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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Statement of Purpose

Ole Rdlvaag has been acclaimed as an interpreter of
the Norweglan 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 Commager calls the "two grand themes of Amerl-
can history"--immigration and the westward movement.

The central purpose of Rflvasg's 1life was two-pronged:
the interpretation of his countrymen's experience in the
New World and the preservation of Norweglan heritage in
America. The latter cause he champloned for two reasons:
1)to help the immigrants make their adjustment to the new
land, and 2)to enrich thé'culture of America. The signi-
ficance of his central purpose was not limited to his
lifetime. Much of his philosophy 1ls applicable in
present-day America. Hls sympathetic understanding of his
particular kind of minority group, the Norweglan-American,
is helpful in establishing attitudes toward minority
groups that are currently clamoring for recognition.

There is stlll validity to his persistent pronouncement

1Henry Commager, "The Literature of the Piloneer West,"
Minnesota History, 8 (December 1927), 327.




that & 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 i1ts culture in order to counter-
act a tendency toward shallow. materlalism.

It 1s the purpose of this paper to examine the rela-
tionship between the novels of Ole RFlvaag and the author's
central concern. The analysis will be accomplished by
1l)focusing on the immigrant at each stage of hls experience
and 2)determ1n1ng.thé'p1ace of his cultural tradition in
his experience in the New VWorld.

The thesis 1s divided into five principal chepters,
followed by the summary.and conclusion. In chapter two,
the euntire predicament of the lmmigrant is explalned as it
is set forth in the Fourth of July oretion in The Third

Life of Per Smevik and as it relates to Rlvaag's own life.

Chapter three concentrates on the plight of -the emigrant
as he leaves Norway, as revealed in The Third Life oF Per

Smevlik and The Boat of Longing. Chapter four 1s devoted

to the cost of trangplantation of the lmmigrant ontoc the

prairie, based primarily on Glents in the Earth. Chapter

five probes the problem of assimilation into American 1life
by members of the second generation. The basis of the

study 1s Peder Victorious and Thelr Fathers' Gcd. Chapter

s8lx looks at a sidetracked second generation immigrant as

revealed in Pure Gold and returns to Rolvaag's central



theme by examining Reflections on a Heritage, consldered

"Rglvaag's pronuncliamento on the possible significance of

the ancestral heritage."2

Review of Pertinent Literature on the Topic
Two full-length studies have been published on Rglvaag.
The most definitive &nd complete source of information 1is

Ole Edvart Rglvaag: A Blography, written by two of his

colleagues at St. Olaf College, Theodore Jorgenson and Nora
Solum, in 1939. The volume glves a complete analysis of
his 1ife, his volitical and cultural ideas, and his liter-
ary accomplishments.

Paul Relgstad of Pacific Lutheran University has
written a more recent volume, published in 1972, entitled

Rflveag: His Life and Art. This book focuses on Rflvazg's

acconmplishments as a novellst.

Norweglian-American Studles, the annual publication of

the Norwegian-American Historical Assoclation, has printed
numerous critical articles dealing with Rglvaag from the
viewpoint of the soclal sclientist as well as of the liter-
ary critic. Volume twenty-eix, 1974, for instance, con-
tains an articlée by Raychel Haugrud, entitled "Rglvaag's
Sl tue B Olson, "Ole Edvart Rglvaag, 1876-1931: In

Memorlism," Norweglsn-American Studies and Records, 7 (1933),
128.
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Search for Sorla Moria." Several articles by Einar Haugen
have proved extremely helpful 1in the préparation of this

paper.

The winter 1972 edition of the Minnesota English Jour-

nal was devoted entirely to articles on Rglveag, including
one written by his daughter, Yrs. 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 Réblvasg
congider translating his works into English. Quite by
chance a free-lance Journalist and short story writer from
the East, Lincoln Colcord, gaw a news story about the Nor-
weglian novels. He impulsively wrote to Rflvaeg, urging
him to have the books translated into Englisch. The Rglvaag
papers in the archlves of the Norweglan-American Historical
Association in Northfield, Minnesota, contain the corre-
spondence between the two writers, which led to Colconrd's
work in translating the novel and meking contacts for its
publication by Harper and Brothers.

The translating involved several people in addition to
Colcord and Rglvaag. Colcord worked from a rough English
verslon prepared by the other translators. After rewrlting

the material in hls own way, Colcord submitted 1t to
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Rflvaag, and then together they worked to get as close to
the original intent as possible.6 Rglvaag's daughter has
explained the task as "an independent artistic work, Jjust
~as demanding and difficult as writing a book itself,"
almed at preserving the "innate reeling, the subtleties of
meaLn:Lng.“‘l Comparable care waec exerclsed in translating
his other novels. All of his works of fiction originally
published in Norwegian have now eppeared in English trans-
lation except an éérly "apprentice" novel entitled Paa

Glemte Vele (On Forgotten Patha).

Omkring Fedrearven (Concerning Our Heritage), & collec-

tion of essays in which Rflvaag sets forth his cultural
philosophy, was published in 1922 but hac not been printed
in English. However, a translation 1s currently being com-
pleted by Brynhild C. Roﬁberg, who recently retired to Pur-
cellville, Virginlia, after a career ;n the Forelgn Service.
Chapter by chapter, coples of the translation, entitled

Reflections on a Heritage, have been forwarded for use in

this paper.

Another valuable source of information was the Rglvaag

5Roy W. Meyer, The Middle Western Farm Novel in the
Twentieth Century (Lincoln, Nebraska: Unilversity of
Nebraska Press, 1965), p. 58.

4g11a Valborg Tweet, "Recollections of My Father, O.
E. Rflvaag," Minnesota English Journal, 8 (VWinter 1972),
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Symposium held at St. 0Olaf College, Northfield, Minneeota,
- October 28 and 29, 1974, in connection with the centennial
observance of the college. Pﬁpers on Rglvaag's novels
were presented by Robert L. Stevens of Northern Arizona
University, Barbara Meldrum of the University of Idaho,
Raychel Haugrud Relff of Texas A & I University, and Paul
Reigstad of Paciflic Lutheran Universlity. These papers,
together with the addresses of Robert Scholes of Brown
University and Einar Haugen of Harvard University, will be
published.

Background information on Horway was obtained from

two sources: T. K. Derry‘'s A History of Modern Norway

1814-1972 and G. Gathorne Hardy's Norway. Theodore

Biegen's two-volume Norwegian Migration to Americe provided

a thorough survey in this area. Finally, FEilnar Molland's

Church Life in Norway and The Lutheran Church among

Norwegian-Americans by E. Clifford Nelson and Eugene

Fevold supplied important information concerning this as-

pect of Norwegian immigration to Amerlca.



CHAPTER II
REJECTION OF THE MELTING POT

Out of Ole Rélveag's concern for the Norwegian-
American immigrant in the Midwest grew the conviction that
the Norweglan herltage should be preserved and 1nculcated
into American life. Rdlvaag firmly believed that the re-
tention of 014 World culture would ease the newcomers!'
painful adjustment to a forelgn environment. Even more
slgnificant was hlg conviction that the pure straing of
Nordic culture would add richness and stabllity to American
culture.

Tn hie concern for the Norweglan immigrant, Rglvaag
exhibited wisdom and sympathy that could be emulated today
by those working toward a'genuine understanding of the
various ethnic groups that make up America. In his insist-
ence on the need to remember the raclal past and to be
proud of exhibiting and developing the best in ethnic
culture, he has a contribution to make to contemporary
multi-ethnic America. Rflvaag anticipated the future. 1In
fact, he looked on himself as a modern-day prophet.1

Rdlvaag's emphasis on the validity of racial

lEr1ing Dittmann, "The Immigrant Mind: A Study of
Rflveag," Christian Liberty, 1 (October 1952), 11.
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backgrounds was prophetic of the current theory that Amer-
ica 1s not a melting pot in which the immigrant sheds his
cultural peculiarities and emerges as a homogenized "new
man," but an ethnically diversified nation.

The melting pot theory was expressed early 1in Amerlcan
literature by Michel-Guillaume Jean de Crévecoeur, a
Frenchman who became an American ciltizen in the late eigh-
teenth century. 1In the essay "What Is an American?" from

his Letters from an American Farmer (1782), he writes:

He is an American, who, leaving behind him all his
ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones
from the new mode of life he has embraced. the new
?‘")V:%Y‘n."s“}‘: ke ’}b{"v'{'. a‘.".” ""‘n? new I‘Fxn!—' H:— “n L\L‘-\. He
becomes an American by being recelved in the broad
lap of cur great Alma batpr. Here individuals of
6ll mations "ar¢ &L Ted TIPS %a W Race o niEN
whose labours and vosterlty,wlll one day cause
great changes in the world.”™

Crevecoeur's attitude reflects the thinking of the
eighteenth century enlightened men, who sees man as a part
of 'an orderly, rational unlverse. To put aside all traces
of homeland scems a simple process for one who emphasizes
external reallty and reascn rather than the imegination or
the feelings. Since reason governs all things, man can de-
vise a method for establishing harmony with the world about

zhichel-auillaume Jean de CrEvecoeur, "What Ie an Amer-
lcan?" from Letters from an American Farmer, in Lerzer ZifT,

The Literature of America: Colonial Period (New York:
McGraw-Hi1ll Boox Company, 1970), p. &70.
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him. Crevecoeur says: "We are nothing but what we derive
from the air we breathe, the climate we inhablt, the gov-
ernment we obey, the system of religion we profess, and the
nature of our employment."8 Typical of eighteenth century
reasoning 1s hls ewmphasis on the economlc advantages of the
New World. To him, the unifying factor for the immigrant
18 "Ubl panis, ibi patria'--Where there 1s bread, there 1is
the fatherland.4

The romantic notion of the new American race from the
melting pot suffered setbacks as history proved that the
anticlpated blending was not taking place.5 Foreigners
retained thelr racial and cultural 1identity. Fear and
suspiclion of forelgn elements led to aglitatlion agalnst
immigrants during World VWar I. Like other forelgn-born
Americans, Rflvsag responded with intensified pride in
his ethnic background and became adamant and articulate in

: 6
urging thaet his people hold onto thelr language and customs.

5Cr%vecoeur, o R B
4Cr\evecoeur, p. 970.

SRobert E. Spiller and others, eds., Literary History
of the United States, rev. ed. in 1 vol. (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1$53), p. 677.

6For a dlscussion of the effect of the war years on
Rflvaag, see Theodore Jorgenson and Nora O. Solum, Ole Ed-
vart Rglvaag: A Bilography (New York: Herper and Brothers,
1939), pp. 214-35.
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In recent years there has been a growing concern for
minority cultures in the United States, perhaps because the
designatidn "American' usually has meant the Anglo-Saxon
white race. Lloyd Hustvedt recently called attention to
the changing mood in the country, resulting in an "ethnic
renalssance," given lmpetus by minority elements who are
searching for self-ldentity and dignity.7 Awareness 1is
growlng theat every human being has dignity, and his race
and culture have as.much worth as those of the founding
fathers of America.

Along this same line of thinking 1s the introduction
to A Nation of Nationg, in which Theodore L. Gross has
pointed out the obvious but often overlccked fact that
"America 1s a nation of 1mm1grants."8 Only the Indians
were on hand to greet the Mayflower, with 1ts load of im-
migrants, seeking the same things as later comers--freedom,
opportunity, and adventure. It follows naturally that
America's history cannot be computed from the year 1776 or
even from the period of colonlzation. America had its

beginning in the early cultures of all the nations out of

7Lloyd Hustvedt, "Ethnic Renalssance," Norwegian-
No. {

American Historical Assoclatlion News Letter, 45 (March
1072)5;  De; 5+

8Theodore L. Gross, ed., A Nation of Nations: Ethnic
Literature in America (New York: The Free Press, 1971,
Pie X114
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which the immigrante have come, as well as the culture of
the native Indians. |

In his dedlcation to the cause of one minority group,
the Norweglan immigrants in the Midwest, Rglvaag spezks a
word of counsel pertinent to present-day America. In his
writing and throughout his entire life, Rglvaag empha-
glzed that Norweglan-Americans shodld remailn firmly rooted
in their Norweglan heritage. However, as Hanna Astrup
Larsen has pointed out, "He was not a mere propagendist for
Ris'own race; he was an interpreter of the entire problem
of adjustment as 1t presents itself to all immigrant groups,
but naturally he saw the problem through the people in
whose welfare he was most intimately concerned."

Rglvaag was able to interpret the imnigrant's situa-
tion becaucse he himself was an immigrant, living among his
own countrymen in America, yet looking back to his home in
Norwey.

Ole Edvart Rfglvaag was born on April 22, 1876, in a
small settlement on the island of Dgnna, in the district of
Helgeland, far north in Nordland.lo Einar Haugen has called

gHanna Astrun Larsen, "Ole Edvart Rglvaag," American-
Scandinavian Review, 20 (January 1932), 9. T

1OUnless otherwise indicated, bloerachical information

1s based on Jorgenson and Solum, Rglvaag, and Einar I.
Haugen, "Ole Edvart Rglvaag," DAB (1935).
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the 1sland "a small fleck of land."ll The crescent-shaped
i8le, with 1ts many bays, inlets, and fj)ords, 1s located
within five miles of the Arctic Circle.12 It 1s a land of
contrasts, as Rglvaag's daughter has pointed out. "In sum-
mer, in the brilliant never-ending daylight, the heart
gings and laughter comes easily, but the long dark days of
winter and its violent storms are cause for deep depres-

13
slon."

In his early yéars, Rflvaag gave little promise of the
men he was to be.14 His parents were poor but respected
fisherfolk, hardworking but nonetheless interested in books
and music. Rdlvaag's family for generations had been fiegh-
ermen, spending summers in nearby waters and winters on
long, hazardous trips to the Lofoten Islands. Ole was
always overshadowed inteiiectually by his older brother,
Johan, who seemed destined for distinction as a writer.
Thinking that the younger boy was unfit for further educa-
tion, the father withdrew him from school at the age of

Mpinar 1. Haugen, "O. E. RFlvaag: The Man in His
Work," Address given at Rglvaag Symposlum, St. Olaf College,
Northfield, Minnesota, October 29, 1974.

1270nn Heltmann, "Ole Edvart Rglvaag," Norwegian-
American Studies and Records, 12 (1941), 145.

1'3’1‘weet:, "Recollections," p. 4.
14Haugen Address.
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fourteen. Ole Joined a fishing crew, beconing a skillful
sallor. Untll he was twenty years.old, he continued to
spend his winters on the Lofoten fishing grounds, where
life was hard and dangerous. 'In 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 experlence induced him to conslder leaving
home in search of a more fulflilling 1life. He realized that
he could not achiéﬁe his sought-for goals in Norway.

After obtaining a ticket for America from his uncle in
South Dakota, he embarked for the New World, leaving be-
hind him a new fishing vessel, the girl he might have
married; and the family he loved. "Not because he wanted
to," observed Haugen, "but because he must."l6

The Third Life of Per Smevik picks up the biography at

this point, recounting the trip to New York and thence to
Elk Point, South Dakota (disgulsed as Clarkfield in the
novel), where he worked as a farmhand. Although i1t had
technicelly been closed in 1891, the frontier was a living
reality in South Dakota at the time Rdlvaag arrived.17

Having learned English and having saved some money,

lsHaugen Address.

16Haugen Address.

7Haugen Address.

Y
BT 553 SOUTH DAKOTA STATE UPHVERSVPYIJBRAR



14

Rglvaag began his preparatory study at the Norwegian
Lutheran school, Augustana Academy, in Canton, South Dako-
ta, in 1899. 1In so doing, Rglvaag rebelled against the
wilshes of his father, who belleved that thls son was not
worth educating. The elder Mr. Rglvaasg stubbornly clung to
this opinion, even after his son had attained fame. At one
time Mr. Rglvaag was being congratulated for his son's
success, and his reply was: "Oh, well, 1t isn't anything
to be ashamed of, but it doesn't amount to much. But then,
I couldn't expect much more of Ole. FHe didn't have much
salling equipment." At another time he commented, "It
doesn't take too much learning to become a tcacher or a
preacner in that count:ry.“18

Haugen indicated that Rglvaag's declsion tc return to
school was crucial, because from then on he lived in an
academic world. By choosing Augustana Academy and later
8t. Olaf College, he made the decision to stay with his own
people--the Norweglan-Amerlcans of the Midwest.l9 Their
predicament and welfare in the new country became the bur-
den of his writing, teaching, and speaking.

After finishing the academy at the head of hls class,
Rflvasg enrolled at St. Olaf College. His daughter, Ella

18

19Haugen Address.

Heitmann, p. 160.




15
Valborg Tweet, has recounted that he helped finance his
education by working in the dormitory kitchen and carrying
wocd for stoves 1n 014 Main.zo During his Junior year he

wrote a novel, Nils and Astrl, which was rejected by the

publisher. Years later he rewrote parts of 1t, but it was
never published. Relgstad calls 1t "an immature, moraliz-
ing, and melodramatic effort."

Rglvaag was graduated with honors from St. Olaf in
1905, at the age o}-29. Then followed a year of study at
the University of Oslo and a summer at his home in Nord-
land, after an absence of nearly ten years. Once agaln he
was exposed to the grandeur of the mountains and fjords and
gea, so majestic when compared to the flat Midwestern
prairies. During his year in Norway he suffered periods of
gerious illness that recurred during his life and caused
perlods of depression. |

Rflvaag began his teaching at St. Olaf College in the
fall of 1906 and continued untll just before his death in
1931. When suitable textbooks were not available for his
courses in Norweglan, he prepared them himself--a diction-

ary, a grammar handbook, and a serles of readers. Through

20
g

Tweet, "Recollections," p. 10.
Paul Relgstad, Rdlvaag: His Life and Art (Lincoln,

Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1972), p. 34.
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a course in immigration which he introduced, he attempfed
to enlighten his students concerning the contributions that
their forefathers had made to American culture, and which
they, too, could make.

