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An estimated one million 
men, women, and children left 
Norway for the United States 
between 1830 and 1920.  Only 
Ireland sent a greater percentage 
of its population.

Many of us, who have 
visited Norway, have looked at 
the landscape and wondered 
why anyone would leave such 
a beautiful place.  There were 
many reasons, but the decision 
frequently came down to survival 
and opportunity.

Emigration from Norway is 
often discussed in terms of so-
called “push” and “pull” factors.  
People were pushed out by 
increasing population pressure.  
Overpopulation was due to 
several factors.  A smallpox 
vaccine became mandatory in 
Norway in 1810.  In the century 

before, smallpox had been 
a leading cause of death in 
Europe and killed almost a half-
million people each year.  After 
1814 there were fewer wars 
throughout Europe, so people 
were not dying from injuries and 
related causes like famine and 

polluted water.  Potatoes, which 
were introduced as a crop in 
Norway during the early 1800s, 
provided an economical and 
nutritious food source.  

Overpopulation created 
competition for limited 
resources, such as arable land.  
Inheritance laws limited who 
could receive land.  People 

were pushed out by a strict class 
structure.  The Sami, indigenous 
people of Norway, Sweden, 
Finland, and the Kola Peninsula 
of Russia, were under pressure to 
abandon their language, religion, 
and way of life.  Mandatory 
military service and widespread 
famine impacted Norwegians 
less than people in other parts of 
Europe.

Pulling Norwegians to 
America were opportunities to 
buy land, choose an occupation, 
choose a religion, and pursue the 
education of their choice.  For 
some, it was the adventure of 
travel and a new life.  Others felt 
the pull of persuasive “America 
letters,” written by friends 
and relatives who had already 

by Laurann Gilbertson
Chief Curator

Vesterheim Norwegian-American Museum

immigrated.
The first organized ship-

full of Norwegian emigrants 
left Stavanger in July of 1825 
and arrived in New York 
City in October.  The sloop 
“Restauration” carried 52 
people (plus an infant born 
onboard), mostly Quakers, who 
were seeking religious 
freedom.  Non-Lutherans 
were prohibited from 
practicing in Norway.  

Emigration from 
Norway became more 
common in the 1840s.  
The numbers increased 
almost every year until 
the so-called “America 
fever” had taken hold by 
the 1860s.

At first the emigrants 
were older couples 
and families, people 
who had tried to make 
a good life in Norway 
and decided they could 
not.  There was a shift 
in about 1870 from 
families to individuals 
and increasingly younger 
people who either knew 
they didn’t have a chance 
to make a good life in 
Norway or didn’t want to 
try. 

The peak years of 
immigration from Norway 
to the United States 
occurred between 1866 and 
1873, 1880 and 1893, and 
from 1900 to 1914.  The 
single largest year was 1882 with 
28,804 travelers.

Surprisingly, immigration 
did not fall completely off at 
the time of the Civil War.  Why 
would anyone come at a time 
of conflict and risk being forced 
to fight for a country they could 
barely call their own?  Land.  
Many came, taking the chance 
they would survive to use the 
cash enlistment bounty to 
purchase land.

There was a lot to do 
to prepare for the journey.  
Emigrants needed cash, so there 
were often auctions or sales of 
extra belongings.  They would 
need passports and vaccination 
certificates.  They would also 
need to register at the church 
that they were leaving.

After they packed (we will 
look at what emigrants would 
pack for the journey later), they 
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person.  By the mid-1860s the 
journey would be by steam ship 
and would only take a week.  

When emigrants arrived on 
the shores of North America, 
they came through several 
different ports.  We’re probably 
most familiar with Ellis Island in 
New York City, open from 1892 
to 1954.  The earlier immigration 
station there was called Castle 
Garden and it was open from 
1855 to 1890.  Eastern Canadian 
cities, however, received 
the majority of Norwegian 
immigrants between 1850 and 
1874.  Some Norwegians arrived 
in Philadelphia.  And New 
Orleans was also an important 
port, especially for those coming 
early and to the Midwest 
because they could travel up 
the Mississippi River before 
continuing on a relatively short 
journey by river boat, wagon, 
or on foot to their intended 
destination.  

