r ,  Ni l s  d i s c ov e r s  two c ompa t ible s p i ri t s  in the 

c i ty . E l d e r l y  Kri s t in e Dahl , a N o rd l and e r  l i ke N i l s ,  ha s 

wi thdrawn t o  the fia t s  o f  t he r i v e r , whe re s he qui e tl y  

n urtur e s  h e r  dreams and me mo ri e s . She s har e s N i l s ' y e a rn-

ing f o r  mus i c and f o r  the old c o un t ry . L i ke N i l s ,  s he 

c la i ms t o  hav e  s e en the 11 B o a t  o f  Longin g . " 

The o t he r  ki n d r e d  so.ul i s  N i l s 1 ro o mma t e , Mr . We i s-

mann , a po e t .  Sin c e  hi s crea t i v e  o f f e ri ng s  ha v e be en re­

j e c t e d  by in s en s i t i v e A m e r i c a n s , h e  find s c on s o la t i on i n  

d rin ki ng . He and Ni l s  have endur ed the same i n d i f f e r en c e 

t o  t he i r t al en t s . Thro ugh the po e t ,  Rplvaag l e ve l s  an 

at ta c k o n  A meri c a ' s  ma t e r i a l i s m  and la c k  o f  a r t i s t i c  sen s i-

6 
t i vi ty . 

N i l s ' c o mp an i on o n  the tr ip t o  A me r i c a ,  Per Syv 

Han se n , has c ome be c au s e  of a pur e l y  e c on o mi c  mo t iv e - - t o  

make mo n e y  and t o  spend i t  s e lfi shly . H e  make s a spl e nd i d  

ad j u s t men t t o  Ame r i c a . N i l s  has promi s e d  t o  lo o k  att er 

6 
Haug e n ,  " R¢1 va.ag : No rw e g ian-A m e r i c an , " P • 64. 
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P e r  Syv i n  the New Wo rld . When he can n o  l o n g e r  acc o un t  

f o r  hi s i r r e spon s i bl e  c o mpatri o t , Ni l s  s t o p s  wr i t ing t o  

t ho s e  ba ck i n  N o rway . Kri s t i n e  Da hl ' s  d e a t h c a u s e s  ano the r 

bre a k  wi th hi s home l and . 

In vain N i l s s e arche s fo r fulfillmen t in a N ort h W o o d s 

lumb e r  c amp � Al th ough he make s an e x t ernal a d j u s tmen t t o  

t he arduo u s  wo r k  o f  lumbe r i ng , h e  s t i ll wan d e r s  o n  the o ut­

s ki rt s of l i f e . Ni l a  r e s e mbl e s P e r  Smev 1 k ,  who manag e s  to 

ad j u s t  to s t renuo u s  farm w or k  in South Dako t a .  B o th P e r  

Smevi k and N i l s  Vaag have  ac c ommoda t ed the i r bod i e s t o  

har sh phy s i c al labo r a nd bo th re c e ive adeq ua te pay . How­
eve r ,  bo th r e al i z e  tha t  j u s t s uc c e e ding f i n a n c i al ly i s  n o t  

eno u g h . Nil s c o n t i nu e s to dre a m  o f  b e c oming a mu s i c i an ;  

P e r  S me v i k  dr e ams o f  a t tending s c h o o l in the p ur s ui t o f  hi s 

goal . 

In The B o a t o f  L o n gi ng R¢1vaag t e ll s  in  f i c t i on wha t 

he expre s s e s  in t he Fo ur t h of J ul y  o ra t i on i n  The Thi rd 

Life o f  P e r  Smev i k .  America gi v e s t o  P e r  Syv wha t he 

s e e ks--mo n e y  tha t c an b uy materi al things and s ur fac e 

plea sure s . Americ a ' s o ppo rtun i t i e s  ar e f o r  t he P e r  Syv s , 

n o t for the s en s i t ive , i d e al i s t i c  i mm igrant s who are 

s e archi n g  for " t�e hi ghe s t . "  Obvi o us ly there i s  s o me thing 

wro ng wi th a s o c i e ty tha t frus tra t e s p e op l e  l i ke Ni l s , s ay s 
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on e cri t i c . R¢lvaag pa s s e s  j udgmen t o n  a c o un t ry tha t ha s 

n o  plac e. f o r  the N i l s Vaag s ,  the P o e t  We i s man n s , and the 

Kri s t i n e  D ahl e . The i r s  i s  a pure N o rd i c  S t ra i n  tha t 

s ho u l d  n o t  be me l t e d  down in t o. me d i o cr i ty . 

Wha t b e c o me s  o f  Ni l s  i s  a ma t t e r  o f  spe c u l a t i on . 

When Kr i s t i n e  Dahl d i e s ,  s he bequea ths N i l s  he r v i ol i n , a 

s y mbo l o f  t he c r e a t i v e  s p i ri t . Thi s a c t  c o uld i ndi c a t e  

tha t N i l s  r e mai n s  true t o  hi s vi s i on ,  e s  Re i g s t ad be-
8 . 

l i eves . The s t o ry o f  N i l s  Vaag c lo s e s  when he l e ave s 

Mi nn e ap o l i s  t o  j o in a rai lroad c r ew . He dri f t s  o u t  o f  

f o c u s , r e app e ar i n g  fro m t i me t o  t i me o n  s o �e s t r e e t  c orn er 

o n  a Sa turday n i g ht ,  tt and there he wo uld s t and s e arc hi ng 

and s e (:j. i·uhing , l i ke El l une g ull p t ro hE:d w& t chf ul on s o u-,a 

bo ld h e adl and ro und whi c h  the o c e an c ur ren t r un s  swi f t " 

( p .  243 ) . 

N i l s  dri f t s  abo ut w i tho u t  ro o t s  be c a u s e  he l a c ks the 
re s i l i e n c e  and p e r s i s t e n c e  tha t enable P e r  S me vi k  t o  ad j u s t  

t o  hi s new l i f e . Tran sp lant a t i o n  prove s d i f f i c ul t  f o r  P e r 

Smevi k ,  bu t i t  i s  d e va s t a t i ng f o r  N i l s  Vaa g . The no ve l in 

whi c h R�l vaag prob e s e ven more d e ep l y  t he c o s t  o f  the 

N o rwe g i an i mmi gran t ' s  transplan t a t i on in t he N ew Wo rld i s  

7
C harl e s  Bo ewe , " R�lvaag ' s  Ame ri ca : A n  Immi g ra n t  

Nove l i s t ' s Vi ews , " We s t ern Human i t i e s  Re vi ew ,  11 ( W in t er 
1957 ) ,  6 .  

8 
Re i g s t ad ,  p .  ?7 . 



47 
9 G iant s · �£ t he E a r t h  • .A t  the t ime o f  i t s  publ i c a t i o n  in 

En gl i s h t ran s l a t i o n i n  192? , (thi s n ov e l was h e ralded a s  U _:j___y:..­
" t he f ul l e s t , f i n e s t ,  and mo s t  p owe r f u l  n o v e l t ha t  ha s 

b e e n  wr i t t en abou t p i o n e e r  l i f e i n  A me ri c a . 11 1 0 

G i an t s  i n  t h e  Ear th i n t e rpr e t s  t he s t ru g g l e s  o r  the f!3Jvr 
immigrant s e t tl e r s  i n  t e rms o f  mo r e  t han p hy 8 1 c al hard s hip . 

The r e a l  c o s t  o f  e mp i r e bui ld i n g  c an b e c o mp u t e d  in · t e rms 

o f  p s y c h,o l o g 1 cal an d s p iri t ual ad j u s t ment t o  t h e  pra i r i e . 

C o mma g e r  ha s c al l e d  t h e  n ov e l " t he mo s t  p e n e t r a t i n g  an d 

ma ture d e p i c t me n t  o f  th e we s tward mo v e men t i n  o u r  l i t e r a -

tur e , " b e c a u s e 1 t c o mb i ne s t he phy s i c a l and t t.e s p i r i t ual 

exp e r i e n c e , j u s t  a s  the s t o ry o f  A me ri c a  i t s e l f  i s  " n o t  the 

s t o r•y of p hy s i c a l  e..nd ma t e r i n l  d. e v e l o p 1� er.. t and expan s i on ·� o 
1 1  t he u t t e r  e x c l u s i on o f  s p i r l t ual a. n d  p sy c ho l o g i c a 1 . u  

Thi s c on tra s t o f  p hy s i c a l and spi r i t ual a s p e c t s  o f  

t he i m m i gran t ' s  t r an splan t a t i on o n  A me r i can s o i l  i s  o n e  o f  

the dua l i sms i n  t he n o v e l . An o th e r  i s  t he ba c ln,m rd l o o k t o · 

h o me l and and he r i ta ge and the f orwa rd l o o k  i n t o  t he f u t ur e  

in Ame ri c a .  P e r  Smevi k a n d  Ni l s  Vaag a r e  s t rande d  be twe en 

90 1 e  E .  · R¢'1 va a g , G 1.?.:fl t s  in t h e  Ea��g, t ra1:lS . Li n c o ln 
C o l c o rd and o . E . R.¢1 vaag TNew York : lia rp e r and Br o t:ie r s , 192? ) . Pag e r e f e r en c e s in t he t ex t  w i l l  b e  mad e t o  tni s 
edi t i on . 

1 0  
. 

Un s i gn e d r e v i ew o f  G i an t s  i n  the ]:nrth ,  Na t i o n ,  
1 3  Jul y 1 � 27 , i n  R�lvaag pap e r s . 

1 1  Comma ger , p .  31 9 .  



two world s ,  l o ng i n g  f o r  No rway and groping f o r  a pla c e i n  

thi s c o un t r y . Thi s s a me dual i t y  i s  exp e r i e n c e d  b y  P e r  

Han sa and B e r e t  in G i an t s  i n  the E a rt h . 

The o p en i ng s c ene · re veal a ·  t he c on tra s t  b e twe en t he 

p i o n e e r  c o upl e .  The bro ad- shoulde r e d  man s tr i d e s con-

8 

fi den t l y  ahe ad o f  the f o rl o rn cs.ravan tha t craw l s  al ong 

through t he t a ll gra s s  t oward the s e t t i n g  sun . Dri vi ng t he 

wag o n  i s  a s unburn t woman , s i l e n t l y  we eping , ho ld i ng a 

c h i ld o n  her lap . Be r e t ha s  r e l uc t an tly l e f t her ho meland 

to f ol l ow her hu sband a c ro s s  t he o c e an ,  t hr ou g h  many t o�''n s , 

and o n  i n t o t he wi l d e rn e s s  o f  Dako t a . She c an n o t s hare her 

hu � band ' s  buo yan t  op t i mi s m  a t  the pr o sp e c t  o f  e s t abl i s h i ng 

a ho me i n  t he wi lde rn e s s  e In s t e a(l o .t'  l o o ki ng to"tArard t he 

fu t ure , s he l o oks bac kw a rd . She ha s t o rn he r s e l f  away from 

home and c o un t ry ,  n o t  b e �aus e s h e  s e e ks·  adven ture bu t be-

. . 12 
c au s e  s he · l o ve s P e r . O n l y  thi s l o v e ha s s u s t a i n e d  he r . 

P e r  Han s a ,  on t he o t her hand ,  ha s n o  r e g r e t s  f o r  · hav- · 

1ng l e f t N o rway , and l i t t l e f e ar o f  t he f u t ur e . Hi s 

s trengt h and enduran c e are c o upl e d  wi th bo und l e s s  en thu s i ­

asm . P e r r epre s en t s  " A me ri c a  a t  i t s  m o s t  Ame r i c an . " 1 3 H e  

12 
G e o r g e  Leroy Whi t e , S c and i navi an Theme s i n  A�£§1! 

F i c t i on ( P hi l ad e lphi a : Univers ity o f  P e nn s y l v an i a  Pre s s , 

;1 937 �-101 . 
1 3Jo s eph E .  Ba ke r , " We st ern Man A g a in s t  N a t ure : 

filant s in the Ear t h  n C o l l e g e Engl i s h, 4 ( O c t o b e r  1942 ) , 
21 . - ·- --

, 
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d re a m s . abo ut hi s f ut ur e  kingdom on the pra i r i e s  o f  S ou t h  

Dakota and put s hi s dr e ams in t o  ac t i on b y  hard work . P e r  

Han s a  i s  a n  A s ke ladd f i g ure , e a g e r  to a t t e mp t  the i mp o s s i­

bl e and. cl e ve r e n o ug h  t o  a c c ompl i s h  i t . R�lvaag ha s  c r e­

a t ed an un f o r g e t t abl e c o mbi na t i on in B ere t and P e r  Han s a--

11 t he e mp i r e  bui l d e r  i n  un i on wi th t he re f i n e d  but unad ap t-

1 4  abl e w o man d epend e n t upon an age- old c 1 v1 l i z a t 1 on . 11 

In a s ens e , P e r  Han sa i s  t he he ro o f  the p i o ne e ri n g  

exp e ri e n c e  i n  Ameri c a . W i tho u t  hi s t ype o f  c o nq u e s t , t he 

prai ri e s  wo uld n o t  hav e b e e n  s ubdu e d  and t he s e t t l e m e n t s  

wo uld no t have fl o ur i she d  and gr own in t o  town s  and c i t i e s . 

P e r  Han s a  1 s Vi ki ng q us.1 1  t i e s are r e ad i ly a s s i mi labl e in t o  

Amer i c an c ul t ure . S e l f-re l i an c e  i s  a ma j o r c ha ra c t e r i s t i c  

o f  t he No rd i c  ra c e , d e v e l o p e d  by t he v e ry n a t u r e  o f  the 

c o un try . P e r  Han s a  wa s a c c u s t o me d  t o  ba t t l i n g  the s t o rms 

o f  the No r t h  A tl an t i c  b e fo r e  c o mi ng t o  Ame r i c a . H i s 

s trong . wi l l  and pow e r  t o fi gh t are a her i t ag e f ro m  hi s 

1 5  
Nordland p a s t .  P e r  Hansa i s  proud o f  hi s new l and and i s  

eag e r  t o  e s tabl i � h hi s kingdo m . H e  i s  w i l l ing t o adj ust 
to hi s n ew l and e As D i t tmann s a y s , he ha s t he ri gh t 

1 4Jo r gen s on and S o l um ,  p .  326 . 
15 Dittmann , p .  2 3 . 



1 6  
spiri t .  B e r e t  a t  t i me s f ear s t hi s s pi r i t . 

Now i t  had t a ken po s s e s s i o n  o f  hi m aga in-- tha t  1n­
do m1 t ab l e ,  c on q u e ring mood whi c h  s e e me d  t o  give him 
the r i ght of way whe re v e r  he w e n t , wha t e v e r  he d i d . 

_ Ou twa rd ly , a t  s u c h  t i me s , he s howed o n ly a buoyan t 
re c kl e s sne s s ,  a s  i f  wrapped i n  a c l o a k  o f  gay , 

. wan t o n  levity ; bu t d own ben e a th all t hi s l ay a s t e rn 

d e t ermi n a t i on o f  purpo s e , a dri vi ng f orc e , s o  s t rong 
tha t she shran k b a c k  from the l e a s t  c o n t a c t wi t h  i t . 
( p . 41 ) 

Be r e t  s e e ms t o  f ear wha t P er Han s a  i s  do i n g  to t he 

pra i r i e a s  mu c h  a s  wha t t he pra i r i e i s  d o i ng t o t he s e t­

tlers . She w ond e r s
.

i f  P e r Han sa 1 s l u s t f o r  l and i s  ri g ht 

i n  Go d ' s s i g ht . B e r e t ·r e c o gni z e s P er Han s a • s ma t e r i a l i s t i c  

m o ti v e s  and f e ar s  the m . 

Whi l e  Per H an s a  exul t an t l y  wo_r k s  toward t he f o und i ng 

o r  h 1. s ki ngdo m :  B e r e t  c anno t s e e  the f u  � ur· e 8.X.u ep ·v i n  f t: e:d.� . 

The s i l en t , e mp ty prai r i e f i l l s  he r wi th s ma l l  f e ar s  tha t 

mul t ipl y an d grow un t i l  terr o r  lur k s  1 n · ev e ry c l oud and i n  

the s t i l l n e s s  o f  t he d e ep n i g ht . T o  s hu t  o u t  t he t e rr or o f  

the dar kne s s , she ha ng s he avy cl o t he s  at the w i nd ows . 

Be r e t t hi nks t ha t  the w i ld e rn e s s  tha t s u rr o und s the m 

on al l s i d e s  i s  un c i vi l i z ed ,  un f i t  for human b e i ng s . The 

s o d  ho u s e  whi ch he r husband ha s bu i l t  wi th suc h i ng en u i ty 

d i s t urb s h e r . " Man and b e a s t  i n  on e building ? How c o ul d  

one li ve t hat way ? " ( p .  53 ) .  She r e al i z e s tha t  t he s o d  

ho us e w.1 1 1  n o t  be the i r perman e n t  ho me . No t hi ng s e e ms t o  

16 
D i t t mann , p .  25 . 



have c o n t i nui ty on t h e  prai ri e , wh i l e ba c k  i n  N o rwa y ,  

ho me s r e ma i n  i n  t he f a m i l y  f o r c e n tur i e s . 

Be re t ne ed s an ord e red c iv i l i z ati o n , a pla c e  whe r e  
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peopl e  r e spe c t  o ld law s and c u s t o m s . S he can n o t a d j u s t  t o  

t he c a s ual fre e i n t e rp r e t at i o n o f  law on t he p r'a i ri � s . Fo r 

i n s tan c e , when P e r  pul l s  up and d e s troy s  the s t ake s o f  t he 

Iri s h  c l a i m  j ump e r s , he s en s e s n o  g ui l t  beca u s e  hi s mo tive 

i s  irrepro a chabl e-- t he pro te c t i on o f  hi s f r l e nd s 1 p r op e r ty . 

Bere t ,  on t he o t he r han d , depl ore s a ny a c t o f  t a mp e r i n g  

w i t h  landmarks b e c au s e  i t  i s  c on s i d e r e d a t e rr i bl e  c r i me 
1? in N o rway , ac c o�di n g t o  o ld l e gal t rad i t i on . 

Any d e v i at i on f r om e s t a bl i s h e d  order bo t he rs Be re t . 

She reac t s  a g a i n s t  ad o p t i ng n ew na m e s i n  A me r i c a ,  f o r  i n­

s tan ce , be c a u s e  e he s e e s t he c u s t o m  a s  s y mp t o ma t i q  o f  a 

ca sual a t t i t ud e t owa rd e s tabl i shed law .a nd t r a d i t i o n . 

" W e ll , n ow t he y  ha d  d i s c a rded t h e  n ame s o f  t he i r  fa the rs , 

s oon t h e y  wo uld b e  d i s c ar d i n g  t he s a cr ed thing s "  ( p .  279 ) . 
She e sp e c i a ll y  d epl o r e s g ivi ng her n ewbo rn s on t he name 

P e d e r V i c t o r i ou s , s i n c e children should b e  name d wi t h  
. 

18 
reveren c e  f or fami ly t rad 1 t i 6 n . . 

17
wayn e F .  Mo r t en s e n ,  " The Pr obl e m  o f  Lo s s  of C ul ture 

i n R�lva ag ' s  G i an t s  in the Ear t h , P e d e r  Vi c t or i o u s , and 
The i r  Fa t he r s •  G o d" �iMes o t a Engl i sh J o urnal , 8 ( W i n t e r  
n12J , . 4 4 . -- ' 

18 . i t i  " . E lnar I .  Ha u gen , " Lan gua ge a nd Imm gra on , 
!r nrwegi an- A me r i c a.n S tud i e s  and Re c o rd s , 10 ( 1 938 ) ,  13 • 

) 



5 
B e r e t ' s  troubl e d  mind l o n g s  f o r  s ymbo l s  of s e curi ty .  

She in s t i n c t iv e ly re c al l s her c hurc h in N o rway . 

· · Of t en , now ,  s he f o und h e r s e l f t hin ki ng o f  the 
c hurchyard a t  ho me • • . . The chu r c hy a rd wa s 
en c lo s ed by a ma s s i ve s t o n e  w a l l , broad and 
he avy ; on e c ou l dn ' t i mag i n e  an y t h i ng mo re 
r e l l ab l e  than t ha t  wall . . . . In t he m i d s t  o f  
the c hurchyard l ay the c hur c h ,  s e c ur e l y  pr o t e c t­
ing e v ery thing r o und a bo u t . ( p . 222 ) 

A s  she looks ba c k ,  B e r e t i s  o v e rwhe l m e d  by home s i c k­
n e s s  f o r  h e r  family , f o r  he r chur c h ,  and for th� land i t ­

s e l f . She i s  una bl e t o  s ub s t i t u t e  t he n ev e r- ch anging 

prai ri e s  fo r the rhy thm i c ,  mo ody s ea ,  o r  the flat fi e l d s  

f o r  t he mo un t a i n s  a nd f j ord s , or  t he o pe n , t re e l e s s  p l a i n s 

f or the f o r e s t s . R�lv a a g ,  h� m s e l f , ne ver o v e rc ame hi s l ong-

i u.g f o l· the h urne lci .ilu , an J e b pt: c i u lly ·.r u l' t he s e & . In a 

spe e ch r epri n t e d  by J org en s on and Solu m ,  Ro lv a a g  de fend s  
B e r e t ' s  r e a c t i o n t o  p i o n ee rin g . 

