Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

E D I T E D B Y PA U L V. M I L L E R

Norwegians on the Prairie
The Yankton County Memoir of Albert H. Hagen

In 1872, nine-year-old Albert Hagen boarded a steamship along with his
mother and sisters and left the port of Bergen, Norway, bound for New York
City and, ultimately, his father’s homestead in Yankton County, Dakota
Territory. Hagen would spend the rest of his life in southeastern South Dakota, working first as a herding boy, then as a farmer, teacher, and businessman. His memoir, written in 1939 when he was seventy-five, tells the story
of a young immigrant who gradually “[got] some of the American idea” and
struck out to set his own course in life. Hagen’s daughter Harriet Hagen
Lokken passed his narrative on to her daughter Phyllis Lokken Day, who has
granted permission for its publication here.1
Among Albert Hagen’s papers were notes on a variety of topics, including the lives of his parents, Hellaug Ingebrigtsen Hagen2 and Guri Bjerke
Hagen. Hellaug was born 27 May 1824 on the Stuen farm near Opdal, the
seat of government for the county of Opdal in the state of Sor Trondelog,
Norway, about seventy-five miles south of Trondheim. Forced to go to work
at a young age, he became a driver and an errand boy. He suffered much
because of the cold and later blamed his rheumatism on this early experience.
In the little schooling he was able to obtain, Hellaug learned German letters
1. I would like to thank my mother, Doris Bryant, Phyllis Day’s second cousin, for
bringing this memoir to my attention. Brief excerpts from Albert Hagen’s story have
appeared in A Centennial History of Irene, SD: The Village in the Valley, 1893–1993 ([Irene,
S.Dak.]: Irene Centennial Steering Committee, [1993]. Albert’s father, Hellaug Hagen,
was my great-great grandfather.
2. In rural Norway during the mid-1800s, it was customary to add the name of the
farm where an individual lived to the end of his or her given name. The first son was
usually named after the paternal grandfather, and the first daughter was usually named
after the maternal grandmother. Hellaug Ingebrigtsen was the son of Ingebrigt Hellaugsen; when the name of the farm he had left to come to the United States was added,
he became Hellaug Ingebrigtsen Hagen.
29

Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

30

|

SOUTH DAKOTA HISTORY

|

VOL. 40, NO. 1

and some Latin. He also finished his religious training and was confirmed in
the head church in Opdal.
Hellaug later became a tailor and pursued this trade until his marriage
to Guri Bjerke on 23 June 1857. He had saved enough money to buy a small
acreage on the Loe farm, where he also ran a small store. During this time,
he converted to the teachings of Hans Nielsen Hauge, a pietistic Lutheran
layman who was arrested numerous times in Norway for preaching without the permission of the state church. Hellaug would remain a faithful
worker for the Haugean movement for the rest of his life.3
Sometime during the 1860s, Hellaug sold the Loe farm and bought a new
one at Aalbuhagen. When this farm proved too small to provide a decent living, he followed many of his Norwegian countrymen in emigrating to the
United States. In 1865, approximately ten thousand Norwegians, Swedes,
3. Hauge (1771–1824) led one of the many religious revivals that swept Norway in the
early and mid 1800s. Largely a reaction of the peasant class against the Norwegian Lutheran State Church whose officials came from the ruling elite, the Haugean movement
emphasized religious conversion, lay preaching, renunciation of worldly pleasures, and
adherence to the Lutheran confession. Odd S. Lovoll, The Promise of America: A History
of the Norwegian-American People (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984),
pp. 9–10, 55–56.