Ole Nattestad was the first 
Norwegian to settle in Wisconsin.  
He came to Rock County in 
1838 after living a short time 
in Illinois.  He had arrived in 
Illinois with his brother, Ansten, 
who returned to Norway to 
gather a group of more than 
one hundred people.  Ansten 
Nattestad shepherded the group 
to Jefferson Prairie and Rock 
Prairie in Rock County in 1839.

Rock Prairie in Rock County, 
Muskego in Waukesha County, 
and Koshkonong in Dane County 
were important early settlements 
and served as “mother colonies,” 
where Norwegians would first 
come before leapfrogging north- 
and westward to the interior of 
Wisconsin.

Northcentral Wisconsin 
was settled beginning in 1848. 
These first settlers called the 
area Indi-landet (the Indian 
land).  One could still buy land 
here at the government price of 
$1.25 per acre.  The communities 
of Amherst, New Hope, 
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FAMILY BRIDAL RUG Dr. Lars Michael Raun 
stood on for his wedding ceremony. (Gift of Ellen 
Christgau; 1980.041.001)

would have to get to a port.  
Journeys would be made through 
Norway on foot, by horse, wagon, 
and boat.  

During the early years, the 
journey was by sailing ship, 
which would take about eight 
weeks.  Well-prepared emigrants 
needed food for ten weeks.  For 
each adult, they needed 70 
pounds of bread, 24 pounds of 
meat, three pounds of coffee, 
and more.  The captain provided 
three quarts of water per day per 



Stevens Point, Scandinavia, 
St. Lawrence, and Iola became 
heavily Norwegian settlements.

What was Brought
Let’s focus in on what the 

immigrants brought, in trunks, 
in hands, and in hearts, starting 
with the luggage itself.  There 
were round-topped trunks with 
rosemaling, square trunks made 
especially for the journey with 
names and addresses painted on 
the front, large food boxes, small 
chests for the most personal 
belongings, and, in later years, 
suitcases.

Often, the reasons why items 
were brought are as interesting 
as the items themselves.  In 
trunks, they brought items 
that they needed for the 
voyage, like cooking 
equipment, food, 
bedding (because 
they had to 
provide their 
own bedding 
on the ship), 
and books such 
as the Bible or 
English-language 
instruction 
books.

They 
brought items 
they needed 
(or thought they 
needed) for their 
new homes and 
lives.  Many 
brought tools 
and equipment 
for textile 
production, 
carpentry, 
farming, and 
fishing.  They 
expected 
they would 
continue 
cooking 
certain foods 
and creating 
their own clothes, 

so some brought potato grinders 
for lefse and nearly every woman 
brought a spinning wheel for 
yarn for knitting and weaving.

There were items that were 
too special to leave behind, like 
sweetheart and engagement 
gifts.  Ale bowls were very often 
brought because these pieces 
had been part of every toast at 

every special family occasion 
(Christmas, weddings, 

funerals), sometimes for 
generations.  They 

might bring small 
pieces of handwork to 
remember a person 
or their own old life.

And then there 
were the items that, 
in a pinch, could 
be sold or melted 
down, like silver 
spoons, brooches, 
and buttons.  

Brought in 
hands were the 
skills to use the 
tools packed in 
trunks.  The skills 
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might support families at home, 
such as textile production, 
or provide employment, such 
as farming, carpentry, or 
shoemaking.  Many immigrants 
had to quickly adapt their 
skills to new situations and 
technologoes.  Farming, 
for example, was becoming 
mechanized much more quickly 
in the U.S. than in many of the 
communities the Norwegians had 
left.  

Per Lysne immigrated to 
Stoughton, Wisconsin, in 1907 
at the age of 27 along with 
his wife.  He worked at the 
Stoughton Wagon Company as a 
painter and decorator of wagons, 
adding striping and scrolls to 
wagon boxes.  The factory closed 
during the Depression, so Lysne 
turned to rosemaling, a skill 
that he had learned in Norway 
from his father.  He started 
by “refreshing” old trunks, 
repainting the motifs, then 
developed his own cheerful style.