In B e re t ,  the w i f e  o f  P e r  Han sa ,  I have· tri e d  t o  
pi c t ure s u c h  a c harac ter . S o me p e opl e g e t  o ut o f  
pat i en c e  w i t h  he r ,  and I i n  t urn w i th t he m  b e ca u se 
o f  t h e i r  l a c k of und e r s t and in g . F o r  g e n e ra t i on s  
B e r e t ' s  f o r b e ar s  had l i v e d  o n  t h e  shore o f  t he 
re s tl e s s  N o r t h A t la nt i c . The y had be en l ull ed t o  
sle ep by the swa s h  o f  t he s e a ; th e y  had awa ken ed t o  
the same s o un d . S ma l l  w on d e r  that  the s ong o f  the 
s e a  sho uld l i v e  i n  her bl o od . And t he mo un t a in s  
s to od n e a r  by . �ha t could b e  more natural - t han 
tha t B e r e t , a f t er c o mi ng in to t he fl a t , open 
reache s of the D a ko t a  T e r r i t o ry s h o ul d  mi s s  t hem 
and experience  t he f e e l ing o f  b e i n�91o s t --he re s he 
c 9uld fi nd no thi ng t o  hi de behind? 

1 9 J o rgen s on 
.
and So lum ,  P •  39 6 . 
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Ber e t c l i ng s  t o  h e r  gran d f a th e r 1 s  i mmi g ran t c he s t  a s  

a me an s o f  s e c ur i ty . I t  be c o �e s a � ymbo l o f  c o n t i n u i ty , a 

br i d ge b e tw e en the Old World and t h e  N ew . In e v e r y  c ri s i s , 

she go e s  t o  t he c he s t . When she i s  a fra i d , s h e  m o v e s t he 

che s t  i n  f r on t  o f  t he d o o r . When she d r e am s  o f  r e t urn i n g  

t o  N orway , s he be g i n s  t o  p� c k  t he c he s t . B e l i e v ing tha t 

she w il l  n o t s u rv i v e  c hi l d bi r th ,  s he pl e a d s  wi t h P e r  H a n s a  

t o  u s e  i t  a s  he r c o f f i n  • 

. The n e x t  s umm e r , wh e n  t he g ra s s h o pp e r s · d e s c end l i ke a 

ho rde o f  d e mo n s , B er e t  hi d e s  w i t hi n t he c he s t . " D own in 

the d e p t h s  o f  t he g r e.a t c he s t lay B e r e t , hud dl e d  up and 

th� b=.tby l r.:. he :: e. i · !u s :. . !! ( .,.., 
• ' ;:' c 

i s  t hi s s a m e  ch e s t  t ha t  he l p s  t o  r e s t o r e  he r t o  s an i t y , ·  

when t he pa s t o r  us e s  i t  a s  a c o m�un i on t a b l e . The c he s t  

c o n t i nu e s o n  i n t o t he exp e r i en c e s o f  t he n �x t · � en era t i on . 
. • . . .:. .. '-:.::.:.l;..";:.�� .. -- .� 

" Like an umb i l i c a l c o rd ,  the c he s t  pro v i d e d  a v i t a l  l i nk 

f o r  B e r e t  in the t ran spl an t in g  o f  c u l t ure , "  s ay s  o n e  

c ri t i c . 
20 

C �ro od i n g i n f e ar and ho me s i c kne s s ,  B e r e t t urns m o r e  

and mo r e  t o  a r e l i g i o n  in whi c h  G o d  i s a n  angry j udge who 

1 s  pun i shi n g  h e r  f or he r d o ub l e  s i n- - g iv i n g  h e r s e lf t o  P e r  

Ha n s a be f o r e  the i r  marr i ag e , and t urning h e r  b a c k  o n  h e r  

f a mi ly a n d  h o me l and i n  c o mi ng t o  A me r i c a . She f e e l s  

20 
N e l l T .  E c k s t e i n , " The S o c i a l C r i t i c i s m of �l e Ed -

vax• t R¢'lvaag , n N o rw e g i an-Ame r i can S t ud i e s ,  2 4  ( 1970 ) , 1 1 6  • 



�4 
� i s ol at ed from G o d , s e e in g  h i m  no t in the goodn e s s  of na ture 

but in  t he forc e s of evil tha t pr e s s around h e r . In t erro r ,  

s he hi d e s , 11 b u t  t he arm o f  Hi s m i ght had r eached far t her 

s t ill . No , she c oul d n o t e s c ap e-- t h i s wa s he r re tribu­

t 1 on l 11 ( p .  21 6 ) . 

C ertain tha t she wi l l  d i e  d uring childb i r t h ,  Bere t 

urge s P er Han sa ,  " Yo u  mu s t  · t a ke the b oy s  w i th you--and go 

away f r om he r e t . . . How l o n e s o me i t  wi l l  be f or me • . . 

t o  lie he r e  all a l o n e " ( p . 22? ) . She f e ars t ha t  even i n  

d e at h s he mu s t  be alon e on t he prairi e ,  in s t e a d  o f  n e ar her 

ki nf ol k i n  t he family c e me t ery in N o rway . H e r  s e n s e o f  

i s o lat i on hn s r e a c he d  i t s li m i t . She cann o t  s hare her 

t erro rs e ve n  wi t h  P e r  Han s a ,  whom s h e  love s . T he ev l l  

ab ou t he r g r ow s un t i l  e ven t he c l o ud s  t a ke on t he appe ar­

an ce  o f  mon s t er s . Whe n  evi l d e s c e n d s  i n  swarms o f  g ra s s­

hopp e r s , t he fi n al t error nud ge s he r over t he brink i n t o 

darkne s s . 

B e r e t ' s  reac t i o n  to pione ering i s  dra ma t i c  but no t 

bey o nd probabi lity . B l e g e n  q uo t e s a S cand in avi an wri t er 

who c l a i ms t ha t " i n s an i ty s e e ms t o  be e sp e c i a l l y  f r e q uen t 

among i mmi gran t wo m e n , probably b e c au s e  t he y  hav e  l e s s  

pow e r  o f  r e s i s t an c e "  bo th phy s i cally a nd men t a l ly . The 

writ e r o b s e rve s tha t i n g e n e ral t h e  pi on e e r w o me n  s uf f er ed 

mo re ac utely t han men f r o m  " t he l o n e ly l i fe in poorly 
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s e t t l ed d i s tr 1 c t s . n 21 Bl e gen , how e v e r , b e l i e v e s  tha t the 
p i on e er w o men did no t la c k  the re s i s t anc e , a c t ually , but 
tha t  t he s t ra i n  w a s  gre a t e r  on t he m-- " t he car ry in g  on o f  

i n numerabl e b l e a k  a c t i v i t i e s ami d  c h i l d- b e ar i n g �  l on e l i ­

n e s s ,  an xi e ty ,  and pri m i t ive co ndi t i o n s o f  medi cal care and 

22 
trea tmen t . " In t hi s r e gard , Ve rnon P arri n g t o n ha s aptly 

·-

observed , " The epi c c onque s t  o f  t he c on t i n e n t  mus t  be r e ad 

i n  the light o f  wo men ' s  s uf f erin g s  a s  well as 1 n  tha t o f  .. . 
23 ' 

men ' s  endurance . " 

R¢l vaag 1 a  d epi c t i o n o f  t he i mmi gran t p i o n e e r i s  p e n e ­

trat i ng and authe n t i c  be c au s e  h e  wa s an i mm i gr an t hi m s e l f . 

He had c o me t o  Ameri c a  a s  a yoW1g man , an d he c on t inued t o  

l ive among hi s f e l l o w  No 1"we g 1 an-Arne ri c an s . Jo rg en son and 

S o l um o bserve t ha t  R¢1vaag 1 s  entire l i f e wa s a p r e para t i o n 
. 24 

for wri t i ng Gi an t s in t he Ear t h . R �lvaag c ho s e t o  wri t e  

abo ut t he i mmigran t i n  S o uth Dakota becaus e i t  wa s here 

21¢rn ulv ¢d e g aard , Em igra t i on and I n s an i ty :  A S t udy 
.21. Me nt al D i s ea s e  a m o ng the N?.rwegi an b ol:!l Pop�la t i on of 
Minn e so t a , 1 S:1 2  (Copenhagen , 1�32 ) ,  a s  q uo t e d ..1.n The o d o re C . 
B l e g e n , r�o rwegi an ]iigra t i o n  t o  Amer i ca : _ The Traf1:s 1 t i  on 
( N o r thf i e l d , Minn e s o t a : The N o rw e g i an-A me r i c an Hi storical 
A s s o c i a t i o n , 19 40 ) , pp . 6 4-65 . 

22Bl e g en , N o rw egi an Migra t i o n : Tra n s i t i on ,  P ·  6 5 . 

2 3v ern on L .  Parri ng t on ,  " In tr o duo t i o n , tt O l e E .  R¢'1-
vaag Gi an t s in t he Earth ( New Y or k :  Harper  and Bro the r s , 
l 9

2
9 L p . xvi ti . -

2 4 J org e n son and S o l um , P ·  32 4 .  
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that he had c o me a f t e r l eavi ng N o rway . Furthe r mo re , he had 

marr i ed in t o  pi on e e r  hi s t o ry . A f t e r  the C i vi l War ,  hi s 

fa the r- i n - l aw ,  Andr ew Berdahl , had mov e d  wi th hi s paren t s 

and bro t he r s  fro m Fillmo r e  C o un t y ,  Minn e so ta , a cr o s s  s o ut h­

e rn Minne s o t a , along t he same r ou t e  t ha t  P e r  Hansa  and 
B e r e t f o ll ow . The B e r d ahl s s e t t l ed in Minnehaha C o un ty , 

South Dako ta .  R¢l vaag kn ew whe re to go f o r  ac c ur a t e  in­

f o rmat i on ab o ut p i on e e ring in the are a near C o l t on ,  whi c h  

is t he locale  for the f i c t i t i o u s  Spring C re e k  s e t t l e men t 

25 
in G i an t s  i n  the Ear th . 

B l e g e n  d i s c u s s e s t he imp o r tan c e  o f  t he fr o n t i er 

s e t t l e men t fo r the N o rw eg i an i mmigran t s ,  who u s ua lly 

s e t tled  down i n  c o mpa c t groups fr o m  t he s ame d i s t r i o t  o r  

vall e y  i n  N o rway . G ian t s _ in t he Earth i d en t i f i e s  the 

orig inal Spring Cre e k  pion e e r s  as H e l g e l an d e r s ,  whi l e  a 

group of Tr�ndero s e t t l ed e a s twa rd o n  the S i o ux River . 
Other di s t i n c t  gro up s  are me n t i o n e d  thro ugho ut R�lvaa g • a  

n ov e l s . A s s o c i a t i n g  w i t h  pe opl e who shared t he s ame l o c al 

h i s t ory , t radi ti on s , a nd s o c i al id e a s  and u s ed t he s a m e  

d i al e c t  g av e  t he s e t t l e r s  a s en s e o f  c o mmun i t y i n  the N ew 

W o rl d .
26 

B eing part o f  a s e t t le men t put o ff t he t ime f o r  

25Jorgen son and S o lum , P • 326 . 

26 Bl e g en , N o rwegi an Migra t i on :  Tra n s i t i o n ,  PP • ? 4-75 . 



5 7  
r e sha p in g l i f e and p e r s on al i t y a n d  s l bw e d  t h e  s ho c k o f  

27 tran s i t i o n i n to A me ri c an l i f e . T he l i t t l e  s e t t l e me n t  o f  

Spring C r e e k  i s  t y p i c a l  o f  many s u ch c o mpa c t  g r o up s  whi ch 

s pran g  up dur ing t he surge of i mmi gran t s  i n t o  the Dako t a  

28 t e rri t o ry i n the 1 8? 0 1 s .  The fami l i e s  in th e s e t tl e me n t s  

s u s t a i n e d  e a c h  o t her a nd help e d  i n s ur e  s urv i val dur i n g  t he 

d i f f i cul t p i on e e r i n g  y e ar s . 

In th e Spri n g  C r e e k  s e t tl em e n t , s hB ri n g  o f  s u f f e ri ng 

and hard s h i p  he lp s t o  pr e s erv e t he s an i t y o f  ev eryon e e x­

c ep t  B e r e t ,  who s e s en s i t i ve na t u r e  canno t ad j u s t  p sy c ho ­

l o g i c al ly a n d  emo t i ona lly t o  t he pr a i ri e . Eve n  t houg h  she 

r e ga i n s  he r r e a s o n , s he t urn s t o  a l e ga l i s t i c  r e l i g i o n  

wh i c h  i s  c o n c e r n e d  p r i n c i pally wi th preparing f o r  e t e rnal 
I -· 

l l f e �
'

H e r r e l a t i o n shi p t o  P e r  Hans a  b e c o me s p l a t o n i c ,  b e -

cau s e in he r p i e t i s t i c  a t t i tud e s h e  c on s i d e rs s exual l o ve 

a s i n . Her fana t i cal rel i gion al i e na t e s he r f r o m  he r 

husband and u l t i ma t e l y  dr i ve s hi m t o  hi s d e a t h .  Duri ng 

a bl i z z ard , B e r e t p e r s i s t en tl y  u rg e s P e r Han s a  to f e t c h the 

2? E i n ar I .  Haug e n , T he N o rw e  i a n s  i n  A me r i c a : A S t u­
£e n t s ' Gui d e  t o  Lo call z ed H i s t o r? N ew Y o r k : T e ac he r s ' 
C o ll e g e  P r e s s-:--

c o l umbi a Un i v e r s i ty ,  196? ) ,  P ·  1 4 .  · 

28Bl eg en has p o i n t e d  o u t t he s u r g e  o f  N o rw e g i an i mmi­
gra t i on d u r i ng tha t p e r i o d . B e tw e en 1866 and 1 87 3 ,  o v e r  
1 10 , 000 No rw e g i an s e ni gra t e d  t o  Ame r i c a ,  wher e a s  o n l y  
? ? 1 000 had c o me b e f o r e  1 86 5 . Man y  p u s h e d  �e s tward t o  f arm­
l and s in D a ko t a . E y  1880 th e r e  w e r e  2 , 7 7 6  N o rw e gi a� ! �mi­
g ran t s in the Ai s s ou.ri - B i g Si o ux r e gi o n . { B l e g en , No r­

!egl an M i gra t i o n : Tran s i t i o� ,  PP · 454- 500 . ) 



pas t or s o  t ha t  t he i r d y i n g  n e i ghb or c an b e  r e c on c i l e d  t o  

G o d . P e r  Han s a  d o e s  n o t r e t urn . The n e x t  spr i n g  hi s body 

i s  f ound , l e aning agai n s t  a hay s ta c k ,  fac ing w e s tward. . 

P e r  Han s a ,  t he c onque r i ng V i king , l o s e s  t he 

bat t l e  again s t  t he pra i ri e . H e  i s  d e f e a t e d  by f orc e s  o f  

8 

n at ure--phy s i c al n a t ur e  and Ber e t ' s a i l ing human n a t ure . 

H oweve r , e v en t ho ugh P e r Han s a  d i e s ,  hi s s e e d s urvive s t o 

i nhe r i t the pr omi s e d  land . T he pi on e er s e t t l e me n t t r i umphs , 

bu t the c o s t  o f  tran spl an ta t i on i s  hi gh w he n  r e c kon e d  i n  

t erms o f  human s uffering . 

t) Rj21'lva ag 1 s  d e e p  und e r s tandi ng o f  t he e mo t i onal s i de 

t he p i on e e r  e xp e r i e n c e  rai s e s the q ual i ty o f  Giant s .!.!! 

�- E8.rth a bove the w r l  t in g  of o th e r  N o rwe g i a n s  who d e al t 

wi th A m e ri c an p i o n e e r s . 

On e o f  R�lvaag ' s  c ont e mpo rari e s  w a s  J o han B o j e r , the 

mo s t  popul ar wri t e r o f  hi s gen e rat i o n i n  N o rwa y . H i s � 
Gre a t  Hun g e r ,  wri t t en f o r  and about N orwe g i an s ,  wa s a 

2 9  
suc c e s s  a mong his c oun t rymen o n  b o th s id e s o r  t h e  o c e an .  

In t he s pri ng o f  1 92 3 ,  n ews fro m No rway ann o un c e d t ha t  

B o j e r w a s  plann ing t o  ma ke a trip · t o  A me r i c a  i n  o rde r to 

prepare f or wri t ing a no v e l  abo ut i mmi gran t li f e . Thi s 

i n f o rma t i o n a r ou s e d  R¢'lvaag t o ac t i on ,  s i nc e he had l ong 

29Haro ld Bey e r , A Hi s t o ry o f  Norw e g i an L i t e ratur e , 
t ran s .  and e d . Elnar Haug en ( N ew Y o r k : New Y o r k  Un i v e r s i t y  
P re s s , 19 5 6 ) ,  p .  2 91 . 



59  
30 

c o n t e mpl a t e d  t hi s very pro j e c t . B o j e r 1 s n o ve l , Vor egen 

s t o mme , · t ran s l a t e d  l a t e r  a s  The Emigran t s ,  app e ared a t  abo u t 

t he same t i me a s  the N o rwegi an vo lume s t ha t  l a t e r  were 

t ran s l at e d  in t o Engl i s h  a s  G ian t s i n  the Eart h .  P e r c y  

B o yn t on ha s s ummari z ed the diff e r e nc e s b e tw e en t he t w o  i m­

mi gran t , n o v e l s  t hu s : B o j e r wro t e a s  a Eur op e an abo ut e mi­

gran t s ; R�lvaag wro t e  a s  an Ameri c an a bout i mmi gran t s . 

Fur t he r mo re , R,o lvaag had l i ved t he t hing s tha t Bo j e r had 

j u s t  he ard about . 31 · 
The w e s tward mo v e ment ha s b e en a p opul ar t he me i n  

Amer i c an f i c t i on ; how e v e r ,  a s  o n e  c r i t i c  ha s c o mment e d , 

" C o mpar e d wi th G i an t s in the Ear t h ,  mo s t  no v e l s o f  t he 
32 f rbn t i e r  a r e t ho ug h tl e s s ·  ro man c e s . " Tw o w r i t e r s  who s e  

wo1--ks d o  no t bel o n g  i n  s u ch a ca teg ory· a r e  Haml in q-ar�.��d· ,: · :· : •:·, ·· :-:· · · . . . .. __ 

an d  Wi l l a  C a th e r . Van Wt� k B r oo ks ha s s a i d , " And how odd 
i t  i s  tha t any o n e  c o u l d  wri t e o f  Rdl vaag a nd hi s p i on e e r s  

wi t ho u t  a s s o c i at i ng t he s e wi th Haml i n  Gar l an d ' s  o r  wi t h  

W i l la C a t he r ' s  pi on e er s i n  t he f u r t he r W e s t , c on s i d e ri ng 

30 
J o r g en s o n and S ol um ,  p .  324 . 

31P e rcy H .  B oyn t o n  A me r i c a  i n  c O n t e m
T

o rary F i c t i on , 
( Ch i c a go : Un i v e r s i ty o f  Chi cago Press , 1 9 40 , P. ·  2�0 .  

32c a rl Van Doren , " Revo l t  fr o m  the V i l la g e , "  i n  The 
A me r i can N o v e l 1 7 89 - 1 9 39 , rev . ed . ( N ew Yo rk : The Mac­
mi llan Company ; 1940 ) ,  p: 302 . 
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how mut ual ly i l l umin a t i n g  al l o f  t he m  are . " 3 3 

G arland ' s d epi c t i on of the fr on t i e r pr e c e de s in t i me 

that o f  R¢lvuag , b e c au s e  Garland wr i t e s o f  l i f e  in the 

bleak c o untry s i d e  of n o rthe a s t ern I owa or w e s t e rn Wi s c on s in 

af t e r  the C i vi l War . H e  tr e a t s the farme r r e al i s t i cal l y , 

e mpha s i z ing the s tr ug g l e wi th the e c o no m i c  s t ruc t ure o f  

. 34 s o c i e t y  tha t wa s a t  varian c e  w i th the farmer s '  i n t ere s t s . 