Rglvaag became a moving force in organizations formed
to promote knowledge of his people's ethnic background,
such as the Norweglan-American Historical Assoclation, for
which he served as.corresponding secretary until his death.
His daughter sensed.the importance of his work in this
area. She commented: "Ahead of his time, he was helping
to develop an ethnic center in the Midwest.2

Jorgenson observes that "Rglvaag often said that he
was a novellst by cholce and a teacher by necesaity.“24
His courses in Norweglan literature were formative in his
apprentice years of writihg. His favorite author in early
years was Jonas Lie, a Nordland writer who was "a man of
the sea, a dreamer, and an ldeallist fundamentally related
to Ole Edvart himself.“25 Bjgrnsterne Bjgrnson influenced

Rflvaag's style, but the greatest influence was exerted by

22Tweet, YReeollectipons,® . 128
23
Tweet, "Recollections," p. 13.

24
Theodore Jorgenson, "The Main Factors in Rglvaag's
Authorship," Norweglan-American Studies and Records, 10
(1938), 144.

25
Jorgenson, pp. 144-45.
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Henrik Ibsen, during the last decade of Rglvaag's life.
Brand was a favorite play, and elements of Brand's deter-
mined 1dealism can be found in Rglvaag's characters--Per
Hensa and Peder Victorious, for example. Rglvaag often
quoted Brand's words to the peasant in Act I:

But help 1s useless to the man - 26
Who does not will save where he can!

From the quotation he chose his own motto: To will the
1mpossib1e127 .

With single-minded purpose, Rflvaag attempted in life
to carry out his motto. However, although he was a force-
ful, dynamic man who dared to stand alone, Rglvaag also was
a tender father who took time to play with his children.28
Home was important to Rglvaag. He was married to Jennie
Berdahl of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, in 1908. Of their
four children, two dled Qhen 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 1s
reported to have sald, "I think i1t changed my entire view

26The closest approximation to thlis translation 1s
found in James Walter McFarland, ed., The Oxford Ibsen
(London: Oxford University Press, 1972), III, 8l.

27E1nar I. Haugen,’ "Ole E. Rglvaag: Norweglan-

American," Norweglan-American Studies and Records, 7
(1933), 73.

28E11a Valborg Tweet, "My Father As I Remember Him,"
Speech given at Rolvaag Symposium, St. Olaf College, North-
field, Minnesota, October 28, 1974. '
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of 1life. Prior to May 18, 1920, T had looked upon God as a
logical mind in Whom the least happening in this and in all
other worlds was planned and willed. Gradually I began to
gee that much of what takes place is due to chance and to
lawbound nature.’

During his lifetime Rflvaag struggled against poor
health but continued to work to reach the goals he had set
for himself. He did not consider himself a courageous
hero, however. Toward the end of nhis life, he commented on
the ailment which eventually claimed his life--angines
pectoris. Rolvaag observed that he was proud of its im-
pressive name but not of the disease itseif. "It is neces-
gsary for me to live a 'qulet, godly life;' free from sin.
And a person who can't sin now and then 1s most certainly
to be pitied!"so

During his lifetime, recognition came to RFlvaag as a
literary artist and as an interpreter of the Norweglan im-

migrent pioneers in the Midwest. Glants in the Earth was

chosen as a Book-of-the-Month the year 1t apreared. 1In

1926 Rglveag was created a Knight of the Order of St. Olaf

by King Hazkon of Norway.
Ole Edvart Rglvaag dled on November 5, 1931, at the

29Jorgenson and Solum, p. 252.

OHaugen, "Rflvaag: Norweglan-American," p. 73,
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.age of fifty-five. He was burled on a hill with a west-
ward view of the college. Even in death he wanted to
identify himself with Per Hansa and the ploneer spirit.
Shortly before he dled, Rglvaag sald, "Well, if there 1s
anything deeply true in what I have said, 1t will some day
prevail.“61 His commitaent to the cause of his people in
the New World informs his novels. In them he expresses
ideas that have bfcome increasingly relevant to American
soclety. A

In his first published novel, Amerika-Breve (Letters

from America, later translated into English as The Third

Life of Per Smevik), Rglvaag introduces the theme which he

picks up and examlnes from various angles 1in later works:
the Norweglen immigrant 1s a special kind of Amer:i.can.:52
His adjustment to the new land is uniqﬁe because hls back-
ground 1s unique. He 1s an individual, not a styllzed
product of the melting pot. Contrary to Crevecoeur's
theory, the Norwegian immigrant 1s not transformed 1nto a

completely new person--an American--who spontaneously be-

comes contented and fulfilled. Rather, he goes through a

31Jorgenson, p. 151.

5201e E. Rglvaag, The Third Life of Per Smevik, trans.
Ella Valborg Tweet and Solveig Zempel (liinneapolis: Dillon
Press, Inc., 1971). Page references in the text are to
this English translation.




20
difficult adjustment to the New World. He does not readlly
adapt because he brings with him memoriles and traditions
and a culture that continue to bind him to Norway.

According to Spiller's Literary History of the United

States, lmmigrants in general have always brought along to
America "an invigible baggage of cultural tradition: folk-
lore, crafts, religlions, patterns of the family and the
community, foods and drinks." Some items were discarded
during Americanlz;tion and others were absorbed into the
new way of life.66 R&lvaag advocated that this "cultural
baggage" should not be shed, for i1t can help the immlgrant
adjust to America and can make him into a good American.
In thils early novel Rglvaag, himsgelf an immigrant,
sets out to interpret his own particular kind of 1mmigrant
and challenges his adoptive country to understand this
new American and to accept the dowry which he brings. He
uses the form of letters written from 1896 to 1901 by a
young immigrant, Per Smevik, to hlis father and elder
brother back in Norway. RPlvaag uses a double pseudonym,
since the letters supposedly were written by a Norwegian
immigrant, P. A. Smevik, and later were collected and pub-
lished by Paal Mérck. Rglvaag gives as his reason for
thus cloaking his identity: "Letters from America are of

53Spiller, p. 644.
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go personal a character that I do not have the courage to

34
put my own name on then."

The Third Life of Per Smevik, like Rglvaag's other

novels, was written in Norweglan. Rglvaag mastered the
English language soon after coming to America, but he be-
lieved that only in the native tongue could he express the
inner feeling, the very soul of the words. To Rglvaag,
language was more than a vehicle of practical communica-
tion; 1t was an acéess from one soul to another.55 Unfor-
tunately, for this reason Rglvaag's works had a limited
circulation, restricted to Norweglan-Amerlicans. The Third

Life of Per Smevik has signiflicance as an authentlc picture

of immigrant experlences, as an evidence of developing
literary art, and as an exposition of the themes to be ex-
plored in Rflvaag's later novels.

Amerika-Breve was his firest novel to be published in

Norwegian (1912) but the last to be published in English.
In 1971 a translation by Rglvaag's daughter, Ella Valborg
Tweet, and his granddaughter, Solvelg Zempel, appeared

under the title The Third Life of Per Smevik. The origin

of the title becomes evident in the first letter, dated
Avgust 26, 1896, in which Per Smevik writes to hie father:

3

04Jorgenson and Solum, p. 146.

5Jorgenson and Solum, p. 397.



£2

It 18 as if T have already lived two lives here

on earth: +the first was in Smeviken, and that

lasted 2lmost twenty-one years. The second one

I lived through on the trip from Smeviken in

Helgeland to Clarkfleld, South Dakota. Now I

am about to begin a third. (p. 1)

This "third 1life" 1s Rglvaag's own, because Per's ex-
periences parallel those of the author. As Eilnar Haugen
has observed, the letters reveal the subtle, gradual
changes in point of view of an 1mm1grant.36 Three stages
are apparent in Per Smevik's development. Durling the early
stage on the farm, he reacts superficially, with no re-
flection. During the second stage, hls school years, Per's
letters reveal deepening powers of discernment about Ameri-
ca. The third stage 1s apparent in the Fourth of July
oration, which gives evidence of clear, mature convictions
as he enuncilates his understanding of his own people's
problem of transplantatian into an allen culture.37

These convictlons are expressed in a Fourth of July
speech on the theme "What is galned and what 1s lost, upon
exchanging the Fatherland for the new land," supposedly de-
livered by an orator whom Per greatly admires. In reallty,

the address was one which Rglvaag delivered at Winger,
38
Minnesote, on July 4, 1911. Later 1t was published

5GHaugen, "Rglvaag: Norweglan-American," p. 58.

67Jorgenson and Solum, pp. 151-52.

58Jorgenson and Solum, o. 156.
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separately as "Country and Fatherland."sg In it Rflvaag
summarizes the plight of the Norwegian immlgrant. The

speech marks the climax of The Third Life of Per 3mevik.

However, 1ts elgnificance 1s not apparent at once, because
the speech 1s buried within the letter and lacks prelimi-
nary development. 1In spite of flaws in style, however, the
novel is lmportant because 1t clearly expresses Rfplvaag's
awareness of the central problems of the immigrant's life--—
his dualism and his alienation.

The speech points out that the immigrant has a dual
nature, looklng backward at what he has left 1n Norway and
forward to future lire in nie adoptive country. He has
given up the ennobling influence of majestlc mountains,
fjords, forests, valleys, and seas for the flat, barren
prairies of Midwestern America. This loss 1s silgnificant,
considering the powerful influence of nature on inhabitants
of Norway.

Spiritual contact with the Fatherland has been severed.
It 18 hard to give up family ties, and bonds of loyalty to
a country whose long and proud history has become a part

of one's heritage from childhood. It 1s heart-breaking to

lose touch with the religion cof one's people. Furthermore,

can another language supplant the intimacy of one's natlve

59Jorgenson and Solum, p. 149.
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tongue? A whole way of life has heen sacrificed in leav-
ing the homeland.

On the other hand, what does the immigrant gain when
he 1s adopted by America? He galns freedom, both civil
and religious. Opportunities of every type beckon to him.
Furthermore, materlial gain is almost certain for the immi-
grant who works hard. In the process of assuring his
success, he adopts a whole new set of attitudes--efficien-
cy, embltion, and hard-headed practicality. Thess new
values are certailn to insure him continued prosperity.

These inducements resemble Crevecoeur's depletibm. of
Americea's economic promise: "If thou wilt work, I have
bread for thee; 1f thou wilt be honest, sober, and indus-
trious, I have greater rewards to confer on thee---ease and
independence.“éo

In the Fourth of July speech, the orator balances the
gains and losses, and the latter are more serious. Rgl-
vaag knows that the hard, practical material gains cannot
compensate for the intangible losses to mind and spirit.
The speech points out that "life 1s more than food; earthly
happiness 1s more than civic freedom, and God's greatest
gift to man is not first and foremost great opportunities"

(bp. 122-23). The real tragedy is that the immigrant is

4OCrEvecoeur, p. &85.
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rootless. He 1s an allen, torn loose from Norway, not be-
longing to America.

Rf1lvaag indicates here the need to retain ethnic con-
sciousness. The immigrant honors his adoptive country by
belng true to his heritage.

Let our homage be such that she will understand more

clearly that noble blood flows in the veins of the

children she took to herself from the Northland--

and let us prove to her that her family has been

enriched by much good human material. (p. 118)

According to Jérgenson and Solum, "More and more the
conviction grew that the people of his own race would lose
thelir identity and the finest qualities of their souls
if they betrayed the culture which was native to them and
therefore genulne.“él

All of R¢glvaag's later novels amplify the i1deas which
he expresses in the Fourth of July address, and all of them
articulate the need for remaining conscious of and true to

the Norwegian heritage. This theme became the central con-

cern of Rdlvaag's writing for the remainder of his life.

1Jorgenson and Solum, p. 146.
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CHAPTER III
THE BREAK FROM THE HOMELAND

Rdlvaag's concern for the Norweglan-American begins
back in the 0ld Country, where-the emigrant since birth
has been collecting his "invisible baggage" of cultural
traditions to carry with him to America. Two of Rglvaag's

novels involve the departure from Norway: The Third Life

Oof Per Smevik and The Boat of Longing. In the former, the

experience of emigrating 1s recounted rather briefly
through Per's letters; in the latter, the emigrant's home
life in Norway and hils leave-taking have greater signifi-
cance.

The Boat of Longing was published in Norweglen (Laeng-

gelens Baat) in 1921 and d1d not appear in English trans-

lation until 1933, two years after i1ts author'!s death. Of
all of his books, Rglvaag 1is sald to have 1liked The Boat of
Longing the best, for he put more of himself into it than
any other. Einar Haugen indicates that Rflvaag's grief
over the untimely deaths of his two small sons inspired

the deep emotion in the book.1 The central character, Nils
Vaag, 18 a sensitive young boy who is lured across the At-

lantic by romantic tales of America. Cut off from his

1Haugen, "Rflvaag: Norweglan-American," p. 62.
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homeland, he 1s unable to adjust to the materialism of the
Midwest.

The main figures in the two novels represent two types
of temperament--the buoyant, robust Per and the sensitive,
introspective Nils--in reallty two aspects of Rglvaag's
own personality. Thelr goals constitute two basic reasons
for emigrating from Norway-~the reallstic desire to improve
one's economlc sltuation and the search for artistic ful-
fillment. B

In accounting for the vast outpouring of emigrants to
the United States in the nineteenth century, Theodore
Blegen says that tales of boundless expanses of fertile,
inexpensive land ceptured the imagination of the people.
"Norway in the period when emigration took 1ts rise was the
scene of stir and change; new political and religious
forces were making themselves felt; the time was one of
growth and transition; but Norweglan economic life dild not
keep step with other aspects of the scene.“2 Land holders,
experiencing economic difficulties in Norway, hoped to
better thelr financlal situation in the new country.

Rglvaag agrees that the economlc reasons were pre-
dominant, but he indicates that another inducement to

£Theodore C. Blegen, Norwegian Migration to America

1825-1860 (Northfield, Minnesota: The Norwegian-American
Historical Association, 1931), p. 160.
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emlgrate was the romantic notion of finding one}s ideal "in
America. To a class in immigration history at St. Olar
College in 1920, Rg1lvaag sald, "There 1s a young good-for-
nothing fellow, a sort of Askeladd. He comes to America.
Here he wakes up, because he has the cholce of elther doing
that or starve."3

The term Askeladd appears in many of Rflvaag's novels,
elther in direct reference or by inference. In hie collec-

tion of essays Reflections on a Herltage, RFlvaag explains

the falry tale figure, Espen Askeladd, who 1s a type of
male Cinderellé, scorned oy his two worldly-wise brothers.4
The three set off to win 2 princess and helf the kingdom.
To do so they must overcomne trolls and accomplish seemlngly
impossible tasks. The two older brothérs meet fallure, but
Espen Askeladd succeeds in doing what was impossible for
others because of his irrepressible intellectual curiosity,
hig shrewdness, and his kindness. He appears 1ln nearly all
Norwegian failry tales as a very human, delightful young

lad, “always as clever without seeming to be so, as

3Jorgenson and Solum, p. 299.

?Beflections on a Eeritace, unpublished translation by
Brynhild Rowberg of Ole E. Rglveag, Omiring Fedrearven
(Northfield, Minnesota: St. Olaf College Press, 1922).
References in the text are to this unpublished translation,
By chapter and page number. Other writers refer to the
Dook by 1ts 1iterally translated title, Concerning Qur

Heritage.
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great-hearted in his goodness, as indefatigable in his
Journey toward his goals. He always does the impossible
geh.. I, p. 6).

In an article written in 1929, Rglvaag indicates that
the ldeallistic urge of the Askeladds to emlgrate can be
traced to the romantlic spirit that swept northern Europe
after 1800. Then the word "Americal!' stirred the conscious-
ness of the Norweglians with notions of emigrating--"Not for
conquest. Not intent upon spoils. But to do mighty deeds
and bulld for a greater human happiness!"5 This attitude 1s
expressed by Walt Whitman:

All the past we leave behind,

Ve debouch upon a newer, mightier world, varied world

Fresh and streng the world we seize, worid or labor
and the march,

Pioneers! O pioneers!
Rglvaag stresses the importance of the romantic movement in
northern Europe because it gave impetus to lmmigration,

which in turn gave momentum to the entire westward movement

i
of ploneering.

Whatever the reasons, economic or idealistic, Norway

0le E. Rflvaag, "The Vikings of the Middle West,"
American Magazine, 108 (October 1929), 46.

6Walt Whitman, "Pioneers! O Floneers!" In Americean
Life in Literature, ed. Jay B. Hubbell (New York: Harper
and Brothers, 1936), p. 91.

7Rﬂflvaag, ¥vikings," p. 46.
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was struck by "Amerlica frenzy," as the poet Wergeland
characterized the urge to emigrate.8 "America letters" and
newspaper articles helped to persuade the restless Nor-
weglans to leave their country. When emigration achileved
alarming proportions, efforts were made to stop the flow
out of the country through sermons, government warnings,
and newspaper accounts of suffering in the New World, but
these efforts did not inhibit the movernent.9

"The Vikings ;f the Middle West" appeared as an arti-

cle in American Magazine in 1929, after beilng presented in

lecture form to audlences in Norway and America.lo Iin 16
Rflvaag speaks glowlngly about the ploneering venture of
the Ncree immigrants who were full of the splrit of Aske-
ladd. This optimistic view 1s uncharacteristic of Rflveag,
because he seldom concentrates on the romance of the 1m-
migrant experience to the exclusion of the realistic cost
of settlement. Jorgenson and Solum pfovide the explanation:

Some edltor's sclissors have slashed about fifteen

pages of the interpretative matter, evidently

because they seemed less desirable than the ro-

mantic narrstive and historical eleTfnts of which
the rest of the lecture 1s made up.