Language isn’t just what you 
speak.  It is how you express your 
history, thoughts, and beliefs.  
It wasn’t always easy to learn a 
new language and a new culture.
Anna Hedalen Ellestad arrived 
in Wisconsin from Valdres in 
1856.  She worked the first 
winter in the Madison home 
of former governor Leonard J. 
Farwell.  She had difficulties 

CRAZY QUILT WEDDING 
GOWN created by 
Helene Monson Rossing 
around 1900 featured 
embroidered Bible 
verses in Norwegian 
and in English. An 
enlargement of one 
of the Norwegian 
verses embroidered 
in the dress 
material appears 
in THE WINDOW 
on page one. (Gift 
of Elizabeth Forell; 
1992.079.001)

NORWEGIAN 
FIDDLE 
accompanied 
Halvor Evenson 
when he immigrated 
to America as a 
young man. (Gift of Mr. 
and Mrs. Vernon Sauby; 
1981.078.001)
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understanding the language and 
culture, so she left to work in a 
Norwegian farm community near 
Madison before marrying and 
settling there.   

Helene Monson Rossing 
was born in Drammen, Norway, 
while her family was traveling to 
Wiota, Wisconsin.  
Later she ran 
the millinery 
(hat making) 
business adjacent 
to her husband’s 
dry good store 
in Argyle.  She 
created a crazy 
quilt dressing 
gown in about 
1900.  She 
embroidered 
Bible verses in 
Norwegian and in 
English on some 
of the solid-color 
fabrics.  She had 
lived only a few 
months of her 
life in Norway, 
but she chose to 
communicate 
and celebrate 
her faith using 
the Norwegian 
language.

Helene 
embroidered the types of Bible 
verses that are typically assigned 
to or chosen by confirmands to 
learn as part of their religious 
education.  Confirmation is a 
public profession of faith and the 
rite in which adolescents become 
adult members of the church.  
The dressing gown may have 
been a gift from Helena to her 
daughter Viola (born 1889) in 
encouragement and celebration 
of this important personal and 
religious event.  Viola attended 
Lutheran Ladies’ Seminary in 
Red Wing, Minnesota, for a year 
before returning home to work in 
the family business. 

The immigrants, women 

especially, found opportunities 
for higher education and 
professional pursuits in the 
United States.  Luther College 
was the first of what would 
eventually be more than 100 
institutions of higher learning to 
be established by the Norwegian 
Americans.  Luther College 
began at Halfway Creek near 
La Crosse, Wisconsin, in 1861 

and relocated to Decorah, Iowa, 
the next year.  Women were 
admitted to St. Olaf in 1874 
when it opened as an academy 
and women continued to be 
admitted when the school gained 
college status in 1889.  Lutheran 
Ladies’ Seminary and the United 
Lutheran Church Normal School 
in Madison, Wisconsin, for 
teacher training were among 
the earliest options available to 
women.

There are many stories of 
Norwegian-American innovators 
and inventors.  The Winter 2016 
issue of the Window describes an 
invention by Melford H. Forseth 
of Iola.  Perhaps Wisconsin’s best 

known Norwegian-American 
inventor was Ole Evinrude. Ole, 
his mother and two siblings 
arrived in 1881, following 
his father who had come the 
year before. Three additional 
siblings were born in America. 
The family settled on a farm 
near Cambridge, Wisconsin. If 
they had remained in Norway, 
Ole would have likely followed 
his father into farming.  In 
Wisconsin, Ole Evinrude went 
to Madison, where he worked in 
machinery stores and studied 
engineering on his own. He 
became a machinist while 
working at various machine tool 
firms in Milwaukee, Pittsburgh, 
and Chicago.  

Ole Evinrude and his 
girlfriend at the time, Bessie, 
were on an outing.  They took a 
boat and rowed to a small island. 
Bessie wanted some ice cream.  
Ole decided to go get some and 
took the boat.  He rowed back 
with the ice cream, but it had 
melted by the time he reached 
Bessie.  Ole built a motor so 
that the next time he needed 
ice cream it wouldn’t melt.  
Evinrude’s first commercial 
outboard motor was introduced 
in 1909.

Stories of 
Vesterheim Artifacts

One of my favorite stories of 
what was brought involves Knut 
Nordsvin and his mill stones.  
Knut came from Vang in Valdres, 
in the 1850s.  He brought mill 
stones because he had heard 
there were no rocks in America.  
That must have sounded like 
heaven to people who had tried to 
farm rocky fields.  Knut, though, 
was concerned about grinding 
grain and brought along two 22-
inch diameter stones.  (Gift of 
Knut Norsving; LC5990)

Ivar Aamodt brought a 
hundred-year-old vest from 
Svorkmo, Sør-Trøndelag, in 
1881.  He met a girl on board the 
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LOG CABIN QUILT created at New Hope by Mathea 
Norde dates from the late 1800s. (Gift of Florence Oligney 
and the University of Wisconsin, Stevens Point)
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2016 Events Schedule