I n  hi s Ma i n- Trav e l l e d  Road s , he d e p i c t ed l i f e  w i t ho u t  ro-

1 t d d 1 35 G 1 d 1  1 manc e ,  o n  y p o v e r  y an e sp a  r . ar an s p on e er women 

hav e a hard l i f e , bu t t hey s e e m  to b e worn o u t  by pa i n  and 

w e ar i n e s s r a the r than by lon e l in e s s  and f e ar . 

Wi l l a  C a t he r ' s  b e s t  n o vel s d e a l  w i th the fr on t i e r ,  t he 

land o f  the We s t . [Her p i o n e e r s  d o  no t a i m  a t  c o nque s t  o f  

t he l and i n  o rd e r t o  make money b u t  i n  o rd er t o  bui ld a 

c 1 vi l 1 z a t 1 03 My An t o n i a
· 

ha s  b e e n  c o n s i d e r ed W i l l a  C a ther • s 

o u t s tand i ng pra i r i e n ov e l , the o n e  whi c h  exp re s s e s  mo �t 

c l e a r l y t he au tho r ' s  d e ep at t a c hmen t to t he land o f  t he 

Ne bra s ka p l a i n s . 36 In t he n ovel Wi l l a  C a t he r  re a l i s ti c ally 

33van Wy c k  Br o o ks , The Wri t e r  i n  A me r i c a  ( New York : 
Avon Bo o ks , 1953 ) .  

34Me y e r , p .  57 . 
35 Haml i n  Garland , Ma i n-Travell ed R o ad s  ( New Y o rk : 

Harpe r and Bro t he r s , c l89 9 ) . 

36 I ( Wi l l a  C a t he r ,  Jil An t o n i a  B o s t o n : 
1 9 46 ) . 

H o ught o n  Mi f f l i n , 
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a c knowl e d g e s  t he ha r s hn e s s  o f  t he e l e me n t s f o r  th e s e t t l e r s  

o f  t h e  pla i n s  i n  the 1880 1 s ,  but  s he dwel l s  o n  th e he r o i c  

asp e c t s  o f  man aga i n s t na t ur e , n o t o n  the d e va s t a t i o n  o f  

human s p i r i t . I n  sp i t e o f  d epriva t i o n  an d ug l i n e s s  o f  
I 

s urro und i n c s , An t o n i a s e n s e s  a f e e l i n g  o f  j o y o u � fr e e dom 

and o n e n e s s  wi th n a t ur e . Wi l l a  C a t he r  g l o r i f i e s t h e  l an d  

m o re than R¢lvaag d o e s . Fr o m  the l and man ge t s  hi s s treng th 
and c o ura g e and n o bi l i t y . Wi l l a  C a the r l ov e d  t he land i t­

s e l f ,  n o t wha t lan d r e pr e s e n t e d  ma t e r i a l l y . Th e r e  i s  a 

s i m i l a r i t y b e tw e en B e r e t  and g e n t l e ,  c ul t ur e d  o ld Mr . 
I' Shimerda in !1Z An t o n i a .  B e r e t l o s e s  her s an i t y ;  Mr . Sh :t -

merda t a ke s h i s l i f e . B ti th long f o r  t h e  O l d  W o r l d  and 

c anno t ad j u s t  to the d e pr i va t i o n of t he New . 
. : . .- . . , 

G i an t s 1!l � Ear t h  ha s be e n  an t ho lo gi z e d o n  . .  the 
'\. ·  

ba s i s o f  i t s  l i t e rary ex c e l l e n c e . Vernon L .  Par r i n g t o n , 
r----_ LJ 

ind i c at e s  t ha t  apart f r o m i t s  ar t i s t i c value � t he n o v e l  i s · 

an i mpo r t a n t  hi s t o ri c al do c umen t  b e c au s e i t i s  th e f i r s t  

f i c t i o n al wo r k  whi c h a d e q ua t e ly analy z e s  t he s e t t l e m e n t  o f  

t h e prai ri e s  in t e rm s o f  e mo t i on . 

W e  have b e en u s e d t o  v i ew i n g  t h e  f r on t i e r i n  broad 

a n d  g e n e ro u s  p e r s p e c t i v e  and have r e s p o n d e d  mo s t  

s ympa t he t i c a lly t o  t he e p i c  n o t e  tha t run s t hr o ugh 
t he t a l e o f  the c o na u e s t  o f  the co ntinen t . I t  i s  

the g r e a t  Ame r i c a n  �o ma n c e  tha t  g i v e s  l i f e  and dra ma 

t o  our hi s t o ry • . . .  But t h e  e mo t i on a l  e i d e , t he 

f i n al l e d g e r  o f  human va l u e s ,  we hev e t o o
, 

l i t t l e  

c o n s i d e r ed-- t he m e n  and wo men bro ken . by t n e  fr o n t i e r  • 

. · • • The c o s t  o f  i t  al l in human happ i n e s s - - the 



lon e l i n e s s , t he d i s app o i n t me n t s ,  t he renun c i a t i o n s , 
the s e v e r ing o f  o ld t i e s  and q u i t t in g  o f  f a m i l i a r 
pla c e s ,  t he appal l i n g  lac k o f  t ho s e  i n t e ng i bl e 
c u e hi o n s f o r  the n e rv e s  t ha t  c o ul d  n o t  b e  tran s­
po r t ed on ho r s e ba c k  or in pr ai r i e  s cho on e r s ;· the s e  
i mp o nd e ra bl e s t o o  o f t e n  hav e  b e en l e f t  o u t  o f  t �e 
r e c ko n$9g i n  o ur t radi t i o n a l  r o man t i c  i n t e rpr e t a­
t i o n s . 

37v e rn o n L .  P arr i n g t on , Ma i n  C ur r e n t s  i n  A m e r i c a. n  

!ho ugh t : A n  I n t e rpr e t a t i o n oTAffie r i c a n  L i t e ra t ur e  f r o m  
t he B e g i nninv. s t o  1 S 20 ( New Y o r k : Har c our t ,  Br a c e and 
Company , 1 9 30 ) , -YI I , 3 87 . 
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C HAP TER V 

THE SEARCH FOR I DEN T I TY 

• H i s f a c e wa s a s he n and d rawn . 

6 3  

Hi s e y e s  w e r e  

s e t t owa rd t h e  we s t "  ( G i an t s , p .  453 ) . Thu s P e r  Han s a  

take s l e av e  o f  hi s pra i ri e  kingdo m .  The we s t wa rd l o o k  i n­

di c a t e s  t ha t  the c onque s t  of t he p rai ri e s  wi l l  c o n t inue . 

On e c o ul d e xp e c t  tha t  the n e x t  bo o k  i n  the t r 1 1 6gy wo uld 

re e s t ab l i s h  t he kingdom under t he c o n t i nui ng · l e ad e r ship o f  

P e der Vi c t o r i o u s , who s e e ms d e s t i n e d  for  gr e a t thing s . 

What R�l vaag reve a l s  i n  P e d e r  V i c t o r i ous and The i r  .Fa the r s ' 

Q.Q.g_, howe v e r ,  i s  t he d e epe n i ng tra g e d y  o f  immi gra t i on . In 

t he fro z en ,  a s he n  c o un t en an c e  of P e r  .Han s a  are r e f l e c t ed 

n o t t he op t i mi s t i c  ho p e s  of Ameri c a  but t he d e a th and di a-
l 

i nt e gra t i on o f  t he dre a m . 

I t  i s  B e re t who s en s es t he t ra gedy o f  the A m e r i c an 

exp e r i me n t .  " Human be i ng s canno t exi s t  he r e  1 11 s he c r i e s . 

" They grow i n t o  be a s t s "  ( Gi an t s , p .  228 ) .  A l t hough she 

s e n s e s the i n s idi o u s  e r o s i on of o l d  va lue s ,  s he i s  he lp­

le s s t o  d e t e r  t he pro c e s s . It i s  a ppar e n t  to her t ha t  

t here ha s t o  be s ome c o nt i n u i t y  from the o ld l i f e  to t he 

new . C han g i ng fr o m a ro o t ed l i f e  t o  a ro o t l e s s  exi s t e n c e ,  

1 . 
Kri s to ffer Paul s o n , d i s c u s s i on o f  " Rc(.lvaag a s C ul t ur-

a� L e ade r , " R�lvaag S y mp o s iu m , s t . O l af C o l l e g e , No rthfi e l d ,  

Minn e s o t a ,  O c to b e r  2 9 , 1 97 4 . 



f r om a wo rld o f  o rd e r  t o  on e o f  c han g e  c an b e  t ragi c for 

the indi vidual and a l s o  f o r  t he e me rg i n g  c ommun i ty .  

6 4  

P e d e r  Vi c t o r i o u s  c o nt inue s t h e  s aga · a r  t he No rwe g i a n  
2 s e t t l er s o f  Spring C r e e k  d own i n t o t he s e c ond g e n e ra t i o n . 

A gainst  the background o f  the d e v e l op ing c o mmun i ty ,  t he 

n o v e l  trac e s  P e de r ' s  g r owth fr o m  c hi ldho o d  t o  ma t ur i t y . 

L i n c oln C o l c o rd , o n e  o f  R¢lvaag 1 s  t ran s l a t o r s , appla uded 

t he au thor • s " f i n e  h o n e s t  sex-p s ychology of ad o l e s c e nc e '1 
• 3 

i n  the r e l a t i n g  o f  P e d e r ' s mat ur i n g . 

P e d e r ' s re l i g i o us a t t i t ud e s r e f l e ct c han g e , t o o . A s  
a s mal l c hi l d , he tru s t s  and l o ve s hi s fri endly heavenl y  

Fa the r , un t i l  t h e  day P e r  Hansa 1 s  b o dy is brought ho me . 

tt H e n c e f o r t h  n o  p ow e r  on e ar t h  c o ul d  ma ke hi m b e l i e ve t ha t  

God , who had ki ll e d  hi s f a t her in t hi s w ay , c o u ld be only 

g o o dne s s "  ( p . 9 ) . God s t i l l  i s  ve ry real t o  P e d e r , bu t He 
i s  a m o n s t e r  to b e  f e ar e d  i n s t e ad of a fr i e nd t o  be t r u s t ed . 

No t o n l y  P e d e r  ha s developed , but al s o  B e re t .  Dur ing · 

t he mon ths o f  wai t ing , af t e r  Per Han s a 1 s  di s appe aranc e ,  

Bere t gri eve s and a g on i z e s  over he r s i n  o f  s e n d i ng he r 

2
01 e  E .  R�l vaag , P ed e r  V1 c t 2£.!.Q..� , tran s . N o ra O .  

S ol um and o .  E .  R�lvaag (New Y o r k :  Harp e r  and Bro t he r s ,  

1929 ) .  P a g e r e f eren c es i n  t he t ex t  are t o  t hi s e di t i on . 

3
L e t t e r fr o m  Li nc oln C o l c ord t o  E ugen e Sa x to n  o f  

Harp er and Bro the r s , S e p t e mbe r 26 , 1 9 27 , i n c l ud e d  in the 

R�lvaag pap e r s  in t he a rc hi ve s  o f  t he No rwe g i an-A mer i c an 
Hi s t o ri c al A s s o c i a t i o n , S t . Olaf C o l l eg e , N o r t hf i e l d , 
Mi n ne s o ta .  
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husband out t o  c er t a i n de ath in t he bl i z z ard . The o l d 
pa s t o r  who he lped her re gain her san i t y  a f ew y e ar s  e arl i e r 

n ow he lp s  he r t o  r e a l i z e  tha t  he r s in c on s i s t s  no t  i n  her 

i nvolvemen t in P e r 1 s death but - in her cri t i c al at ti tude 
t oward o t he r peopl e . He t e l l s  her , 

N o , yo ur wors t s i n  d o e s n o t  c o n s i s t i n  wha t y o u  
did t o  y o ur hu sban d  that day ; ra ther i t  l i e s  i n  
your di s c on t e n t  wi t h  Gb d 1 s  s p e c i al c re a t u r e s ,  
wi th y our f e l l ow men . F o r  t ha t rea s o n  yo u c an 
expe ri en c e n o  re al happine s s  • • • . T ha t i s  a 
gri e v o u s  s i n , . � er e t  Holm t ( p .  169 ) 

Gri ev i n g  and l o ne ly , s he l o ng s t o  r e t urn t o  N o rway . 

On war m · n i g ht s ,  wh e n s he f o un d i t  di f f i c u l t t o  
sl e ep • • • o l d  s c e n e s  w o uld c o me ba c k  t o  he r ,  
t he mo o d  o f  t he p ra i ri e n i ght r o und abo ut he r 
b e i ng s trange l y  r e mi n i s c en t o f  the m • • •  a 
l a zy s ea bil lowi n g  l i s t l e s s l y  i n  a q ui e t  c o ve , 
wa s hi n g  up agai n s t ke lp- c o v e r e d  r o c ks • • • 
inl and mo un t a i n s d oz i ng in a l a z y  sun • • • the 
c a l l  o f  the gu l l  i n  the meadow s . ( p . l?O ) 
How e ve r , the t ho ugh t· ·  o r  P e r  Han s a in the churchyard 

and t he r e a l i z a t i o n  tha t  hi s j ob of f o und i ng t h e  pra i r i e 

kingdom mu s t now b e  her s , help her a c c ep t  the f a c t t ha t  

he re mus t b e  he r home . A s  she a s s ume s P e r Han s a 1 s  t a s k ,  

sh e e me r g e s a s t r on g , c o urag e ou s  wo man .
. 

On e a sp e c t  o f  her 

per sonality  d o e s  n o t change , howeve r ,  and t ha t  i s  he r re­

s i s tan c e  to t he pr o c e s s  of Ame r i c an i z a t i on g o i ng on abo u t  

her . In B e r e t ' s  s t ubbo rn i n s i s t en c e  on r e t ain i ng ti e s  wi t h  

Norwe gi an c ul t ure , R ¢1 vaag d e mo n s t ra t e s wha t he expre s s e s  

1 n  a spe e c h  g i ven i n  N o rdland i n  1906 : 



The re i s  an e mp t i ne s s  and ho l l own e s s  i n  a d e gre e 
t hat mu s t  surpri s e  e ve ry p er s on c apabl e o f  d e ep 
e mo t i on s . • • . A l  t houg h t he Ame ri c an a  have shown a m e c hani cal i n g en u i t y  gre a t e r t han tha t of any 
o t her pe ople , t he y  have n o t y e t d i s c ov e r e d  t he 
ar t o f  l iving • • • •  Nei ther the Yanke e n o r  the 
No rw e g i an Ame r i can has b een abl e to de t e rmi ne t he 
prope r r e lation b e tw e e n  e arn ing money and us ing i t  
i n  t he i n t e r e s t  o f  human we l l be ing . 4 

66 

B e r e t ' s  c on c e rn f o r c ul tural c on t i nui t y  c enters  on he r 

fami l y . P ed e r ,  e sp e c i al l j , she wan t s  t o  s ave f r o m  s hall ow­

n e s s  and ro o t le s sne s s . I f  he i s  t o be a who l e  person , he 

mu s t  n o t  e ra s e  al l t ha t  wen t in to hi s b e ing f r o m t he cul­

t ure of hi s pare n t s .  

Be c a u s e o f  he r c on s ervat ive vi ew s , B e r e t b e c o me s i s o-

la t ed from o ther p e opl e i n  the c o mmuni ty . T he s e t t l e me n t  

ha s  g rown in t o  a c ommu n i t y  o f  N o rw e g i a n s  and I r i sh . A s . i t  

s e eks t o  e s t abl i sh i t s  i d en t i t y ,  i t f i nd s  i t  e xpe d i e n t  t o  

s lo ug h  o f f  t h e  pa s t  and to l o o k  up on i t s el f  a s  a pure l y  

Ameri can g r o up of p e op l e . A t  t he s ame t i me t ha t  t he c o mmu­

n i ty i s f i n d i ng i t s id en t i ty ,  so i s  the t e rri t o ry . P o l i t i � 

c al d i s c u s s i on s regard ing the div i s i on o f  t he t er r i t o ry i n t o  

N o rt h  and S o u th D a ko t a  are swi rling abou t t he s e t t l e r s , 

and the l o cat ion o f  t he c a pi t al o f  the pr o sp e c t i ve s t a t e  1 e 

a ma j or i s s ue . Eage r t o b e c o me re al Ame ri c an s ,  bo th t he 

I r i s h and t he N o rw e g i an s t hrow t he m s e lv e s  i n t o t he po l i t i ­

c al squabbl e s . I n  t h e  mid s t  of  the ex c i t e m en t , pe ople have 

4J org en son and S o lu m ,  P ·  1 00 . 
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l i t t l e c on c e rn f or any c o mmi t t me n t  t o  t he i r  pa s t  c ul t ure . 

B e re t i s  r i d i c ule d f o r  he r r e s i s t an c e  t o  A me r i c ani z a t i o n . 

P e d e r  V i c t o ri o u s  i s  c aught b e tw e e n  t he two oppo s i ng 

a t t i t ud e s .  H e  r e sp e c t s  hi s mo the r but i s  exc i t e d abo u t t he 
c hang e s t a k i n g  pla c e  a bo u t  him . Hi s no rmal y o ut h  rebe l l i on 
again s t  the o ld er g en e ra t i o n  i s  a c c en t ua t e d by t he uni q ue 

s i tua t i o n  i n  whi ch he i s  c � ught . On c e  agai n a �ype o f  

dual i s m  e merg e s ,  t hi s  t i me be twe e n  B e re t , who adhere s t o  

the o l d  way s ,  a n d  t he advo c a t e s o f  e a sy Ame r i c an i zat i on .  

In hi s e arly c hi ldho od ,  P e d e r  s en s e s n o  n e ed t o  r e b e l , 

but when he begins s c h o o l , he en c o un t e r s Iri s h  c hi ld r en w ho 

make hi m r e al i z e  t ha t  t o  b e  t he s o n o f  a N o rw e g i an mo t he r  

l i ke Bere t m e an s  t o  b e  1 1 d i f f e r e n t . « H e  b e g in s t o  reb e l  

agai n s t tho s e  t hi ng s  whi c h  s e e m  t o  s e t  hi � apar t f r o m  o the r 

chi ldren and whi c h s e e m  t 6  hold hi m back--hi s l angua g e , hi s 

re l i g i o n , and N o rwe g i an cul t ur e  i n  general . 

Be r e t ' s  i n s i s t e nc e on u s i n g  the No rw e g i an l anguag e i n  

th e home i rri ta t e s  t he chi ld r e n , par t i cul arly P e de r . He 

c anno t und e r s tand hi s mo t he r ' s inabi l i ty to s p e ak Engl i sh .  

En gl i s h- - t he e a s i e s t langua g e  i n t he wo rld t o  l e a rn . 
And s he wo uldn ' t  e v en t ry- -d 1 dn 1 t  c ar e . " Talk N o r­

w e g i an l " s he w o u l d  bur s t  o u t  all o f  a s ud d en when e v e r  

any o f  t he m  t a l ke d  Engl i sh a t  home . S h� .
w o ul d e v en 

s ay i t  r i ght o ut b e fo r e  pe o p l e  who d i dn � unde r s t an d  

N o rwe g i an ,  s o  t ha t  P e d e r  wa s o f t en a s hame d when 

s tran g e r s  came . ( p . 3 ) 
A s  the c h i l dr e n  mo r e  and mor e  s ub s t i tu te t he Eng li sh lan -

guage fo r  t he N orw e gi an , she f e e l s  s hut out o f  t he i r  world 



o f  i d e a s . 
11 A t  t i me s ,  as s he 11 s t en ed t o  the i r ta lk s he 

would f a l l t o w ond e r ing whe the r she ac t ua l ly wa s t he i r  

mo the r-- t he i r lan guag e wa s no t he r s "  ( p . 17 9 ) . 
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To appr e c i a t e B e r e t ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  on t he N orwe g i an 

l angua g e , o n e mu s t  und e r s t and t hat R¢lvaag f e l t  ke e nl y  t hat 

the n a t i v e  t ongu e w a s  an . i n t e gral part o f  t he c ul t ur e o f  
t he f a t he rl and . I n  a spe e ch g i v e n  i n  190? , R¢lvaag urged 
N o rwe g i an s i n  A m e r.l e a  . . to learn " the languag e  of their 

father s "  at t he s a me t i me t ha t  t he y  l e arn En g l i s h ,  " t he 

l anguag e o f  t he i r c o un t ry . n 5 

The N o rwe g i a n  l an g ua g e  i s  a r i c h  and b e a u t i f ul 
lan g u a g e � Fro m i t s d e p t hs i n  t he hid d e n  r e c e s s e s  
o f  o u r  k i n , s t ran g e  and b e au t i ful vi s t a s o p en t o  
u s  • • . .  I t  i s  t he l anguage o f  f a t h � r  a nd mo the r , 
o f  grand fa th e r s  a nd·  grandmo the r s  • • . .  And l ea s t  
o f  a l l  c an w e  aff o rd t o  d i s c ard the lang uag e  whi c h  
c arri e s  w i thi n i t  t he e n t i 5 e r i c he s  o f  t he i r 
men tal and s p i ri t u a l  l i fe . 