8B1egon, Norwegian Migration 1825-1860, p. 155.

gA thorough discussion of causes of emigration 1is
8lven in Blegen, Norwegian Migration 1825-1860, pp. 154-76.

1OJorgenson and Solum, p. 394.

1lJorgenson and Solum, p. 394.
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Then Jorgenson and Solum print the material missing from
the article so that by combining the two texts 1t 1s
poesible to perceive Rflvaag's full intent. This edited
material echoes the question asked in the Fourth of July

speech in The Third Life of Per Smevik: What 1s the cost

of transplantation?

Man, especlally the Nordic, cannot tear himself
loose from the soll he has rooted in for cen-
turies and move to a new land . . . without
paylng a great price. . . . Transplantation of
human souls, even under the most favorable con-
ditions, 1s a difficult process. There are
many adjustments to be made. Thaet of acquiring
a feellng of home 1n an allen wilderness 1is
certainly not easgy. And the more sensit}ge the
gou), the more dangerous tne experiment.—~

In The Boat of Longing, Rdlvaag gives a plcture of a

sensitive young man who is poised in '"psychological un-
certainty between two wor-ldf;."h5 Rglvaag could interpret
Nils' aching sense of yearning because he, too, was an
Askeladd figure in search of something beyond the harsh
reality of a fisherman's life. Throughout the book, Rg1l-
vaag expresses a sense of longing for the homeland, "a
falryland of unforgettable charm and splendor, a land that

to him 1s beauty and life and soul, for it 1s one with the

12
Jorgenson and Solum, p. 394.

1:E’Nell Eckstein, discussion of "Rglvaag as Cultural
Leader," Rglvaag Symposium, St. Olaf College, Northfleld,

Minnesota, October 29, 1974.
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beating sea-gull wings of his own heart."l4 Einar Haugen
claims that all of Rflvaag's work evidences the "indelible
imprint" of Nordland, not only the specific memories of
people and occurrences, but the spiritual essence of this
far northern land.

Nature 1es a personal force to the dwellers in the land
of the midnight sun. Legends and myths pertalning to nature
infuse the thinking of the people and affect every aspect
of thelr lives. One tale of the far North concerns a
legendary "Boat of Longing" that appears on the horizon off
the Nordland coast from time to time. It 1s usually seen
by people whose hearts are full of misery or longing. In
The Boat of Longing the vessel is a symbol of the heartache
of emigration--the yearning of the ones who leave and the
grief of those lert behind.16

Againet the background of Nordland's natural enchant-
ment and folklore, RFlvaag tells the story of young Nils
and his parents, simple fisherfolk who resemble Rflvaeg's
own parents. 014 Jo is a humble, quiet man whose principal

falling 1s that he does not understand his artistic son,

even though he loves him deeply. Nils' mother, though a

14Jorgenson and Solum, p. 278.

15Haugen, "Rflvaag: Norweglan-American," p. 55.

16Haugen, "Rglvaag: Norweglen-American," p. 61.
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simple and uneducated woman, has a deep understanding of
her son's yearnings and a profound capacity for love. The
family has always calmly accepted the hardships and sorrows
of 1life, along with the simple Joys of working together.17

Then a young girl, Zalma, lone survivor of a ship-
wreck, 1s taken into the Vaag home. She is more a symbolic
figure than a real one. Vith her arrival, Nils becomes
aware of a vague stirring of the creative spirit. When he
plays his violin, Zélma embraces him. It is as 1f Nils
embraces hls creative soul, says one critic.18 Nils' re-
sponse to the girl 1s more the soul's response to art than
an awakening of physical love. After her departure to re-
turn tc her own people, Nils thinks ﬁhat he sees the "Boat
of Longing" on the horizon.

Nils' restlessness bfings about his decision to emi-
grate. He believes, like RFlvaag, that America offers a
life more fulfilling than that of a fisherman. He triles to
explain his yearnings when he tells his mother hls decislion
to emigrate to America: "Life is not in this place--not
for me--no, not the whole of 1t. . . . Not yet at least.

Y16 E. Rflvaeg, The Roat of Longing, trans. Nora O.
Solum (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1933). Page refer-
énces in the text are to this translation.

18Rayche1 Haugrud Reiff, "Nils Vaag: Human Soul 1in
Search of the Perfect," paper presented at Rglvaag Sym-

gosium, St. Qlaf College, Northfield, Minnesota, October 28,
974, -
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That's why I must go out after it. For it is that which
one must find" (pp. 69-70).

A little later his mother asks what he is going to
become, and he replies: "Oh--that which is highest of all.
« « « And T want to see the most beautiful. And live that,
too" (p. 70). Nils looks forward to artistic fulfillment
in the romantic New World, Just as Askeladd dreams of
reaching his i1dealistic goal.

Nils' fareweli'télhis parents 1s one of the most
poignant scenes in Rflvaag's writings. In it the author
seems to express the emotions of all parents and sons
separated by emigration.

Nile held her untlil her crying, having stllled
itself, came more easily, like a child's.

Then with a wrench he tore himself loose
and went. ‘

Having got a 1little way off, he had to
look back. This he had not wanted to do, but he
couldn't help it.

And there through the shrieking storm and
driving rain he saw the figure of his mother, plain
as could be against the murky sky; but not his
father's. The mother was holdlng her right hand
high. . . . He walked on, only to turn agaln. The
figure had not moved . . . stood there as before,
pointing skyward. The gloom and the raln were now
80 thick that the hand could no longer be dls-
tinguished . . . only the arm reaching up-into the
darkness. (p. 78)

Later, on board the boat, he notices a forlorn figure, that

of his father, "up on a crag, square in the face of the

ool
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west-wind storm . . . a hunched figure, leaning forward"

¥b. 81).
The Boat of Longing tells of the double heartache--for

the young emigrant and for the parents left behind. The
mother's arm upraised in farewell 1s seen as a syﬁbol of
all emigrant farewells.19

In his Diary, which he kept from the day of his de-
parture in 1896 until 1901, Rdlvaag reveals his own struggle
between the call of creative talents to be fulfilled in
America and the love of homeland and family. In his early
entries he writes,

It 18 done; it is done. I have left home. . . .

And now I am golng out into the world to seek my

fortune, my happiiess. . . . Strange it 1s indeed

how consuming this longing for a better existence

can be. I hope that God in His great mercy will

count me as one of His children for the sake of

Jesus Christ. Then, yes, then I shall obtain the

true happingss. Then too shall my yearning be
gatisfied.”

A more buoyent, jovial side of Rflveag's nature ls re-

vealed in his partly autobiographical The Third Life of Per

Smevik. But even for the less sensitive emigrants, parting
18 sad. Per has said his farewells and is now embarking on

hig trip_to South Dakota. After the first lep of the trip

he writes,

ngorgenson and Solum, p. 281.

‘o
¢ Jorgenson and Solum, pp. 26-28.
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But, there I stood on the pler and stared after

the boys and the boat until they had completely
dlsappeared behind Skarvholmen on the other side of
the flord. When the last corner of the square sail
was gone, I felt as 1f a door closed within me and
a room was locked forever. (Per Smevik, p. 4)

A feellng of more intense loss overwhelms him as the ship
leaves the coast of Norway.

Then we set out to sea. . . . The mountains sank
lower and lower into the nnrizon as the day

waned. %Yhen nothing more could be seen but a low,
rugged cloud bank, I went below, crept into my
bunk and bawled like a whipped child. That was

my farewell to the Fatherland. (Fer Smevik, p. 20)

RAlvasg reveals another aspect of emigration in The

Boat of Longing. The book closes with a glimpse of old Je

and Anna Vaag back in Norway, grieving for thelr son, and
walting in vain for his letters. Finally Jo scrapes to-
géther enovgh money for a ticket to Amerlca, hoping to
locate Nils. Lacking necessary papers, however, he 1s de-
nied entry at New York and 1s forced to return to Norway
on the next ship.

On the return trip, Jo meets a woman who intlimates
thaet she might have seen Nils in an elegant hotel 1in
Minneapolis. Around this slim possibility, Jo spins a
yarn to reassure Anna, about their son's happy life in the
New World. That night Jo Veag rows off into the sunset, in
the direction of the "Boat of Longing," never to return.

Rflvaag knew from experience that the breaking of tles
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J?i binding one to home and Fatherland could not be accom-
:;_plished with one swift stroke, and i1t often inflicted the
{;:deepest heartache on the ramily left behind. Those who
jﬁlset out for the New World, whether the buoyant youths like

; Per Smevik or the more gentle ones like Nils Vaag, had one
R L
- thing in common. They shared the hope of fulfilling their
. 7 gt
- dreams in America.

g t!:'.
R



CHAPTER IV
THE COST OF TRANSPLANTATION

Per Smevik plods along the long, lonely country road,
searching for his uncle's farh. Nils Vaag timidly mingles
with the indifferent crowd on Nicollet Avenue. Per Hansa
strides confildently through the sea of tall grass ahead of
the wagon in which Beret cowers, silently weeping. All are
moving toward their goals in the New World--Per Smevik
toward a better 1life than he experlenced as a fisherman,
Nils toward artistic fulfillment, and Per Hansa toward his
kingdom on the prairie. Rglvaag gives a penetrating pic-

ture of these 1mmigrants in The Third Life of Per Smevik,

The Roat of Longing, and Glants in the Earth.

The charscters in R¢lvaag's novels have in common a
dualistic predicament--looking backward to the old country
and forward to new life in America, yet belonging to
nelither land. Rglvaag himself evidenced this duality. As
Haugen says, "His love of his race established two fixed
poles between which his thoughts were forever oscillating:
his devotion to the past in Norway, the heritage of his

people; and his concern about thelr future in America, the

1
fate of the Norweglian imamigrant."

lHaugen, "Rélvaag: Norweglan-American," p. 53.
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The newconer's fate 1s determined partly by his own
temperament. Rglvaag sald in a speech to the University of
Oslo Ibsen Festival in 1928: '"Transplantation of human
souls, even under the most favorable conditions, 1s a diffil-
cult process. There are many adjustments to be made. That
of acquiring a feeling of home iIn an allen wilderness 1is
certainly not easy. And the more sensitive the soul, the
more dangerous the experiment."2 Per Smevik, for instance,
finds the adjustméhts difficult but not insurmountable,
because his attitude 1s receptive to new experlences.
Threshing machines and modern methods of farming delight
him, and he does not give up until he learns the new tasks.

Per exprcsses a fundamentally Amerdcan attitude when
he says, "Life would be much simpler for me if only my
nature were a little different, so that I could take things
easier and not always have to do everything faster and
better than anyone else" (p.36). Hls chances of survival
and success seem rather promising.

Another determinative factor in making the adjustment
to the new country 1s the type of goal being sought. Per's

early goals are quite uncomplicated: "I can't afford to

2Jorgenson and Solum, p. 3956.

6Following page references are to Rglvaag, The Third

‘Life of Per Smevik.
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spend two weeks doing nothing," he says, "I have come to
America to make money!" (p.2). However, as he matures, he
realizes what he later expresses in the Fourth of July
address in a later letter: "But 1life is more than food,
earthly happlness 1s more than civic freedom, and God's
greatest gift to man is not first and foremost great oppor-
tunities" (pp. 122-23).

As he becomes disenchanted with his farm chores, he
writes, "What pleééufe will I get from these few dollars
I'm saving when I have to work so desperately hard for
them, and then be miserable and unhappy besides?" (pp. 54-
55). Gradually Per Smevik accommodates himself to new and
airficult condaitions and to a hectic way of living, but he
does not accept them as his own philosophy. "Little by
little I'm beginning to get used to conditions over here
and so I feel more at home," he writes. "One can get used
to most anything, I guess." Then he adds, "The greatest
Joy in 1ife lies not in saving up money. . . . It 1s to be
satisfied with what you have. . . . The more I see of the
drudgery here, the more I'm convinced that I am right."
(pp. 63-64)

Restless, he contemplates joining the army to fight in
the Spanish-American War. Then he makes the declsive move
that shapes his future--he enrolls at Augustana Academy in

Canton, south Dakota, thus embarking on an academic life.
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Furthermore, he casts his lot with his fellow immigrants
at this Norweglan Lutheran school. Per Smevik has learned
that achleving economic success in America is posslble but
that 1t does not satisfy the longings of the soul. "Life
48 ;more than food . . . .M

On his lonely walk from the rsilroad station to his
uncle's farm, Per looks back in lonelinese and ahead in
fear. Even the lmmigrant whose disposition 1s optimistic
grlies in homesick.misery in an allen environment.

Per Smevik addresses hls letters to his father and to
his brother Andreas, but each letter expresses love and
concern for his mother. "Be good to mother," he often
urges his brother. Though Per's adjustimeut is relatively
smooth, his letters reflect uneasy loneliness and gnawlng
homesickness for his family and for his former way of 1life.

Morning and evening when I go about my work in the

barn, I can't help thinking about Andreas and the

other fellows; how they are now getting their equip-
ment ready for the Lofoten trip, and will soon be
salling northward along the channel in a driving wind.

e« « « Then I feel a lump in my throat, and I often

find myself speculating on how I could ever have left

that 1ife which I 1liked so well. (p. 37)

He compares his beautiful homeland with South Dakota:
"And there 1s nothing out here but flat plains and fields,
and myriads of milk cows and pigs" (p.46). News from Nor-
way makes him 111 with longing, but still he hungers for

letters from home. "Rolls the billow broad and bright, in
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and out along the shore," 1s a straln that recurs as young
Per recalls happler days in Norway--unhurried, satisfying
days in sharp contrast to his hectic exlistence 1n America.
American farmers spend no time reading or enjoylng them-
selves but concentrate on material goals. He musesg, "If
only there were time to stop and think things over a little.
But no, everything has to go with the gpeed of lightning"
(p. 48). |

Underiying hls great Aielllusionment 1& o -fasRaases
estrangement-~of not belonging, even among his own country-
men. "I Jjust can't understand how 1t has happened that the
Norweglian young people here in this country and those 1n
Norway have dritfted so rar apart, almost as if ihey were orf
another race" (p. 53).

Although Per Smevik adapts to new circumstances, he
does not succumb to the lure of materiallistic goals in
America, but rather expands his goals to more ultimate ones.
He will survive, and he will have something to contribute
to his new country because he does not renounce his home-
land..

However, 1f Per Smevik, whose nature lse adaptable,
weeps for his lost 1life in Norway, what of the sensltive

Bouls like Nils Vaag and Beret Holm?
Nils' goals are more ideallstic than thoee of
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Per Smevik, and his disposition is more delicate. Con-
gequently, his adjustment to America is more painful. The

central section of The Boat of Longing shifts to Minnesots,

where Nils has come in search of "the highest" and "the
most beautiful." He is an Askeladd who has come to Minneap-
0lis to find artistic fulfillment--the ideal. Without a
epecific plan for achieving his goals, Nils settles for
menial Jobs 1n order to make a living. The slum section
and the cheap rooming house where lils lives are not pic-
tured as convincingly as the scenes in Norway in the first
end last parte of the book. However, Bglvaag claime that he
did not intend tc give a realistic picture of ilumigrant
life in the big city but was merely trying to show "the
great pity of 1t all, the utter tragedy of a sensitivec soul
meking an effort to adjust itself in a new land . . . .t%

A sense of tragedy pervades all of Nils' experlences
in America. As he stands on street corners, watching the
indifferent crowds surge by, he realizes that nobody actual-
- 1y is aware of his existence. Lonely and homesick, he 1is

stranded between two worlds—-Norwey to which he ceannot re-

turn and America where he does not belong.

4Jorgenson and Solum, p. 284.

SFollowing page references are to Rflveag, The Boat of

Loﬁging.
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In the nolsy city nobody appreclates hie love of nmusic.
At one time he plays his violin in a rallroad stetion and
gets carried off into a private world of his own. Suddenly
an attendent brings him back to reslity by saying, "Your
fiddle sounds right smart, lad, but this is no concert-hall!
Better put 1t up!" (p.232).

However, Nils discovers two compatible spirits in the
city. Klderly Kristine Dahl, a Nordlander like Nils, has
withdrawn to the flafé of the river, where she quletly
nurtures her dreams and memories. She shares Nilg! yearn-
ing for music and for the o0ld country. Like Nils, she
claims to have seen the "Boat of Longing."

Tne other kindred soul is Nils! roommate, Mr. VWels-
mann, a poet. Since his creative offerings have been re-
Jected by insensitive Américans, he finds consolation 1in
drinking. He and Nils have endured the same indifference
to thelr talents. Through the poet, Rflvaag levels an
attack on America's materialism and lack of artistic sensi-
tivity.e

Nils' companion on the trip to America, Per S5yv
Hansen, has come because of a purely economic motive--to
make money and to spend it selflishly. He makes a splendid

ad justment to America. Nils has promised to look after

6Haugen, "Rglvaag: Norweglan-American," p. 64.

-



45
Per Syv in the New World. When he can no longer account
for his irresponsible compatriot, Nils stops writing to
those back 1n Norway. Kristine Dahl's death causes another
break with his homeland.

In vain Nils searches for fulfillment in a North Woods
lumber camp. Although he makes an external adJjustment to
the arduous work of lumbering, he still wanders on the out-
gskirts of 1life. Nils resembles Per Smevik, who manages to
adjJust to strenuou;'farm work in South Dakota. Both Per
Smevik and Nils Vaag have accommodated thelr bodles to
harsh physlical labor and both receive adequate pay. How-
ever, both realize that Just succeedlng financlally 1s not
enough. Nils continuesg to dreem of becoming a musician;
Per Smevlik dreams of attending school in the pursult of his
goal.