Monday, April 25, 2016
    5:45 pm IHS Board Meeting
    6:30 pm IHS General Meeting
Monday, May 30, 2016
    Noon -- 3:00 pm 3rd Annual
      Memorial Day Pig Roast

The 33,000 object Vesterheim 
Norwegian-American Museum 
collection originated in 1877 
as a study aids holding for 
students attending Luther 
College in Decorah, Iowa. The 
museum became a pioneer in the 
preservation and interpretation 
of America’s cultural diversity in 
1895 when the faculty and alumni 
officially resolved that Norwegian 
immigrant materials should be the 
stated focus of the collection.

An independent institution 
since 1964, when the name 
“Vesterheim” was adopted, it being 
a term immigrants used to describe 

Vesterheim Museum

America when writing letters 
home to Norway, the museum has 
evolved into a national museum 
in terms of both its audience and 
collection. One of the collection’s 
strengths is its holdings of the 
materials immigrants brought with 
them from Norway, along with 
many items that were made or used 
by Norwegian immigrants and their 
descendents in the United States.

This article has been adapted 
from a presentation Ms. Gilbertson 
delivered at a Winchester Academy 
lecture in Waupaca last year. A 
selection of other artifacts from 
the collection appears on the 

museum website (www.vesterheim.
org) under “Virtual Galleries” of 
rosemaling and decorative painting, 
decorative woodcarving, textiles, 
Norwegian metalwork, and fine art.

Visitors to the Vesterheim 
Museum, situated at 502 W. Water 
Street in Decorah, are welcome 
daily, except New Year’s Day, 
Easter, Thanksgiving Day, and 
Christmas Day; May 1 - Oct. 31, 9 
a.m. to 5 p.m., Nov. 1 - Apr. 30, 10 
a.m. to 4 p.m.; regular admission 
$10, seniors $8, students $5, 
with free admission on the first 
Thursday of every month. Phone 
for information; 563-382-9681.

Tuesday, May 31, 2016
    5:45 pm IHS Board Meeting
    6:30 pm IHS General Meeting
Saturday, June 4, 2016
    Noon -- 3:00 pm Season Opening
      Iola Historic Village & Museum
Sunday, June 26, 2016
    11:00 am -- 3:00 pm 32nd Annual
      Iola Strawberry Fest Fundraiser,
     

Monday, June 27, 2016
    5:45 pm IHS Board Meeting
    6:30 pm IHS General Meeting
Monday, July 25, 2016
    5:45 pm IHS Board Meeting
    6:30 pm IHS General Meeting
Saturday, August 27, 2016
    Noon -- 3:00 pm Season Closing
      Iola Historic Village & Museum

Thank Y
ou

Donors & Loaners
January • February • March

DONATIONS OF CASH AND IN-KIND:  Robert & Beverly El-
lingson (cash, undesignated), Helene M. Furst (cash, undesignated), 
Iola Family Chiropractic (cash, undesignated), Delores Johnson (cash, 
undesignated), Jana Jones (cash, undesignated), Chester L. Krause 
(2 fire files, 2 book shelves), Greg Loescher (cash, for depot restora-
tion), Jim & Rebecca Maus (cash, for school house project), Mechanical 
Connections (furnace service), Voie Funeral Home (cash, for building 
maintenance).

The Iola Historical Society wishes to extend special recognition and 
thanks to the following individuals and organizations for the extra fi-
nancial support their ongoing status as Supporting Members provides 
to the Society’s activities: Louis & Louise Adams, Mary Jane Bennett, 
Scott & Karri Bestul, LeRoy & Carolyn Borth, Barbara Egner-Pelnar, 
Bob & Bev Ellingson, DeRonda & Patricia Engebretson, Helene M. 
Furst, Leonard & Irene Haroldson, Iola & Rural Fire Department, 
Ruth Johnson, Lana & Don Langdok, Thomas & Linda Martin, Phyl-
lis Morris, Joan & Richard Niemiec, Steve & Mary Olson, Philip A. 
Strand, Ruth Strand, Roger Voie.