In s t i nc t i v e ly B e r e t  r e a l i z e s  that d i s carding t he lang uag e 

i s  s y mb o l i c  o f  di s c ard i ng the en t i re · he ri t ag e o f  Norway . 

In add i t i o n t o r e b e l l i n g  a gain s t  hi s mo the r ' s language , 

P e d e r  re b e l s  ag ain s t  he r r e l i g i on . The r e l i g i o u s  tur moil 

in Spri n g  C r e e k  d uring P eder ' s  c hi l d ho od i s  t ypi c al o f  the 

s i tua t i o n  i n  o th e r  No rwe g i an s e t t l emen t s  i n  the Midwe s t . 

Fo r o n e t h i n g ,  the i mm i gran t s  n o  l on g e r f e e l  the re s t rain t s  

5 . 
J o r g e n s o n and So l um ,  p .  115 . 

6J o rg ens on and So l um ,  P •  116 .  
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of the  S t a t e  Churc h  of  Norway . Furthe rmore , t he Norwegian­

American churche s refl e c t  the churc h  s i t ua t i on in Norway . 

The nine t e en t h  c e ntury wa s a t i m e  of awakening i n  

poli t i cal lif e ,  e c onomy , nati onal uni ty , educa t i on ,  l i t era-

7 
t ur e , and r el ig i ou s l i f e  in Norway . The dogma t i c  views o f  

the Stat e C hurch were chall enged b y  Han s Ni e l s e n Haug e 

( 1?71-182 4 ) , who s e  e f f o r t s  ·for  a mo r e  p er s on a l C hr i s t i a n i t y 

w i t hi n  t he S t at e C hur c h  had an i mpac t o n  all a spe c t s  of 

l i fe . H i s f o llow e r s  have bee n c alle d 11 the pur i t an s  of' 
8 

No rway . "  In the 1850 1 e an d 1 860 1 s  an o t her r e v ival und e r  

Profe s s or Gi s l e  John s on of  the Un iver s i ty s u rpa s s e d  t he 

Haug e mo ve m e n t .  J o hn s o n i an r e v i va l i s t s  s o ug ht to s epara te  

the w orld l y  f rom t he f a i t hf ul b y  c hurch di s c i pli�e . 9 The 

r e s ul ting t en s ion be twe en t he S ta t e  Church  and the awaken e d  

churche s  refle c t e d  i t s e lr  i n  the i mmi grant c o mmun i t i e s  i n  

Ameri ca . Some c o n gr e g a t i on s  followed the t rad i t i on s o f  t he 

Norwegian S t a t e C hurc h .  Other congr�gat i ons whi ch c laimed 

t o  re f l e c t a mo r e  awa k e n e d  lai ty took  a c orr.p e t i t i ve p o s i ­

t i on and a t  t ime s be c ame an oppo sing forc e even though t hey 

7E1 na r  Me l lan d , C hurc h L i f e  in li.Q!:way 1 800- 1 9 50 , trans .  
Harr i s Kaa s a  ( Minn e apo l i s : Aug sburg P ubl i s hi ng H o us e , 
1957 ) , p .  2 .  

8M o l l and , p .  19 . 
9Molland , p . 36 . 
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r e mai n e d w i t hin t he f o ld o f  t h e  Lu the ran C hurc h .

1 0 

In · P e d e r  Vi c t o r i o u s , the t e n s i o n s w i t hi n  t he Spr i n g  

C r e e k  c hurc h e rup t whe n a y o ung g i r l  i s fo r c ed t o  make pub­

l i c  c onf e s s i on a f t e r  g iv ing b i r t h  to an i l l e g i t i ma t e  c hi l d . 

The pha r i sa i c al tre a t me n t o f  the g i rl and her s ub s eq u e n t · 

s ui c id e  c on f i rm P e de r ' s qo ubt s ab o u t  the c hurc h a s  an ag en-
-

c y  o f  Go d ' s mercy . H i s mi s g i v i n g s a re f ur t he re d by the en-

s u i ng spl i t  in t he c o� gre gat i o n . Gradual l y  he dri f t s  away 

fr om the c hurc h .  He r e s en t s  the pa s t or ' s urg i n g s tha t  he 

e n t e r - t he m i n i s try . By n o t an swe r ing qu e s t i o n s  a t  c o n f i rma­

t i on , he s i l e n t ly r e j e c t s  hi s mo t he r ' s N o rw e g i an Luthe ran 

f a i t h . Le av i ng t he c hurc h i s  pa r t  o f  hi s r e be l l i o n  again s t  

h i s mo ther ' s  cul tural he r i t a g e  and al s o  a r e a c t i on agai n s t  

the i n e f f e c t i vene s s  o f  the _ c hurc h i n  t he i r  mi d s t .  

Ano t he r a sp e c t  of P e d er ' s  r e b e l l i on i nv o l v e s B e re t ' s 

i n t en s e  l o y al ty t o  N o rway t ha t c a u s e s  her t o  mi s t ru s t  

pe opl e of o th e r  n a t i o nal backg r o und s .  She d o e s n o t f e e l  

supe ri o r  t o  t hem , bu t she ha s  a d i s t i nc tl y s ep a ra t i s t  a t t i­

t ud e .  P e d e r ' s  gr ow ing fri end ship w i th Charl e s a n d  Su s i e  

D oheny a l arm s B e r e t be c a u s e  s he f o r e s e e s pro bl e m s  ari s i ng 

fr om invo l v e men t w i th the i r  Iri s h  n e ighbo r s . P ed e r  argue s 

lOA t ho ro ugh d i s c u s s i on on t he s ub j e c t  i s  g i ve� i n  E .  
C l i f ford N e l s on and Eugene L .  Fevo ld , The Lu t h e ran v hurc h 
Am o ng North  A meri c an s : A Hi s t o ry o f  the Evanrr e li�a.l Lu­

theran C hurch (!.�1 nne apoli s :  A ug sburg Publi s hi n g  Ho u s e , 

1960) , pp . 69-119 . 
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that i n  Ame ri ca rac e
, 

d o e s  no t ma t t e r ,  b u t  Be r e t  r epl i e s ,  
" Yo u c an ' t mix wheat and potato e s  i n  t he same b i n " ( p .  1 0 4 ) . 

When she r e al i z e s  t ha t  P e d e r ' s i nvo lvemen t wi th Su s i e  i s . 

p i c ki ng up momen t um ,  sh e warn s ·, 11 I f  the day sho uld c ome 

t hat y o u  g e t y o ur s e l f  mix e d  up wi th the Iri s h ,  t hen you wi ll 

have l o s t  y ou r mo t h e r-- tba t I c o uld n o t l ive t hroug h ! " 

( p .  236 ) .  
A l mo s t  al on e B e r e t att empt s t o  ·s t e m the t i de o f  A me ri­

c an i z a t i o n . She b e l i e v e s tha t only i n  t he home c an s he 

ke ep he r family true t o  i t s na ti onal trad i t i on s . H e r  o ld e r  

c hi ldr e n  expr e s s  e mbarr a s s men t and open re s en t ment a t  the ir 

m ot he r ' s o b s t i na c y , a n d  t he y  g o  t he i r  ow n  way s a s  s o o n  a s  

they c an b e c o me i nd ep e n d en t .  P e d e r ' s  irri t a t i on turn s t o  

hat re d  f o r hi s N o rw e g i an ba c kgro und . H e  d e c l ar e s ,  " Whe n  I 

am - grown up I am go ing t o  g o  s o  far away tha t I ' l l n e v e r  

hear t he w o r d  N o rwegi an again ! "  ( p .  1 42 ) .  

P e d e r ' &  r e a c t i o n  i s  n o t  abno rmally v e hemen t . Marc u s  · 

Hans en in The P r obl e m  o f  the Thi rd G e n  ere. t i  o n  Immigran t  ha s 

c a l le d a t t e n t ion t o  t h e  two worl d s  of t he s e c o nd g e ne ra-

t i on 1 mm1 g rant . 

A s  s o o n a s  he wa s f r e e  e c o no oi c al l y  • • • the s o n  
s truck o u t  f o r  hi m s e l f . He wa nted  to  f org e t  eve ry­
thing : the f o r e i gn l an g u a g e  tha t l e f t an un mi s tak­
abl e t ra c e i n  h i s En gl i s h sp e e c h , t he r e l i g i o n that 
con t i nual ly re c al le d  ch i ld ho o d s trug g l e s ,  t he family 
c us t o m s  tha t s ho ul d  have be e n the ha9p i e s t  o f  a l l  
me mori e s . H e  wan t ed t o  b e  away f ro m a l l  phy s i c al 
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r e m i nd e r s  of e arly day s ,  in a n  env i r on me n t  s o  di f f e r­
ent , s o  Ame r i c a n , t hat al l a s s o c i a t e s  naf�rally 
a s s ume d t ha t  he wa s as A me r i can as they . 

P e d e r ' s  de s i re t o  b r e a k  w i th h i s No rwe g i a n  pa s t  has 
b e en f ur th e r e d by t h e  l o c al s c ho o l . B er e t s e n s e s  t ha t  i n  

try i ng t o  ma ke Ame r i c a n s  o u t  o f  i mmi g ran t ma t e r i al , t he 

s c ho ol ha s b e e n g u i l ty o f  e ra s i n g  all t ra c e s o f  N o rwe g i an 

c ul t ure . Whe the r un c on s c t o u s l y  o r  n o t ,  the t eac h e r  t e nd s  

t o  d i s c o urag e an y  e t hn i c pri d e a mo ng t he s t ud e n t s . S ub j e c t  

ma t t e r  i s  s t r i c t ly A m e r i c an , a n d  w r i t t en o n  t he bla c kb o ard 

i s the c o n s t an t r em i nd e r : '' Thi s i s  an A m e r i c an s c ho o l ; i n  

w or k  a n d  play a l i ke we s pe a k En g l i s h o n l y l "  ( p . 1 41 ) . 

The t e a c he r  c o n s i d e r s he rs e l f a c ru s ad e r  i n  t he c a u s e  

of A me r i c an i z a t i o n . S he. bera t e s P e d e r  f or hi s No rw e g i an 

ac c e n t ,  war n i n g hi m t h a t  i t  w i l l p r e v en t hi m f r o m  b e c o m i ng 

a g r e at A m e ri c an . I n  h e r · z e al f o r  c o nve r t i n g  t he " ch i ldren 

of i mmi gra n t s fro m  f o r e i gn l a nd s " i n t o  A me r i c an s ,  Mi s s  

Maho n pr e ac hes t h e  g o s p e l  o f  Ame ri c an hi s t o ry . 

I t  rema i ne d  t o  b e  s e en whe the r s he ha d s uf f  1 c i e n t 
s tren g t h  t o  in s t i l  l n  t he m t he v e ry spi r i t of 
A me ri c a- - tha t m i g h t y  f o rc e w hi c h had brought t he i r  
pa r e n t s ou t o f  b o ndag e i n  t he O l d  W o r l d , had f lung 
wi d e  t he d o o r s  to this  g r e a t l and , and th er e up on 
had i nv i t e d t he n o o r  a n d  the d own t r o dd e n  t o  c o me 
and b e  happy in t he beauty � n d  pr o mi s e o f  t he N ew 
Wo rl d . And h i t h e r  t hey had c o m e , all t he un f or­
t una t e and t he o p p r e s s e d  o f t he e a r th • . He r e  the y 
bo u g h t , w i tho u t  pay , wi n e and mi l k ;  h e re t he y  had 
hu 1 l t , happ i ly c on f i d en t  of th e  p e r f e c t  ex i s t e nc e  

1 1 Mar c u s  Le e Han s en , The P r o bl e m  o f  � Third G e n era­

l.i on Jmmigran t  ( Ro c k  I s l and , I l lino i s : A ug u s tana H i s t o r i c al 

S o c i.e t y ,  1 938),  p .  7 . 



t o  c o me 1 A l l  pre v i o us hi s t ory wa s f in i sh e d , wo rn 
o u t  l i ke an o l d g arment and di s c arde d  b e c a u s e  no 
l o ng e r  u s abl e . ( p . 7 8 ) · 

I t  i s  o bvi o u s  tha t  R�lvaag has l i t t l e  pa t i en c e  wi th . . 

7 3  

t he s ho r t- s i ght e d  p o l i c i e s o f  t he s chool s and t e a che r s  in 

i mmi gran t c o mmuni t i e s . Howeve r ,  J o rg e n s o n and S o lum po in t 

o u t  t ha t  t he s cho ol sy s t e m s  in t he Midwe s t  had t o  c onf orm 

t o  t ho s e  i n  t he r e s t o f  the c o un try . The re wa s . no p la c e  

i n  t he c urri c ulum f o r
.

�ran s m i t t i ng c ul tu ral t r ad i t i o n s . 

Wi t ho u t  r e al i z in g  i t , t he educ a t i onal po l i c y  � e prive d t he 

1 2  
e t hn i c gro up s  o f  a c han c e  t o  explo r e t he i r  pa s t . 

B e r e t ' s  c on c e rn i s  typi c al o f  t he c on s t e rna t i on o f 

immigran t s  who r e s en t e d t he po l i c y · o r  the s c hoo l s y s t e m . 

The i r  o p en c ri t i c i s m  t o uched o f f  a con trove ri� that rag e d 
1 3  

i n  t h e  Midwe s t  aro und 1850 t o  187 5 . The mai n  i s su e  wa s 

whe the r  paro c hi al s cho o l s· sho uld s upp lan t t he c ommon 

s choo l s . C hurch d i gni t ari e s fro m  N o rway feared that the 

Luthe ran f a i t h and t he N o rw e g ian lang uag e and he r i tag e 

w o ul d  b e l o s t  in t he a l l-Engli s h c ommon s c ho o l s .  Howe ve r ,  

B l eg en s ay s ,  " The av e r a g e  No rweg i an immigran t q ui e tly 

12Jo rg en s on and S o lum , P •  169 . 
1 3An int ere s t ing a c count o f  the c ontro v e r sy i s g i ven 

1 n  Ke nne th B j o r k  and A r t hur c .  P aul s on , e d s . a n d  t ran s . , 
11 A  Sc ho o l and Language Con troversy in 1858 : A Documen t ary 
S t udy , " No rwe gi an-Ameri c an S tudi e s  and R e c o rds , 10 ( 1938 ) ,  
pp . ?6-1 06 . 
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ac c ep t e d  t he publi c  scho ol s  through al l t he y ear s that the 
Synod min i s t er s  denoun c ed t hem a s  ' he a then . 1 11 1 4 

R¢lvaag , con s idering i t  a t ra g edy t o  exc lude all 

a spe c t s  o f  Norwegian c u l t ure from s c ho o l s , sugg e s t ed a s  a 

po s s ibl e re medy mo re a t t enti on t o  Scandi nav ian affairs  in 

the c o mmon s cho ol s , the offering of Scandi navian language 

cour s e s  in hi gh scho o l s ,  and strong department s  in tho s e  

. subj e c t s i n  c oll eg � s  � nd univer s i t i e s  in the Midwe s t . 1 5  

· Re c ent addi ti ons o f  e thni c s tud i e s  t o  c urri c ula in 

high s cho ol s and c o ll e g e s  ind i cate that R¢lvaa g wa s ahead 

o f  hi s t i me  in sugge s t ing so me o f  t he mea s ure s int ended to  

in sure that  all  e thni c  group s in American s o ci e ty shall 

have a c han c e  t o  di s c over the i r  i den ti t y and t o  acc ep t  i t  

as  a wor thy part of  American cul ture . 

No t  only the s c ho o l s ,  but al s o  the organi z e d  chur c h  

rec e ived R¢lvaag ' s cr i t i ci sm .  Rplvaag bel i eved t hat the 

Luther an church wa s uni q uely qualified  t o  medi a t e be twe en 

the external f orms o f  Ameri can l i f e and the Norwegian i mmi­

grant • s inn er l i f e  of t radi t i on . I t  c ould be an in s trument 

for pro mo t ing cul tural c reativi ty and re tenti on o f  old 
16 value s ,  in cl ud ing the N o rwe g i an lan guage . 

14
Bl egen , No rwegi ag Migra t i on : Tran s i tion , P ·  27 4 .  

15Jo rg en son and S o lum, PP · 169- 70 .  

16Jo rge n s on and So lum,  P •  l?O . 
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I n  hi s e arly n ove l s R�lvaag expre s s e s  c r i t i c i s m o f  

the c hur ch among No rw e g i an-A me ri c an s  b e ca u s e  o f i t s p e t t i -

1 ?  ne a s ,  s el f- in t er e s t ,  a n d  l a c k  o f  i d ea l i sm a n d  n obl e go a l s . 

P e r  Sme v i k r e c o rd s  hi s o b s erva t i on s ab ou t t he church i n  hi s 
l e t t e r s . F o r  i n s t anc e , he say s , 

· • •  i t  i sn ' t al l bri ght and g lori ous w i t hi n  the 
No rweg i an Lu the r an Churc h he re e i ther . Ev e r  s i n c e 
the e a rl y  1 80 1 s ,  t he re h a s  been a s t o rm o f  d i s ­

s en s i o n hangi ng ove r i t , and thi s s t o rm ha s s o me t ime s  
ra g e d  s o  hard tha t i t  thr e a t e n e d  t o  t e ar t he who l e  
h o u s e  t o  p i e c e s  . . • •  i t  ate  into t he v e r y ma rr ow 
o f  the p e o pl e ; and t he wh o l e  c o mmun i t y b e c a me li ke a 
hug e , f e s t e ring bo i l  f u l l  o f  al l k i nd s o f  mal i c e  and 
ugl i n e s s . ( P e r  Sme v i k, pp . 105-06 ) · 

In The B o a t o f  Longi ng al so , Rplvaag in s e r t s . a c o mmen t 

on the i ne f f e c t i v en e s s  o f  t he c hurc h  in he lpi ng the i mmi-

gran t make hi s ad j us tme nt to A me r i c a  and in e n c o urag i ng 

h i m  t o  p e rp e t ua t e hi s t i e s  wi th the home lan d . H e  dep i c t s 

the c hur c h repr e s en t a t i ve s  who cal l a t  t he r o o mi ng ho u s e  

whe re Ni l s  l i v e s a s  a s o rry lo t-- " dandy apo s t l e s , 11 i n the 

po e t ' s s arca s t i c terms . ( Boat of Longing, P •  213 )  

R�lvaag • s c r i t i c i s �  o f  the c l e rgy i s  e sp e c i al ly appar­

en t  in P e d e r  Vi c t o ri o u s . In s t ead of gu i d in g  t he s e t t l eme n t  

1 n t o  a who l e s o me pr o c e s s o f  a s s i m i l a t i on i n  whi ch the be s t  

o t  i t s c ul t ure i s  kept and blended i nt o Ame ri c an li f e , the 

church c o n c e n t ra t e s  on t ri v i a l i t i e s . Pastor Gabr i e l s o n  c on­

s i de r s  i t  hi s duty t o d i s s o lve N o rwe g i an t rad i t i o n s  in the 

. 
1 7

J o rg e n s on and S o l um ,  P •  150 .  
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church : and t o  di s c o urage the u s e  o f  the N o rwe g i an  l anguage 

among hi s p e ople , clai m i ng tha t  " twen ty year s  f ro m  n ow no t 

on e word o f  Norw e g i an wo uld b e  he ard i n  A me r i c a , n o  d o ub t  

about tha t "  ( Pede r V i c � ori ou s , pp . 201-02 ) .  The ri val 

pa s t or s traddle s the f en c e  by d e f e nd i n g  the u s e o f  t he 

N o rwe g i an l anguag e whi l e  promoting the Ameri can c au s e  i n  
·-

every o t he r  way . The c hurch, R¢lvaag intima t e s ,  s ho uld 

gi v e  s t ab i l i ty to t he c o mmun i ty i n  order to make i t s  

Ameri c an i z a t i on s o li d  and e f f e c t i ve . 

I t  i s  the me dd l i ng pastor who aler t s B e r e t t o  P eder ' s  

invo lve men t in a t he a tri c al perfo rman c e , c on s id e re d  by 

pi e t i s t s  a sinful , wo rldly ven t ure . Bere t spi e s  on the 

re hea r s al in whi c h  P e d e r· and Sus i e are e mbra c i n g .  I t  i s  

n o t  only P ede r ' s par t i c i pat i o n in a p l ay , but hi s open 

di splay of affe c t i o n for t he Iri s h  gi rl t ha t  c a us e s  B e re t ' s  

t e mporary d e rang e men t .  She un s uc c e s s ful ly at t e mp t s  t o  burn 

the vac a t e d  s cho ol hou s e  b ecau s e  i t  " e mbodi e s  t he f orc e s  

pry ing hi m  away f rom her and fro m t he Old W orld c ul tur e , 

. 18  
he r ma i n s tay i n  l i f e . " 

Ag o n i z i n g  over wha t t o  do , B e r e t s e e m s  t o  h e ar P e r 

Han s a  urg i n g  her t o l e t  P ed e r  ma rry Sus i e . The s to ry end s 

a s Bere t  and P e d e r  s t a r t  o ut fo r the D oheny ho me t o  arrange 

for t he · wedd ing . 

