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A Pioneer s Letter
LORNA B. H E R S E T H
EDITOR

The following letter was written by Walborg Strom Holth,
the mother of Christian (Strom) Holth, who homesteaded in
northern Brown County, near Houghton, South Dakota. She
came to visit her two sons, Christian, at Sand Lake, and Severin,
in Chicago, in 1881 and 1882.
At eighteen, Walborg married a widower with children
almost her own age. She was a widow before her second son,
Severin, was born. She inherited a prosperous business, which
provided well for her all her life. An accomplished pianist and
writer for the newspapers, she was involved in pohtics until
1910. Both of her sons became engineers. Severin worked for
McCormick—International Harvester Company in Chicago.
Christian later moved to Chicago and worked for the
government as an engineer.
A frame house was built by Christian at Sand Lake in 1886
to replace the sod house. It was built for his new bride, Dagny
Herseth, whom he married in Tonsberg, Norway, on 19
February 1887. This house is still used on the Herseth ranch by
employees of the ranch. Lars Herseth, cousin of Dagny
(Herseth) Holth and father of former governor Ralph Herseth,
purchased the homestead from the Holths in the late 1880s. In
1910 Lars built a spacious square house that became the home
of former governor Ralph and Loma Herseth in 1937. Today
their son R. Lars Herseth is farming and ranching on this
acreage.
The letter of 1882, translated into English, was
contributed by Lorna B. Herseth and by Lillie Holth Kaufmann
of Detroit, Michigan. Lillie is the daughter of Dagny and
Christian (Strom) Holth and is now eighty-five years old.
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Sand Lake, 29 Oct. 1882
Dear Emma, [Walborg's step-daughter in Christiania, Norway]
You have probably long since given up ever hearing from me,
but if you could have been with me out here on the farm, you
would soon understand that farm life does not give one much
spare time for letter writing. I have decided to use Sunday
afternoons for my correspondence to Norway and other places,
and so it is your turn today. Two weeks ago it was mother's
turn but her letter was very short, last Sunday I wrote to my
sister-in-iaw in Milwaukee-today you and so the entire family
on your side (Ourens & Gulbransons) and next Sunday it is
Aunt Rebekka's turn.
The trip across the Atlantic went well in that we arrived
safely. But we had much wind and fog, some storm and poor
food, besides which the ship was just naturally not built for
speed. We arrived in New York, Tues. [29 August 1881] but
had to stay on board till the Customs officials had inspected our
baggage, which took place during Wednesday. As the
passengers finished with Customs, they hurried away and
disappeared, all except the real immigrants, who were taken to
Castle Garden that evening with all tbeir goods and from there
directed to trains for their various destinations.
Since none of the first class passengers had tickets all the way to
Chicago, I was left completely alone. As you probably know, I
am not given to unnecessary worry so 1 started out with joy and
confidence for the big city and to find my way to the train,
which left at 6.20 that same evening. But it was not such a
simple matter and when I later told the family of all my
adventures and surprises-after my happy arrival at my brother's
home in Milwaukee- they laughed loud and heartily; but since
it would be too long and involved to write about, you will have
that story coming when 1 get home again. The main thing was
to find my way through, and that 1 did, arriving in Chicago,
Friday a.m. at 9. From the hotel, 1 telephoned Severin, who
came after work in the evening. [ 1 September 1881] In the
meantime 1 bought a map of Chicago and found my way to Miss
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Jevne, a Norwegian lady who had lived with me in Christiania
two years ago. Severin also came on Saturday morning and
took me to see Lincoln Park and then to the train at 10:30, as I
wanted to get to Milwaukee that same day, since my trunks had
been shipped there.
At 1:30 I was in Milwaukee, where my brother met me, having
had a telegram from Severin; but his family knew nothing of my
coming till I stood before them. [2-26 September] I had
stayed a little over 3 weeks with them but did not go out much
as I was very tired from the trip and glad to rest.
Tuesday the 26th of September, at 1:30 p.m., I left for here
arriving at the station in Bath, Dakota Territory, the next
evening at 10:30 p.m., [27 September] where Christian and his
companion Mr. Fangen met me. Feodor's oldest son was with
me so I had a quite pleasant train trip. On the whole, train
travel is not as tiring here as in Europe, as they use long cars
which hold more that 60 people. There is an aisle down the
center of the car with a row of seats holding two persons each
on either side of the aisle. If the car is not crowded a person
can have the entire seat and so rest quite comfortably. But if a
person wants to travel in style, he takes a sleeper and then has
all the comforts of home. In each car there is a water
container at one end, and also a small toilet room, and since
there is an exit from both ends of the car, a person can walk
through the entire train if he wishes. Aside from the
convenience of being able to move about, this type of car also
protects ladies traveling alone from unpleasant company.
