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aboard a Russian fishing schooner on the Newfoundland
banks in the company of ignorant and brutalized compan-
ions, an experience which reputedly is the basis of the sketch
“Paa Bankerne.” It is more likely that Hamsun simply
utilized memories of his Lofoten days and transferred the
locale from the Norwegian to the American coast.*?
Christmas of 1886 found him a conductor on a Chicago
horsecar, where his difficulties were many. Nearsighted
and lacking completely a sense of location, Hamsun consci-
entiously learned the sequence of streets forward and back-
ward, but after nightfall he would simply begin to call out
the names somewhere in the middle of the sequence and
continue to the end. People who remembered him on the
Halstead Street line affirmed that he was distinguished by
a perpetual stare into the horizon and that he usually wore
clothes with the elbows out. One passenger, perhaps stimu-
lated by early proximity to a famous man, wrote in 1920:

I still remember Knut’s chapped, red wrists, where his coat-sleeves
forgot to meet his mittens. And he carried books in his pockets. Al-
ways books, Euripides, Aristotle, Thackeray. Such a dreamer! The
passengers used to get mad. He would forget to pull the rope.
They missed their corners.'®

At any rate the passengers, infuriated at missing their stops,
complained to the company, and Hamsun lost his job.

From Chicago he apparently drifted to Minneapolis,
where he re-entered the Norwegian society that he had
known earlier. He had rather a conspicuous part in the
Seventeenth of May celebration which the Scandinavians of
the Twin Cities organized in 1887. A grand parade with
delegations from surrounding communities began the day,

and Mayor Albert A. Ames of Minneapolis addressed the

2 ¢ 1 never compose after living or dead models. Zachaeus and Paa
Bankerne are merely localized in the United States, but are not created
therefrom.” Hamsun to the writer, November 9, 1938,

8« The Horse-car Conductor Who Wins the Nobel Prize,” in the
Literary Digest, 67:35 (November 20, 1920), quotes the reminiscences
of Dr. Anders Doe of Chicago.
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people. Later at Dania Hall the Norwegian Total Ab-
stinence Society held its festivities. According to the Min-
neapolis Tribune of May 18,

The most notable event of the evening was a lecture on the origin and
history of Norway’s day of independence by Knud Hamson [sic].
The lecture throughout was full of interest to the audience and full
of bright and happy sayings which took the Scandinavian heart by
storm.

In the early summer of 1887 Hamsun went to the Red
River Valley in search of work in the grain fields. In an
interesting letter written to Kristofer Janson from Cassel-
ton, Dakota Territory, July 16, 1887, he recounted his at-
tempts to find employment and pictured the great prairie
wheat country.’* Hamsun went first to Fargo, where for a
few days he probably lived the life of any migrant farm
laborer. He told Janson of shaving himself and making
his toilet under a convenient bridge. He and two other
field workers celebrated the Fourth of July with a flask of
beer and some rye bread. The next day they walked six
miles to a “storfarm,” or bonanza farm, seeking work, but
soon went on to Casselton and there walked from one huge
grain farm to another until they found employment.

During the era of bonanza farms—roughly from the
panic of 1873, when land could be purchased cheaply, until
about 1890 — Casselton was the headquarters of the Oliver
Dalrymple farm and was also a kind of supply center for
the entire Red River Valley. Dalrymple himself had begun
wheat farming as a kind of resident manager on a small
scale, but by 1878 he had thirteen thousand acres under cul-
tivation, and in 1895 he is said to have farmed sixty-five
thousand acres.’ It is impossible to ascertain today ex-
actly where Knut Hamsun was employed. If it was not on

1’;§(ristofer Janson, Hvad jeg har oplevet, 222-224 (Christiania,
1913).

¥ Lewis ¥. Crawford, History of North Dakota, 470472 (Chicago
and New York, 1931). See also North Dakota: A Guide to the
Northern Prairie State, 278 (Fargo, 1938).
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the Dalrymple farm, it could have been either on the farm
of the Amenia and Sharon LLand Company, which operated
thirty thousand acres north of Casselton, or on the Watson
farm, a bonanza project of twenty thousand acres which lay
south of the town. At any rate, Dakota filled him with
wonder. ‘‘Fy for et land dette Dakotal” (‘' Fie, what a
country, this Dakota!”) he exclaimed, half in bewilder-
ment, half in admiration.