18
Re 1g s tad , p .  1 35 . 
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G i an t s  i n  the Ear th end s as B e r e t s end s P e r  Han s a  o f f  

on a mi s s i on whi c h  end s in hi s d e a t h .  I n  P e d e r  V i c t o ri o u s  

Bere t arran g e s f o r  he r s o n ' s  marr i age , whi c h  pr omi s e s t o  

e nd i n  a d i f f e r e n t  ki nd o f  tragedy . A s  o n e  c r i t i c  ha s 

s ugge s t e d , P e d e r  i s  o n  hi s way t o hi s undo i ng .
19 

Peder ' s  marri age r epre s e n t s the culmin a t i o n  o f  hi s r e ­

b e l l i on a ga i n s t hi s mo t he r , hi s fa i th ,  a n d  hi s Norw e g i an 

heri t ag e . Pe d e r wan t s  t o  be c o mpl e te ly Ame ri c an ,  and he 

th i nks t ha t  he ha s a c h i e v e d  t hi s g o al whe n  he marr i e s  

Su s i e ,  an I r i s h C a tho l i c  g i ri .
20 

Howe v e r , he ha s n o t y e t  

r e a l i z ed tha t id en t i t y  a s  a n  Ameri c an i s  n o t s u ff i c i e n t . 

In t he wo rd s o f  o n e w r i t e r ,  he mu s t  d i s c ard t he " eg o ­

c omfo r t i ng d e l u s i o n tha t h e  i s  • an Ameri c an , 1 i d en t i c al 

t o  mi l l i o n s  o f  o t he r  w o nd e rf ul b e i ng s who , by a s e ri e s o f  
21 

mirac l e s , c on s ti tu t e a un i q ue s p e c i e s . "  In A me r i c a ' s  

p lurali s t i c  s o c i e t y ,  the e thn i c  t i e s whi ch P e d e r has 

severed a r e  e s s en t i al t o  hi s d i s c ov e ry o f  wha t he i s  and 

wha t he i s  n o t . The i r  F a th e r s '  Q.Q£ re la t e s t he s to ry o f  

1 9  
Paul s on ,  R�lvaag d i s c u s s i on . 

20Haugrud , p .  1 1 5 . 

21 Ka t ha r l n e  D .  Ne wman , The A m e r i c an Eq ua t i on : Li t era­

t ure i n  a Mu l t i - e thn i c  C ul t ure ( B o s t on :  A llyn and Bac on , 

19?1 ) , · p .  1 . 
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22 P eder ' s  c o n t in ued s e ar ch f o r  iden t i t y . I t al so  t ell s t he 

s tory of  c on f l i c t . 

Spring C r e e k  ha s  grown f r o m  a handful o f  N o rwe gi an 

i mmigran ts banded to g e ther by c o mm on background and c o mm on 

n e e d s , i n t o a s e t t l e d  c o mmun i ty ,  wi th c hur che s , s cho o l s ,  

and pl a c e s o f  bus in e ss . The town reco gn iz e s  1 t s e l f  a s  a. 

un i f i e d  par t o f  a c oun t y , _ a s t a t e , and a na t i o n . Al ong wi th 

po li ti c a l  awa ren ess ha s  c o me con fl i c t . In t he bac kground 

o f  thi s c o n fl ic t b e twe e n  men 1 s a t t i t ud e s  and b e l i e f s  i s  th� 

a g e -ol d  and c on t i n ua l  c on fl i c t  o f  man ag a in s t  n a tur e . 

A t  the open i n g  o f  the novel , dro ught i s  d e s i c ca t ing 

the S o u t h Da ko t a p ra i r i e s .  

Fa i r  we a the r a n d  a d e ad c al m . 
Mo l t en s un and a q u i ve r i n g  sky . 
Day a f t e r day the same . A l l  a l i ke . •  · . 
No t a s i gn of rain in the who l e  dri ed- up s ky .  ( p . 1 )  

· T he ind i v i d ua l  f a mil ie s r e s p o n d  va rl o u s l y-- han g i ng on o r  

g i ving u p  i n  de spa ir . 

Ye s t e rd ay a c an va s s e d  wag o n , on i t s  way E a s t·, had 
pa s s ed through the Spri ng Cre ek  s e t t l emen t ,  n ow 

fo l lowing th e s a me tra i l i t  had taken t hr e e y ear s 
ago when t he c ourse lay o n  S un se t  Land . I n  hug e 

y e l l ow l e t t e r s  on t he ca nva s t he owne r had pain t e d 

hi s  d e f i an t  farewe ll : 
Fif ty mi l e s  from wa t e r 
One hundred mile s from  w o o d  
T o  he l l  w i t h  S ou t h  D a ko t a , 
We ' re l e avi ng y o u  f or g o o d t ( p . 3 ) 

220 1 e E .  R�lva a g ,  The i r  Fa t h e r s ' Q.Q.£, t ran s . Trygve 

A g e r  { Rew Y o r k : Ha rp e r  and Bro thers , 1931 ) . P age re f e r­

en c es in the text a r e  t o  t hi s edi t i o n .  
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Or t he farmer s re s p ond c ol l e c t i ve ly . Man al on e avai l s  

l i t t l e  a g a i n s t  na t ur e , but t o g e t her a s  a c o mmun i ty , t he y 

can f igh t . A t  t he c en t e r o f  a c onfl i c t  wi t hi n  t he c o mmun i t y  

i s  a rai n ma ke r .  Wi t h  hi s pro mi s e  o f  p r o d u c i n g  r a i n  f o r  a 

f e e , Mr . J ew e l l  ra i s e s  the hope s o f  d e spa i r i n g  p e opl e . 

P e d e r r e a c t s  aga i n s t  t he swi nd l-e r  o n  t h e  ba s i s o f  ra t i onal 

thi n ki ng . He r e al i z e s  t ha t th e mob i s  b e i n g  sway e d  by 

f al o e  appl i c a t i o n  o f  s c i e n t i f i c j a rg on and by s up er s t i t i o n , 

expre s s e d pri mari l y  by the C a th o l i c pr i e s t ,  who in t e rpre t s  

Mr . J ew e l l  a s  an a g en t o f  G od 1 s d i v i n e  i n t e rv e n t i on ,  the 

re j e c ti o n o f  who m  m i g ht bri ng even m o r e  d i s a s t r o u s  j udg­

men t s .  

I n  o p en l y  d e c la r i ng Mr . Jew e l l an oppo r t un i s t an d a 

swi ndl e r , P e d er c o urag e o u s l y  s t and s o u t a g a i n s t  the mob . 

He i s  r e mi n i s c en t o f  I b s en ' s  Dr . S t o c kman , who in hi s 

s tubborn s t an d  a g a i n s t  the f o l ly o f th e c r owd i s  d e c l a r e d  

An En e my o f  the P e opl e . P e d e r  c ann o t c o mp r o m i s e hi s s t and , 

n o r  c an he l o s e grac e f u l ly . Whe re a s  o ld G j e rmo nd Dahl 

ac c ep t s  d e f e a t  c al mly , i mma ture P ed e r  g e t s t ho r o ughly 

drunk . 

Pa r t  o f  P e d e r ' s  an tagon i s m aga i n s t  the c o omuni t y  ha s 

re s ul t e d  f r o m  hi s marr i age t o  S u s i e  D o heny , an I r i s h  Ca t ho ­

l i c  g i r l . P e d er s en s e s  tha t hi s ma rr i ag e  i s  t h e  sub j e c t  

o f  di s c u s s i on ,  sp e c ul a t i o n , and co mmun i t y  g o s s i p . The 

mar ri ag e  has al s o  c au s e d f r i c t i on b e tw e en P e d e r  and h i s  
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bro t h e r  Han s , who c ompl a i n s , " E v e r y  plac e I go p e opl e  

po unc e o n  me , a s ki n g  how the N o rd l a ending i s  g e t t in g  al on g  

w i th hi s I r i sh w i f e • . .  wan t t o  know how i t  f e e l s t. o  b e 

re la t e d t o  a l o t  o f  C a t hol i c s • . • • Y ou ' v e  d i s grac e d  t he 

who l e f a m i l y 11 ( p .  20 ) . 

Wi t hi n  the home of  Su s i e , P e d e r ,  a n d  B er e t · H o l m  l urk 

t e n s i o n s  tha t are r e ady to f l a r e  i n t o  open c on fl i c t .  T he s e . 

t en s i o n s r e v o lv e  a ro und d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  r e l i g i o n , c ul t ur e , 

an d p e r s on a l i t y and ar e s o  i n t e rwo v e n  tha t the y a r e  d i f f i ­

c ul t t o  i s o l a t e . O n e  wri t e r  ha s summari z e d  t h e s i t ua t i on 

B A  a " c o n f l i c t a mo ng P e d e r  w ho i s  l i b� ral and n on r e l i g i o u s ; 

Su s i e  hi s w i f e , w ho i s  I r i s h  a nd C a t ho l i c ;  and B e r e t w ho i s  
2 3  trad i t i o na l  o r t ho dox Lu t h e ran . "  P e d e r and B e r e t ' s  N o r-

w e g i an b a c kgr o und s ho u l d  a l s o  be l i s t e d  a s  a f a c t o r . 

B e r e t ' s  e a r l y  s up e r s t i t i o n and l a t e r  fana t i c i s m hav e  

ma t ur e d  i n t o  a n  o r t ho d o x  bu t unb en d ing fa i t h . " B e r e t  

s tand s  apar t fr o m  b o t h t he o l de r p e opl e ' s s p i r i tual t urm o i l  

an d  t h e  s e c o nd g e n e r a t i o n ' s  i nd i f f e r en c e ,  f o r h e r  s uf f e rin g 

and he r d i s c o ve ry o f  r e l i gi o u s  c e r t a i n t y  have e ar n e d  he r 

2 4  
· sp i r i t ual p e e. c e . "  S u s i e ' s r el i gi o n i s  a 11 na i v e  C a t ho l i-

25 
c 1 s m , " ba s e d  to a l arge ex t en t o n  s up e r � t i t i on and fear . 

23 Mo r t e n s en ,  p .  48 . 
24 

Bo ewe , p .  1 0 . 

25 . J o rgen s on and S o lum ,  P ·  41 6 0 
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( She d ep end s on her ro s ary and i c ons  f o r  a s s uran c e .  When 

she neg l e c t s  t he f ormal outward a c t s  of wo r s hi p , she f e ar s  

G od ' s d i spl e asure . Peder rec o gn i z e s  her f e ars and h e  be­

l i eve s tha t they can be upro o ted by t eari ng out t he ba s i c  

caus e-- the super s t i t i on s  o f  her r e l i gi o us f ai th . H e  do e s  

no t und e r s t and t hat t o  d e s t roy Sus ie ' s  f a i th wo uld me an t o  
26 

d e s troy her l i fe . 

P e d e r  i s  ind i f f er en t  to rel igi on . In hi s yo uth he 

rebe l l ed a ga i n s t  hi s mo t he r ' s  fa i t h and he c o n t i nue s t o  

s c o ff a t  a n y  outward s how o f  r e l i g i o s i ty . A f t er dri f t ing 

away fro m  t he churc h ,  he e mbrac e s t he idea s o f  fre e­

th inke r s  l i ke Thoma s P a i n e  and R ob er t  Ing er s o l l , who pro-

po s e  r a t i o nal explan a t i o n s  f o r  a l l  a spe c t s  o f  l i f e . F eder 

d e f end s t he ri ght to in t e rpr e t  the B i bl e  as  he wi s he s , or 

27 
t o . d i sb e l i eve i t . He de spi s e s  Sus i e ' s .  rel i gi o n  and Father 

Willi ams . Susie ' s  d e epe s t  hurt in  marri age c o m e s  from 

P e de r ' s r e j e c t i on of  a n d  s c off ing  a t  her rel i g i o us  beli e f s • 

Peder d i r e c t s hi s an tag on i s m n o t  t oward t he C a tho l i c  c hurch 

as an i n s t i t u t i on b u t  toward ign o ranc e ,  supe r s t i t i on ,  and 
28 

f ear tha t are i nvo lved in C a tho l i c  wo r s hip . 

Thus t here i s  a tri angle o f  co nf li c t  inv olvi ng B e re t ,  

26
R e i g s tad , p .  1 42 . 

27
Bo ewe , p .  10 . 

28
J orgen s on and S olum , P ·  419 .  
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{ Pede r , _ and S u s i e . B e r e t and Su s i e  a r e  eq ua l ly l o ya l  t o  

t he i r r e li g i o u s  f a i t hs , b u t  t he i r b e l i e f s  co n f l i c t . Su s i e ' s 

fai th c l a s he s  wi t h  P ed e r ' s  agno s t i c i s m ;  and P e d e r  opp o s e s  

hi s mo t he r ' s  re l i g i on • .  

The an t a gon i s m i s  he i ght en e d  by t he bi r th o f  a chi l d . 

N ow B e r e t and S u s i e  f i ght fo r t he c hi l d ' s  s oul . B e r e t 

t ri e s  t o  c o nv i n c e  P ed e r  tha t he s h o u l d  have t he bab y  bap­

t i z ed i n t o  t he Lu theran f a i th and t ha t  he should g iv e  t h e  

c hi ld a d e c en t  n ame--P e d e r ,  t o  c arry forward the f a t h e r ' s  

name . P e d e r  s c o f f s a t  t h e  id ea tha t the baby n e e d s any 

r el i g i o n . Unabl e to c o n v i nc e P ed e r  tha t bapt i s m ha s an y  

v a l ue , B e r e t p e r s uad e s  he r fr i e nd S ar i n e  t ha t  sh e sho u ld 

a d mi n i s t e r t he sacra ment secre tly , and s he c al l s t he c hi ld 

P ed e r  E man u e l .  

Sus i e  a l s o  s t rugg l e s wi t h  t h e  pr o bl e m o f  t he baby ' s 

bapt i s m ;  awa r e  o f  P ed e r ' s  di spl e a s ure a t th e i de a . A t  th e 

in s i s t e nc e o f  h e r  f a t he r  an d t h e  pr i e s t ,  Sus i e  fur t i v e ly 

arrang e s  f o r  the c er emony . The baby i s  bap t i z e d P a t ri c k  

S t . Ola f . 

El na r  Hauge n has mad e  t he c o mm e n t  t ha t  th e c on f l i c t  
2 9  

i n  The i r F a ther s ' G o d  i s  re l i g i o u s i n  form but n o t i n  f ac t . 

R�lvaa g u s e s the c la sh b e twe en t he Lu t he ran and C a t ho l i c 

r e l i gi on s  be caus e i t  i s  a t yp e  o f  c o n f l i c t c o mmo n t o  t he 

29 
Hau g e n , " R�lvaag : N o rwe g i an-Am e r i c a n , " P ·  ?2 . 



Midwe s t e rn s c en e  and t o  i mm i gran t l i f e .
3 0 

J o r g e n s on and 

S o lum e mpha s i z e tha t  " The b o o k i s  n o t a c o n t r i bu t i on t o  

8 3  

31 t h� l i t e ra t ur e  o f  e c c l e s i a s t i c al c on t ro v e r s y . '' The ba s i c  

probl e m s i nvo lve c ul tural d i f f e r e n c e s  re l a t ed. t o  r e l i g i o n . 

P ed e r  a nd S u s i e  a t  fi r s t  c la i m  t o b e  �od ern s e co nd g e n e ra­

t i o n  Ame r i c an s  w ho are n o t  c on c erned abo u t  th e i r e thn i c  

ba c kgro und s .  H oweve r , t h e i r  d i f f e r e nc e s  s o on s urfac e . 

Me y e r po i n t s o u t  that R�lvaag in thi s n ov e l  i s  c on-

c erned wi th " c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  e ffo r t s at c ul t ural amalga ma� 

32 
t i on and r e j e c .t i o n o f  o l d  c ul t ural pa t t e rn s . "  So me o f  t he 

probl e m s  i n  t hi s " amal gamat i on "  derive from t he p e r s o na l i t y 

c o nf l i c t  b e t w e en t he c o uple . A l tho ugh S u s i e  a n d  P e d e r  

s h a r e  a d e e n  snon t an e o u s  l o v e , t he y  a re i n c o mp a t i bl e  in .I: , - • 

o u t l o o ks , i n t e r e s t s , and t emp e r ame n t s . P e d e r  i s  a n  i n t e l­

l e c tua l p e r s o n , wh i l e  S u s i e  i s  pri mar i ly s e n s ual-- " l uxur i -

3 3  
an t ly f er t i l e , " i n  t he wo rd s o f  Jo rgen s o n  and S o l um . 

Muc h o f  t h� c on f l i c t  r e s ul t s  fr o m  P e d e r ' e  f e ul t s .  R e i g s t a d  

c al l s hi m a " s upr e me e g o ti s t , � b e c au s e  o f  hi s p r i d e  a n d  hi s 
3 4  

i n to l e ran c e . 

30 
R e i g s t ad ,  

31 J o rg e n s on 
32 

Me y e r , P •  
33 

· J o rg e n s o n  

34 
R e i g s t ad ,  

P · 1 36 . 

an d So lum , P ·  419 . 

6 6 . 

an d S o lum, P ·  416 . 

P • 1 40 .  
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P�d e r  f o rtuna t e l y ha s  i nhe ri t e d  s o me o f hi s fa t her ' s 

j oy ful ly o p t i mi s t i c r e s po n s e  t o  l i f e . " He wen t abo ut hi s 

work i n t ox i c a t e d  by t he fragran c e o f  s pro ut i ng , bur s t i ng 

l i f e  and of dan k ,  l i v i ng e art h .  He had d r e am s  of wondrou s 

t hi ng s  t o  b e , f e l t t he �  mo re t han s aw them . Gr e a t  t o  b e 

a l i ve 1 11 ( p . 9 2 ) . Bu t Peder i s  i mma t ur e . A f t e r  hi s humil i ­

a t ing d e f e a t  a t  t he hand s o f  the pro-rainma ke r s , he g o e s 

o ut on a c o l o s s a l  d run k . Then , how e v e r , i t i s  a s en s e o f  

a f f i n i ty t o  n a ture t ha t br ing s hi m b a c k  t o  r e a l i ty : 

The s t r o n g  o d o r  o f  t he barnyard , t he fri e ndly 
br e a t hi ng o f  t he c o w s , the squi r t i n g  of t he swe e t­
s me l l i ng mi l k  in t o t he pai l , and t he s o n g  o f  a 
meadow l a rk c a l l i ng i t s ma t e  t o day af f e c t e d hi� 
s t ro ng l y • • .  l if e wa s go o d  and ki nd . { p . 66 ) 

P e r  Hnn s n  hnd hi s f r o nt i e r  t o  c on q u e r ,  and hi s s on 

P ede r Vi c t o r i o u s  ha s hi s- -po l i t i c s . Dur i ng hi s l i f e , P e r 

Han s a a c c o mp l i s hed the phy s i c al s e t t l e me n t  o f  t h e pra i r i e s . 

B er e t  i s  s t i ll f i ght ing t o ke e p  t hi s kingdo m f i rmly r o o t e d 

i n  t h e  o ld cul t ure w hi l e  i t  grows i n t o a par t o f  A mer i c a . 

N ow Pe d e r  an t i c i pa t e s c on q u e s t  i n  p ubl i c _ s e rvi c e . H e  s e n s e s  

a c a ll t o  s e rve a s  c oun ty c o mmi s s i o n e r : 11 T oni g ht t he C a l l  

had la i d a hand on hi s shoulder and s p o ke n  c l e ar l y , u nmi s­

t a kabl y , d e t e rmin i ng h i s  c o ur s e  f r om now on . • • • And t hi s  

wa s o n l y  t h e  beg inn in g 1 11 ( p .  21 4 )  • 

A s  P e d e r s en s e s hi s mi s s i o n ,  he begin s t o  real iz e t ha t  

hi 1 t t i  f t o ry He and S u s i e  do no t s marr a g e  i s  n o s a  s ac • 

h i t t d id 1 She S hows n o  i nvo l v e me nt i n s are n e re s s an e a  s . 



'
hi s r e adi n g  or in hi s p l a n �  f o r  t he fu ture . 