2016 Supporting Members
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ship.  Ivar and Dorothea Eggen 
married on July 4th in Baldwin, 
Wisconsin.  Ivar wore the vest 
for the wedding after they had 
updated it with new buttons.  
(Gift of Delia Nelson Samuelson; 
1998.083.002)

Dr. Lars Michael Ravn also 
brought a family textile, a bridal 
rug.  Generations of couples 
in his family had stood on the 
embroidered rug during the 
wedding ceremony.  Dr. Ravn 
was born in Lærdal, Sogn.  He 
studied medicine in Oslo then 
practiced in Sogn for six months 
before immigrating in 1881 to 
Scandinavia, Wisconsin.  In 
1900 he purchased the hospital 
building in Merrill, Wisconsin.

Music came in hearts and 
hands.  Halvor Evenson brought 
a Norwegian fiddle with him  
when he came as a young man to 
Winchester, Wisconsin.

In Norway Iver Olsen had 
walked from farm to farm sewing 
clothes for men, carrying a box 
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with him containing scissors, 
thread, needles and thimble.  
Unfortunately, we don’t know 
if Iver continued working as a 
tailor in Wisconsin.  Another 
interesting note about the 
box is that it was collected by 
Martha Brye, a Coon Valley 
woman who was dedicated to 
preserving immigrant history.  
She collected numerous examples 
of Wisconsin home production, 
such as handwoven fabric, as 
well as tools and other small 
objects related to utilitarian and 
decorative work.  (Gift of Martha 
Brye; LC0124)

A heavy woven coverlet 
(bedspread), called a båtrye made 
two dramatic journeys.  It was 
made by Nikoline Indreberg in 
about 1890 in Skodje, Sunnmøre, 
Norway.  She made it for her new 
husband, Ole, who was building 
houses in Lofoten and traveled 
by boat back and forth to Skodje.  
Ole died in 1898.  Nikoline and 
her two children traveled by 
foot to Spjelkavik (about 25 km 
or 15 miles) where they settled.  
A coverlet was one of the few 

belongings they carried to their 
new home.  Elsa Bigton, the 
granddaughter of one of those 
two children brought this coverlet 
with her when she immigrated 
to Barronett, Wisconsin, in 1978 
and it was one of her most special 
possessions.  (Gift of Else Bigton 
in memory of Else Indreberg 
Spjelkavik; 2010.008.001)

John and Eric Nelson came 
in about 1875 as teenagers with 
their parents.  The Nelsons came 
to Wisconsin to join their older 
brother Nels, who had come 
to Ettrick some years earlier, 
and their older sister Martha, 
in Blair.  John and Eric were 
wearing knives as protection 
against the unknown when they 
arrived in Blair, coming on foot 
overland from Ettrick, much to 
the surprise of sister Martha who 
was not expecting them.  The 
Nelson family settled in Blair.   

Knives were utilitarian, and 
according to folk belief, the steel 
and silver could break spells 
and protect wearers from the 
danger of a host of supernatural 
forces.  So when John and Eric 
wore knives to protect against 
the unknown, they were ready 
for threats from the human world 
and underworld. (Gift of Newman 
T. Halvorson; 1974.035.001-2)

Have you wondered why 
quilts haven’t been mentioned?  
Quilts were generally unknown 
in rural Norway during the peak 
years of emigration. Quiltmaking 
was something that Norwegian 
women learned in the U.S. after 
arriving.  Mathea Norde, an 
immigrant from Ringebu who 
settled in New Hope, Wisconsin, 
started a log cabin quilt while 
she waited for her fiancée, It is 
likely that Mathea expected to 
complete the quilt for her dowry, 
the collection of household items 
a woman took to her new home 
at marriage.  But she didn’t 
manage to finish the quilt until 
years later, probably because she 
was busy raising their twelve 
children.

ATTRACTIVELY ROSEMALED TRUNK conveyed 
the possessions of a Vigerust family member when they immigrated to America 
from Dovre in Gudbrandsdalen. It was perhaps used by Ragnhild Olsdatter 
Vigerust when she immigrated about 1870, or by her younger brother, Ole, when 
he came in about 1881 to meet up with her. An inscription on the back reads; 
Ragnil O. Wigerust, Necedah, Juneau Co., Visconcin North Amerika. [While the 
family name is spelled “Wigerust” on the trunk, the only spelling of the family 
name on the (Riksarkivaren), the Norwegian head archive, is “Vigerust.”] (Gift of 
Robert E. Olsen; 2000.053.001)