Hellaug Hagen was confirmed at this church in Opdal, Norway, not far from the farm
where his family lived.
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and Danes left their native countries for America. By 1885, overpopulation and economic hardship in Scandinavia had increased that number to
105,363.4 When Hellaug left Norway in 1870, his destination was Sioux
City, Iowa, where other residents of the Opdal area had settled. In order to
save the money he needed to send for his family, he worked on the railroad,
as a tailor, and at any other jobs he could obtain.
In 1871, Hellaug obtained a homestead in Marindahl Township in northern Yankton County.5 There he constructed a dugout in the bank of Clay
Creek and began conducting religious meetings as the opportunity arose. In
1872, he brought his wife and three children—Albert, Gertrude, and Ingeborg (Emma)—from Norway to begin a new life. They endured many rainy
nights in the dugout, but on one particular rainy night a small trickle coming in through a mouse hole turned into a rivulet the size of one’s arm. As
the water pooled on the dirt floor, they set a trunk on end and placed little
Gertrude, wrapped in fur to ward off the cold and wet, on top. The Hagens
were poor, as were most immigrants, but they were finally able to buy a cow
and a few hens and later purchased some oxen and broke them to the plow.
Hellaug was one of the organizers of the Trondhjem Lutheran congregation in 1872. The following year, he became congregation president and held
that office until 1888. In 1876, he served as a delegate to the synod meeting
in Chicago at which the followers of Hans Nielsen Hauge and Elling Eilsen parted ways.6 Through Hellaug’s influence, the Trondhjem congregation joined the Hauge Synod and in 1882 constructed a church building near
Volin. From 1873 to 1886, he also served as Sunday school and parochial
school teacher, a position that involved traveling throughout the area.7 He
4. Ray Allen Billington, Westward Expansion: A History of the American Frontier, 4th
ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1974), p. 614; Lovoll, Promise of America, pp. 23, 28.
5. Ole Gjertle and Halvor Svendsen were among the first Norwegians to settle in
southeastern Dakota Territory, near Meckling, in 1859. Norwegian immigrant C. P.
Marindahl, for whom Marindahl township is named, was one of the first settlers in
Yankton County. Erik H. Loe, ed., Opdalslag Aarbok (Yearbook) 1925, trans. Judith Ellefson Johnson (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Nordland Heritage Foundation, n.d.), pp. 31–32.
6. Dissension over points of doctrine split the Lutheran church among Norwegian
immigrants into various synods until 1917, when they merged to form the Norwegian
Lutheran Church in America. Eielsen (1804–1883), a well-known lay preacher, led one
of the largest factions. Lovoll, Promise of America, pp. 101, 112, 114.
7. 100th Anniversary, 1872–1972, History of Trondhjem and Zion Lutheran Churches, Rural Volin, South Dakota, Yankton County (N.p.: Centennial Book Committee, 1972), n.p.
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Albert Hagen’s
parents Hellaug and
Guri sat for their
portrait in a studio
in Irene, South
Dakota.

took this work seriously and, in keeping with Norwegian tradition, used
Pontoppidan’s Explanation in his classes.8 He was not happy with horseplay by his students, such as the time B. B. Haugen, who went on to become
a Lutheran pastor, turned the clock ahead an hour so they could get out of
school earlier.9 At one point, Hellaug was called to serve as pastor of the
8. Erik Pontoppidan, a Danish Lutheran minister and later bishop of Bergen, Norway,
developed Pontoppidan’s Explanation in 1737 to explain Luther’s Catechism. It served as
the primary work of children’s religious instruction for nearly one hundred fifty years.
Lovoll, Promise of America, p. 102.
9. B. Haugen later became a pastor in the Lutheran church. 100th Anniversary, 1872–
1972, n.p.
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Singsaas (or Melhus) congregation north of Centerville in Turner County,
but he refused the call, preferring to offer spiritual guidance as a layman.
After a period of declining health, Hellaug passed away on 4 March 1901.
His wife Guri died on 4 April 1906.
The influence of Hellaug Hagen is evident in the following memoir
written by his son Albert in January 1939. At the same time, while Albert
Hagen clearly respected his parents and his Norwegian upbringing, he, like
other immigrants, chose to adopt those ways that would help him to succeed in American society. In preparing his memoir for publication, we have
edited it lightly for style and readability. Footnotes have also been added for
additional information.
I, Albert H. Hagen (baptized Ingebrigt), was born on the farm (gaard)
Loe in Opdal, Norway, the second day of June 1863. My parents were
Hellaug I. Hagen (born Stuen) and Guri Hagen (born Bjerke). My parents sold the farm Loe when I was about three years old, as near as I can
tell, to Knut Bryggen. Father then bought Hagen (called Aalbu Hagen
or, earlier, Heste Hagen), so that is how from then on we were named
“Hagen.” We were in all six brothers and sisters. A boy, Ingebrigt, and
two sisters, both named Ingeborg, all died in infancy before I was born.
Sister Gertrude was born at Loe, while sister Ingeborg, called Emma
and later Mrs. A. A. Husby, was born at Hagen.
My father emigrated to America in 1870 to Sioux City, Iowa. He left
Mother and us three children in Norway for two years. I spent those
two years with Grandma at Bjerke. She sent me to a private school
conducted by a crippled man named Hans Rodway, together with the
Aune boys, Arnt, Halvor, and Hans, and others that I do not remember.
As near as I can recall, I went only one day to the regular district school
near my home. The teacher was Mr. Bjonlo.
There is not so much I can remember from that time and earlier;
only two instances I might mention, one which I shall never forget.
I crawled in under a cupboard fitted in the corner of the room and
pushed on it some way, and it fell over on the floor. I was not hurt but
got so scared that I ran outside and hid myself in the toilet, where I
stayed hidden all day. They finally found me, all scared to death. Another time, the fiddler Halvor Spellman came by and was going out to

Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

34

|

SOUTH DAKOTA HISTORY

|

VOL. 40, NO. 1

the river Festa to fish close by our farm. He asked me to go along, and
I did so without asking Mother. We went to the place where the old
mill stood. (In 1923, when I was in Opdal, I went to the same place to
fish and recognized it at once—even the two big rocks where I stood.)
Halvor gave me a small fish pole and baited the hook. I slung the line
out, and at once I got a big fish. I got so excited and happy I took the
fish and ran home and showed it to Mother. She asked me where I got
it, and I told her the whole story. She took and gave me a good spanking (ris) for not asking permission to go.
In 1872, Mother and we three children left for America. It was on
my birthday, June second, that we left our home, Hagen in Opdal. We
stopped the first night at Grandma Bjerke’s. (I also slept there the last
night I was in Opdal in 1923.) The next morning we said goodbye to
Grandma and the rest of the relatives at Bjerke. It was a sad parting,
especially with my dear Grandma whom none of us would ever see
again.
Some of our relatives took us to the railroad station Storen some
twenty to thirty miles away, where we took the train to the city Trondhjeim. There I got the mumps, which I hated as I could not go out and
see the town. I heard the band play, which I was crazy about, but just
saw them through the window, passing by in their glistening uniforms.
Oh, how mad I was at those mumps! We left shortly by boat (I don’t
remember the name) for the city of Bergen, a journey that took us three
days. The boat was so crowded that we had to sleep on the deck between
two big smoke pipes, and it was cold. We had our own bedclothes with
us, so we did not suffer any. From Bergen we sailed with the Norwegian
Line for New York, which took us eighteen days in reasonably good
weather. It was not a very good boat but was run by steam. I heard that
a few years later it went under. The last day we were on the boat, they
opened a barrel of syrup and gave us kids all we wanted in our tin cups.
We drank syrup to our hearts’ content, which made us sick but not seriously so. Otherwise, I was not seasick. From New York we took the train
to Sioux City, Iowa, where Father met us and we were all happy. There
was no railroad any further than Sioux City.10
10. Early the next year, 1873, the Dakota Southern Railroad opened its line from Sioux
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We had to take an ox team from Sioux City. The first night we
stopped with Michael Vindahl in Brule, northwest of Elk Point. The
next day we came to Mr. Anderson, south of Gayville, where we
stopped overnight. He took us the next day to Sivert Nysether, north
of the Tore Hoxeng place. The next day he took us to his sister Marit
(later Mrs. I. Fagerhaug). She lived on the north side of Father’s homestead. That same day S. Hinseth came to take me home as a herding
boy for his cattle. I thought that was a little too much—that I could not
even see Father’s place—but I had to go. How I cried. I was so homesick
that they kept me only one month before they had to take me home.
My father had taken his homestead in 1871 by Clay Creek in Marindahl
Township, Yankton County, and had built himself a good dugout (cellar) with a turf roof. It had lime-washed dirt walls and a dirt floor with
two windows in front and one door in the center. It was a good, warm
house in winter and cool in the summer. When we came, Father had
one cow, one pig, and four chickens. I can never remember but what
we always had plenty to eat, with no help from the government nor
any WPA.
The next year, 1873, I hired out again to S. Hinseth as a herding boy
for four dollars per month. His homestead was by Turkey Creek in Turkey Valley Township, the same place that his son Ole now owns one
and one-half miles west of Irene. That summer I liked it awfully well
with the Hinseths. They had two little girls, Stor Marit, now Mrs. John
Ellefson, and Lille Marit, then a baby.11 I had to help take care of her
besides looking after the cattle so they would not get into the grain
fields. Otherwise, the cattle could roam wherever they wanted to. The
nearest neighbor on the west was our place about four miles away. To
the southeast were I. Fagerhaug and Ole Solem, about one and one-half
miles. On the east the nearest town was Beresford, twenty miles away.
Northeast, the nearest landmark was Swan Lake, about ten miles. So
the cattle had plenty of pasture to roam in. The best cow wore a cowbell that Mr. Hinseth brought with him from Norway. You could hear it
City to Yankton. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 4th ed., rev. John E. Miller
(Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2004), p. 113.
11. The Norwegian stor and lille translate to “big” and “little.”
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for two miles when the weather was favorable. The herd would usually
come home for milking time.
There was an abundance of grass all over, some places as tall as your
armpits. Mr. Hinseth lived in a cellar like all the rest of the farmers,
not far from where the old Indian trail from Sioux Falls to Yankton
crossed Turkey Creek. The Indians usually camped close to the creek
crossing nearly every night—they lived in tepees. Halvor Hinseth had
built himself a house on the east side of the creek, and every night I
went over there to sleep. In order to cross the creek we had to go by the
Indian camp. We chatted with them, and I learned quite a bit of their
language. One night in the early fall we passed by there. We noticed
they had a white baby. We thought they stole white babies in those
days. That scared me so I did not want to go by the camp anymore.
The Indian men would often come over to the Hinseths. They came
in without knocking and stood by the door staring at us and saying
nothing. Mrs. Hinseth and I would be home alone much of the time
and we were scared, but they never did us any harm. If there should
be any food in sight, they would always help themselves. Mrs. Hinseth
always had the food in a trunk shoved under the bed for safekeeping
when they came. The men would hunt and dig a certain edible root
that grew on the hills. If they did not find any rabbits, etc., they would
kill one of the dozens of dogs they always had with them. The women
would do the work such as raising the tepees and rustling the wood
along the creek and ravines. I will never forget one sight. They had gotten a new wagon hitched to two small ponies. Going south up the hill
from the Hinseths, the men sat in the wagon and the women pushed
the wagon, as the ponies were not able to pull the load. But they got to
the top.
That summer my childhood friend B. B. Haugen (now dead) herded
cattle for I. Fagerhaug. One day he came up to see me, and he stunk so
terrible we could not come near him. He had killed a skunk. He had to
bury his clothes in the ground to get the smell out of them. As B. B. had
only one set of cloth overalls and a shirt, he had to borrow some from
Mr. Fagerhaug. You might imagine how they fit.
After that year I stayed at home helping father farm. I attended Norwegian parochial school and English district school for only a few days
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in 1873–1874 and in 1875. B. E. A. Bagstad was my first teacher. School