O c c a s i onally • . • he tri e d  r e ad i ng a l o ud to  her . 
But s he was alway s s o  t i r e d  af t e r  the d ay ' s t o i l 
t ha t  she li s t en e d  on ly wi t h  e a r s  ful l o f  d rows i ­
n e s s .  A l t houg h he did no t s ay i t ,  he r l a c k of 
i n t e r e s t  in n e w  i d e a s  vexe d hi m .  ( p .  9 1 ) 
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When he en t hus i as t i c al l y  t e ll s he r abo ut hi s p l an s  to im­

prove t he f a rm , " She l o o ke d  a t  hi m abs en tly , a s  i f  she had 

n o t  he ard what he s a i d 11 ( p · : 19? ) . Su s i e i s  a frai d o f  t he 

n ew i d e a s  i n  l ib e ra l  p o l i t i c s t hat  exc i t e  P eder . L i ke t he 

y o ung B e r e t  i n her f i r s t experi en c e s on t he pra i r i e , Su s i e  

35 
i s  afr a i d  o f  n ew way s .  She rel i e s  on f am i l i ar pa t t e rn s . 

The c o n fl i c t  i n  marr iage re s u l t ing fro m  i n c o mpat i bl e  

p er s o n a l i t i e s  i s  f ur th e r  co mpl i c a t e d  by P ed er ' s mo t he r , 

B e re t ,  i n t o  who s e  ho me Sus i e  ha s c o me t o  l i v e � Having b e e n  

unabl e t o  d i s s uade P e d e r  from ma rry i n g  Susi e ,  Ber e t  s t o i c­

a lly a c c e p t s the o u t s id e r  in t o  he r home , but i t  s t i ll re-

mai n s B er e t ' s  home . S u s i e , a c c u s t o me d  t o  a c a s u a l  f o r m o f  

ho us e ke ep i ng , do e s  n o t  fe e l a t  ho me i �  the a t mo sphe r e  o f  

au s te re c l e anline s s . She i s  painf u l ly c on s c i o u s  o f  t he 

c on tra s t  b e twe en B e re t ' s o rd e r l i n e s s  and her f a th e r ' s  c are­

l e s sne s s . Fo r in s tan c e , when P e der o f f e r s  t o  he lp her 

c l ean u p  t he ki t c hen in her fa the r ' s  ho us e ,  Sus i e  flare s 

up .  1• ' Oh ,  l eave tho s e di she s alone , you f o o l  l • s he 

35 
Re i g s tad ,  p .  142 . 



expl o d e d , he r bo dy t re mbli n g  wi t h  ange r .  ' I ' ve h e a rd 

e nough abo u t t he s l oppy Iri s h . You No rwe g i a n s  n e edn ' t 

c o me a r o und he re rub b i n g  it 1 n 1 "  P · 105 ) .. 
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Su s i e f e e l s l i ke a gue s t  i n  he r hu sband ' s  ho me , s i n c e 

he r mo t he r - i n-law i s  c o mp l e t e ly i n  c harge o f  ho u s e ke e p i n g . 

How e ve r , when the baby arrive s ,  Be re t and P e d e r are s hut 

o u t  o f  Sus i e ' s  and P e t i e 1 a  world . I n  s ub t l e  way s ,  Su s i e  

make s Pe d e r f e e l  unn e c e s s ary . She de l ight s i n Pe ti e ' s 

f e ar o f  hi s f at he r  an d hi s o bvi ou s  pr e f er en c e  fo r hi s 

Grandpa D o h eny . S u s i e re s en t s  B er e t  and P e der whe n  the y 

t a ke P e t i e i n t o  t he i r e n c han t e d  No rwe g i an wo r l d ,  an d s he 

f e e l s  t hr e a t ened by B e re t ' s  g ra nd mo t he rly t e nd e rn e s s  toward 

t he baby � · 

A f t e r  o l d D o he n y ' s  s e ri o u s  a c c i d e n t , Sus i e t h i n k s i t  

he r  d u t y  t o  take c are o f  he r fat he r , b e l i e v i n g  t ha t  h e 

n e e d s  h e r  m o r e  than P e d er d o e s . In her o ld ho me she f e el s 

s e c ure . 

H e r e she s a t  among he r own p e opl e , snug and s he l t e re d  

in t he a g e - o l d  fa ith  of he r f a t he r s . She was t he i r s  

a nd t h e y  were he r s . Countl e s s , unbr e akabl e b o nd s  
he l d  t h e m  t 6 g e t he r .  Ar ound them we re the g re at 

thi n g s o f  li f: e , t he t hi n g s t ha t  r e a l l y  ma t t e red , 

s e c u r e  and n e v e r- f a i l i ng . ( p . 120 ) 

A l t houg h s he mi s s e s  P e d e r , a s  i s  e vi d e n t  from t he ir p a s s i o n­

a t e reun i o n s ,  she i s  t o rmen t ed by a s en s e o f  l ove and duty 

t owa rd he r  f a t he r . T o rn thu s  be twe e n  love f o r  Pe d e r  and f o r  

her f athe r , S us i e i s a p a the t i c  pe r s on . 



8? 

Inv o lved in t he a i l ing marr iag e s i t ua t i on is Be re t . 

In her wi s do m ,  s he urge s  Pede r t o  share hi s dreams and 
plan s wi t h  Su s i e b e c au s e  " two ho r s e s  t hat d o n ' t driv e e v en­

ly make a po o r team" ( p . 184 ) . S ens ing P e d e r ' s  n e e d  f o r 

S u s i e ,  B e r e t o f f e r s t o  take c are o f  o l d  Do heny and hi s 

ho u s e s o  t ha t  S u s i e can r e turn t o  P ed e r . D o he n y • s  sn e er­
ing re j e c t i on reveal s hi s cra s sne s s : " I ' ve go t . to do my 
own c o ur t i n g " ( p . 19 3 ) . Then B ere t r e al i z e s  mo r e  than e v e r 

tha t a " g u l f  d e ep e r  and w i d e r  t han a l l  e t e rni t y  had o p en e d 

b e tw e e n  h e r  and thi s ho u s e  an d the s e  people . Nev e r c o ul d  

the gulf be bri dg e d ove r " ( p . 19 4 ) . 

B e r e t  " me l l ow s  i n t o  o ld age , " say s Whi t e , in hi s 

e val ua t i on o f  h e r . " T he . fe arful ,  a l mo s t  t o o  s en s i t i ve 

Bere t ,  who had be c o me t h e  ma s t e rful , f o rc e fu l  f arm w o man , 

n ow be c o me s  t he quie t ,  mo d e s t  grandmo the r  • • • • H e r  

36 
. 

charac t e r  i s  c o mp l e t e . " On he r d e a thbed B e re t  e me rg e s in 

all he r humani ty and d i gn i ty . Even cr o t che ty o ld Dr . 

Gre en re c o gn i z e s  he r s ta ture : " And t h ere wa s  a di gn i t y  

o v e r t hi s w o rn- o u t  farmer wo man that , f o r  o n c e , made him 

ke ep hi s t e mp e r 0  ( p . 2 43 ) . 

In the formul a t i on o f  the w l l l , B e re t exhi bi t s  rare 

wi sdo m .  The farm i s  t o  g o  t o  P e d e r , but n o t a s  a gi f t . 

I t  wi ll . c o s t hi m much i n  mo ney ,  even a s  i t c o s t  P e r  Han s a 

36 2 Whi t e , p .  10 • 



88 
{ and B e r e t m u c h  in s uff e r ing . Pede r mus t  c on t i nue bui l d i n g  

hi s ki n gdo m .  C o n s c i o u s o f  the n e e d f o r  con t inu i t y , B e re t 

s t ipula t e s  t ha t  t he f a rm mus t r e ma i n  i n  t he fa mi ly , hand ed 

d own from P e d er V i c t o r i o u s  t o  P e d e r  Emanue l .  

A f t e r  s e t t l i n g  h e r  b u s i n e s s  aff a i r s , B e re t  pu t s he r 

p e r s on a l  ma t t e r s  in o r d e r  by c o nf e s s ing t o  S u s i e the s e c r e t 

bap t i s m o f  he r grand child . Then s h e  q u i e t l y  t a k e s he r 

l e a v e . R e i g s tad ha s c al l ed B e r e t  " t o o  g re a t  a s o u l t o  b e  

e n c o mpa s s e d  b y  t he bound s o f  an y a rg umen t-- 1 n  death a s  i n  

l i f e 
3? 

• • •  a p e r s o n o f  di gn i ty and b e a u t y . "  

Su s i e ' s  pri mary re sp o ns e t o  B e r e t ' s  d e a t h i s  r e s e n t -

me n t  o v e r  B e r e t ' s  c o n f e s s i on t ha t P e t i e wa s bap t i z ed a 

Lu t he ra n . She ha s no r o o m  fo r so rr ow o r  c o mpa s s i on f or h er 
g r i e v i n g  hu s band , b u t s he t a ke s  f o r  gra n t e d t ha t  c er t a in 

ri tual s mu s t  b e  pe rf o r me d i n  t i me o f  d e a th .  S u s i e  i s  c o n­

f u s e d  and t e rri f i e d by t he ma t t e r - o f- fac t ac c ep tan c e o f  

d e a t h an d b y  t he l a c k  o f  c oncern f o r  a wak e . The n i g ht o f 

B er e t ' s  d e a t h ,  S u s i e ' s  f e ar s  and s up er s t i t i o n s  cl imax in a 

hy s t e r i c a l  s c en e t ha t b r i n g s on a n e a rly f a t al mi s c arr i ag e . 

An t a g o n i sm s are put a s i d e  t emporarily duri n g Su s i e ' s  

r e c o v ery . Howeve r ,  P e d e r , who ha s d e s i r ed c o mp l e t e f r e edo m 

from hi s N o rd i c  p a s t , be g i n s  t o  re a l i z e  tha t fr e e d o m t o  

ma rry I r i sh Su s i e  ha s mean t g re a t e r b o n d a g e . H e  p e r c e i v e s 

3? R e i g s t ad , p .  1 4? .  



" mo r e  c l e a r l y  t he s ho rt c o m i ng s o f  hi s marri a g e a f t er he 

me e t s  N i ko l i n e Jo han s en , a g i rl f r o m  N o rway . R e i gs tad 

38 
c a ll s he r t he 11 p r o p e r  ma t e  f o r  P e d e r . "  In s t in c t ively 

8 9 

P e d e r  and N i kol i n e  s e n s e  a bond o f  mut ual a sp i ra t i o n s  and 

s i mi l a r a t t i tude s . Sh e und e r s t and s hi s  de s ire t o  a c hi e ve 

s o me thi ng wo rt hwh i l e , and she urge s hi m t o  c o n t i nu e s triv­

i ng , i n  spi t e  o f  d i s c o u r a g e men t s . To o l a t e  he c o mpre hen d s  

tha t wha t he sna t c he d a t  i n  marr y i ng Su s i e i s  h i l d ur ,  a 

r e f l e c t e d  i mag e i n the s ky tha t la c k s  re a l i t y and s ub s t an c e . 

D i ff e r en c e s be twe en P e d e r an d S u s i e  a r e  i rr e c on c i labl e . 

The f i n a l c o n f l i c t  c o m e s when P e d e r  d i s c o ve r s  t ha t  Su s i e  

ha s l i e d and ha s be tra y e d  hi m i n  hi s b i d f o r  publi c  o f f i c e ,  

c ho o s i ng l o y a l t y t o  the · opp on e n t o n  the ba s i s of n a  t l onal-

i ty and r e l i g i on . P e d e r  be l i e v e s tha t  t h e  c en t e r  o f  t h e 

c on fl i c t  i s  h i s wi f e ' s  c l ing i ng t o  h e r  old s up e r s t i t i ou s  

f a i t h . In a c o ld fury he d e s t r o y s  he r re l i gi o u s t r i n ke t s ,  

me t ho d i c a l l y  pi c ki ng t h e  bead s f r o m  t he r o s a ry , bre a k i n g  

t he c ruc i f ix ,  and gr i nd i ng t he bro ken pi e c e s und e r  hi s  

he el . " Here ' s  t
'
he ro o t  o f  a l l  evil , 11 he mu t t e r s . " N ow 

we ' r e  thr o ugh wi th t he idol s i n  t hi s ho u s e , Sus i e ! "  ( p .  33? ) . 

The n e x t mo rn i ng Su s i e  r e t urn s t o  h e r  f a t he r ' s  hou s e , 

t a ki n g  t he c hi ld wi t h  he r .  

A t  th e b e g i nn i n g  o f  The i r  Fa t h e r s ' G o d , P ed e r  s t and s  

38R e i g s t ad , P ·  145 . 
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a l o n e  aga i n s t t he mob w ho a re lo o king for an e a sy s o lut i on 

to t he . d r o u t h . Now he s tand s  al one in hi s ho me a f t e r  t he 

c l i ma c t i c  e mo t i o na l  s t orm t ha t  ha s c o s t  hi m hi e marri ag e . 

Whe re d o e s he g o  fro m he r e ?  

On t he o ne hand , h e  ha s i n d i cat e d  that he i s  maki ng 

hi s w a y  ba c k  towa rd an a c c e p tan c e  o f  B e ret ' s values . He 

ha s b e e n  he lp ed t oward i d en t i fy ing hi m s e lf i n  t erms o f  hi s 

pa s t  by two p e opl e . O ne i s  Ni ko l i ne , who a t t ra c t s hi m b e ­

c aus e o f  t he i r  s i mi l ar i nt e r e s t s and ou t l o o ks . Peder 

real i z e s  tha t the i r mu t ual N o rwe g i an bac kg r o und ha s i n­

f lue nc e d  t h e i r  af f e c t i o n  f or e a c h  o t he r . 

The o t her pe r s o n  w ho help s P e de r  und e r s t an d  the va l u e  

o f  hi s h� r i t a g e  i s  P a s t o r  Kaldahl . I t  l s  n o t e n o ugh t o  b e  

j us t  an A m e r i c an , h e  i nd i c a t e � . " I f we ' re . t o  ac c o mpl i s h 

a ny thi ng wo r t h whi l e ,  any t hi ng a t  al l ,  we mu s t  d o  i t  a s  

No rwe g i an s • • • • I f t hi s  pro c e s s  o f  leve ll i n g d own i s  

allowed t o  c o n t i nu e , A me r i c a i s  d oo me d  t o  b e c o me t he mo s t  · 

i mpove r i s h e d land s p i r i tual l y  on t he fac e o f  t h e  e a rt h  • • 

• • S o o n  we wi ll hav e  r e ached the p e rf e c t  d e mo c ra cy o f  

barrenne s s . " ( pp .  209-10 ) .  He urge s P e d e r  and o t he r s 

i n  the c o mmun i t y t o  va l ue the i r  tradi t i o n s  and t o  pa s s 

t he m  o n  t o  t ho s e c o min g a f t e r t he m ,  n o t  only f o r  the ir 

i ndiv i d u a l  e nr i chm e nt , but fo r the go od of t he ir ad o p t i v e  

c o un t ry . 
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The No rwegian Luthe ran pas to r ' s  advi c e i s  s o und , but 

what abo u t  S u s i e ' s  trad i t i ons ? Do e s  P e d e r h a v e  the r i ght 

t o  cru sh out t he " s y mb o l s  and s oul of ano the r ' s spi ri t ual 
. 39 

and cul tural bel i e f s " ? R,0lvaag l e av e s many q ue s ti o n s  

un an sw e r e d . Perhap s h e  w an t s  t o  indi ca t e tha t  find i ng 

on e 1 s own i d ent i ty in  t e rm s  o f  e t hn i c  he ri t a g e  i s  only 

hal f  of the probl em . T he o t he r par t is the a c c ep t an c e and 

appre c i a t i o n of al l o th e r  e thni c  g r o up s  in pl ur a l i s t i c  

Ameri ca . 

39 
P aul s on ,  R�lvaag d i s c u s s i on . 
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A t  the end o f  T he i r  Fa the r s ' G o d , P e d e r  V i c t o ri o u s 

s t and s a l o n e , having s e v ered hi s t i e s wi t h  hi s paren t s t · 

c u l tural p a s t  and hav i n g  d e s t r oy e d hi s ma rr i ag e by s e e kin g 

t o  upr o o t  hi s wi f e ' s  f a i th and t rad i ti o n s . Hi s mo the r i s  

d e ad , h i s w i f e  and c h i l d  ha ve l ef t him ,  and hi s p o l i t i c a l 

hope s hav e be e n  d e mo l i s he d . Hi s d e s t i n y l o o k s bleak . In 

spi t e  o f  h i s p r e d i c ame n t , how ever , P ed e r  p o s s e s s e s a lQn g ,  

r i c h  t ra d i t i o n  t o  f al l  ba c k  on , and t he re a r e  i nd i c a t i on s 

t ha t he ha s b e g un t o  s e e  hi ms el f in r el a t i o n t o  t he s e  

d e ep e r  v a l u e s .  Fur t h e rmo r e , t h A rA i s  P e t i e --P e d e r  Emanue l - -

who , i n  s p i t e  o f  hi s r e d ha i r  a n d  I ri s h  t e mp e r ,  b e l o n g s i n  

t he l i ne o f P ed e r  V i c t o r i o u s  an d P e r  Han s a . 

R �lvaa g i nd i c a t e d  hi s in t en t i o n s  of �r i t i n g  a f o ur th 

and fi nal v olu me of the P e der V i c t or i o us s e ri e s .  A c c o rd­

i ng t o  J o r g e n s o n and S o lum , " he i n t end ed t o  bri n g P e d e r  

' ho ce . • H e  wa s t o  f i nd hi ms e l f  i n  t e rms o f  hi s rac i al 

heri t ary e  and i n  t e rm s  o f  t he n ew na t i o n  he wan t e d t o  bri ng 
0 

1 
f o rward and upward . '' The r e la t i on o f  P e d e r  Eman u e l  t o  hi s 

· c ul t ura l ba c kgro und s w oul d b e  i n t e r e s t i ng t o  sp e c u l a t e  

upon . · A l i ve l y  co n c e rn f o r  hi s I r i s h  and N o rw e g i an 

1J o rg e n s on a nd S o l um ,  P •  42? . 
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� t radi t i o n s  c o uld e merge , ac c o rd i n g  t o  Marcu s H a n s e n ' s 

" pr i nc i p l e o f the t hi rd g en e ra.t i on i n t e re s t , " whi c h  a s s er t s  

t ha t  w ha t  the s o n  wan t s  t o  f orge t the grand s on wi s he s  t o  2 
r e me mb e r . 

In one o f  hi s  e arly nove l s , R�lvaag l o o k s  a t  t he s e c­
o nd g en e ra t i o n i �� i grant from an angl e d i ff e r en t fr o m  t ha t  

o f  The i r  Fa t h e r s ' Go d .  J u s t s uppo s i ng t ha t  a s e c ond g en­

e rat i on c o upl e di d n o t have pa re n t s who appr e c i a t e d ·t he i r  

c u l t ural p a s t--and t h e r e  are mo r e  o f  tha t t yp e  i n  A me ri c a 

t han t he re a r e  B e r e t s . Supp o s i ng t h i s  c o up l e  had n o  

ohildren--wha t  i s t he o u t l o o k  f o r  t he m ?  P r e t t y gri m , says 

R¢ lvaag i n  To Tul l i nger ( T1·10 Fools ) ,  whi c h  h e  p ub l i s he d  i n  

1 9 2 0 . The n o v e l  wa s la r g e ly r ewr i t t en b e f o re i t  appeared 
3 

i n  En g l i s h  t ran s l a t i o n i n  1 9 30 a s  P ure G o ld . During t he 

y e a r s  p r e c e d i ng i t s  pu bl i c a t i o n ,  A me ri ca had s t rugg l e d  

t hrough a w o rld war tha t wa s ma r k e d  by bigotry and hy s t eria . 
R¢'lvaag r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  p e ri od a s  " The Day o f  t he Gre a t  

4 
B e a s t . "  Thi s un f o r t un a t e t i me i s  the background o f  the 

s t o ry t ha t  t rac e s  t he moral d e t e r i ora t i o n  o f  a hu sband 

and wi f e  who make m o n e y  t he i r  s ol�  purp o s e  in life . La r s  

and Li s b e t H o ug lum ( Lo ui s and Li z z i e ) a r e  " s e c o nd g en e ra t i on 

2 
Han s e n , p .  9 .  

3 . 
F o r  a d i s c u s s i o n o f  revi s ionary c hange s ,  s e e  Je r g e n-

s o n  a nd Sol um , pp . 402- 0 6 . 
4 

J o rg e n s on and So l um , P · 21 3 . 