In The Boat of Longing Rglvaag tells 1in fictlon what

he expresses in the Fourth of July oration in The Third

Life of Per Smevik. America gives to Per Syv what he

seeks--money that can buy material things and surface
pPleasures. America's opportunities are for the Per Syvs,
not for the sensitive, ideallistic immigrants who are
searching for "the highest." Obviouely there 1s gomething

wrong with a society that frustrates people like Nils, says
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one critic.7 Rglvaag pasces judgment on a country that has
no place for the Nils Vaags, the Poet Welsmanng, and the
Kristine Dahls. Theirs 1s a pure Nordic Strain that
should not be melted down into. mediocrity.

What becomeeg of Nils 1s a matter of speculation.

When Kristine Dahl dies, she bequeaths Nils her violiln, a
symbol of the creative spirit. This act could indicate
that Nl1ls remains true to his vision, as Relgstad be-
lieves.8 The story.Of Nils Vaag closes when he leaves
Minneapolls to Jjoin a railroad crew. He drifts out of
focue, reappeering from time to time on some street corner
oh a Saturday night, "and there he would stand searching
and peasching, like a lone gull perchned watchful on some
bold headland round which the ocean current runs swift'
(p. 243).

Niles drifts about without roots because he lacks the
regilience and persistence that enable Per Smevik to adjust
to his new 1life. Transplantation proves difficult for Per
Smevik, but it i1s devastating for Nils Vaag. iThe novel 1in

~which Rflvaag probes even more deeply the cost of the
Norweglan immigrant's transplantation in the New World 1s
VCharles Boewe, "Rglvaag's America: An Immigrant

Novelist's Views," Western Humanities Review, 11 (Winter
1957), 6.

8
Relggtad, p. 77.
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Glents in the Earth. At the time of 1ts publication in

e — c——

English translation in 1927, fhis novel was heralded as ¢/

HC

"the fullest, finest, and most powerful novel that has

10
been wriltten about ploneer life in America."

Giants in the Earth interprets the struggles of the ﬁgh/f'
immigrant settlers in terms of more than physical hardship.
The real cost of empire buillding can be computed in ternme
of psychologlcal and spiritual adjustment to the preirie.
Commager hasg called the novel "the most penetrating and
mature depictment of the westward movement in our litera-
ture," because 1t combines the physical and tle sgpiritual )
experience, just as the story of America 1tself is "not the
story of physical end msterlal development and expansion o
the utter exclusion of spiritual and psychological."l1

This contrast of physical and spiritual aspecte of
the immigrant's transplantation on American soil 1s one of
the dualisms in the novel. Another 1s the backward look to

homeland and heritage and the forward look into the future

in America. Per Smevik and Nils Vaag are stranded between

9Ole E. Rflvsag, Glents in the Earth, trans. Lincoln

Colcord and O. E. Rglvaag (llew York: Harper and Brothers,
1927). Page references in the text will be made to this
edition.

0 . "
Unsigned review of Giants in the Earth, Nation,
15 July 1927, in Rflvaeg papers.

1}

Commager, p. &19.
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two worlds, longing for Norway and groping for a place in
this country. This same duality is experienced by Per

Hansa and Beret in Glants 1n the Earth.

The opening scene reveals the contrast between the
ploneer couple. The broad-shouldered man strides con-
fidently eahead of the forlorn csravan that crawls along
through the tall grases toward the setting sun. Driving the
wagon is a sunburnt woman, silently weeplng, holding a
child on her lap. .Beret has reluctantly left her homeland
to follow her husband across the ocean, through many towns,
and on into the wilderness of Dakota. She cannot share her
hugband's buoyant optimism at the prospect of establishing
& home in the willdernees. Instead of looking toward the
future, she lonks backward. She has torn herself away from

home and country, not because she seeks adventure but be-

12

cause she loves Per. Only this love has sustalned her.

Per Hansa, on the other hand, has no regrets for hav-
ing left Norway, and little fear of the future. His
etrength and endurance are coupled with boundless enthusi-
a8sm. Per represents "America at 1ts most American."l5 He

1% eorge Leroy White, Scendinavien Themes in American
Fiction (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
19377, 101.

13Joseph E. Baker, "Western Man Against Nature:

Glants in the Farth," Collewe English, 4 (October 1942),
o . 45N
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‘dreaws about his future kingdom on the prairies of South

Pekota and puts his dreams into action by hard work. Per
Hansa 1s an Askeladd figure, eager to attempt the impossi-
ble and clever enough to accomplieh it. R@glvaag has cre-
ated an unforgettable combination in Beret and Per Hansa--
"the empire builder in union with the refined but unadapt-
able woman dependent upon an age-old civilization."l4

In a sence, Per Hansa 1s the hero of the ploneering
experience 1n America. Without his type of conquest, the
prairies would not have been subdued and the settlements
would not have flourished ané grown into towns and cities.
Per Hansga's Viking quslitlee are readily assimilable into
American culiure. Self-rellance is & major characteristic
of the Nordic reace, developed by the very nature of the
country. Per Hansa was accustomed to battling the storms
of the North Atlantic before coming to America. His
etrong will and power to fight are a heritage from his
Nordland past.15 Per Hansa 1s proud of his new land and 1is

eager to establish his kingdom. He 1s willing to adjust

" to his new land. As Dittmann says, he has the right

14Jorgenson and Solum, p. ©26.

15D1ttmann, p. 23,
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spirit. Beret at times fears this spirit.

Now i1t had taken possession of him again--that in-
donitable, conquering mood which seemed to give him
the right of way wherever he went, whatever he did.
Outwardly, at such times, he showed only a buoyant
recklessness, as Af wrapped in a clecak of gay,

wanton levity; but down beneath all this lay a stern

determination of purpose, a driving force, so strong
that she shrank back from the least contact with 1it.

(gl 41)

Beret seems to fear what Per Hansa 1s doing to the
prairie as much as what the prairle is doing to the set-
tlers. She wonders 1f Per Hansa's lust for land is right
in God's sight. Beret recognizes Per Hansa's materialistic
motives and fears them.

While Per Hansa exultantly works toward the founding
of his kingdom., Beret cannotv see the fuiure exceptl in fear.
The sllent, empty prairie fills her with small fears that
multiply and grow until terror lurks in every cloud and in
the stillness of the deep night. To shut out the terror of
the darkness, she hangs heavy clothes at the windows.

Beret thinks that the wilderness that surrounds them
on all gides is uncivilized, unfit for human belings. The
s0d house which her husband has built with such ingenulty
disturbs her. "Man and beast in one building? How could
one live that way?" (p. 53). She realizes that the sod

house will not be their permanent home. Nothing secems to

A

1601 ttmann, p. 25.
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have continulty on the pralrie, while back in Norway,

homes remain in the family for centurlies.

Beret needs an ordered civilization, a place where

\

\

|

/ /

- people respect 0ld laws and customs. She cennot adjust to
the casuel free interpretation of law on the prairies. Tor
instance, when Per pulls up and destroys the stakes of the

Irish claim Jjumpers, he senses no gullt because his motive

- 18 irreproacheble--the protection of his friends' property.

;{.Beret, on the other hand, deplores any act of tampering

T

«”in Norway, according to old legal tradition.

!

Al
i &

ff with lendmarks because 1t 1s consldered a terrible crime

ki s

o
Any deviation from establieshed order bothers Beret.
& :

he reacts against adopting new names in America, for in-

- stance, because she sees the custom as symptomatic of a

e A
gasual attitude towerd established law and tradition.

fﬁell, now they had discarded the names of their fathers,
ieon they would be discarding the sacred things" (p. 279).
ﬂ‘e especlally deplores giving her newborn son the neme
eder Victorious, since children should be named with

. 18
verence for family traditibn.

b 17Wayne F. Yortensen, "The Problem of Loss of Culture

in Rglvasg's Gilants in the Earth, Peder Victorious, and

Neir Fathers' God," Minnesota Engligh Journal, 8 (Winter
i 44,

F] =

Einar I. Haugen, "Language and Immigration,!
vegian-American Studles and Records, 10 (1938), 13.
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Beret'e troubled ming longs for symbols of security.

She instinctively recalls her church in Norway.

Often, now, she found herself thinking of the
churchyard at home. . . . The churchyard was
enclosed by a massive stone wall, broad and
heavy; one couldn't imagine enytning more
relieble than that wall. . . . In the midst of
the churchyard ley the church, securely protect-
ing everything round about. (p. 222)

As she looks back, Beret is overwhelmed by homesick-
negs for her family, for her church, and for the land 1t-
gelf. She is unable tb substitute the never-changing
pralries for the rhythmic, moody sea, or the flat fields
for the mountaine and fjords, or the open, treeless plains
for the forests. Rglvaag, himself, never overceme hle long-
ing for ihe hovmeland, &nid especlally for the sea. In a
speech reprinted by Jorgenson and Solum, Rolvaag defends

Beret's reaction to pioneering.

In Beret, the wife of Per Hansa, I have tried to
plcture such a character. Some people get out of
patience with her, and I in turn with them because
of their lack of understanding. For generatlons
Beret's forbeare had lived on the shore of the
restless North Atlantic. They had been lulled to
sleep by the swash of the sea; they had awakened to
the same sound. Small wonder that the song of the
sea should live in her blood. And the mountalns
8tood nesr by. What couvld be more naturel than
that Beret, arlter coming into the flazt, open
reaches of the Dakote Territory should miss them
and experlence the feeling of beinﬁglost-—here she
could find nothing to hide behind?

19Jorgenson and Solum, p. 396.
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Beret clings to her grandfatheri!g immigrant chest as
a means of security. It becomes a gymbol of continulty, =a
bridge between the 01d World and the New. 1In every crisias,
she goes to the chest. When she 1s afrald, she moves the
chest in front of the door. When she dreams of returning
to Norway, she begins to pack the chest. Belleving that
she will not survive childbirth, she pleads with Per Hansa
to use 1t as her coffin.

The next eummer, when the grasshoppers descend like a
horde of demons, Beret hides within the chest. "Down in
the depths of the great chest lay Beret, huddled up and

holding ihe baby in ! 208
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r,
18 this same chest that helps to restore her to sanity,:
when the pastor uses 1t os a communion table. he chest
Acontinues on into the experiences of the nex?{ggneration.
Like an umbilical cord, the chest providéd ém§1ta1 link
for Beret in the transplanting of culture," says one

critlc.go

S (ﬁrooding in fear and homesickness, Beret turns more
\\and more to a religion in which God 1s an angry Jjudge who
L 1s punishing her for her double sin--giving herself to Per
Hensa before thelr marriage, and turning her back on her

family and homeland in coming to America. She feele

20Ne11 T. Eckstein, "The Soclal Sriticism Of7818 ??:
Vart Rglvaag," Norweglan-American Studles, 24 (1970), 118.
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“1solated from God, seeing him not in the goodness of nature
but in the forces of evil that press around her. 1In terror,
she hides, "but the arm of His might had reached farther
still. No, she could not escape--this was her retribu-
tion!" (p. 218).

Certain that she will die during childbirth, Beret
urges Per Hansa, "You must take the boys with you--and go
away from here! . . . How lonesome 1t will be for me . . .
to 1lie here all alone" (p. 227). She fears that even in
death she must be alone on the prairie, insgstead of near her
kinfolk in the family cemetery in Norway. Her sense of
1solation has reached its limit. She cannot share her
terrors even with Per Hanca, whom she loves. The evil
about her grows until even the clouds take on the appear-
ance of monsters. When evil descends in swarms of grass-
hoppers, the final terror nudges her over the brink into
darkness.

Beret'!s reaction to ploneering is dramatic but not
beyond probability. Blegen quotes a Scandinavian writer
who claims that "insanlity seems to be especlally frequent
among immigrant women, probably because they have less
Power of resistance" both physically and mentally. The
Writer observes that in general the ploneer women suffered

more acutely than men from "the lonely life 1n poorly




settled dis‘cricts.“21 Blegen, however, believes that the
Plonecer women dild not lack the resistance, actually, but
that the straln was greater on them~-"the carrying on of
innumerable bleak activities amid child-bearing, loneli-
ness, anxiety, and primitive conditions of medlcal care and
treatment."22 In this regard, Vernon Parrington has aptly
observed, "The eplc conquest of the continent must be read
in the 1light of women's sufferings as well as in that of
men's endurance."zs‘

Rflvaag's depiction of the immigrant ploneer 1s pene-
trating and suthentic because he was an immigrant himself.
He had come to America as a young man, and he continued to
live among his fellow Norweglan-Americans. Jorgenson and
Solum observe that Rglvaag's entire 1life wae a preparation

[»

» 24
for writing Gilants in the Earth. Rglvaag chose to write

about the immigrant in South Dakota because 1t was here

21¢rnu1v fdegaard, Emigration and Insanity: A Study
Of Mental Disease among the lNorwegianborn Population of
Minnesota, 192 (Copenhagen, 19d2), as quoted in Theodore C.
Blegen, iorweglan liigration to America: The Transition
(Northfield, Minnesota: The Worweglan-American Historical

Associlation, 1940), pp. 64-65.

22Blegen, Norweczian Migration: [Transition, p. 65.

23Vernon L. Parrington, "Tntroduction," Ole E. Rg1-
Vaag, Giants in the Farth (New York: Harper and Brothers,

19295, . xviil.

24Jorgenson and Solum, p. 3824.
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that he had come after leaving Norway. Furthermore, he had
married into pioneer history. After the Civil War, his
father-in-law, Andrew Berdahl, had moved with hils parents
and brothers from Flllmore County, Minnesota, across south-
ern Minnesota, along the same route that Per Hansa and
Beret follow. The Berdahls settled in Minnehaha County,
South Dakota. Rglvaag knew where to go for accurate in-
formation about pioneering in the area near Colton, which
1s the locale for.the fictitious Spring Creek settlement
in Giants in the Earth.c®

Blegen discusses the importance of the frontier
settlement for the Norweglan immigrants, who usually
settlcd down in compact groups from the same disirict or
valley in Norway. Glants in the Earth 1dentlifles the
original Spring Creek ploneers as Helgelanders, while a
group of Trgnders settled eastward on the Sioux River.
Other distinct groups are mentioned throughout Rglvaag's
novels. Assoclating with people who shared the same local
higtory, traditions, and soclal ideas and used the same
dialect gave the settlers a sense of coxzmunity in the New

WOrld.26 Being part of a settlement put off the time for

25Jorgenson and Solum, p. 326.
Transition, pp. 74-75.

26Blegen, Norwegian Migration:
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reshaping life and personality and slowed the shock of
transition into American life.27 The 1ittle settlement of.
Spring Creek 1s typlical of many such compact groups which
sprang up during the surge of immigrants into the Dakota
territory in the 1870'8.28 The familles in the settlements
sustained each other and helped 1nsure survival during the
difficult ploneering years.

In the Spring Creek settlement, shering of suffering
and hardship helps to preserve the sanity of everyone ex-
cept Beret, whose sensitive nature cannot ad)ust psycho-
logically and emotionally to the prairie. Even though she
.regains her reason, she turns tn a legalistic religion

which 1s concerned principally with preparing fer eternal

4

1ife.” Her relationship to Per Hansa hbecomes platonic, be-

cause in her pletistic attitude she considers sexual love
& gin. EHer fanatical religion alienates her from her
hugband and ultimately drives him to his death. During

a8 blizzard, Beret persistently urges Per Hansa to fetch the

i 27E1nar I. Haugen, The Norwegians in America: A Stu-
dents' Guide to Locallzed History (iNew York: Teachers!'

College Press, Columbia University, 1967), p. l4.

28818gen has pointed out the surge of Norwegian immi-
gration during that period. Between 1866 and 1873, over
110,000 Norweglans emigrated to America, whereas only
?7,000 had come before 1665. Many pushed westward to farm-
lands in Dakota. By 1880 there were 2,776 Norwegian 1mml-
Brants in the Missouri-Big 3ioux region. (Blegen, Nor-
¥eglan Migration: Transition, pp. 454-500.)
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pastor so that their dying neighbor can be reconciled to
God. Per Hansa does not return. The next spring his body
is found, leaning against a haystack, facing westward.
/h‘//ﬁven Per Hansa, the conquering Viking, loses the

g:i;ttle against the prairie. He is defeated by forces of
nature-~physical nature and Beret's ailing human nature.
However, even though Per Hansa dlies, his seed survives to
inherit the promised land. The pioneer settlement triumphs,
but the cost of tréhsﬁlantation is high when reckoned in
terms of human suffering.

%;) ~ Rglvaag's deep understanding of the emotional side

Cﬁof the ploneer experience ralses the quality of Giants in

{/ the Earth abnve the writing of other Norweglans wno dealt
with American pioneers.

One of Rglvaag's contemporaries was Johan Bojer, the

most popular writer of his generatlion in Norway. His The

Great Hunger, written for and about Norweglans, was a

29
succegs among his countrymen on both gides of the ocean.

In the spring of 1923, news from Norway announced that
Bojer was planning to make a trip to America in order to
prepare for writing a novel about immigrant life. This
information aroused Rglvaag to action, since he had long
ngarold Beyer, A History of Norwegian Literature,

trans. and ed. Einar Haugen (New York: New York University .
Press, 1956), p. 291.
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contemplated this very project. Bojer's novel, Vor egen

stomme, translated later as The Emigrants, appeared at about
the same time as the Norwegian volumes that later were

translated into English as Glants in the Earth. Percy

Boynton has summarized the differences between the two im-
migrant novels thus: BoJer wrote as a European about emi-
grants; Rglvaag wrote as an American about immigrants.
Furthermore, Rélvaag had lived the things that Bojer had
just heard about.’l

The westward movement has been a popular theme in
American fiction; however, as one critic has commented,
"Compared with Glants in the Earth, most novels of the

32
frentier are thoughtless romances.* Two writers wiose

works do not belong in such a category are Hamlin Garland... ... .

and Willa Cather. Van VWyck Brooks has said, "And how odd
it 1s that anyone could write of Rflveag and his ploneers
wilthout associating these with Hamlin Garland's or with

Willa Cather's piloneers in the further West, conslidering

50Jorgenson and Solum, p. 9824.