was held in his dugout cellar on his homestead beginning in 1873 and
until the new schoolhouse was built in the fall of 1877. John Rye was the
builder. Mr. Bagstad organized the school district, numbered 28 Marindahl Township, Yankton County, in 1873.12
Other teachers in the new schoolhouse were O. P. Olson, John Gonlon, and Mr. Ellison, a professor from the East who was a very fine
teacher. From him I first learned the principles of mathmatics. Before
that, the teachers lay stress on learning the English language, as the
pupils were nearly all foreigners.
When the west prairie schoolhouse in District No. 28 was to be sold,
I conceived the idea of having a picture taken of it and called together
a few of those whom I remembered attending school there. The following were present: Ole Skaane, Henry and Iver Stoem, F. F. Schaefer, and
Albert Gustad. This was in January 1931. Ever since then, we have met
for a picnic at the Mission Hill Park every July.
There is one episode I must relate from those school days in the dugout. Mr. Bagstad had an old immigrant trunk in the room. One day
someone conceived the idea of taking young F. F. Schaefer (now superintendent of schools for Yankton County), putting him in the trunk,
and slamming the lid shut. To everyone’s horror, it locked. Mr. Bagstad
had no key, so they had to take an ax and smash the cover to get him
out before he smothered. He got so scared that he ran home at once
and told his mother what we had done to him. But his mother sent him
right back to school. Would a mother of our days do that?
I was confirmed in 1876 on Pentecost day by our first pastor, Reverend G. L. Graven, in the Marindahl schoolhouse as no church had been
built. The class confirmed on that day included myself, B. B. Haugen,
H. Stoem, J. R. Olson, Chris Berg, Berit Ana Johnson (now Mrs. Lee
Paulson who lives south of Centerville), and Petra Stykke (now Mrs.
Iver Peterson. They lived in Minnesota and later in Colorado and came
to the Bethesda Home for the Aged in Beresford for two years. She
died in Colorado in the fall of 1938).
12. For a history of the District 28 school, see Albert H. Hagen, School Days of 1873,
District No. 28, Yankton County, South Dakota (N.p.: n.p, 1941).
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In the fall of 1876, I was hired to husk corn for Nels Brekke, north of
Volin, for seventy-five cents per day. I went down the evening before,
and we all went to bed early. Nels woke me early the next day. It was
dark, so he had me help him load up potatoes from the cellar and carry
them out to the wagon ready to go to Yankton. When that was finished
we had breakfast, and after breakfast we went out to feed the cattle.
My job was to feed the calves. I had to pull hay out of a fine prairie haystack with a wooden hook, which I found was a tough job. When that
was done we went into the house to wait for the day. It finally came.
Then we went out in the corn field where Nels had hauled in some
straw, making two places to put the corn. He gave me a bushel basket
to hold the husked corn and ordered me to carry it over and dump it
on the straw pile. He warned me there must not be any husk left on the
cobs. I held out for two days from daylight to dark but could not stand
it any longer, so I got my dollar and a half and went home all tired out
and was happy to be home.
In 1878, B. B. Haugen and I got the contract to break up five acres for
Mette Peterson. She had just taken a homestead in Mayfield Township,
Yankton County. While doing that work we stopped at her brother’s,
Ole C. Peterson, west of Custer Point. He was the first settler there. He
had just taken his homestead and had built some shanty to live in. Mr.
Peterson took us out and measured up five acres in a draw that looked
good, but we found rocks in the ground and had a hard time to finish
it. We used two yokes of oxen (four) and could plow only one acre a
day at one dollar per acre. The oxen fed only on grass so we could not
drive them very hard. This was the first five acres broken in Mayfield
Township. Mette Peterson married a Mr. Ogstead, and after he died
she married Nels Madsen, a Dane, also of Mayfield Township.
I had to work hard at home when I was thirteen years old. I bound
my station in the harvest field. We got good crops and our herd of cattle increased fast, which gave me more work than was good for me. In
stature I was small and thin. They tell me when I plowed with a twelveinch walking plow and oxen that I had to hold my hand high to be able
to steer the plow. I had to do most of the farm work as my father was
troubled with rheumatism. He taught parochial school besides, mostly
in wintertime, and traveled preaching as a layman. He was a fine singer
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and a good speaker. They told me in Norway when I was there in 1923
what a wonderful singer Father was. All missed him for that.
The last time I heard Father preach was at Ole Gustad’s funeral at
his home in Marindahl Township on the thirteenth of May in 1900. He
stood on the porch and spoke to a big crowd both outside and inside.
He spoke with sincerity that touched all hearts. He had started to fail
then and did not live so long after that.
Father was an organizer of the Trondhjeim congregation in 1872 and
was its president nearly every year until his death. Our home was always open to traveling laymen and pastors. I remember, among others,
the Reverends Elling Eielsen and Osten Hanson and laymen J. Groseth,
Skovald, Norbeck, and later a Pastor Utheim. J. Aalbu also later became
a pastor who visited us often. Father was a delegate to a synod meeting
in 1876 at Chicago where the parting came with Eielsen’s synod and
where Hauge’s synod was organized on the recommendation of Father.
Trondhjeim congregation joined the Hauge Synod and stayed there
until the union in 1917. Together with Tore Gunderson and others, Father also organized the South Dakota Inner Mission Society in 1888.
In the years up until 1885 I worked awfully hard. I had to do nearly
everything on the farm. We had about seventy-five to eighty-five head
of cattle and horses. We milked between twenty and twenty-five cows.
One summer my mother broke her arm, so Emma and I had to milk
alone. I milked eleven and she, ten, morning and night. I also worked
in the field all day, so it was a strenuous job—almost too much for me at
times.
I began to wonder if there was something else in this world I could
do besides farming that I would like better and that would be less dirty
and strenuous. Another thing that made me dissatisfied was Father’s
Old Country idea that I, as the oldest, should be gaardgut, that is, get
the farm and all property when my parents died. Until then, Father
should be the boss. Now, I had gotten some of the American idea in my
head, so I realized this situation would not work out in my life. I decided in the fall of 1885 to go to school and get an education if I could. I
had not gone to school for some time and had forgotten what I learned
before, so I realized I had to begin from the bottom. The University of
South Dakota at Vermillion had just started that year, and I learned
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Guri, Hellaug, and their daughter Ingeborg sit on the front porch of their farm home in
1885. Albert is seated on the horse-drawn mower at right.