� N o rwe g � an s  who have c u t  the m s e l v e s off e n t i re l y  f ro m  t he 

o ld -wor l d c ul t ure and ha ve a c q u i r e d  li t t l e o f  valu e fro m 
5 

t he n ew . " 
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The t he me f o r  th e nove l c o me s  d i re c t ly f r o m the F o u r t h  

o f  J uly sp e e c h in The Thi rd Life .Q.! Per  Sme vi k ,  in whi c h  the 

speaker p o i n t s o ut t ha t  a bene f i t  pr omi s ed by A me ri c a t o  

i mm i gran t s  i s  pro s p e ri t y  a chi e v e d  thro ugh hard wor k  an d 

c l e ar , pr ac t i c al thi nking . In t he s pe e c h , t he pr o mi s e  i s  

t e mp e re d  by t he r emind e r  that " l i f e  i s  mo re t han f o o d , 

e a r t hl y  happ i n e s s  i s  mo re than c i v i c f re e d o m , an d G o d ' s 

great e s t gi ft t o  man i s  n o t f i r s t  and fo r emo s t great oppor­
t uni t i e s . "  ( P er Smevi k , pp . 122-23 ) Tha t warn i ng g o e s un-

. 6 
he ed e d  i n  P ur e  G o lJ. . 

Thr e e pa tt e rn s a r e  d i s c e rn i bl e  in the n o v e l : th e 

growi ng a t tachme n t  o f  t he pr i nc i pal charac t e r s  t o  mon e y ; 

t he g radu al al i e na t i o n  of t he couple,; and t he f i nal t rag i c  

f u t i l i t y o f  the i r  l i ve s . 

Lo u i s  and Li z z i e  Ho ug lum s t art marr i e d  l i f e a s  n o rmal-

l y  as mo s t  y o ung· c o up l e s ,  pr oud o f  e ach o th e r and o p t i mi s t i c  

ab o u t  the f ut ure·.  A l  though Lo ui s ha s le s s  t han av e rag e 

i n t e l l i g en c e ,  he d i spl a y s  s tr ength and v i r i l i t y  t o  c o mp e n­

s a t e . Li z z i e  bo a s t s  s upe rior bu s i ne s s  abi l i ty . The y share 

5 . 
Bo ewe , p . 5 . 

6
01 e E .  R.¢'lvaag , � Q.Q.1£, t ran s . S iv e r t  Erdahl and 

O . E .  R�l vaag ( N ew Y o r k :  H e r p e r  an d Bro t he r s , 1930 ) . P ag e  

r e f e r en c e s i n  t he t ex t  a r e  to t hi s  tran s l a t i o n  . . 
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a p 1"a o:t i c al urg e t o  ge t ahead by p ur cha s i ng t he i r  own farm . 

A s  t ime g o e s  on , the i r  pra i s ewo r thy habi t s  o f  g o o d  manage­

ment de ve l op in t o thri f t i n e s s , then fruga l i ty , an d final ly 

s t ing in e s s . 
Lo u i s  pr e c ipi t a t e s a turn ing po in t i n  the i r live s when 

he g ive s h i s wi f e  a t en do llar g ol d  p i e c e , whi c h  c a s t s a 
s t rang e sp e l l  upon her . Fro m  thi s t i m e o n  Li z z i e  l o v e s 

money i t s e l f , n o t t he val ue o f  mon ey a s  a pu rc has i ng agent . 

I t  beco me s a s ub s t i t ut e  f or fr i end s ,  f or a p la c e in s o c i e ty ,  
? 

and e s p e c i a l ly f o r c hi ldren . N e e d i ng s o me t hi n g  t o  l ov e , 

" they c ho o s e g old , n o t  r ea l i z i ng t ha t  i t  c an nev e r  bring 

8 
the m true l ov e  and j o y . " Lou i s and Li z z i e  re ma i n chi ldl e s s , 
and they r e j e c t  t he pa s t o r : s s u g g e s t i o n t ha t  t he y  ado p t  an 

o rphan . T he i r af f e c t i o n for t he i r  money s e e ms paren t al . 

They p l a y  w i t h  i t  and r e f e r  t o  the vari ous  type s o f  money 

by pet name s- -babi e s , bra t s ,  shi l l i n g s .  " Both bill s and 

s i lv e r  w e r e  d e ar t o t he m ,  but mo s t  pr e c i o us of all wa.s t he 

heap o f  g o ld . 11 ( p .  81 ) 
The bank fai lure ha s t en s the pr o c e s s  o f  de g e n e ra t i on . 

They gri eve ov er the i r  l o s s  a s  i f  i t  were a p e r s o nal b e ­

r e av e me n t .  saving t o  c o mpen sate  fo r t he l o s s  be c o m e s a 
I 

7
Rob e r t  L . S t ev en s ,  " P ure Go ld : An Appr e c i at i o n , "  

paper
.
pr e s en t ed a t  R�lvaag Sympo s i um ,  S t . Ola f C o lle g e , 

N or thf i e ld , Minn e s o t a , O c tob er 2 8 , 1974 . 
8 

Haug rud , p . 112 . 
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{ r e l i g i o u s  pra c t i c e , wi th money as t he i r g o d . F i nally t he 

H o ug l um s  s e l l  t he i r  far m  f o r an e x o rb i tan t pr i c e . T he 

f i f ty t ho u s and d o l l ar s  j o i n s t he o t he r bi ll s in the i r mon e y  

b e l t s . N o w  mo v i ng to t own , the y r e n t  t w o  r o o m s  ov e r  a 

s t o re , exi s t i n g  on me a g e r  me al s  and u s i ng a m in i mum o f  f u e l . 

A s L o u i s and Li z z i e t i g ht e n t he i r  g ra sp o n  t he i r 
p u r s e s ,  t h e y  lo o s en the i r  ho l d  on pe r s onal t i e s wi t h  fami l y , 

c hurc h ,  ho m e land , and c o mmuni t y , and f i n a l ly e a c h  o t her . 

Li z z i e ' s  n o rmal a f f e c t i o n  t oward her pare n t s  d e t e ri o rat e s  

t o  a g r e e dy c on c e rn f o r  f i n an c i al b e ne f i t s fr o m  t he m .  She 

b o rr ows mo n ey f r o m  he r fa t he r  wi th o u t  i n t e re s t  in ord e r  t o  

pay o f f t he mortgag e . A f t e r  al l ,  s he re a s o n s , 11 1t!hat do e s 

h e  n e ad mo r e  mon e y f o r ? H e  o n l y  wa s t e s  i t ,  o n  m i s s i o n s 

and o rp han ho me s an d s u c h  f o o l i s hne s s "  ( p .  4? ) .  F i na l l y , 

g o s s i p  c i r c ul a t e s " tha t they had pl u c k e d  o ld T o m  O i en c l e an 

o f  prac t i c a lly eve ry thing he po s s e s s e d ,  s ave t he f a r m" 

( p .  6 8 ) .  

C hu r c h co n t ri b u t i on s  a r e  d i f f i c ul t  t o  c o l le c t  fr o m  

L o u i s an d L i z z i e . O n  o n e  oc c a s i o n the y hid e un d e r  the i r  

b e d  i n  o rd e r  t o  a v o i d  t h e  pa s t o r  a s  h e  ma ke s th e ro und s  o f  

hi e pari s hi on e r s  t o  c o ll e c t  hi s s a la ry . 

Li z z i e i s  co n t e mp t u o u s  o f  he r N o rw e gi an ba c kgr o und .  

F i rst s he i n s i s t s  on d i sp o s i n g  o f  f or e i gn- s o un d i n g  name s . 

" Lar s " i s c hang ed t o  " Lo u i s , " and 11 Li s be t "  b e c o me s " Li z z i e . "  

Ev en tho ugh Lo ui s ha s en j oye d hi s N o rwe g i an n ew spape r f or 
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many y e a r s , L i z z i e  d e c i d es t ha t  i t  i s a n e e dl e s s  exp e n s e . 

A l i en a t i o n  p ro c e e d s  a s  Li z z i e ' s  hard b u s i n e s s  d e al s 

· c o s t  t he m  t he ir f ew f ri end s i n  the c o mmun i t y . Even t ua l l y , 

they d i s p o s e  of t he i r hi r e d  man in o rd er t o  s av e  mon e y . A 

f i n al w e d g e  i s  d r i v e n  when the c o upl e r e f u s e s t o  c on tr i but e 

t o  the L i be r t y  Lo an dri ve s . In fur i a t e d  p a t r i o t s  ac c i d e n t ­

ally burn d own t h e mi s e r s ' ho m e  d uri n g a de mon s t ra t i o n  

a g a i n s t  t he m .  

Whi l e  Lo ui s  a n d  Li z z i e  have i s o l a t e d  t he m s e l v e s from 

s o c i e t y , t he y  ha v e  e njo y e d ha rmo ny in t he i r  ho me . " They 

l i v e d  happ i l y  t o g e t he r , t he s e two huma n b e i ng s --a t l e a s t  

t o l e rabl y  s o . B o t h  w e r e  s t rong , i n  t h e  b e s t  o f  he & l t h ;  

t he y  s l e p t  w e l l  a t  n i ght , and t he i r  s avi n g s  in 6r e a s e d  fr o m  

y e ar t o y ear 11 ( p . 7 7 ) .  How e v e r ,  L i z z i e ' s un q u e n c habl e 

t hi r s t f o r  m on e y  p ro pe l s  he r i n t o  a d e al wi th a swi n dl e r , 

and t hi s mi s t ake p r e c i p i t a t e s a c ra c k  i n  t he c o upl e ' s o l o s e  

r e lat i o n s h i p . N ow mi s t r u s t i n g  e a ch o t he r , t he y  d i vi d e  

t he i r r e s o u rc e s  an d b e g i n  t o  ch ea t a l i t t l e . 

A f t e r  mo v i ng t o  t o wn ,  t he y  r e ma in r o o t l e s s  by s t ande r s  

in s t e ad o f  inv o l v e d  c i t i z en s .  " B ef o r e  v e ry l o ng vi s i t o r s  

c a me t o  s e e  the m . . . . On e day t h e  Me t ho d i s t  mi n i s t e r and 

hi s wi f e  c al l e d ,  h e  urg ing t h e m  t o  a t t end hi s c hurc h and 

h i s w i f e i nv i t i ng t he m  to a g e t- t o g e t he r  lun ch in the 

churc h  par l o ur s  the n e x t  e v en i n g . The H o ugl um s · d e c l i n e d  



both" . ( p . 27 4 ) . Wi th the s a l e o f  t he i r  fa rm , t he y s ev e r  

the i r l a e t  t i e s  w i t h t he o u t s id e  w o rl d . A s  t he y s i t i n  

t he i r  mi s e rabl e ro o m s , they r e a l i z e  t ha t  mo n e y ha s l o s t  

s o me o f  i t s  en c han tme n t . 
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The f u l l  i mpa c t  o f  i s o l a t i on s t r i ke s  Lo u i s ,  who s i t s  

al o n e  i n  t he d ingy r o o m s  o r  t ra mp s  t he s tr e e t s  whi l e hi s 

w i f e  wo rks i n  a r e s t auran t . " By tw i l i g ht- t i m e he wo u l d  be 

ba c k a t  hi s r o o ms , s i t t i ng wi th hi s c oa t  on , by the window . 

A chill wa s trying t o ge t a t  hi s b o n e s ,  w o rki ng from hi s 

f e e t up . The r o o m  wa s l i ke an i c e  box . . •  wo o d  e l e v e n  

do ll ar s a c o rd • • .  c o al twe lv e d o l l ar s a t on. 11 ( p . 287 ) .  
L o u i s '  f e e l i n g o f  al i ena t i o n i n c r e a s e s  w hen he o v e r­

h e a r s a r u rn o r  of i mp e n d i n g  d o o m s d a y . 'rhe pa s t o r  t o  who m h e  

go e s  fo r r e a s s uran c e  s c o l d s hi m ; Li z z i e  s c o rn s  him a s  a 

c oward ; and o th e r s  i gn o r e  hi m . F i n al l y  he wa l k s e i ght e en 

m i l e s t o  s e e hi s ho r s e s ,  and t he y  r e c o gn i z e  hi m .  " A t  t he 

s o und o f  t he vo i c e  o f  t h e i r  o ld ma s t e r  t h e h o � s e s  whi nn i ed 

l u s t i ly ; t hr ow i n g  t he i r head s b a c k  and p ul l i n g  at t he i r  

hal t er s , t h e y  r ol l ed t he i r eye s s o  t_ha t t he w hi t e s  s howe d . 

The ir n e i g hi n g s s e t t he q ui e t  o r  t he barn a f ir e " ( p . 320 ) . 

Mi s erly o l d  L o u i s s o b s . 

t o wn i n  t he b i t t e r c o l d . 

H e  s tart s the long tr e k  ba c k  t o  
I 

A s ev e ni ng g rows i n t o n i ght w i t ho u t  a s i gn o f  Lo u i s 1 

r e turn , Li z z i e  s u s p e c t s  f o ul play and worri e s  abo ut her 
I 

money . F e aring r o bb e r s , she bar s t he do o r  and wai t s  



f e ar ful l y i n  the c o ld r oo m ,  armed w i t h an ax . She he a r s  

fumbl ing s t ep s  grop i n g  u p  th e s ta i r s , ra sp i n g  s o und s , and 

j e rki n g s at the do o r , t he n s i l e n c e . Thr e e  d ay s l a t e r  t he 

fro z en b od i e s  o f  Lo ui s a nd Li zz i e are d i s c o ve re d ,  one o n  

e i the r  s i de o f  t he c l o s e d do o r � B e cau s e  o f  t he f e ar t ha t 
i n f l uen z a  ha s caus ed t he i r deaths , the i r  shabby c l o t hing 

i s  r e mo ve d and burn e d , in c l udi n g  the que e r bel t s  n ex t  to 

the ir bod i e s . 

Af t er al l the p e o pl e  had l e f t  the s to r e  t he smoke 
from a s mall bonf i re ba c k  of Je nkin s •  Dryg oo d s  & 
Gr o c e r i e s c url ed i t s e l f  la z i l y up t hro ug h  t he 
f ro s ty a i r  o f  t he c o ld s t ar-n i g ht . The pap e r  whi ch 
had b e en wrappe d  aro und the c l o t he s  and the c l o t he s 
t h e m s e l v e s g a ve a c h e e r f ul f la me . The be l t s wen t 
m o r e  s l owly . B u t  gradually t he y  t oo · c ha n g e d  in t o  
sl end e r  c o l umn s o f  blue smo ke whi c h m ing l e d w i th 
t he c a l m !  d e ep n i g ht and wa s g o n e . ( p . 346 ) 
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The r e t r o gr e s s i on t o c o mpl e t e  m i s erl i ne s s  ha s be e n  

a c c o mpl i sh e d . Li z z i e  and Lo u i s Ho uglum hav e  c ha ng ed from 

n o rmal y oung p e opl e t o  p i t iabl e wr e t c he s who i n  l i f e  and in 

d ea t h  ar e c ompl e t e l y a l i e na t e d  f r om s o c i e t y  and f ro m  e ach 

o ther . 

I n  a s e n s e �  t he c o upl e hav e brought abo u t  the i r  own 

d e s tr u c t i o n . Many the o ri e s have be en advanc ed t o  expl a i n  

the i r  d e t er i o ra t i on . R e i gs t ad sugg e s t s tha t  t he y  a r e  d e ­
g 

f e a t e d  b e c au s e  t hey d o  n o t love t he land . The y mere l y  ex-

plo i t - i t  t o  a chi e ve t he i r  own s e l f i s h  e nd s . 

Howev e r ,  Lo ui s and Li z z i e are no t v i l l a in s . T he y  

·9Re ig s tad ,  p . ? 4 .  
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, e l i c i t . a f e e l i ng o f  pi t y ,  no t ha t re d . A s  o n e
· 

s p e ake r  ha s 

p o in t ed o u t 1 t he y  s e e m he lpl e s s t o  prevent the i r  deg en era­

t i on . T h e y  have b e e n  c o nv e r t e d  i n t o  " two f o o l s "  by a 
10 

mo n e y-ma d  s o c i e ty . The c o mmuni t y  part i c ipa t e s  in the d e-

s t ruc t i o n o f  the Ho ugl ums . A c c o rd i n g  t o  o n e  wri t e r ,  the y  

a r e  s urr o unded by " ma t e� i al i s t i c  mi ni s t e r s , b y  d i shon e s t  

banker s , b y  powe r- mad borf d- d r i  v e  o r g an i z e r s , b y  b arbari c 

t erro ri s t s . 0
1 1  

A me ri c an cul ture i s  in s ipid and sha l low ; t he c o mmuni ty 

l a c ks wo r thwhi l e  i d e a l s ;  and the indiv i dual s l i ke Lo u i s  and 

Li z z i e  d r i f t  he lpl e s s ly toward f ut i l e end s . R�lv aag 1 s  im­

pli cat i on s  are c l e ar .  No i ndiv i d ual o r  s o c i e t y  o r  n a ti o n 

u an t: X .i t.> t; p u.P.fJC> b c: f u.l l y  wi tho ut r o o t s .· I n  r e l a. t l. v e ly new 

c o mmuni t i e s ,  such a s  t ho s e  in t he Midwe s t , _ t he dang e r  o f  

ro ot l e s s n e s s  and s ha l l own e s s  i s  e sp e c i ally e vi d en t . R�l­

vaag e mp ha s i z e s  t ha t  t h e  c hurc h ha s m i s s ed i t s  opp o rt uni ty 

t o  be an a ge n t  for p r o m o t ing d e p t h  in i nd iv idual l ive s and 

i n  s o ci e t y . He c ri t i c i z e s  the c l e rgy who are e i t her. rid i c­

ulo u sly he lpl e s s  o r  pompously pro-A mer i c an , s o  c a ught up 

i n  t he " fro th o f  wa rt ime .A meri c an i z a t i on " tha t  t he y  are no t 

1 2  i n t e re s t e d i n  t he s o ul s o f  i mmigran t  pari s h i o n e r s . 

_l
O

s t ev en s , R¢'1 vaag paper · 

llErl ing Lars en , " The A r t  o f  o .  E .  R¢'lvaag > "  Mi nn e s o ta 

Engl i s h  J o u rn al , 8 ( Win t e r  1972 ) , 2 1 .  

1 2
J o rg en s on and S o l um , P ·  258 . 
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I r  B¢lvaag s e ems unduly pe s simi s t i c  i n  thi s nove l , i t  
mu s t  b e  re m ember ed t ha t  he had lived thr ough a war whi c h  he 

c on s i d e r e d  " a  cal a m i t y to t he n a t i on as a who l e and a pa r­

t i c ul a r  mi s f o rtun e  t o  t he c ul t ura l an d re l ig i o u s intere s t  
- . 

who s e  f u r t he ranc e he r e gard e d  mo re i mpor t an t  t han the pre-

13 
s erva t i o n  of hi s own l i f e . "  The d e pre s s i ng p i c ture o f  war 

hy s t e r i a  i n  Pure G o ld i s  aut hen t i c a t e d.  by hi s t o r i c a l  ac-

1.4 
c o un t s .  Pro-Ame ri c an i s m c a u s e d  t he s e c ond generat i on 

i mm i gran t s  t o  t urn t he i r  ba c k s  on t he t rad i t i o n s o f  t he i r  
paren t s '  ho m e l and i n  the i r eagerne s s  t o  d e c lare l o y a l ty t o  

A m e ri c a . S u c h  r e j e c t i o n o f  c ul tur al t i e s  in t he i n t e re s t s 

o f  s up e r f i c i al p a t r i o t i s m  i s  a s d epl·o rabl e a s  r e l i nqu i shing 

them f or ma t e ri a l i s t i c
.

r e a s on s , in t ima t e s R�lvaag . 

The c o nclus ion o f  P �re Gold i s  c e r t a in ly g ri m .  Th e 

thin c o l umn of  blue s mo ke c ur l in g s kyward c onv e y s  t he f e e l­

i ng o f  f i n a l i t y and ut t e r  fut i l i ty . I n  thi s n o v e l ,  t he 

wa rni ng i s s u e d to P e d e r  i n The i r  Fa t h e r s • G o d  r e s o und s mo r e  

i n t en s e l y : " A  pe opl e t ha t  ha s l o s t i t s  t rad i t i on s  i s  

d o omed 1 n ( Their  Fa t h e r s t _ God , p . 207 ) . 

13 
J o rg en son an d S o l um ,  p .  235 . 

1 4s e e E .  C l i f f ord r e l s o n , Lu theran i sm i n  N o r th 
A m e !' i c a 1 91 4- 19 70 ( Mi nn e apol i s :  A ug s burg Publ i s hi n g  Ho u s e ,  
1972 J ;-pp . 2-l U , f o r  an e xpl an a t i o n o f  the pre s s ure s ex­
e r t e d  o n  t h e Lu t he r � n  c hurc h d ur i ng the wa r y e a r s . · Hi s 
d i s c u s s i on ma ke s R � lv a a g • s  po s i t i o n c l e ar a6d a l s o  ex­
p l a i n s  the reason s  for s o me of t he apparen t i n e f f e c t ivene s i  
o f t he c l e r gy . 
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B95lva ag a im s  t hi s warn in g  at hi s  own c o un t rymen who 

are s o  a b s o rbed in making a l iving tha t the y  n eg l e c t  o ther 

value s .  In the i r e a g e rn e s s  t o  pur s u e  the " Ame r i c an Dre a m , " 

t hey to o eag e rly c u t  l o o s e  fro m Old W o rld c ul t ure and 

s tandard s . L o u i s and Li z z i e  wi n the ba t tl e  f o r  ma t e r i al 
1 5  

s uc c e s s  b u t  l o s e  the i r  own s o ul s , and thi s po s s ibi li ty 
._ 

exi s t s  i n  a c ul tura l ly p o o r ,  ma t er i al i s t i c  s o c i e ty .  