51Peroy E. BRoynton, America in Contemporary Eiction,
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1940), p. 230.

32Car1 Van Doren, "Revolt from the Village," 1nfggg
American Novel, 1789-1939, rev. ed. (New York: The Mac-
R ar e v
millan Company, 1940), p. 902.
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how mutually 1lluminating all of them are.“as
Garland's depiction of the frontier precedes in time
that of Rglveag, because Garland writes of 1life 1in the
bleak countryside of northeastern Iowa or western Wisconsin
after the Civil War. He treats the farmer realisticelly,
emphasglzing the struggle with the economic structure of

goclety that was at variance with the farmers! 1nterests.34

In his Main-Travelled Roads, he deplcted 1life without ro-

mance, only poverty'and despair."?’5 Garland's piloneer women
have a hard life, but they seem to be worn out by pain and
weariness reather then by loneliness end fear.

Willa Cather's best novels deal with the frontler, the
land of the VWest. ) Her ploneers do not aim at conquest of
the land in order to make money but in order to bulld a
civilizatigézz Uy Antonia has been consldered Willa Cather's
outstanding prairie novel, the one which expresses most
clearly the author's deep attachment to the land of the
Nebraska plains.56 In the novel Willa Cather reallstically

%SVan Wyck Brooks, The Writer in America (New York:
Avon Books, 1953).

64Meyer, p. 57.

55Hamlin Garland, Main-Travelled Roads (New York:
Harper and Brothers, cl8292).

36Willa Cather, My Antonia (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,

1946).
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acknowledges the harshness of the elements for the settlers
of the plains in the 1680's, but she dwells on the heroic
aspects of man ageinst nature, not on the devastation of
human spirit. 1In spite of deprivation and ugliness of
gsurroundings, ﬁntonia senses a feeling of Joyous freedom
and oneness with nature. Willa Cather glorifies the land
more than Rglvaag does. From the land man gets hlis strength
and courage and nobillity. Willa Cather loved the land it-
self, not what land represented materially. There is a
gimilarity between Beret and gentle, cultured old Mr.
Shimerda in My Xhtonia. Beret loses her sanity; Mr. Shi-

merda takee his 1ife. Eoth long for the C1d ¥Worl

m
sa
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n
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cannot adjust to the deprivation of the New.

Glants in the Earth has been anthologlzed on “the

bagis of 1ts literary excellence. Vernon L. Parrington <,

indicates that apart from its artistic value, the novel 1is

N

an important historical document because 1t 1s the first
Tictional work which adequately analyzes the settlement of

the prairies in terms of emotion.

We have been used to viewing the frontlier in broad
and generous perspective and have responded mosﬁ ,
sympethetically to the epic note that runs throug
the tale of the conquest of the continent. It 1s
the great American romance that glves 1life ana grama
o our history. . . But the emotional side,+t e
final ledger of human values, we have too‘lituleti
considered--the men and women broken by tne frﬁn er.
.« . . The cost of 1t all in human happiness--the
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loneliness, the dlsaprointments, the renunciations,
the severing of o0ld tles and quitting of familiar
places, the appalling lack of those intengible
cushions for the nerves that could not be trans-
ported on horsevack or in prairie schooners; tnese
imponderables too often have been left out of the
reckon%eg in our traditional romantic interpreta-
tions. *

5 ~ents in Americen
Vernon L. Parrington, lain Currents I
ght: An Internretation,gg Americen Literature frgm
Rezinnines to 1520 (New York: Harcourt, Brace an

l;‘any, 1930), I1I, &87.

i
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CHAPTER V

THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY

", . . His face was ashen and drawn. Hig eyes were
set toward the west" (Glants, b. 453). Thus Per Hansa
fakes leave of his prairie kingdom. The westward look in-
dicates that the conquest of the prairies will continue.

reestablish the kingdom under the continuing leadership of

Peder Victorious, who seems destined for great things.

‘?E*What Rflvaag reveals in Peder Victorious and Their Fathers
JJQQQ, however, 1s the deepening tragedy of immigration. 1In
| the frozen, ashen countenance of Per Hansa are reflected
.pQ not the ootimistic hopes'of America but the death and dis-
4 integration of the dream,}

k. It is Beret who senses the tragedy of the American
”TE“éxperiment. "Human beings cannot exist here!" she cries.
2 ?They'grow into beasts" (Glants, p. 228). Although she

= 8enses the insidious eroslion of o0ld values, she is help-
B o deter the procese. It 1s apparent to her that
there has to be some continuity from the old 1life to the

Changing from a rooted life to a rootless existence,

"Rolvaag as Cultur-

' iscussion of
Kristoffer Paulson, disc Northfield,

. ai Leader," Rglvaag Symposium, st. Olaf College,
Minnesota, October 29, 1974.
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from a world of order to one of change can be traglc for

the individual and also for the emerging community.

Peder Victorious continues the saga of the Norweglan

gsettlers of Spring Creek down into the second generation.2
Against the background of the developing community, the
novel traces Peder's growth from childhood to maturity.
Lincoln Colcord, one of Rflvaag's translators, applauded
the author's "fine honest sex-psychology of adolescence
in the relating of Peder's maturing.6

Peder's religious attitudes reflect change, too. As
ui'a emall child, he trusts and loves his friendly heavenly
| Father, until the day Per Hansa's body 1is brought home.
"Henceforth no power on earth could make him believe that
God, who had killed his father in this way, could be only
’é? goodness" (p. 9). God stlll is very real to Peder, but He
I‘;@ls a monster to be feared instead of a frlend to be trusted.
*;?1 Not only Peder has developed, but also Beret. During
'?L'the months of walting, after Per Hansa's dlsappearance,

- Beret grieves and agonizes over her sin of sendlng her

201e E. Rflvaag, Peder Victorious, trans. Nora O.

~ Solum ana 0. E. RFlvaag (New York: Harper and Brothers,
= 1929). pPage references in the text are to this edition.

2 ton of
Letter from Lincoln Colcord to Eugene Sax
Harper and Brothers, September 26, 1927, included in the
" Rflvaeg papers in the archives of the Norweglan-American
 Hlstorical Assoclation, St. Olaf College, Northfield,
 Minnegota.
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husband out to certain death in the blizzard. The old
pastor who helped her regain her sanity a few years earlier
now helps her to realize that her sin consists not in her
involvement in Per's death but in her critical attitude
toward other people. He tells her,

No, your worst sin does not consist in what you

did to your husband that day; rather it lies in

your discontent with God's special creatures,

with your fellow men. For that reason you can

experience no real hapviness. . . . That is a

grievous sin,.Beret Holm! (p. 169)

Grieving and lonely, she longs to return to Norway.

On warm nights, when she found it difflcult to

sleep . . . 0ld scenes would come back to her,

the mood of the prairie night round about her

being strangely reminiscent of them . . . a

lazy sea billowing listlessly in a quiet cove,

washing up against kelp-covered rocks . . .

inland mountalns dozing in a lazy sun . . . the

call of the gull in the meadows. (p. 170)

However, the thought of Per Hansa in the churchyard
and the realization that his Jjob of founding the prairie
kingdom must now be hers, help her accept the fact that
here must be her home. As she assumes Per Hansa's task,
she emerges a strong, courageous woman. One aspect of her
Personality does not change, however, and that is her re-
Blstance to the process of Americanization going on about
her. In Beret's stubborn insistence on retalning ties with

 5- ~ Norwegian culture, Rflvaag demonstrates what he expresses

in a gpeech given in Nordland in 1906:
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There 1s an emptiness and hollowness in a degree

that must surprise every person capable of deep

emotions. . . . Although the Americane have shown

a mechanical 1lngenuity greater than that of any

other people, they have not yet discovered the

art of living. . . . Neither the Yankee nor the

Norwegian American has been able to determine the

proper relation between earning moniy and using it

in the interest of human wellbeing.

Beret's concern for cultural continulty centers on her
famlly. Peder, especlally, she wants to save from shallow-
ness and rootlessness. If he 1s to be a whole person, he
must not erase all that went into his being from the cul-
ture of his parents.

Because of her conservative vlews, Beret becomes iso-
lated from other people in the community. The settlement
has grown into a community of Norweglans and Irish. As it
seeXs to establish its identity, 1t finds 1t expedient to
slough off the past and to look upon itself as a purely
American group of people. At the same time that the commu-
nity is finding its identity, so 1s the territory. Pollti-
cal discusslons regarding the division of the territory into
North and South Dakota are swirling about the settlers,
and the locatlon of the capital of the prospective state 1s
a major issue. Eager to become real Americans, both the
Irish and the Norweglans throw themselves into the politi-

cal squabbles. In the midst of the excitement, veople have

4Jorgenson and Solum, p. 100.
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little concern for any committment to their past culture.
Beret 1s ridiculed for her resistance to Americanization.

Peder Victorious 1s caught between the two opposing
attitudes. He respects his mother but is excited about the
changes taking place about him. His normal youth rebellion
against the older generation 1s accentuated by the unique
8ltuation in which he 1s caught. Once agaln & type of
dualism emerges, this time between Beret, who adheres to
the 0ld ways, and %hevadvocates of easy Americanization.

In his early childhood, Peder senses no need to rebel,
but when he begins school, he encounters Irish children who
make him realize that to be the son of a Norwegian mother
like Beretv means to be fidifferent.® He begins to rebel
agalnst those things which seem to set him apart from other
children and which seem to hold him back--hls language, his
religion, and Norwegian culture in general.

Beret'!s 1nsistence on using the Norweglen language in
the home irritates the children, particularly Peder. He
cannot understand his mother's inabillity to speak English.

o e e 0antt care. "Talk Nore.

weglan!" she would burst out all of a sudden whenever

] sould even
any of them talked English at hone. She-WOu
sa§ it right out befo;e people who didn't understand

Norweglan, so that Peder was often ashamed when
strengers came. (p. 3)

As the children more and more substitute the English lan-

Buage for the lNorwegian, she feels shut out of their world
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of 1deas. "At times, as she llistened to their talk she
would fall to wondering whether she actually was thelr
mother--their language was not hers" (p. 179).

To appreciate Beret's inslstence on the Norweglan
language, one must understand that Rglvaag felt keenly that
the native tongue weas an -integral part of the culture of
the fatherland. 1In a speech given in 1907, Rglvaag urged
Norweglans in America to learn "the language of thelr
fathers" at the same time that they learn English, "the
;anguage of their country."5

The Norweglian language 1s a rich and beautiful

language. From 1ts depths in the hidden recesses

of our kin, strange and beautiful vistas open to
Uuse « . . It ig the language of father and mother,

of grandfathers and grandmothers. . . . And least

of all can we afford to discard the language which

carries within it the entige riches of thelr

mental and epiritual life.
k- Instinctlively Beret realizes that discarding the language
F??is symbolic of discarding the entire heritage of Norway.

In addition to rebelling agalnst his mother's language,
- Peder rebels against her religion. The religlous turmoil
iL“in Spring Creek during Peder's childhood is typical of the
- s8ltuation in other Norweglan settlements in the Midwest.

For one thing, the immigrente no longer feel the restraints

5Jorgenson and Solum, p. 115.

6Jorgenson and Solum, p. 1l16.
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of the State Church of Norway. Furthermore, the Norwegian-
American churches reflect the church situation in Norway.
The nineteenth century was a time of awakening in
political life, economy, national unity, education, litera-
ture, and religious 1life 1in Norway.7 The dogmatic views of
the State Church were challenged by Hans Nielsen Hauge
(1771-1824), whose efforts for a more personal Christianity
within the State Church had an 1mpact on all aspects of
life. His followers have been called "the puritans of
Norway."8 In the 1850's and 1860's another revival under
ﬁﬂ'Professor Gisle Johnson of the University surpassed the
Hauge movement. Johnsonlan revivallsts sought to separate
the worlaly from the faithful by church discipline.g The
~ resulting tenslon between the State Church and the awakened
churches reflected 1tself in the immigrant communities 1n
America. Some congregations followed the traditlons of the
Norwegian State Church. Other congregations which claimed
to reflect a more awakened laity took a competitive posi-
.~ tlon and at times became an opposling force even though they
7Einar Molland, Church Life in Norway 1800-1950, trans.

Harris Kaasa (hinneapolis. Augsburg Fublishing House,
1957), Pls. 2

8Molland, p. 19.
9Molland, p. 36.
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remalned within the fold of the Lutheran Church.lo

In Peder Victorious, the tensions within the Spring

Creek church erupt when a young girl is forced to make pub-
lic confession after giving birth to an 1llegitimate child.
The pharisalical treatment of the girl and her subsequent
sulcide confirm Peder's doubts about the church as an agen-
¢y of God's mercy. His misgivings are furthered by the en-
sulng spllt in the congregation. Gradually he drirts away
from the church. Hé resents the pastor's urgings that he |
enter the ministry. By not answering questions at confirma-
tion, he silently rejJects his mother's Norwegian Lutheran
faith. Leaving the church is part of his rebellion againsgt
his mother's cultural heritage and alsc a reaction against
the ineffectivenese of the church in their midst.

Another aspect of Peder's rebellion involves Beret's
Intense loyalty to Norway that causes her to mistrust
5: pPeople of other national backgrounds. She does not feel
}jlsuperior to them, but she has a distinctly separatist atti-
E tude. pPeder's growing friendship with Charles and Susie
‘;Doheny alarms Beret because she foresees problems arlsing
f,from involvement with their Irish neighbors. Peder argues
EgCliffigg §gggggg§ngiéﬁgg§203‘Ogeggid?ugg:cgu%;egigeghtgcﬁ.
" Among North Americans: A History of the Evangelical Lu-

. theran Church (linneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,
= 1960), pp. 69-119. .
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that in America race does not matter, but Beret replies,

"You can't mix wheat and potatoes in the same bin" (p. 104).
When she reallzes that Peder's involvement with Susie 1ie
picking up momentum, ehe warns, "If the day should cone
that you get yourself mixed up with the Irish, then you will
have lost your mother-~that I could not live through!"
(p. 236).

Almost alone Beret attempts to stem the tlde of Ameri-
canization. She beiieves that only in the home can she
keep her family true to i1ts national traditions. Her older
children express embarrassment and open resentment at thelr
mother's obstinacy, and they go thelr own ways as soon as
they can beccome independent. Peder's irritation turns to
;’ hatred for his Norweglian background. He declares, "When I
am grown up I am goling to go so far away that I'll never
hear the word Norwegian again!" (p. 142).

Peder's reaction is not abnormally vehement. Marcus

Hansen in The Problem of the Third Generstion Immigrant has

called attention to the two worlds of the second genera-

tion immigrant.

As soon as he was free econonically . . . the son
struck out for himself. He wanted to forget every-
thing: the foreign language that left an unmistak-
able trace in his English sveech, the religion that
continually recalled childhood struggles, the family
customs that should have been the havplest of all
memories. He wanted to be away from all physical
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reminders of early days, in an environment so differ-
ent, so American, that all assoclates naffrally
agsumed that he was as American as they.

Peder's deslire to break with his Norwegian past has

been furthered by the local school. Beret senses that in
trylng to make Americans out of immigrant materlial, the
school has been guilty of erasing all traces of Norwegian
culture. Whether unconsciously or not, the teacher tends
to dlscourage any ethnic pride among the students. Subject
matter is strictly.American, and written on the blackboard
is8 the constant reminder: "This is an American school; in
‘work and play allke we speak English only!" (p. 141).

The teacher considers herself a crusader in the cause
of Americanizuatioun. She berates Feder for his Norwegian
accent, warning him that it will prevent him from becoming
a great American. 1In her zeal for converting the '"children
of immigrants from foreign lends" into Americans, Miss
Mahon preaches the gospel of American history.

It remalned to be seen whether she had sufficient

strengtli to instil 1n them the very spirit of

America--that mighty force which had brought their

parents out of bondage in the 01d World, had flung

wlde the doors to this great land, and thereupon

had invited the poor and the downtrodden to come

and be happy in the beauty and promise of the New

World. And hither they had come, all the unfor-

tunate and thne oppressed of the earth. Here they

B bought, without pay, wine and milk; here they hed
b built, happlly confident of the perfect existence

llMarcus Lee Hansen, The Froblem of the Third Genera-
I

;;§¥2n mmigrant (Rock Island, Illinoils: Augustana Historical
¥ j, oclety) 19;58 ) po '7 . )

B
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to come! All previous history was finished, worn
out like an o0ld garment and discarded because no
longer usable. (p. 78)

It is obvious that Rglvaag hag 1ittle patience with
the short-sighted policies of the schools and teachers in
'immigrant comnunities. However, Jorgenson and Solum point
out that the school systems in the Midwest had to conform
to those in the rest of the country. There was no place

in the curriculum for transmitting cultural traditilons.
Without realizing 1f, the educational policy deprived the
ethnic groups of a chance to explore their past.lz
Beret's concern 1s typical of the consternation of
immigrants who resented the policy of the school system.
Their open criticisesm touched off a cdntroversy that raged
in the Midwest around 1850 to 1875.16 The maln 1issue was
whether parochial schools should supplant the common
schools. Church dignitaries from Norway feared that the
Lutheran faith and the Norweglan language and heritage

would be lost in the all-English common schools. However,

Blegen gays, "The average Norweglian lmmigrant quietly

12Jorgenson and Solum, p. 169.