And now back to my trip. We stayed in Bath over night and
came to my present home in the morning. 128 September] I
will not say that I was greatly surprised by the surrounding
beauties of nature, as the trip over the prairies had already
prepared me for what I saw-besides in Norway I had seen a
picture of an American farm so I knew that the ground was
"flat as a pancake." The road lay straight ahead without curves
and there was no need for road work, as there seldom was a
stone or a hole; if one meets anyone, he just drives into the
grass at the side-and if a horse should run away, one can safely
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let the horse keep running without fear of tripping over in a rut
or striking a tree. After riding for several hours we came to
our closest post office, Columbia, which is 12 English miles
from us, where we saw signs of a railroad. Three or four days
later the first train came through, so we are not now so far from
a railroad. In another year it is scheduled to pass our farm but
it has not been decided if there will be a station.
When we came near the Home Farm I asked Christian to show
me the house from a distance so 1 could see if it looked
iiice-Oh, well! if one isn't too spoiled it perhaps can pass,
although without a doubt the interior is much more inviting
than the exterior. The house, as I believe I have already told
you, is built of sod and for safety as well as warmth, it is dug
quite deep so the floor lies 1'4 Alen [?] below the ground level
and the windows are at ground level.
As a result the roof begins not far above the ground, so we must
go down 4 steps to enter into our palace. The interior is like 4
fairy palace. We have first a kitchen, which is also Christian's
bedroom, our dining room and usually our sitting room, as we
have there a very pretty hanging lamp and our largest
table. Christian's bed serves as a sofa and otherwise we use
just anything to sit on out here in the far west. In my salon,
besides my bed and a pretty little table (all carpenter work is
done by Chr., hkewise the buildings) a metal rocking chair
(which I brought from Milwaukee along with the hanging lamp
and other household goods), a cupboard and 2 chairs with cane
seats, so it is very fme. On the table we have a red and white
A dugout homestead surrounded by family members.
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table cover, and on the rocking chair I have a wonderfully
pretty afghan which Miss Grewelius gave me when I left
Christiania. In an alcove in the wall we have our supply of
books and albums and in one corner we have a shelf with
embroidered cover. The walls are papered and at the window
and the door opening into the living room we have my prettiest
drapes. But the best of all is our stove, in wiiich I bake the
best of white bread. I have learned to cook gjar [yeast] so I
shall soon be as good as the American Miss at that.
We have only two milk cows but are full up with milk, cream
and butter. Our pantry is filled daily with wild life by Lawyer
Hansten, who has been with us for 2 months. He is waiting
here to claim ownership to a piece of land in the neighborhood
and as soon as the deal is completed he will return to Chicago.
As soon as the Government has surveyed the land and decided
which part shall be offered to Homesteaders it is important to
be ready, as there is always great demand for the
land. Hansten has built a sod house on the piece he wants and
when it is offered for sale he has only to pay about S 14.00 for
papers and sale contract. Then, if he spends a certain number
of months a year on his land and plows a certain amount of it,
the land is his after 5 years without further expense. So it is
no wonder there is such demand for the land, which has been
the case in recent years. Hansten sleeps at Fangen's, whose
sod hut is near Chr's but both eat at our house, as there is only
one household.
Here we have 1 horse with colt, 4 oxen, of which the largest
pair weigh 3260 lbs. so they are big fellows, 2 milk cows, 2
heifers, 3 calves, 3 delightful fat httle pigs (large for 4 months)
10 roosters and 12 hens. And yes, there is a dog and 2 cats,
which are both fun and a nuisance. Besides all these, 1 am told
there are many mice (of which I hope the cats will free us) in
the winter and insects in summer. The day I first made my
appearance here, there had been a heavy rain and a deluge of
small frogs were hopping about between our feet.
Beside the kitchen and even deeper down, we have a food cellar
which is well filled with potatoes, roots and milk. For the
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animals we have two sod huts side by side. We are about to
build a 3rd for the chickens and pigs, whose number, however,
will decrease in the course of the winter. There have been
thousands of wild ducks and geese which stop in the bends and
coves in the neighborhood on their flight south. We live on
geese and ducks and prairie hens for dinner while for breakfast
and supper we have sandwiches (Smorrebrod). For all 3 meals
we have coffee according to American custom. Though they
say the Yankees use tea at night and always warm food with
each meal, mostly fried pork and the inevitable pies with jam or
honey.
We were going to kill the largest heifer and one of the pigs for
the winter but are waiting to do this as long as there is wild
food to be had.
Last Sunday the community preacher came to our county and
wanted to hold a service several miles to the south. So
Christian had to go, since he is secretary, and also the following
day when there was to be a service and baptism at a farm nearer
us. He announced when he left that he might bring back some
guests for the evening since two of the neighborhood young
ladies had expressed a desire to call on me. So I dressed and
prepared to meet them in a hospitable way and had a gooü
supper ready; but great was my shock when he appeared with
four ladies- the two beauties with their old mother and a
young friend. A short time earlier, four Yankees with two
horses had come to the house and my food pot was to feed all
these! Well, it wasn't too bad-and at night the men were
placed on the floor at Fangen's, while the four ladies were to
sleep 2 on the floor and 2 in the bed in the kitchen, while Chr.
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lay on the floor in my bedroom. After considerable laughing
and commotion all the ladies got into the bed, two at either end
and we were finally going to get some sleep, when what
happened?