A l t ho ugh R�lva a g  admoni s he s and s c o l d s hi s c o un t rymen , 

he d o e s s o  wi tho u t bi t t ern e s s  and s a t i re . Out o f  d e e p  c o n­

. o e rn f o r hi s adop t iv e  co un try , a s  well a s  lov e f o r  No rway 

and hi s fe l l ow c o un t ry men i n  Ame ri c a ,  he enun c i a t e s  hi s 

c ul t ura l phi l o s ophy . A t  one time Rplvaag s a i d  t ha t  he 

n e v e r  wro t e  a n ov e l  j u s t  be c au s e  of a g o od the me but t ha t  

every t hi n g  wa s d i r e c t l y  c on n e c t e d  w i t h  the c e n t ra l  i nt ere s t 
16 

of hi s l if e . Thi a  i n t e re s t , expre s s e d i n  s i mp l e  t e rms , 

was " the p r e s e rvat i on o f  No rweg i an c ul t ure and i t s i n c u l c a-
1? 

t i on in t o  American l i f e . "  Thi s g o al i s s ue s f r om a c o n c e rn 

f o r  t he i ndi vi du al ' s  w e l f are a s  we l l  a s  f o r  A m e r i ca ' s  c ul-

t ural fu t ur e . 

In an addre s s  t o  the Symra So c i e t y  in D e c o rah , I owa , 

1 5
A dd 1 s on Hi bb ard , " Analy s i s  o f  P ure Go l d , " C o n t em­

po rary R e ad i ng :  Di s c u s s i on s  i n  C ur r en t  Li t era t ure , 1 5 
Fe bruary 1 9 30 , p .  1 5 4 .  

16 Jo rg en s on and S o l um , P ·  256 . 

1 7
rn t rodu c t 1 on t o  I n fo rma t i on Fi l e , R�1vaag pap e r s .  
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on Oc tob e r 4 ,  1 927 , R.e5lvaag s a id, " I  canno t b e  a t  o n e  with 

those who t hink t hat in two or t hr e e  g e n e rations al l 

di ff i c ul t i e s  will b e  o vercome and wi ll g iv e  way t o  a n ew 
18  

and happy o rd e r . " H e  looked on his t a s k  a s  a con t inuing 

o ne i f  Ame rica were t o  find it s own p e cul iar i d en t i ty .  

In his teachin g o f  t he children o f  immigran t s  at S t . 

Ol af College , R,6 lv aag dis c ove red that a la ck o f  knowl edge 

and und e r s t andi ng of their heritage made t he m  f e e l  i n s e c ur e  
19 

and . in f e ri or . They did not real i z e  that their na tional 

cul t ure wa s rich and worthy o f  be ing pre served . R.O lvaag 
pro mo t ed the under s t anding o f  ethni c bae kgr o und s thro ugh 

hi s t eachi ng , speaking, wri t i ng , an d wor k w i t h  organ i za-

t i an s  s u c h  E s  t he No�regi en-A�eri c an � i s t o �i � ?. l  A £ s o a i � t ! 0 n � 

who se p urpo s e  was t o  c o llec t and pre s erve the heritage o f  

the Norwe gian peo ple i n  Ameri c a , t hrough it s archive s  and 
20 i t s · publi c a tion s . It wa s R'lvaag 1 s  d e mo n s tra t e d  belief 

tha t  n o  one  c o uld .disc harg e hi s full duties a s  an A merican 

withou t knowing his own c ul tural ba c kgr ound . 

The No rweg ian c ul t ure ha s q uali t i e s worthy of trans­

mis si on . In The Thi rd Life o f  P e r  Sme vi k ,  the F o urth o f  

July spea ker urges hi s c o un t rymen t o  hon o r A me r i c a  by 

_ 18Jo rg en son and S olum , p .  418 . 
19 

Twe e t , p .  12 . 
20 

Twe e t ,  p .  13 . 
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, proving " that n o b l e  bl o od flow s i n  the v e i n s of the c hi ld­

r e n  s he t oo k  t o  he r s e l f  f r o m  the No r t hl e.nd '' ( Per  Smev i k , 

P •  118 ) . Thi s " n obl e bl o od "  he expl a i n s in d e t a i l  in �-
21 

fl e c ti ons .QD. � Heri tage . In t he bo o k , R¢lvaag poin t s  out  

tha t ev e ry e t hn i c  group ha s a c on t r i buti on t o  ma k e  t o  

world c u l t ur e  o n  the ba si s o f  r a c i a l trai t s � whi c h  he 

c al l s " chr i s t en in g  g i f t s , " g iv e n  b y  paren t s  t o  c hi l d ren 

( I I ,  1 ) . To remove t he sp e c i a l  trai·t s i n  o rd e r  t o a c hi eve 

a s t a nd ardi z ed Amer i c a n  c ul t ur e  wo uld l e ad to i mp ov e r i s h­

ment •. 

One o f  t he tra i t s  tha t  i s  charac t eri s t i c  o f  t he 

Norwegian-Ameri c an 1 s  an i d e al i s t i c  view o f  n a t ur e , re­

f l e c t e d  in n o bl e  a t t i t ud e s  ( IV ,  3 ) . An o t he r q ua l i ty whi c h · 

Rdlvaag i n t i ma t e s tha t  A meri c a  c ou l d  w e l l  e mul a t e  i s  t he 

Norwe gi an f e e l i n g  t oward ho me--a d e ep- ro o t e d  l ov e  f or a 
p la c e  w hi c h  i s  part 0£ o ne • s  v e ry l i f e , a r e p o s i t o ry o f  

me mori e s  an d trad i t i on s . R¢1vaag c on t ra s t s  t h i s Nor­

w e g i an a t t i t ud e  w i th t he Ame r i c an e s t i ma t e  o f  home a s  a 

p i e c e  o f  p r o p e r t y  t ha t  ha s go od re s a l e  v al u e  ( V , 4 ) . 

The Norw eg i an ha s a s en s e o f  ·s e l f -wo r th whi c h  R¢'1vaag 
c a l l s the tt d e mo c ra t i c- a r1 s t o cra t 1 c  a t t i t ud e . "  As a human 

b e in g , t he N o rwe g i an f a rme r ha s alway s  f e l t hi m s. e l f  e q u a l  

21R e ferenc e s  a r e  mad e  i n  t he t ext t o  c hap t e r  and pa g e 
o f  Re fl e c t i nn s  o n  a He r i t age , t he unpubl i s h e d  tr an s l a t i o n  
o f  R¢lvang 1 s Omkring F e dr e ci rv e n  ( C on c e rn i ng Our He r i t ag� ) . 
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, to the first man of hi s c ountry , bu t he places himself 

under the law of the land�-a law whi ch mus t  be the same f or 

all people ( VI ,  1 ) . Clo s ely c onnec ted wi th thi s trai t i s  

an inborn reverence f"o.r l aw and order . Even in pagan time s , 

people lived according t o  the . saying : " On law shall the 

nati on be built"
' 

( VI I , 1 ) . 
R�lvaag li s t s  a s  one of . the main cha rac t e ri s t i c s  o f . 

the Norwe gian people " the pas sion for  freedom ,  f or the 

greates t po s s ible right s for the individual under  a common 

law "  ( XI , 3 ) . Along wi t h  thi s trai t i s  the abi l i ty t o  

govern thems elves ( XI ,  4 ) . 
The Norwegians are hungry for kn owl edge , say s R�lvaag . 

He cri ti c i z e s  A me1� 1. c a11 · scho o l s whi c h  bo � s t  G f  ge e d.  bu� lct-

ings bu t have no 11 s olid fund of  knowledge11 ( VI II , __ 5"':"6 ) .  His  

abarpe s t  c ri t i c i s m  i a  that the schools · d o n o t  s tre s s  the 

f o stering o f  ethnic consciousnes s s o  that the c hi ld . can 

ac hi e ve a sen se of self-worth . · R�lvaag als o poin t o  out 

that the Norwegi an l a  by na t ure . re l i g i ou s . Thi s trait 

ac c o un t s for the importanc e  of  the church _ in i mmigrant 

l i fe ,  he says  ( XII } . 

R�lvaag scolds  hi s c o untrymen f o r  ne gl e c t i n g  thei r in­

herent love for the art s . He inti wa t e s that t he reason for 

the a bu s e  i s  " the stup id i ty and ma teri ali sm  whi ch, like 

black ru s t ,  li es  on ou r 11ves and threaten s t o  erode them" 

( IX,  15 ) . 
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In c hap t e r  t en o f  R e fl e c t i o n s  Q!! � He ri tag e , Rp5lvaag 

g 1 ve a s p e c i al at t e n t i on to the pla c e o f  the N o rweg i an 

l an guag e i n  the ke e p i n g  o f  nat i ona l c ul t ure . Languag e  i s  

b o t h  a m e an s o f  tran s mi t t ing a cul ture and a p ar t of the 

c ul ture i t s el f . Hi s e mpha s i s  on r e te n t i o n  of t he No rwe g i an 

l anguag e wa s o f t en mi s und e r s t o o d  during hi s li f e t i me . He 
-

w a s · a c c u s e d  o f  a t te mp t ing t o  bui ld a " Li t tl e  N o rway " i n  the 

Mi dwe s t . Thi s a c c u s a t i on he s hrugg e d  off a s  r i d i cul o u s ,  

b e cau s e  b i l in gual i s m c o uld no t po s s i bly aff e c t  on e ' s  a t t i ­

t ud e  toward A me r i c a  ( X , 1- 4 ) . 

In an i n troduc t o ry l e c t ur e  in i mmigran t hi s t ory , R�l­

vaag t o l d  hi s s tud en t s : " I  am an A m e r i can f i r s t ,  la s t ,  and 

&11 the t i m 6 . B u t  rac i a lly I &fil a N6rwe gi an • • • .  I am an 

A me ri can . Tha t me an s  t ha t  my . who l e  duty 1 �  t oward A me ri c a . 

But , on the o the r hand , I am in t en s e ly in t e r e s t e d in my own 

rac e . "  Furt he rmo re , 
_
he in s i s t e d  tha t  he wan t e d  " e v e ry s o ul 

i n  A me ri c a to f e e l  tha t tL1 s c oun t ry i s  the b e s t  in t he 

wo rld f or hi m , " and i f  i t  i s  no t ,  h e  s ho ul d  make i t  s o . 22 

R�lvaag wa s p ro ud o f  �i s ra c 1a l · charac t e ri s t 1 c s . He 

made gr e a t  c la i m s  f o r hi s na ti onal group . Howeve r ,  a s  

Di t t mann p o in t s  out ; h e  wa s no t . pre j ud i c e d  agai n s t  o t he r 

23 
n a t i onali t i e s . 

22J o r g en s on . and So lum , p .  298 . 
23 

Di t tmann ,  p .  146 . ./ 
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In t he Four t h  o f  July spe e c h  a t  t he end of � Thi r d  

Li fe O f  P e r  Smev i k ,  M lvaag me n t i o n s  t he g i f t s  whi c h  the 

i mmig ran t bri ng s  w i t h  hi m to hi s a d op t i ve co untry . In �­
f l e c t i o n s ..Q.!1 � He ri t age , he g e t s  sp e c i fi c ,  l i s t i ng the 

q ual i ti e s  t ha t  pr ov e that Ame ri c a has be en e n r i ched by g o o d  

human ma t e r i a l  t hr o ugh adoption o f  t h e N o rwe g i an 1mr.ai-· 

gran t s . Re i g s ta d  obs e rv e s , " R�lvaag ' s  • r ac i al i s m '  n eve r 

e volv ed i n t o a be li e f  in t he supe ri ori t y  o f  t he N ordi c 

s train ;  he a s s e r t e d  only tha t  d i s t i n c t iv e  c harac t e ri s t i c s 
2 4  

are i rr e vo c ably l o s t  i n  amal gamat i on . "  

Many o f  t he p o i n t s whi c h  Rp:$1vaag ma ke s i n  R e f l e c t i o n s  

£!!. .!! H e r i t age have val i d i ty f o r  the pre s en t  g e n e ra ti on . 

F10!' i n s t an c e , he n o t i c e s  t ha t  y o u ng pe ople are g rad ua l l y 

b e g in n i n g  t o  " l o o k  bac k t o  s ourc e s  o f  t he i r  e x i s t e nc e  and 

t o  g r op e  f o r  new val ue s , '' be cau s e  the val ue s  hi the r t o  s ub­

s cr i b e d · t o  ha ve fa i l ed ( X ,  8 ) . He an t i c i pa t e s  a r enewed 

i n te re s t  in e thn i c  ba c kground--a renai s s an c e  of i nt e r e s t  i n  

anc e s tr a l  he r i t a g e . The s e id e a s  w e r e  expre s s e d  i n  1 922 . 

I t  i s  s i g n i f i c an t  to n o t e  tha t j us t  ha l f a c e n t ury l a te r ,  

Lloyd Hu s t ved t , s e cr e t a ry o f  the N orweg ian-Ame r i c an Hi s t o ri­

c al A s s o c i a t i o n , wri t e s ,  " O ur c ount ry i s  exp e r i e n c in g  an 
25 

• e thni c  r e nai s s anc e . ' " In t hi s  ma t t e r ,  a s  i n  o t he r  r e l a t e d 

on e s ,  R�lvaag was prophe t i c . 

, 24Re 1 g s tad ,  P •  1 46 . 
F 25 (_ Hu s -tv edt , p .  3 .  
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Knowl e d g e  of e t hn i c  c ul ture he lp s t o  ma ke an Ame r i c an 

i n t o an i n t e g ra t e d  p e 1' s onal i t,y ,  a mo re e ff e c t i v e  per s on who 

p o s s e s s e s  a f e e l ing of sel f-wo r th . Thi s o b s e rv a t i on w a s  

mad e .by a speaker a t t he R�lvaag Symp o s i um ,  w ho f ur the r 

a s s e r t e d  tha t a kn owl e d g e  o f  R�lvaag 1 s  phi l o s o p hy a s  r e- . 

v e al e d  i n  hi s n ov e l s in c re �s ed e ff e c tivene s s  i n  d e aling 

w i t h  Mex i c a n  Ame ri c an s and Indi an s in t he Sou t hwe s t . 26 A 

feeling of  s elf-worth i s  diff i c ul t t o  enge nd e r  i n  t ho s e  who · 

l a c k a s en s e  of belong ing . 

In hi s n ov e l s , R61vaag explore s the immi g r an t ' s f e el­

i ng o f al i eriation , of  n o t belonging . P e r  Smevi k s earc he s 

f or hi s p l a c e on t he S o ut h  Dako ta f a rm ;  Ni l s  Vaag wand ers 

through the s tre e t s o f  Min n e ap o li s a n d  t h e  l u mb e r  c amp in 

the N o r th Wo o d s , l o o ki n g  for hi s n i c he ;  Ber e t  a nd P e r  Han s a 

s t r ugg l e  t o  make the ir plac e on t he prairie . Fo r the s e c­

o nd g en e ra t i o n , the s e arc h b e c om � s mo re c omp l i c a t e d , a s  o ld 

and n ew val ue s are bal anc e d  again s t  e ach o t her . So me 

N orw e g i an-Ameri c an s ,  l i ke P ed e r  Vi c tori o u s , g i v e s o me e vi­

d en c e  ·t ha t they will t ind the i r  id en t i ty ; o t he r s , l i ke 

Li z zi e  and Loui s , hav e  i d en t i t y  onl y in r e l a t i on to fal s e  

v al ue s . 

Thi s s en s e  o f  n o t bel o ng i ng i s  n o t re s erv e d  for the 

n ew i mm i g ra n t i n  Amer i c a  o r  for th e s e co nd g e ne re.t i o n  i mmi­

g ran t . It i s  c o mmon t o  al l min ori t i e s  who f e e l  e x c l ud e d  on 

26 s t ev en s ,  R�lvaag paper . 
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· the bas i s  o f  e s t abli s hed no rms o f  Whi t e Angl o - Saxon Ame ri c a . 

Hus tved t indi cat e s  that  in the curren t 1 1 e thn i c  renai s s an c e , "  

the mo s t  f o r c eful thru s t c l e arly c o me s  f r o m " mi nori ty 

gro'up s who s e ek d i gn i ty and s e l f- i d en t i t y  i n  t erm s o f  t he i r 

2? 
pa s t . "  r t  i s a t ra gi c pre d i c ament f o r  the i mmi grant who 

i s  s epar a t e d  f r o m  hi s di s t i n c t i v e  p e ople and hi s ho _me l and 

and who d o e s n o t  f e e l  a t  home in Amer i ca . H ow i n f ini t e l y  

more tra gi c i t  i s  f or- tho s e who s e  pa s t ha s been blo t t ed 

o ut ,  ign or ed , or d e sp i s e d .  

R01vaag ' s  empha s i s on pre serving e t hn i c  cul ture a s  a 

mean s f o r  e s tabl i s hi n g  s e l f- i d en t i ty and f o r e nr i ching 

A me r i c a n  l i f e wa s prophe t i c .  Tho ugh he s p oke t o  hi s own 

s i t ua t i o n  1 n  hi s day , mo re and mo re he i s  beginn i n g  t o  

speak t o  a wider audi en c e . In thi s p r e s en t  ge n e ra t i on 

t he r e  c ould b e  a f ul fi l l men t  o f  hi s w ord s : " I f there has  

been any thin g  d e eply true i n  what I have s a i d , i t  wi ll s ome 
. 28 

d ay prevail . " 

2? 
Hus tved t , p .  3 .  

28Jorg en son , p .  1 51 . 
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O u t  o f Rp lvaag ' s  c on c ern for t he Norwe g i a n-Ame ri can 

i milig ran t d e v e l op e d  hi s conv i c t i on tha t the N o rw e g i an he r1. ­

t ag e  s ho ul d  b e  pre s e rv e d  an d  pa s s e d  o n  t o  f o l l owing g e n era­

t i on s . The s e  Old Wo rl d tradi t i on s  c o ul d  he l p  t he i mm i g ran t 

ad j u s t t o  hi s n ew c o un t ry and al s o  c ould e nr i ch t he f abri c 

o f  Ame r i c an c ul t ur e . Thi s d ual c on c e rn inv o lv i n g t he Nor� 

w e g i an immi gran t and t h e  Ameri c an c ul t ure wa s t he c e n tral 

theme o f  hi s l i f e . 

The purpo s e o f  t hi s pap e r  ha s  be en t o  r e l a t e  the nov e l s  

o f  R �lvaag t o  the c en t ral t he me . The r e la t i on s hip ha s be en 

e s ta bl i s he d  o n  t he ba s i s  of s uc c e s s ive s t a g e s  of t he i mmi­

g ran t experi enc e--h1 s d eparture f r o m  N�rway , hi s fi r s t  

s tru gg l e s i n  the New Wo r1d , · h i s a t t e mp t s t o  e s t abl i s h hi s 

i d en t i t y  a s  an Ame ri c an , and hi s f ailur.e t o  f i nd sat i s fy ing 

goal s . . The s e exp e ri en c e s  have b e e n  expl o r e d  t hr o ug h  the 

s t udy o f  part i c ular n ov el s . 

I t  ha s  b e en e s t abl i shed t ha t  t he lo s s  o f  c u l t ural ti e s  

ha s r e s ul t e d  i n  t e mp o rary o r  perman ent dama g e  t o  t he immi­

g ran t .  Se gm ent s o r  s o c i e ty hav e be come i ne f f e c t i v e  i n  

d i r e c t r e l a t i on t o  the i r  a t t i tud e t oward e t hn i c  roo t s . In- . 

s t i tut i on s  in s o c i e ty ,  s u c h  a s t he s c hoo 1 and t he c hurc h , 

b ear a c l o s e  r e la t i on s hip t o  t he s ame pro bl e m . 
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Thr o ugh hi s wri t ing , R�lvaag ha s  e s tabl i s he d  tha t 

e thn i c  c on s c i ou sne s s  i s  e s a e n t ial f or . t he i nd i v i dual me mber 

o f  a min o r i t y  gro up . I t  i s  t o  a gre a t er d e g re e e s s en t i al 

f o r  s o c i e ty as a wh o l e  i n  a plural i s t i c  n a t i on . s uch a s · 

Ameri c a . 
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