they had a preparatory department.13 I went down at Christmas and
applied to Professor L. P. Sabin and told him I did not know anything.
He said, “It’s just such fellows as you that we want,” and I was happy
that I could go. I entered the university in January 1886 for the winter
term. My studies were language, arithmetic, grammar, history, and geography. I had to study night and day. The hardest was at the end of
the term when I had to review the studies for the fall term and have an
exam for both fall and winter. I passed both, so I was happy and went
home and worked harder than ever. The next year I attended the fall
and winter terms. It went easier then as I had learned how to study.
We paid $1.30 per week for board. The cost per term was $30.00, including board, books, etc. The furnished room was free. It was well that
it was so cheap as we were poor and could not afford much. During my
13. The first building on the university campus had been completed in 1883, and ninety-six students enrolled in the preparatory department that fall. The school registered
its first college students, six men and six women, in 1885. Cedric Cummins, The University of South Dakota, 1862–1966 (Vermillion, S.Dak.: Dakota Press, 1975), p. 28.
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second year in school a phrenologist came to Vermillion and held classes for two weeks in the high school building.14 He gave instruction for
free, so I attended every night when there were classes. He had a chart
of the head that explained and showed where each faculty was located.
I was very much interested and really made it a fad. For instance, when
I went to church I was taken up with studying a person’s head. Consequently I did not get much good out of the sermon.
The year 1888–1889 I took up the commercial course. The studies
were commercial law, commercial arithmetic, penmanship, bookkeeping, etc. Owing to the fact that they did not have any typewriter and no
teacher for shorthand, I did not get my diploma, which I have always
regretted. President Edward Olson said afterward I was entitled to the
diploma because it was not my fault that they did not teach me the
other subjects.
I wish to relate my observation of the blizzard of 12 January 1888. I
was studying in my room on the east side of the building when I noticed about 2:00 p.m. that it was getting dark. I got up and went to the
window to see the worst blizzard I ever saw raging. I could not see any
distance from the building at all. We ate at the ladies’ dormitory east of
the main building. About one hundred of us joined hands, with a big
fellow named Dempsey at the lead. We followed the wooden sidewalk
and the trees planted along one side. It was a hard job to stand up. We
could hardly see a thing, and the snow whipped as fine as flour so that
we almost smothered. We got there and back again in safety.15
The first year I was there the boys lived in the upper story of the
main building, but the next year the boys’ dormitory was built west of
the main building and we all lived there. These were interesting days.
We played the usual small tricks on each other and had lots of fun in the
winter ice-skating on a little pond close to the buildings and sleighing
14. The practice of phrenology, popular in the late 1800s, was based on the theory that
the configurations of an individual’s skull were indicators of certain mental faculties
and characteristics.
15. The blizzard of 12 January 1888 was one of the worst on record, leaving nearly five
hundred dead across the Northern Great Plains, many of them children who were on
their way home from school when the storm hit. For a full account, see David Laskin,
The Children’s Blizzard (New York: HarperCollins, 2004).
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and tobogganing in the old Butler Hill or ravine. That was real sport
until a sleigh tipped over and one boy broke his leg. Then the fun was
over with.
The last year, 1888–1889, I roomed with Peter Norbeck, who was attending his first term.16 He was then only about eighteen years old. His
father wanted me to room with him and look after him. He was a wild
kid then, and I had some job. He did not have to study. Once he looked
over his lesson, he knew it and would slam the book down on the table
and say, “That is nothing.” The university established a gymnasium in
the basement, and there is where Pete spent most of his time. One day
he came upstairs and found that someone had torn his coat to pieces. I
16. Norbeck, also the son of a Norwegian Lutheran lay minister, went on to become
governor of South Dakota (1917–1921) and later its United States senator (1921–1936).
A progressive Republican, he is best known for his efforts on behalf of farmers, wildlife
conservation, and park development. For an exploration of his life and career, see Gilbert Courtland Fite, Peter Norbeck, Prairie Statesman (Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2005).