13an interesting account of the controversy 1s given
in Kenneth Bjork and Arthur C. Paulson, eds. and trans.,
"A School and Language Controversy in 1858: A Documentary
- Study," Norwegian-American Studies and Records, 10 (1938),

. DPp. 76-106.
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accepted the public schools through all the years that the
Synod ministers denounced them as 'heathen.'"l4 ‘

Rglvaag, considering it a tragedy to exclude all
aspects of Norwegian culture from schools, suggested as a
possible remedy more attention to Scandinavian affairs in
the comnmon schoolsg, the offering of Scandinavian language
Qi_ courses in high schools, and strong departments in those
~8sublects in colleges and universities in the Midwest.15

'Recent additions of ethnic studies to curricula in
};; high schools and colleges indicate that Rglvaag was ahead
‘of his time in suggesting some of the measures intended to
insure that all ethnic groups in American socliety shall
have a chance to discover their identity and to accept it
as a worthy part of American culture.

Not only the schools; but also the organized church
received Rglvasg's criticism. Rplvaag believed that the
Lutheran church was uniquely qualified to mediate between
ff the external forms of American life and the Norweglan immi-
. grant's inner life of tradition. It could be an instrument
T~ for promoting cultural creativity and retention of old

2 , 16
. Values, including the Norweglan language.

4Blegen, Norwegian Migration: Transition, p. 274.
15

Jorgenson and Solum, pp. 169-70.
1650rgenson and Solum, p. 170.
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In his early novels Rﬁlvaag expresses criticism of

the church among Norweglian-Americans because of 1ts petti-

ness, self-interest, and lack of idealism and noble goals.17

Per Smevik records his observations about the church in his
letters. For instance, he says,

« « o 1t isn't all bright and glorious within the
Norweglan Lutheran Church here elther. Ever since
the early '80's, there has been a storm of dis-
senslion hanging over 1t, and this storm has sometimes
raged so hard that i1t threatened to tear the whole
house to pleces. . . . 1t ate into the very marrow

of the people; and the whole communlity became like a
huge, festering boil full of all kinds of malice and
ugliness. (Per Smevik, pp. 105-06)

In The Boat of Longing also, Rpflvaag inserts a comment
on the ineffectiveness of the church in helping the immi-
grant maké his adjustment to America and in encouraging
him to perpetuate his ties with the homeland. He deplcts
the church representatives who call at the rooming house
where Nils lives as & sorry lot--"dandy apostles," in the
poet's sarcastic terms. (Boat of Longing, p. 213)

Rglvaag'!s criticism of the clergy 1is especlally appar-

ent in Peder Victorious. Instead of gulding the settlement

into a wholesome process of assimilation in which the best

of 1ts culture is kept and blended into American life, the

church concentrates on trivialities. Pastor Gabrielson con-

glders i1t his duty to dissolve Norwegian traditions in the

_17Jorgenson and Solum, p. 150.
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church and to discourage the use of the Norwegian language
among his people, claiming that "twenty years from now not
one word of Norweglan would be heard in America, no doubt

about that" (Peder Victorious, pp. 201-02). The rival

pastor straddles the fence by defending the use of the
Norweglian language while promoting the American cause in
every other way. The church, Rglvaag intimates, should
give stability to the community in order to make 1ts
Americanization solid and effective.

It 1s the meddling pastor who alerts Beret to Peder's
involvement in a theatrical performance, considered by
pletists a sinful, worldly venture. Beret sples on the
rehearsal in which Peder and Susle are embracing. It is
not only Peder's participation in a play, but his open
display of affection for the Irish girl that causes Beret's
temporary derangement. She unsuccessfully attempts to burn
the vacated schoolhouse because 1t "embodles the forces
prying him away from her and from the 0ld World culture,
her mainstay in llfe."l

Agonizing over what to do, Beret seems to hear Per
Hansa urging her to let Peder marry Susle. The story ends

as Beret and Peder start out for the Doheny home to arrange

for the wedding.

18Re1gatad, p. 135.
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Glants in the Earth ends as Beret sends Per Hansa off

on a mission which ends in his death. In Peder Victorious

Beret arranges for her son's marriage, which promises to
end in a different kind of tragedy. As one critic has
suggested, Peder 1s on his way to his undoing.19
Peder's marriage represents the culminatlion of his re-
bellion agalnst his mother, his falth, and his Norweglan
heritaege. Peder wants to be completely American, and he
thinks that he has achleved this goal when he marries
Susle, an Irish Catholic girl.zo However, he has not yet
realized that identity as an American 1s not sufficlent.
In the words of one writer, he must dlscard the "ego-
comforting delusion that he 1s ‘'an American,' identical
to millions of other wonderful beings who, by a serlies of
miracles, constitute a unlque species.“21 In America's

pluralistic esoclety, the ethnic tles which Peder has

severed are essential to his discovery of what he 1s and

?5 whet he 1s not. Their Fathers' God relates the story of

19Paulson, Rglvaag discussion.

2OHaugrud, p. 115.

e 21 The American Equation: Litera-
ot Katharine D. Newman, l'hie AmM
.~ ture in a Multi-ethnic Cul%ure (Boston: Allyn and Bacon,
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Pedert t1 22
8 contlinued search for identity. It also tells the
story of conflict.

Spring Creek has grown from a handful of Norweglan
immigrants banded together by common background and common
needs, into a settled community, with churches, schools,
and places of business. The town recognizes itself as s
unified part of a county, a state, and a nation. Along with
political awareness has come conflict. In the background
of this conflict between men's attitudes and beliefs is the
age-0ld and continual conflict of man agalnst nature.

At the opening of the novel, drought is desiccating
the South Dakota prairies.

Fair weather and a deead calm.

Molten sun and a quivering sky.

Day after day the same. All allke. . . .

Not a sign of rain in the whole dried-up sky. (p. 1)

* The individual families respond variously--hanging on or

giving up in despair.

Yesterday a canvassed wagon, on its way East, had
passed through the Spring Creek settlement, now
following the same trail 1t had taken three years
ago when the course lay on Sunset Land. In huge
yellow letters on the canvas the owner had painted
his defiant farewell:

Fifty miles from water

One hundred miles from wood

To hell with South Dakota,

Velre leaving you for good! (p. 3)

22013 E. Rglvaag, Their Fathers'! God, trans. Trygve
. Ager (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1931). Page refer-
~ ences in the text are to this edition.
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Or the farmers respond collectively. Man alone avalls
l11ttle against nature, but together as a community, they
can fight. At the center of a conflict within the community
i1s a rainmaker. With his promise of producing rain for a
fee, Mr. Jewell raises the hopes of despalring people.
Peder reacts agailnst the swindler on the basis of rational
thinking. He realizes that the mob i1s belng swayed by
false applicastion of scilentiiic jargon and by superstition,
expressed primarily by the Catholic priest, who interprets
Mr. Jewell as an agent of God's divine intervention, the
rejection of whom might bring even more disastrous Jjudg-
ments.

In openly decclaring Mr. Jewelllan opportunist and a
swindler, Peder courageously stands out against the mob.
He 1s reminiscent of Ibsen's Dr. Stockman, who in his
stubborn stand against the folly of the crowd 1s declared

An Enemy of the People. Peder cannot compromise his stand,

nor can he lose gracefully. Whereas old Gjermond Dahl
accepts defeat calmly, immature Peder gets thoroughly
drunk.

Part of Peder'cs antagonism against the community has
resulted from his marrlage to Susle Doheny, an Irish Catho-
lic girl. Peder senses that his marriage 1s the subject
of discussion, sveculation, and communlty gossip. The

marriage has also caused friction between Peder and his
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brother Hans, who complains, "Every place I go people

pounce on me, asking how the Nordlaending is getting along
with his Irish wife . . . want to know how 1t feels to be
related to a lot of Catholics. . . . You've disgraced the
whole family" (p. 20). |

Within the home of Susie, Peder, and Beret Holm lurk
tensions that are ready to flare into open conflict. These
tensions revolve around differences in religion, culture,
ﬁfrand personality and are so interwoven that they are diffi-
L cult to isolate. One writer has summarized the situation
as a "conflict among Peder who is liberal and non religious;
Susie his wife, who 1is Ifish and Cathollic; and Berei who is
traditional orthodox Lutheran." - Peder and Beret's Nor-
g weglan background should also be listed as a factor.

Beret's early superstition and later fanatlcism have
maturéd into an orthodox but unbending faith. "Beret

stands apart from both the older people's spiritual turmoil
and the second generatibn‘s indifference, for her suffering
and her discovery of religious certainty have earned her

R " ]
- spiritual peace."~4 Susie's religlon 1s a "naive Catholl-

y 25
= Clsm," based to a large extent on superstition and fear.
Sor
Mortensen, p. 48.
24Boewe, p. 10.

25Jorgenson and Solum, p. 416.
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‘She depends on her rosary and icons for assurance. When
she neglects the formal outward acts of worship, she fears
God's displeasure. Peder recognizes her fears and he be-
lieves that they can be uprooted by tearing out the basic
cause--the superstitions of her religious faith. He does
not understand that to destroy Susie's falith would mean to
destroy her 1:Lf‘e.26

Peder 1s indifferent to religion. 1In his youth he
rebelled agalinst his mother's rfaith and he continues to
scoff at any outward show of relligiosity. After drifting
away from the church, he embraces the ideas of free-
thinkers like Thomas Paine and Robert Ingersoll, who pro-

" pose rational explanations for all aspects of life. PFeder

defends the right to interpret the Bible as he wishes, or

to. disbelieve 1t.27 He despises Susie's religion and Father

Willlams. Susie's deepest hurt in marriage comes from

Peder's rejection of and scoffing at her religious beliefs.

Peder directs his antaponism not toward the Catholic church

as an institution but toward ignorance, superstition, and

fear that are involved in Catholic worship.

Thus there ie a triangle of conflict involving Beret,

26Reigstad, p. l42.

27Boewe, p- 10.

28Jorgenson and Solum, p. 419.
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. Peder, and Susie. Beret and Susie are equally loyal to

their relligious faiths, but their beliefs conflict. Susie's
falth clashes with Peder's agnosticism; and Peder opposes
hig mother's religion..

The antagonlism is heightened by the birth of a child.
Now Beret and Susie fight for the child's soul. Beret
tries to convince Peder that he should have the baby bap-
tized into the Lutheran falth and that he should give the
child a decent name--Peder, to carry forward the father's
name. Peder scoffs at the idea that the baby needs any
b religion. Unable to convince Feder that baptism has any
‘value, Beret persuades her friend Sorine that she should
administer the sacrament secretly, and she calls the child
Peder Emanuel.

Susie also struggles with the problem of the baby's
baptiem, aware of Peder's displeasure at the 1ldea. At the
ingistence of her father and the priest, Susie furtively
arranges for the ceremony. The baby is baptized Patrick

St. Olaf.

Einar Haugen has made the comment that the conflict =,

p' in Theilr Fathers' God 1s religious in form but not in fact.

xEFRdlvaag uses the clash between the Lutheran and Catholic

 religions because it is a type of confllct common 56 the

29Haugen, "Rflvaag: Norweglan-American," p. 72.
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Mlidwestern scene and to izmigrant life.ao Jorgenson and
Solum emphasize that "The book is not a contribution to
the literature of ecclesiastical controversy."51 The basic
problems involve cultural differences related to religion.
Peder and Susle at first claim to be modern second genera-
tion Americans who are not concerned about their ethnic
backgrounds. However, theilr differences soon surface.

Meyer points out that Rglvaag in this novel is con-
cerned with "consequences of efforts at cultural amalgama-
tion and rejection of 0ld cultural patterns."52 Some of the
problems in this "amalgamation'" derive from the personality
conflict between the couple. Although Susle and Peder
ghare a deep, svontaneous love, they are incompatible in
outlooks, interests, and temperaments. Peder 1s an intel-
lectual person, while Susie 1s primarily sensual--"luxuri-
antly fertile," in the words of Jorgenson and Solum.ss
Much of the conflict results from Feder'es feults. Relgstad

calls him a "supreme egotist," because of his pride and his

o4
intolerance.

SOReigstad, p. 1&6.
51Jorgenson and Solum, p. 419.
2Meyer, p. 68.

36Jorgenson and Solum, p. 416.

4
: Reilgstad, p. 140.
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i Peder fortunately has inherited some of his father's
Joyfully optimistic resvonse to life. "He went about his
work intoxicated by the fragrance of sprouting, bursting
life and of dank, living earth. He had dreams of wondrous
things to be, felt them more than saw them. Great to be
alivel!" (p. 92). But Peder i1s immature. After his humili-
ating defeat at the hands of the pro-rainmakers, he goes
out on a colossal drunk. Then, however, it is a sense of
affinity to nature that brings him back to reality:
The strong odor of the barnyard, the friendly
breathing of the cows, the squirting of the sweet-
smelling milk into the oall, and the song of a

meadow lark calling its mate today affected him
strongly . . . life was good and kind. (p. 66)

Per Hansea had his frontier to conquer, and hie son
Peder Victorious has his--politics. During his 1life, Per
Hansa accomplished the physical settlement of the prairies.
Beret 1s still fighting to keep this kingdom flrmly rooted
in the o0ld culture while it grows into a part of America.
Now Peder anticipvates conquest in public service. He senses
a call to serve as county commissioner: "Tonight the Call
had 1ald a hand on his shoulder and spoken clearly, unmig-
takably, determining his course from now on. . . . And this

was only the beginning!" (p. 214).

Ag Peder senses hls misslon, he begins to reallze that

his marriage is not satisfactory. He and Susie do not

share interests and ideals. She shows no involvement in
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‘his reading or in his plans for the future.

Occasionally . . . he tried reading aloud to her.
But she was always so tired after the day's toil
that she listened only with ears full of drowsi-
ness. Although he did not say i1t, her lack of
interest in new ldeas vexed him. (p. 91)

‘When he enthusiastically tells her about his plans to im-
prove the farm, "She looked at him absently, as if she.had
not heard what he said" (p. 197). Susie i1s afraid of the
new ideas 1n liberal politics that excite Peder. Like the
young Beret in her first experiences on the prairie, Susie
1s afraid of new ways. She relies on familiar patterns.

The conflict in marriage resulting from lncompatible
personallities is further complicated by Peder's mother,
Beret, into whose home Susle has come to live. Having been
unable to dissuade Peder from marrylng Susie, Beret stolc-
ally accepts the outsider into her home, but 1t still re-

?? mains Beret's home. Susle, accustomed to a casual form of

housekeeping, does not feel at home im the atmosphere of

austere cleanliness. She 1s painfully conscious of the
contrast between Beret's orderliness and her father's care-
lessness. For instance, when Peder offers to help her

g@‘clean up the kitchen in her father's house, Susle flares

up. "'0h, leave those dishes alone, you fooll' she

%®Reigstad, p. 142.
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: exploded, her body trembling with anger. 'I've heard
enough about the slopoy Irish. You Norweglans needn't
come around here rubbing it in'" p. 105).
Susle feels 1like a guest in her husband's home, since
" her mother-in-law is completely in charge of housekeeping.
However, when the baby arrives, Beret and Peder are shut
out of Susle's and Petie's world. 1In subtle ways, Susie
makes Peder feel unnecessary. She delights in Petie's
fear of hls father and his obvious preference for his
Grandpa Doheny. Susie resents Beret and Peder when they
take Petle into thelr enchanted Norwegian world, and she
feels threatened by Beret's grandmotnerly tenderness toward
the baby.
After old Doheny's serious accident, Susie thinks it
her duty to take care of her father, believing that he
needs her more than Peder does. 1In her old home she feels

secure.

Here she sat among her own people, snug and sheltered
in the age-old faith of her fathers. She was thelirs
and they were hers. Countless, unbreakable bonds
held them together. Around them were the great
things of 1lire, the things that really mattered,
secure and never-failing. (p. 120)

.~ Although she misses Peder, as ls evident fron thelr passlon-

| ate reuniong, she is tormented by a sense of love and duty

Eiﬁoward her father. Torn thus between love for Peder and for

ifher father, Susie 18 a pathetic person.
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Involved in the ailing marriage situation is Beret.
In her wisdom, she urges Peder to share his dreams and
plans with Susie because "two horses that don't drive even—
ly make a poor team" (p. 184). Sensing Peder's need for
Susle, Beret offers to take care of 0ld Doheny and his
house so that Susie can return to Peder. Doheny's sneer-
ing rejectlon reveals his crassness: "I've got to do my
own courting" (p. 193). Then Beret realizes more than ever
that a "gulf deeper and wider than all eternity had opened
between her and this house and these people. Never could
the gulf be bridged over" (p. 194).

Beret "mellows into old age," says White, in his
evaluation of her. "The fearful, almost too sensitlve
Beret, who hed become the masterful, forceful farm woman,

now becomes the qulet, modest grandmother. . . . Her

character 1s complete.“66 On her deathbed Beret emerges in

all her humanity and dignity. Even crotchety old Dr.}
Green recognizes her stature: "And there was a dignity
over this worn-out farmer woman that, for once, made him
keep his temper" (p. 243).

In the formulation of the will, Beret exhlbits rare
wisdom. The farm is to go to Peder, but not as a gift.

It will cost him much in money, even as 1t cost Per Hansa

36ynhite, p. 102.
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and Beret much in suflfering. Peder must continue building
his kingdom. Consclous of the need for continuity, Beret
stipulates that the farm must remain in the family, handed
down from Peder Victorious to Peder Emanuel.