The kitchen door opened and in walked Mr. Ellingsen whom we
had been expecting for several days. He had his mother, sister,
wife and child with him, was moving to another county, came
in pouring rain and was worn out after riding for two days
across the prairie. There was nothing to do but provide coffee,
food and shelter and after this new influx of people was bedded
on the fioor we enjoyed sweet slumber till the following
morning.
First we had to speed the strange Yankees on their way with
breakfast, then Ellingsen's family, and at last it was our turn
and our guests so I must say 1 was more than happy when the
guests too were on their way home.
That is the way we get a house full every once in a while, but
one must make the best of things as they come in this
world. This same Mr. Ellingsen came here last night with a
large load, which he unloaded, and after resting here today he
will return tomorrow to his old home for more of his goods—his
new home is 20 English miles from here.
On my first sheet I made a mark which means that at that point
I was interrupted by a visit. It was a newly married German
couple, by the name of Fischer, who are our nearest neighbors,
2/2-3 English miles from here. They have bought the farm
with house from a Yankee and have lived there only a week, so
their first visit was to us. They stayed for supper and I am
continuing now after having done the dishes, while the men talk
in the kitchen. Tues, the 31st I was so sleepy I had to stop
and now I must hurry to finish so Christian will take it along
tomoFTow when he and Fangen go to Columbia on business.
I have just finished my butter, which I churn every Tuesday. I
am very proud of myself because I have always had to have one
of the men folks help me but managed alone today because I
did not fill the churn so full of cream.
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Christian has become a real farmer, strong and healthy so you
see the results of his work. He and Fangen help each other
and they seem to take pleasure in their work. Chr. has become
very fond of America, so he cannot say enough good for
conditions here but he also loves Norway and would rather
spend his life there, I believe, // he were a rieh man. He says
anyone coming to America should have 2 to 3000 spd to start
with, because otherwise it takes so long to get started till there
is any income. For instance, one should have expensive farm
machinery and horses or oxen to pull there, together with
money to keep him going till the crops come in, so the first few
years are not so easy.
1 believe the way the partners have arranged matters is very
sensible, in that Severin and Holmboe have sent money and the
two living here provide the work while all contributed a certain
amount in the beginning. After all the land around here has
been taken up, values will naturally rise and they hope to make
a good profit. There was a fifth partner but he has pulled out
and is working his land alone, that is, he has built a house,
where he occasionally stays, but has to rent horses for plowing
and himself works out for strangers most of the time. There
are many Norwegians hereabouts and most seem satisfied to
have come to America. 1 hope Severin can come out here this
winter or in the spring because he greatly needs rest from his
strenuous drafting work. He visited me one Sunday in
Milwaukee. He had grown a beard but is thin and pale, thougli
he says he feels well. He has a very good position with
$80-$85 per month but has to work from 6 in the morning till
6 or 7 at night, partly drawing machines and also checking in
the factory to see that they are following his plans
accurately. So he has very little time for recreation as he
needs all his free time to rest.
Everyone seems to agree that Chicago is a very tiresome town
and from the little 1 saw of it, I got a very unfavorable
impression. It had rained for several days so the streets were
very dirty and since there is building going on nearly
everywhere,
the
mud
and dirt
were
unbelievably
terrible. Milwaukee seems much more friendly and cozy. To
be sure, the business section is closely built, but most of the
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town is made up of 1 story small homes with little gardens and
most streets have trees so the town gives a very good impression
when seen from the observation tower built for its view of
it. The town is on Lake Michigan, and this lake is so large that
one cannot see the other side and there are quite large boats on
it.—Continued after supper.
We received three packages of Morgenblade [newspapers from
Christiania) today and I see in one of them that Andrea Ouren
was married on Aug. 30. You must greet the newlyweds from
us, also Evaline and her family. Tonight I had my first letter
from Norway but it was from Trondhjem so there was no news
of family and friends in Christiania. You must be sure to write
at once and tell me all about everything, as we are grateful for
all news. A Norwegian paper here in America had contained
information that Sverdrup had not been elected to the
Storthing so everyone here yelled hurrah and when 1 arrived and
heard the news, 1 too was happy; But alas we got the truth later
from the Morgenblade, which I receive twice a week.
We raise our flag with the Union Mark every now and then
when we either want to impress our visitors with it or when the
weather is so beautiful that we want to feast our eyes with the
sight of it. But the flagpole is not ready yet so the flag does
not get very high, though it still gives a good effect.
Prairie fires have been raging around the horizon for several
weeks but fortunately we have been spared. They seem to be
under control now. For safety's sake people usually plow
several rows of furrows around buildings and hay stacks but
even then it sometimes happens that the entire crop bums if the
wind is,bad.
When we want to see one thing or another in the neighborhood
we simply take a walk on the roof from where we have an
extraordinarily wide view!
You must greet relatives and friends in Christiania from
Christian and me and say that we are doing very well. A
happy Christmas to all of you. especially you and all your
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children and tell them not to forget me before I get back to
Norway.
Affectionately yours,
Walborg Holth
It seems that winter is beginning tonight with a snow storm.
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