West Hall, among the first buildings constructed at the university in Vermillion, was
completed as a women’s dormitory in 1885 but converted to house male students in
1887.
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scolded him, but he just laughed and went down to the Lee and Prentice store and charged another coat to his father. How long he attended
school I do not remember, but he told me once when he visited us as
governor that he was sorry he did not get a better education. The Norbecks moved soon after to Geddes, where his father became a minister.
I lost track of Peter Norbeck until one year when I visited my brotherin-law Dr. A. O. Mortvedt, then professor at Red Wing Seminary in
Minnesota. As I strolled downtown after breakfast, who should I meet
on the street but Peter Norbeck and his wife, who had stopped overnight on their way to visit her relatives in Wisconsin. That morning we
had breakfast together and climbed the Barres Bluff on the edge of the
Mississippi River. It was very steep and high, and in the effort Peter
broke his suspenders. He was fat then and puffed like a steer.
The following three years, 1889 through 1891, I worked at home for
Father in the summer and taught school in the wintertime. I had the
schools in both Boe District No. 32 and Sletten District No. 55 of Yankton County, which gave me eight months of school altogether. One had
it in the fall and the other in the spring. Nothing was compulsory in
those days, either in regard to time, length of term, or attendance. I
started a debating society for both districts, which became very interesting. These debates were mostly in Norwegian. We had a big turnout to every meeting, and they were sincerely enjoyed by all. Meetings
were held alternately in schoolhouses in Districts 32 and 55.
I enjoyed teaching very much and had good attendance, especially in District No. 55 where I had so many grown-up newcomers who
wanted to learn the English language. In District No. 32, I had one
Danish family and one Irish family with the name of Daley who had
three boys, and they were typical Irish toughs. The year before, they
had been sent home because the teacher could not handle them, so I
was scared to know what to do when they came. They came the second
week, and I arranged for them the best seat in front so I could watch
them. That morning I made a strong talk to the school about discipline
and general conduct and behavior. I stressed that the boys could not
use tobacco and had to be nice to the girls. I said that they had come to
school to learn and not to be mean and that we would get along fine if
we all behaved. That talk seemed to make an impression on the Daley
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boys. They behaved like little gents after that, and I never saw them
chew tobacco, either.
One spring in the Boe District, in 1889, we noticed that the prairie
was on fire. A strong northwest wind pushed the heaven-high flame.
I ordered the boys to help make a backfire on the north side of the
schoolhouse. I also ordered the children to leave the building and lie
down on the ground. We succeeded in burning a wide strip before the
fire came in its fury with a black smoke that nearly smothered us, but
we were all saved, the schoolhouse too, and unharmed. In those days
there was a firebreak around every schoolhouse, farm place, haystacks
in the field, etc. As soon as all danger was over, I ran to Albert Boe’s
place nearby and helped save his granary and living houses. His barn
burnt down. Lots of hay and many farm houses were lost, some in that
territory. I do not remember where the fire started but it extended beyond Wakonda. In early days, Indians set fire to the prairie grass to
make it easier for them to travel. In 1869, a fire started at Fort Pierre
and with a heavy northwest wind it covered all the territory east of the
Missouri River. In twenty-four hours it had reached the Big Sioux River
near Sioux City, where it stopped. They claimed that in the middle of
the day the flames reached a height of fifty to one hundred feet. This
fire was in the late fall of 1869, reported by Mr. Strunk who saw it.17
In Sletten School District No. 55, I do not remember any incident
worth mention. I had a nice bunch of children willing to learn and behave. The textbooks used in both districts were the McGuffey’s reader,
Ray’s arithmetic, Appleton and Cornells’ geography, Barnes’s history,
Ree & Kellog’s and Conkling’s grammars, Spencerian penmanship, and
spelling books. I had pictures taken with as many as I could gather of
the pupils of the Boe Schoolhouse, which was moved to the Chris Lokken place. I did the same for the Sletten School, but not so many were
there.
At the time I was teaching school I was elected justice of the peace
in Marindahl Township, Yankton County, and in that capacity I married two couples, George Kjelseth and Lars Brandley and their brides.
17. No record has been found to document a fire of this magnitude in the area, but