After settling her business affairs, Beret puts her
peresonal matters in order by confessing to Susie the secret
baptism of her grandchild. Then she quietly takes her
leave. Reigstad has called Beret "too great a soul to be
encompascsed by the bounds of any argument--in death as in
life . . . a perenn of dignity and beauty."37

Susle's primary response to Beret's death is resent-
ment over Beret's confession that Petle was vaptized a
Lutheran. 5She has no room for sorrcw or compasslon for her
grieving husband, but she takes for granted that certain
rituals must be performed in time of death. Susie is con-
fused and terrified by the matter-of-fact acceptance of
death and by the lack of concern for a wake. The night of
Beret's death, Susle's fears and superstitions climax in a
hystericeal scene that brings on a nearly fatal miscarriage.

Antagonisms are put aside temporarily during Susie's
recovery. However, Peder, who has desired complete freedom
from his Nordic past, begins to realize that freedom to

marry Irish Susie has meant greater bondage. He percelves

57Reigstad, p. 147.
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‘more clearly the shortcomings of his marriage after he
meets Nikoline Johansen, a girl from Norway. Relgstad
calls her the "proper mate for Peder."38 Instinctively
Peder and Nikoline sense a bond of mutual aspirations and
slmilar attitudes. She understands his desire to achieve
gsomething worthwhile, and she urges him to continue striv-
ing, in spite of discouragements. Too late he comprehends
that what he snatched at in marrying Susie is hildur, a
reflected image in the sky that lacks reality and substance.

Differences between Peder and Susle are irreconcilable.

The final conflict comes when Peder discovers that Susle
has 1ied and has betrayed him in his bid for public office,
choosing ioyalty to the opponent on the basis of national-
ity and religion. Peder believes that the center of the
conflict is his wife's clinging to her o0ld superstitious
faith. 1In a cold fury he destroys her religious trinkets,
methodically picking the beads from the rosary, breaking
the crucifix, and grinding the broken pleces under his
heel. "Here's the root of all evil," he mutters. "Now
we're through with the idols in this house, Susie!" (p. 337).
The next morning Susle returns to her father's house,

taking the child with her.
' Lt the beginning of Thelr Fathers' God, Peder stands

58Re1gstad, p. 145.
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< alone agalnst the mob who are looking for an easy solution
to the drouth. DNow he stands alone in his home after the
climactic emotional storm that has cost him his marriage.
Where does he go from here?

On the one hand, he has indicated that he 1s making
his way back toward an acceptance of Beret's values. He
has been helped toward identifying himself in terms of his
past by two people. One 1s Nikoline, who attracts him be-
cause of thelr similar interests and outlooks. Peder
reallzes that their mutual Norweglan background has in-
fluenced thelr affection for each other.

The other person who helps Peder understand the value
of his heritage is Pustor Kaldahl. It 1s not enough to be
Just an Americen, he indicates. "If we're to accomplish
anything worth while, anything at all, we must do 1t as
Norwegiang. . . . If this process of levelling down 1is
allowed to continue, America 1s doomed to become the most
impoverished land spiritually on the face of the earth . .
. . Soon we will have reached the perfect democracy of
barrenness. . ." (pp. 209-10). He urges Peder and others
in the community to value their traditions and to pass
‘them on to those coming after them, not only for their

individual enrichment, but for the good of their adoptive

f, country.
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The Norwegian Lutheran pastor's advice is sound, but
what about Susle's traditions? Does Peder have the right
to crush out the "symbols and soul of another's spiritual
and cultural beliefs"?59 Rglvaag leaves many questions
unanswered. Perhaps he wants to indicate that finding
one's own identity in terms of ethnic heritage is only
half of the problem. The other part is the acceptance and
appreclation of all other ethnic groups in pluralistic

America.

9
Paulson, Rflvaag discussion.
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CHAPTER VI
REFLECTIONS ON A HERITAGE

At the end of Their Fathers' God, Peder Victorious

stands alone, having severed his ties with hls parents!
cultural past and having destroyed his marrlage by seeking
to uproot his wife's faith and traditions. His mother is
dead, his wife and child have left him, and his political
hopes have been demolished. His destiny looks bleak. In
eplte of hils predicament, however, Peder possesses a long,
rich tradition to fall back on, and there are indications
that he has begun to see himself in relation to these
deeper values. Furthermore, there is Petie--Peder Emanuel--
who, in spite of hls red halr and Irish temper, belongs in
the 1line of Peder Victorious and Per Hansa.

Rflvaag indicated his intentions of writing a fourth
and final volume of the Peder Victorious serles. Accord-
ing to Jorgenson and Solum, "he intended to bring FPeder
‘home.! He was to find himself in terms of his raclal

heritage and in terms of the new nation he wanted to bring

forward and upward." The relation of Feder Emanuel to his

‘cultural backgrounds would be interesting to speculate

upon. A 1lively concern for his Irish and Norwegian

1Jorgenson end Solum, p. 427.
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‘traditions could emerge, according to Marcus Hansen's
"principle of the third generation interest," which asserts
that what the son wants to forget the grandson wishes to
remember.g

In one of his early novels, Rglvaag looks at the sec-—

ond generation immigrant from an angle different from that

of Thelr Fathers' God. Just supposing that a second gen-~

eration couple did not have parents who appreciated their
cultural past--and there are more of that type in America
than there are Berets. Supposing this couple had no

children--what is the outlook for them? Pretty grim, says

Rflvaag in To Tullinger (Two Fools), which he published in

1920. The novel was largely rewritten before 1t appeared

in English translation in 1930 as Purege gglg.s During the
years preceding its publication, America had struggled
through a world war that was marked by bigotry end hysterla.
Rflvaag referred to the period as "The Day of the Great
Beast."4 This unfortunate time 1is the background of the
story that traces the moral deterioration of a husband

L. and wife who make money thelr sole purpose in 1life. Lars

and Lisbet Houglum (Louis and Lizzie) are "second generation

Hansen, p. 9.

str a discussion of revisionary changes, see Jorgen-
son and Solum, pp. 402-06.

4
Jorgenson and Solum, p. 213.
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-Norwegians who have cut themselves off entirely from the
0ld-world culture and have acquired little of value from
the new."5

The theme for the novel comes directly from the Fourih
of July speech in The Third Life of Per Smevik, in which the
speaker points out that a beneflt promised by America to
lmmigrants 1s prosperity achieved through hard work and
clear, practical thinking. In the speech, the promise 1is
tempered by the reminder that "life 1s more than fooqd,
earthly happiness 1s more than civic freedom, and God's
greatest gift to man is not first and foremost great oppor-

tunities." (Per Smevik, pp. 122-23) That warning goes un-

6
heeded in Pure Gold.

Three patterns are discernible in the novel: the
growing attachment of the principal characters to money;
the gradual allenation of the couple; and the final tragilc
futility of thelr lives.

Louils and Lizzie Houglum start married life as normal-
ly as most young couples, proud of each other and optimistic
about the future. Although Louls has less than average
intelligence, he displays strength and virility to compen-

sate. Lizzle boasts superior business abllity. They share

5Boewe, p. 5.

6 3 Sivert Erdahl and
Ole E. Rplvaa Pure Gold, trans. ©
0. E. Rglvasg %New %érkz Harpe% and Brothers, 1530). Page
references in the text are to this transletion.
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- & practical urge to get ahead by purchasing their own farm.
As tlime goes on, their Pralseworthy habits of good manage-
ment develop into thriftiness, then frugality, and finally
stinginess.
Louis preclpltates a turning point in their lives when
he glves his wife a ten dollar gold plece, which casts a
strange spell upon her. Fromn this time on Lizzie loves
money 1itself, not the value of money as a purchasing agent.
It becomes a substitute for friends, for a place in society,
and especlally for children.7 Needing something to love,
"they choose gold, not realizing that it can never bring
them true love and joy."8 Louls and Lizzle remaln childless,
and they reject the pastor's suggestion that they adopt an
orphan. Their affectlion for thelr money seems parental.
They play with it and refer to the various types of money
by pet names--babies, brats, shillings. "Both bills and
sllver were dear to them, but most precious of all was the
heap of gold." (p. 81)
The bank fallure hastens the process of degeneration.

They grieve over their loss as if 1t were a personal be-

reavement. Saving to compensate for the loss becomes a

Z : lation,"

Robert L. Stevens, "Pure Gold: An Appreclatlon,
paper presented at Rdlvéag Symposium, St. Olaf College,
Northrield, Minnesota, October 28, 1974.

8Haugrud, p. 1l12.
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‘religious bPractice, with money as their god. Finally the
Houglums sell their farm for an exorbitant price. The
fifty thousand dollars Joins the other bills in thelr money
belts. Now moving to town, they rent two fooms over a
store, existing on meager meals and using a minimum of fuel.

As Louls and Tizzle tighten their grasp on their
purses, they loosen their hold on personal ties with Tamily,
church, homeland, and community, and finally each other.
Lizzie's normal affection toward her parents deteriorztes
to a greedy concern for financial benefits from them. She
borrows money from her father without interest in order to
pay off the mortgage. After all, she reasons, "What does
he need more money for? Ee only wastes 1t, on missions
and orphan homes and such foollshness" (p. 47). Finally,
gossip circulates "that they had plucked 0ld Tom Oien clean
of practically everything he possessed, save the farm'

(p. 68).

Church contributions are difficult to collect from
Louis and Lizzie. On one occasion they hide under thelr
bed in order to avoid the pastor as he makes the rounds of
his parishioners to collect his salary.

Lizzle is contemptuous of her Norweglan background.
First she insists on dlsposing of forelgn-sounding names.
"Lars" 1is changed to "Louls," and "Lisbet" becomes "Lizzie." .

Even though Louls has enjoyed hie Norweglan newspaper for
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many years, Lizzie decides that it 1s a needless expense.
Allenatlion proceeds as Lizzle's hard business deals
"cost them their few friends in the community. Eventually,
they dlspose of thelr hired man in order to save money. A
flnal wedge 1s driven when the couple refuses to contribute
to the Liberty Loan drives. Infuriated patriots accident-

ally burn down the misere' home during a demonstration

against them.

While Louls and Lizzie have isolated themselves firom
goclety, they have enjoyed harmony in their home. "They
lived happlly together, these two human beings--at least
tolerably so. Both were strong, 1n the best of healtii;
they elept well at night, and their savings increased from

year to year" (p. 77). However, Lizzle's unquenchable

thirst for money propels her into a deal with a swindler,

and this mistake precipitates a crack In the couple's close

relationship. Now mistrusting each other, they divide

their resources and begin to cheat a little.
After moving to town, they remaln rootless bystanders

instead of involved citizens. "Before very long visltors

came to see them. . One day the Methodist minister and.

his wife called, he urging them to attend his church and

his wife inviting them to a get-together lunch in the

church parlours the next evening. The Houglums declined
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both" (p. 274). With the sale of their farm, they sever
their last ties with the outside world. As they sit in
thelr miserable rooms, they realize that money has lost
some of 1ts enchantment.

The full impact of isolation strikes Louls, who sits
alone in the dingy rooms or tramps the streets while his
wife works in a restaurant. "By twilight-time he would be
back at his rooms, sitting with his coat on, by the window.
A chill was trying to get at his bones, working from his
feet up. The room was like an ice box . . . wood eleven
dollars a cord .. « . coad twelve dellars.a ton's (p. £87).

Louls' feeling of alienation increases when he over-
hears a rumor of impending doomsday. The pastor to whom he
goes for reassurance scolds him; Lizzie scorns him as a
coward; and others ignore him. Finally he walks elghteen
miles to see his horses, and they recognize him. "At the
sound of the volice of their old master the horses whinnied
lustily; throwing their heads back and pulling at their
halters, they rolled thelr eyes so that the whites showed.
Their neighings set the quiet of the barn afire" (p. 320).
Micerly old Louils sobs. He starts the long trek back to
town in the bitter cold.

As evening grows into night without a sign of Louis!
return, Lizzle suspects foul play and worries about her

monéy. Fearing robbers, she bars the door and waits
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fearfully in the cold room, armed with an ax. She hears
fumbling steps groping up the stairs, rasping sounds, and
Jerkings at the door, then silence. Three days later the
frozen bodles of Louls and Lizzie are discovered, one on
elther side of the closed door.. Because of the fear that
influenza has caused their deaths, theilr shabby clothing
is removed and burned, including the queer belts next to
their bodies.

After all the people had left the store the smoke

from a small bonfire back of Jenkins' Drygoods &

Groceries curled 1tself lazily up through the

frosty alr of the cold star-night. The paper which

had been wrapped around the clothes and the clothes

themselves gave a cheerful flame. The belts went
more slowly. But gradually they too changed into
slender columns of blue smoke which mingled with

the calm, deep night and was gone. (p. 348)

The retrogression to complete miserliness has been
accomplished. Lizzie and Louis Houglum have changed from
normal young people to plitiable wretches who in 1life and in
death are completely alienated from soclety and from each
other.

In a sense, the couple have brought about theilr own
destruction. Many theorles have been advanced to explain
thelr deterloration. Reigstad suggests that they are de-

9
feated because they do not love the land. They merely ex-
Ploit it to achleve thelr own selfish ends.

However, Louls and Lizzle are not villains. They

9Re1gstad, p. 74.
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- eliclt a feeling of pity, not hatred. As one speaker has
pointed out, they seem helpless to prevent their degenera-
tion. They have been converted into "two fools'" by a
money-mad society.10 The community participates in the de-
gtruction of the Houglums. According to one writer, they
are surrounded by "materiallstic ministers, by dishonest
bankers, by power-mad bond-drive organizers, by barbaric
terrorists."ll

American culture 1s insipid and shallow; the community
lacks worthwhile i1deals; and the individuals 1like Louls and
Lizzle drift helplesely toward futile ends. Rglvaag's im-
plications are clear. No individual or society or nation
call vXist purposelully without roots. In relatively new
comnuni ties, such as those in the Midwest, the danger of
rootlessness and shallowness 1s especlially evident. Rgl-
vaag emphasizes that the church has missed 1ts opportunity
to be an agent for promoting depth in individual 1lives and
in society. He criticizes the clergy who are either ridic-
ulously helpless or pompously pro-American, so caught up

in the "froth of wartime Americanization® that they are not

interested in the souls of immigrant parishioners.l2

lostevens, Rgivaag peper.

11Erling Larsen, "The Art of O. E. Rglvaag," Minnesota
English Journal, 8 (Winter 1972), 21. e e .

12

Jorgeneon and Solum, p. 258.
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If R¢lvaag seems unduly pessimistic in this novel, it
nust be remembered that he had lived through a war which he
considered "a calamity to the nation as a whole and a par-
ticular misfortune to the cultural and religious interect
whose furtherance he regarded more important than the pre-
gervation of his own 11fe.“15 The depressing picture of war
hysteria in Pure Gold is authenticated by hilstorical ac-
counts.l4 Pro-Americanism caused the second generation
immigrents to turn thelr backs on the traditions of theilr
parents! homeland in thelr eagerness to declare loyalty to
America. Such rejection of cultural ties in the interests
of euperficial patriotism 1s as deplorable as relinquicshing
them for materlalistic reascns, intimates Rflvaag.

The conclusion of Pure Gold is certalnly grim. The

thin column of blue smoke curling skywerd conveys the feel-
ing of finality and utter futility. 'In this nowvel, the

warning issued to Peder in Thelir Fathers'! God resounds nmore

intensely: "A people that has lost 1ts traditions 1s

doomed!" (Their Fathers' God, p. 207).

15Jorgenson and Solum; p. 289-.

14See E. Clifford- FelsOn, lLuthertnism §& | NOnhl
America 1914-1270 (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,
1972), pp. 2-10, for &n explenation of the pressures ex-
erted on the Lutheran church during the war years. His
discussion makes Rdlvazg's position clear and also ex- _
rlains the reasons for some of the apparent ineffectiveness

of the clergy.
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Rglvaag aims this warning at his own countrymen who
are so absorbted in making a living that they neglect other
values. In their eagerness to pursue the "American Dreaun,"
they too eagerly cut loose from 0ld ¥World culture and
gstandards. Louls and ﬁizzie win the battle for materisal
gsuccess but lose their own souls,15 and thls possibility
exists in a culturally poor, materlallistic soclety.

Although RFlvaag admonishes and scolds his countrymen,
he does so without bitterness and satire. Out of deep con-
cern for his adoptive country, as well as love for Norway
and his fellow countrymen in Americe, he enunclates his
cultural philosophy. At one time Rglvaag said that he
never wrote a novel just because of a good theme but that
everything was directly connected with the central interest
of his life.16 Thils interest, expressed in simple terms,
was "the preservatlon of Norweglan culture and its inculca-
tion into American 11fe."17 This goal i1ssues from a concern
for the individual's welfare as well as for America's cul-

tural future.

In an address to the Symra Soclety in Decorah, Iowa,

15Addison Eibbard, "Analysls of Pure Cold," Contem-
porary Reading: Dilscussions in Current Literature, 15

February 1930, p. 154.

lsJorgenson and Solum, p. 256.

17Introductlon to Information File, RFlvaag peapers.
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on October 4, 1927, Rflvaag saild, "I cannot be at one with
those who think that in two or three generations all
difficulties will be overcome and willl give way to a new
and happy order."18 He looked on his task as a continuing
one 1if Americé were to find its own pecullar identity.

In his teaching of the children of immigrants at St.
Olaf College, lvaag discovered that a lack of knowledge
and understanding of their heritage made them feel insecure
and 1nferior.19 They did not realize that their national
culture was rich and worthy of belng preserved. Rélvaag
promoted the understanding of ethnic backgrounde through
hls teaching, speaking, writing, and work with organiza-
Historleel -Associetion
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whosge purpose was to collect and preserve the heritage of
the Norwegian people in America, through its archives and
its publications.zo It was Rflvaag's demonstrated belief
that no one could discharge his full duties as an American
without knowing his owh cultural background.

The Norwegian culture has qualities worthy of trans-

missien. . In The Third Life of Per Smevik, .the Founrth,.of

July speaker urges his countrymen to honor America by

18Jorgenson and Solum, p. 418.

1gTweet, B 12a

onweet, p. 138.
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- proving "that noble blood flows in the veins of the child-

ren she took to herself from the Northland" (Per Smevik,

p. 118). This "noble blood" he explains in detail in Re-
flectiong on a Hegitagg.zl In the book, Rflvaag points out
that every ethnic group has a contribution to make to
world culture on the basls of racial tralts, which he
calls "christening gifts," given by varents to children
(IT, 1). To remove the special traits in order to achleve
a standardized American culture would lead to impoverish-
ment.

One of the traits that is characteristic of the
Norweglan-American 1s an 1dealistic view of nature, re-
flected in noble attitudes (IV, 3). Another quality which
Rflvaag intimates that America could well emulate is the
Norwegian feeling toward home--a deep-rooted love for a
place which i1s part of one's very life, a repository of
memories and traditions. Rglvaag contrasts this Nor-
weglan attitude with the American estimate of home as a
plece of property that has good resale value (V, 4).

The Norweglan has a sense of self-worth which Rflvaag
calls the "democratic-aristocratic attitude." As a human
being, the Norwegian farmer has always felt himself equal

2lReferences are made in the text to chapter and page

of Reflections on a Herltage, the unrublished translation
of Rflvaag's Omkring Fedrearven (Concerning Our Heritage).




to the first man of his country, but he places himself
under the law of the land--a law which must be the same for
all people (VI, 1). Closely connected with this trait is
an inborn reverence for law and order. Even in pagan times,
people lived according to the saying: "On law shall the
nation be built" (VvII, 1).

Rflvaag lists as one of'the main characteristics of
the Norwegian people "the passion for freedom, for the
greatest possible rights for the individual under a common
law" (XI, 3). Along with thie trait is the ability to
govern themselves (XI, 4).

The Norweglans are hungry for knowledge, says Rglvaag.
He criticizes American schwols which becast of good build-
ings but have no "solid fund of knowledge" (VIII, 5-6). His
sharpest criticism 1s that the schools do not stress the
fostering of ethnic consciousness so that the child can
achleve a sense of self-worth. Rglvaag also points out
that the Norwegian is by nature religlous. This trait
accounts for the importance of the church in immigrant
life, he says (XII).

Rglvaag scolds hls countrymen for neglecting their in-
herent love for the arts. He intinates that the reason for
the abuse 18 "the stupldity and materialism which, like

black rust, lies on our lives and threatens to erode them"

(1%,.-35).
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In chapter ten of Reflections on a Herltage, Rflvasag

gives speclal attention to the place of the Norwegian
language in the keeping of national culture. Langusge 1s
both a means of transmitting a culture and a part of the
culture 1teelf. His emphasls on retention of the Norweglan
language was often misunderstood during his lifetime. He
was accused of attempting to build a "Little Norway" in the
Midwest. Thls accusation he shrugged off as ridiculous,
because billingualism could not possibly affect one's atti-
tude toward America (X, 1-4).

In an introductory lecture in immigrant history, Rg1-
vaag told his students: "I am an Amerlcan first, last, and
all the time. Dutb raéially I am a Norweglan. . . . I am an
Americen. That means that my whole duty 1s toward America.
But, on the other hand, T am intensely interested in my own
race." Furthermore, he insisted that he wanted "every soul
in America to feel that thkis country 1s the best in the
world for him," and i1f it is not, he should make 1% so.22

Rglvaag was proud of his racial characteristics. He
made great claims for his national group. However, ae
Dittmann points out, he was not prejudiced against other

23
nationalities.

22Jorgenson ahd Solum, p. 298.

26Dittmann, p. 146.
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In the Fourth of July speech at the end of The Third
Life of Fer Smevik, Rélvaag mentions the gifts which the

immigrant brings with him to his adoptive country. In Re-
flections on a Heritage, he gets specific, listing the
qualities that prove that America has been enriched by good
human material through adoption of the Norwegian 1mni-
grants. Relgstad observes, "Rglvaag' s 'racialism' never
evolved into a bellief in the superiority of the Nordic
strain; he asserted only that distinctive characteristics
are irrevocably lost in amalgamation."24

Many of the points which Rflvaag makes in Reflections

on a Heriltage have validity for the present generation.

For instance, he notices that young people are graduslly
beginning to "look back to sources of their existence and

to grope for new values," because the vealues hitherto sub-
scribed to have failed (X, 8). He anticipates a renewed
interest in ethnic background--a renailssance of interest in
ancestral heritage. These ideas were expressed in 1922.

It 1s significant. to note that Just half a century later,
Lloyd Hustvedt, secretary of the Norweglan-American Histori-
cal Association, writes, "Our country is experiencing an
‘ethnic renaissance-'"zs In this matter, as in other related

ones, Rglvaag was prophetic.

24Re1gstad, p. 146.

5
& Hustvedt, p. &.



108

Knowledge of ethnic culture helps to make asn American
into an integrated personality, a more effective person who
possesses a feeling of self-worth. This observation was
made by a speaker at the Rlvaag Symposium, who further
asserted that a knowledge of Rglvaag's philosophy as re-
vealed in his novels increased effectiveness in dealing
with Mexican Americans and Indians in the »'Soutlrn-fest.z5 A
feeling of self-worth i1s difficult to engender 1n those who
lack a sense of belonging.

In his novels, RAlvaag explores the immigrant'!s feel-
ing of alienation, of not belonging. Per Smevik searches
for his place on the South Dakota farm; Nlls Vaag wanders
through the streets of Minneapolis and the lumber camp in
the North Woods, looking for his niche; Beret and Per Hansa
struggle to make thelr place on the prairie. For the sec-
ond generation, the search becomes more complicated, as old
and new values are balanced against each other. Some
Norwegian-Americans, like Peder Victorlous, give some evi-
dence ‘that they will find their identity; others, like
Lizzie and Louls, have identity only in relation to false
values.

This sense cof not belonging is not reserved for the
new immigrant in America or for the second generetion immi-

grant. It i1s common to all minorities who feel excluded on

26gtevens, RFlvaag paper.
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‘the basls of established norms of White Anglo-Saxon America.
Hustvedt indicates that in the current "ethnlc renaissance,"
the most forceful thrust clearly comes from "minority
groups who seek dignity and self-identity in terms of their
past."27 It 1s a tragic predicament for the immigrant who
is separated from his dist;nctive people and his homeland
and who does not feel at home in America. How infinitely
more tragic 1t is for those whose past has been blotted
out, ignored, or desplsed.

Rdlvaag's emphasls on preserving ethnic culture as a
means for establishing self-identity and for enriching
American 1life was prophetic. Though he spoke to his own
sltuation in his day, more and more he 1s beginning to
speak to a wilder audlence. In this present generation
there could be a fulfillment of his words: "If there has
been anything deeply true in what I have said, it willl some

8
day prevail."2

44
Hustvedt, p. 3.

28Jorgenson, p. 198%.
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CHAPTER VII
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Out of Rglvaag's concern for the Norweglan-American
immigrant developed his conviction that the Norweglan heri-
tage should be preserved and passed on to following genera-
tions. These 0ld World traditions could help the immigrant
adjust to his new country and also could enrich the fabric
of American culture. This dual coﬁcern involving the Nor-
weglan immigrant and the American culture was the central
theme of his life.

The ourpose of this paper has been to relate the novels
of Rglvaag to the central theme. The relationship has been
established on the basis of successlve stages of the immi-
grant experlence--hie departure from Norway, hils Cirst
sfruggles in the New World, hlis attempts to establish his
identity as an American, &and hls fallure to find satisfying
gbals. These experliences have been explored through the
study of particular novels.

It has been established that the loss of cultural tiles
has resulted in temporary or permanent damage to the immi-
grant. Segments of soclety have become ineffective in
direct relation to their attitude toward ethnlic roots. In-
stitutions 1in soclety, such as the school and the church,

bear a close relationship to the same problem.



141

Through his writing, RFlvaag has established that
ethnic consclousness 1s essential for the individual member
of a minority group. It 1s to a greater degree essentlal

for soclety as a whole in a pluralistic natlon such as

Americs.



BIBLIOGRAPHY

¥Writings of Ole E. Rglvaag

Y. Published Works

Rflvaag, Ole E. The Boat of Longing. Trans. Nora O.
Solum. New York: Harper and Brothers, 1933.

- Glants in the Earth: A Saga of the
Prairie. Introd. Vernon L. Parrington. New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1929.

- Gilants in the Earth: A Saga of the
Pralrie. Trans. Lincoln Colcord and O. E. Rgl=-
vaag. New York: Harper and Erothers, 1927.

« Peder Victorioug: A Tale of the
Ploneers Twentv Years Later. Trans. Wora O.
Solum and 0. E. Rglvaag. New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1929.

. Pure Gold. Trans. Sivert Erdahl and
Rélvaag. New York: Harper and Brothers,

e

o}

'E"\
450

. Thelr Fathers' God. Trans. Trygve
M. &Lger. New York: Harper and Brothers, 1931.

« The Third Life of Per Smevik. Trans.
Ella Valborg Tweet and Solvelg Zempel. liinneap-
01ig:" Dillofi Bregd] Ilc.s LIRE.

. "The Vikings of the Middle West."
American Magazine, 108 (October 1929), 44-47,
85-84 °

II. Unpublished Writings

Rglvaag, Ole E. Reflections on a Heritage. English
trans. of Omkringc Faedrearven by Brynhild Rowberg.

. RPlvaag Collection. Letters, class
notes, lectures, dlary, newspaper and magazine
clippings, manuscripts, in Archives of Norweglan-
American Historical Association, St. Olaf College, -
Northfield, Minnesota.




113
Secondary Sources
Anon. Revlew of Glants in the Earth. Nation, 13 July 1927.

Baker, Joseph E. "Ylestern Man Against Nature: Gilants in
the Earth." College English, 4 (October 19427, 19-28.

Beyer, Harold. A History of Norwegian Literature. Trancs.
and ed. Elnar Haugen. New York: New Yorx University
Press, 1958.

BJork, Kenneth and Arthur C. Paulson, eds. and trans. "A
Schonl and Language Controversy in 1858: A Document-
ary Study." DMNorweglan-American Studles and Records,
10 (1938), 76-106.

Blegen, Theodore C. Norwegian Migration to America 1825-
1860. Northfleld, !innesota: The Norwegian-American
Historical Assoclation, 19&l.

- . Norwegian Migration to America: The
Transltlon. Northfield, Minnesota: The Norweglan-
Americen Historical Association, 1940.

_Boewe, Charles. "Rglvacg'c Americe: An Immigrant Novel-
1st's Views." Humanities Review, 11 (Winter 1957),
3=12.

Boynton, Percy H. America in Contemnofagy Fiction. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1940.

Brooks, Van Wyck. The ¥riter in America. New York: Avon
Books, 1955.

/
Cather, Willa. My Antonia. Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1945.

Gommager, Henry. "The Literature of the Piloneer West."
Minnesota History, 8 (December 1927), 319-28.

Cra&vecoeur, Michel-Guillaume Jean de. "What Is an Ameri-
can?" from Letters from an American Farmer. In The
Literature of America: Colonial Period. Ed. Larzer
Ziff. New York: rcGraw-Hill Boolk Company, 1970,

pp. 3568-85.

Derry, T. K. A History of Modern Norway PE1 44TOTE.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973.




114

~Dlctionary of American Biography. EAd. Dumas Malone. New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1935.

~Dlttmann, Erling. "The Immigrant Mind: A Study of R41l-
vaag." Christlan Libert*, 1.{October,1952)y¢7=46s

Ecksteln, Nell T. "The Social Criticism of Ole Edvart
Rglvaag." Norwegian-American Studles, 24 (1970),
112-36.

Garland, Hamlin. Main-Travelled Roads. New York: Harper
and Brothers, ¢l899.

Gross, Theodore L., ed. A Nation of Nations: Ethnic
Literature 1in America. liew York: The Free Press,
1971.

Hansen, Marcus Lee. [The Problem of the Third Generation
Immigrant. Rock Island, Illlnols: Augustana Histori-
cal Society, 1938.

—~Hardy, G. Gathorne. Norway. New York: Charles Scribner's
Sonsg, 1925.

Haugen, Einar I. "Language and Immigration." HNorweglan-
American Studies and Records, 10 (1933), 1-43.

« The Norweglans in America: A Students!
Gulde to ocaliaed History. MNew York: Teacners
College Press, Columbia Dniversity, 1 967

. "0le Edvart Rglvaag: Norwegilan-American."
Norweglan-American Studies and Records, 7 (1933),
55-73.

Haugrud, Raychel A. "Rglvaag's Search for Soria Morla.!
Norwegian-American Studies, 26 (1974), 103-17.

Heltmann, John. "Ole Edvart Rglvaag." Norweglan-American
Studles and Pecords, 12 (1941), 144-66.

Hibbard, Addison. "Analysls of Pure Gold." Contemporary
Reading° DiscussiOﬁs 1n Current Litorature, 15
February 1930, pp. 2269.

.Hustvedt, Lloyd. "Ethnic Renalssance." Norwegian-American
- Historical Associstion News Letter, 45 (March 1972),

Se




115

~Jorgenson, Theodore. "The Main Factors in Rglveag's
Authorship." Norwegian-American Studies and Records,
10 (1938), 135-51.

and Nora O. Solum. QOle Edvart Rflvaag:
A Bilography. New York: Harper and Brothers, 1939.

“Larsen, Erling. "The Art of O. E. Rglvaag." Minnesota
English Journal, 8 (Winter 1972), 17-29.

Larsen, Hanna Astrup. "Ole Edvart Rglvasg." American-
Scandinavian Review, 20 (January 1932), 7-9.

McFarlane, James Walter, ed. The Oxford Ibsen. Vol. 3.
London: Oxford Universelty Press, 1972.

Meyer, Roy W. The'Middle Western Farm Novel in the Twen-
tleth Century. Lincoln, Nebraska: Universlty of
Nebraska Press, 1265.

-Molland, Einar. (Church Life in Norway 1800-1950. Trans.
Harris Kaasa. Minneapolis: Augsburg Puolishing
House, 1957.

_Mortencen, Wayne F. "The Problem of Logse of Culture in
Rglvaag's Giants 1n the Earth, Peder Victorious, and
Their Fathers'! God. Minnecota English Journal, 8

(Winter 1972), 42-51.

-Nelson, E. Clifford. Lutheranism in North Anerica 1914-
1970. Minneapolis; Augsburg Publishing House, 1S72.

and Eugene L. Fevold. The Lutheran
Church Among Norwegian-Americans: A History or the
Evangellical Lutheran Church. Minneapolis: Augsburg
Publiehing House, 1960.

Newman, Xatharine D. The American Equation: Literature in
a Multi-ethnic Culture. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1971.

Olson, Julius E. "Ole Edvart Rglvaag, 1876-191: In Memo-
riam." Norweglan-American Studles arnd Records, 7
(1933), 121-30.

Parrington, Vernon L. Main Currents in American Thought:
An Interpretetion of Americen Literature from the
Beginnings to 1920. & vols. in 1. New York: Har-
court, Brace and Company, 1930.




116

Reigstad, Paul. RPglvaag: His Life and Art. Lincoln,
Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1972.

Spiller, Robert E. and others, ed. Literary History of

The United States. BRev. ed. in 1 vol. New York:
Macmillan Company, 185&.

Tweet, Ella Valborg. "Recollections of My Father, 0. E.
Rflvaeg." Minnesota English Journal, 8 (Winter 1972),

Van Doren, Carl. "Revolt from the Village." 1In The Ameri-
can MNovel, 1789-1933. Rev. ed. New York: Macmillan
Company, 1940, pp. £294-302.

_-White, George Lerny. Scandinavian Themes 1n American Fic-
tion. Philadelphia: Unlversity of Fennsylvania
Press, 1997.

Whitman, %Wslt. "Ploneereg! O Pioneers!" 1In American Life
in Literature, ed. Jay B. Hubbell. New Yorx: Harper
and Brothers, 1926, p. 91.

Other Sources

Rglvaag Symposiur, St. 0laf College, Northfield, Minnesota,
October 28-29, 1972.



	The Norwegian Heritage in America: Rølvaag's Concern for a Pluralistic Society
	Recommended Citation

	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0001
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0002
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0003
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0004
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0005
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0006
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0007
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0008
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0009
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0010
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0011
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0012
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0013
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0014
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0015
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0016
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0017
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0018
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0019
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0020
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0021
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0022
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0023
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0024
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0025
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0026
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0027
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0028
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0029
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0030
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0031
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0032
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0033
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0034
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0035
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0036
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0037
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0038
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0039
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0040
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0041
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0042
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0043
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0044
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0045
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0046
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0047
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0048
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0049
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0050
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0051
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0052
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0053
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0054
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0055
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0056
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0057
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0058
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0059
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0060
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0061
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0062
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0063
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0064
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0065
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0066
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0067
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0068
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0069
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0070
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0071
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0072
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0073
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0074
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0075
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0076
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0077
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0078
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0079
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0080
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0081
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0082
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0083
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0084
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0085
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0086
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0087
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0088
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0089
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0090
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0091
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0092
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0093
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0094
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0095
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0096
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0097
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0098
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0099
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0100
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0101
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0102
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0103
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0104
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0105
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0106
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0107
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0108
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0109
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0110
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0111
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0112
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0113
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0114
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0115
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0116
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0117
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0118
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0119
	Halvorson-Hazel_1974-0120