Herbert Schell writes of a prairie fire that consumed four hundred square miles and
nearly destroyed the town of Leola in 1889. History of South Dakota, p. 182.
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Both men were from Yankton County. I also had one lawsuit in which
Knut Rye sued his neighbor, Ole Johnson, for letting his cattle trespass in Rye’s field. My, how I dug into the law those days before the
trial. I just shivered that day, but I had good help in Ole P. Olson, the
township officer, who had some experience in such cases. I will never
forget when Ole Johnson came (the trial was at our house). He walked
the floor sweating and mad as a dog, ready to eat us up. There was
no lawyer on either side. I decided the case in favor of Rye and fined
Johnson as much as the law allowed, plus costs. Johnson did not have
any money so I took a mortgage on everything he had except his wife
and children. When the mortgage was due he came to the Snven home,
where I boarded while teaching school in District No. 55. The Snvens
were scared of him, but when he came in he wanted to pay. I had the
mortgage with me, so he laid the money on the table and I gave him the
mortgage. He grabbed it and started to rip it to pieces, but it would not
tear. Instead, he bit it to pieces, threw it in the stove, and left without
saying a word. I was glad.
For the time I was at home and held the office as judge, I made out all
the legal papers such as mortgages, testaments, etc., for the whole territory. I will never forget one time when I was called over to Ole Solen’s
place on Turkey Creek to make out a mortgage of two thousand dollars, a loan from a Mr. Myram near Gayville. He carried a little satchel
with him. When the mortgage was ready, he pulled out of this satchel
two thousand dollars in twenty dollar gold pieces and piled them on
the table. He also wanted the mortgage to read “payable in gold.”
In the time I was home I also started the Marindahl Library. It was
just an association for those in the neighborhood who wanted to belong. The secretary and librarian was the now-deceased Ole P. Olson,
and when I left home in 1891 all the books were left with him. They
were principally Norwegian books. I read and studied a good deal in
those three years, which later served me well, especially in my business
career.
I could not see any future in teaching, and I did not want to farm
because, I think, I was overworked in my early years. I had my eye on
business and started to look around for a job as a clerk. I applied at Bagstad and Aaseth in Gayville, Lee and Prentice in Vermillion, and Max’s
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in Yankton, but I finally landed a job with Hopp Brothers at Wakonda
at a salary of fifteen dollars per month and board and room. I started
to work for them 1 September 1891. It really was hard for me to leave
home as Father and Mother were getting old. It was especially hard on
Father. We realized it was a parting, although it was not far from home
so I could go and see them often.
Hopp Brothers had a general store with dry goods and groceries. I
worked for them nearly three years. The working day was long, from
6:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. every day of the week. No closing up in those
days. I learned lots about business and liked the work. We had a big
business and a big territory to draw from. Vermillion was the nearest town on the south, Centerville on the northeast, and Yankton on
the west. Irene did not then exist.18 We had the biggest trade from the
area to the northwest. Those were happy days, with nothing to worry
about. Hopp Brothers sold out in the spring of 1894 to George Mines
near Gayville. I worked for him until I accepted a position from Mr.
Rowley at Centerville to run his branch store at Irene. I took charge
and moved to Irene 1 September 1894. I had as a helper his son who
drank and could not be trusted, so Mr. Rowley turned the keys and everything over to me. My old friends and neighbors came to trade with
me, and soon I had a wonderful trade and had to employ some more
help. My education and experience came in handy as I had to keep
books and do all the buying.
Mr. Rowley sold out his stores in both Centerville and Irene in the
spring of 1895 to Sam Lindsey, a farmer from Marshall, Minnesota. He
did not know a thing about business, so I had full charge. I worked
for Lindsey until 1 January 1901, when I accepted a position with my
cousins Ole and Knut Aalbu, who had a blacksmith and implement
business called Aalbu Brothers in Irene. In the fall they sold out to Jim
Murry and went to Everett, Washington, where they still live. I was
then out of a job, but on 1 January 1902 Willis Ibsen, also of Irene, and
I bought out the Rasmus Jensen Hardware and Implement store. It
was successful from the start. Ibsen stayed with me until 1906 when I
18. Irene was established in 1893. Centennial History of Irene, SD, p. 16.

Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

SPRING 2010

|

HAGEN MEMOIR

|

47

The interior of Albert Hagen’s hardware store was crowded with a jumble of practical
goods.

bought him out. He moved to Viborg and went into business with his
brothers there.
In June 1902 we had a storm that blew down the churches and other
buildings and windmills. One man, Joe Rye, took shelter at the Meldahl
Church and was killed when it blew down. Now, that storm was a wonderful help for us and our business. Buildings had to be repaired, so we
sold tons of nails and other hardware and sold and put up sixty-five
windmills. At invoice time on 1 January 1903, we found we had cleared
a profit of three thousand dollars besides our living. After I bought out
Ibsen in 1906, I continued the business alone from then on. My business years were a success from start to finish. I carried it on in an honest
and conscientious way, and God blessed me in all my undertakings.
In the year 1896 I was married to Elsie M. Mortvedt from Wester-

Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

48

|

SOUTH DAKOTA HISTORY

Albert Hagen is pictured here in the
1920s, after he had built a career as
a successful businessman in Yankton
County.

|

VOL. 40, NO. 1

Elsie Mortvedt met Albert Hagen when she
was sixteen years old, but the couple did
not marry until years later.

ville. I was then thirty-three years old, and Elsie was about ten years
younger. For many years I had the idea that I did not want to get married, because I looked at the darker side of married life. While I worked
for Lindsey I had a cozy room upstairs over the store. It was well furnished, and I was well contented with my condition. One day an old
schoolmate of mine stopped in to visit and stayed overnight. In the
morning he got up before I did, and while I dressed he looked around
the walls at my pictures. All at once he looked at me and said, “What is
a home without a mother.” His words struck me so hard that I hardly
slept any the next night. Everything began to look so lonesome that I
decided to get me a wife if I could find one suitable.
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Finally, I remembered Elsie from a visit to our home on the farm.
She was then a sweet sixteen. I had asked her to take a walk in the evening, and she consented. We strolled off and after a while we came to a
big rock and sat down. The top of the rock was hardly big enough for
two, so I asked if she would not sit on my lap. She consented, and how
sweet she was. I thought and wished that she would be my girl, but we
lived so far apart. I did not see her for years and forgot about her. But
now she came back to my mind so vividly.
The next Sunday I drove down to see Elsie and to find out whether
she had anyone on the string, but it did not seem so. We then started
to correspond and, finally, on 15 October 1896, we were married at her
home at Westerville together with Rev. H. Moe and her sister Lena.
Rev. G. Vik married us. Only relatives were present.
I never regretted marrying. I got a lovely, sweet wife and a good
housekeeper. We were always happy together to the last. We also had
our sorrow when we lost our firstborn son Hector to spinal meningitis

Parked in front of the Hagens’ first home in Irene, Albert shows off his new car while
family members look on.
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when he was five years old. He was well and happy on Friday and on
Sunday night he was dead. God took him home to glory. I have thanked
God many times for taking him out of this wicked world. It was a hard
blow for us at the time and especially for Mrs. Hagen, who grieved for
a long time. Later another boy was born to us, Howard Allen, but he
lived only three days when God also took him home. Still we got another boy, but he was born dead. So it seems God did not want us to
have a boy. Our only living child is our daughter Harriet, now Mrs.
C. I. Lokken, living in Sioux Falls at this writing in January 1939.
My hardest blow in life came when God took my dear beloved wife
Elsie home to glory on 19 July 1931. She passed away suddenly and unexpectedly from an operation at the Moe Hospital. It was a shock to us.
She had been ill for some time with an ailment not suspected to be cancer but that proved to be so. Complications set in, and she could not be
saved. I was so stricken with grief that I felt as though my head would
break. Oh, how empty life seemed. It was hard to say with Job, “The

The Hagens are pictured here dining with their daughter Harriet (left) in their new
home around 1918.
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Lord gave, and the Lord taketh away, praised be His holy name.”19 It is
that companionship I missed so. My prayer to God is that I may meet
her and all our dear ones in heaven and glorify the Lamb that brought
us from earth with His precious blood. I have the assurance that she is
with God whom she has served sincerely all her life.
After the death of Elsie Hagen in 1931, Albert’s sister Gertrude kept house
for him until she moved to the Bethesda Home for the Aged in Beresford. Albert’s other sister, Ingeborg (Emma) had married Axel A. Husby and passed
away of heart failure in March 1906, one month before her mother Guri
died. In 1939, the Hagen home, built in 1917–1918, was relocated to 2007
South Phillips Avenue in Sioux Falls. Albert made his home there with his
daughter and son-in-law, Harriet and Chester Lokken, until his own death
on 18 January 1944.
19. Job 1:21.
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