To Janson he wrote his impressions of the isolation of the
prairies and the endless sea of wheat; he remarked the
cloudless sky, the long day without shade, the vistas in every
direction unbroken save by an occasional thicket or ‘‘tree
claim”; and he particularly observed the unequaled sunset,
blood-red in hue and of an intensity almost defying descrip-
tion. To judge by his reminiscences of his Dakota life,
these were happy days.’® He was liked by his fellow work-
ers and he wrote Sunday letters for them. Together with
them he sat on plows as on a stool, with wheels replacing
legs, and talked and sang as the machines crawled along the
furrows. But Hamsun was never a great success as a
manual laborer. As one critic expressed it,

For general farm labor and work on the street-cars he had no ability
at all. He had earned anything but praise this summer in Dakota.
He had strength enough, he was as powerful as a lion, and he was not
altogether an idiot, either, but if a certain kind of work could not
completely engage his attention, his thoughts ran off with him.'?

His overpowering ambition was, of course, to write, and
only intellectual work could ever satisfy him. His work on
a Chicago streetcar and a Dakota plow was only a stopgap,
something to tide him over temporarily. His real interest
lay in literature, in reading the sentences of other people and
in polishing and shaping his own.

¥ Two semi-autobiographical sketches by Hamsun, “ Zachaeus” and
“Paa praerien,” both of which reflect his North Dakota experiences, are
included in Kratskog: Historier og skitser, 5178, 117-131 (Copenhagen,
1903). They are as yet untranslated.

¥ Joseph Wiehr, “ Knut Hamsun,” in Smith College Studies in Mod-
ern Languages, 3:5 (1921-22).
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It may have been during this latter period of Hamsun’s
stay in the United States that he experienced the close con-
tact with the Indians that he speaks of in Fra det moderne
Amerikas aandsliv. Twice, he declared, he lived in the
wigwams of the red men for short periods, probably to
gather material for literary purposes, but in both cases the
result was unsatisfactory. The Indians were shabby, dirty,
unheroic people; they were not even a fit source for a short
article. Hamsun, of course, was temperamentally a realist
and he had only contempt for the doctrine of the noble sav-
age. For him the romantic pictures supplied by ‘holy
Longfellow ” and other apologists were only a stultification
of the truth. Intimate contact with the domestic life of the
Indians naturally failed to stimulate his interest.'®

In the autumn of 1887 he collected what money he had
saved and set out for Minneapolis to rejoin Kristofer Jan-
son. Janson opened his parish house to the young Norwe-
gian and Hamsun gave several lectures there for a nominal
fee, his audience seldom including more than thirty or
forty listeners. Hamsun discussed in rather iconoclastic
fashion the work of the chief Scandinavian writers, as well
as that of Zola and Maupassant. He also ventured to com-
ment on American literature, but he held such antagonistic
views about Longfellow and Emerson (he found it possible,
he said, to read parts of Poe, Whitman, and Hawthorne!)
that he alienated his hearers, who were quick to resent any
slurs on their adopted country.’® In later years Hamsun
rather regretted the arbitrary judgments passed in these lec-
tures. As he remarked in a letter to the present writer,
“These lectures were very imperfect, I was myself ig-
norant.”

Some time after Hamsun’s return to Minneapolis the

2T have been among the Indians, on two occasions have stayed for a
considerabl.e period in. their wigwams,” writes Hamsun in Fra det mod-
erne Amerikas aandsliv, 60.

** Hanna Astrup Larsen, Knut Hamsun, 23 (New York, 1922).
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journalist Kroger Johansen met him and interviewed him,
remarking on Hamsun's “ refined and well-chiseled features,
his tall, strong figure, his lively manners and animated conver-
sation, his whole unique personality,” all of which contrasted
strongly with his surroundings. It was Hamsun's wish, the
journalist asserted, to charge only ten cents admission to his
literary talks; he hoped to get advertising for these meetings
from the less bigoted Scandinavian papers and from Kristo-
fer Janson’s pulpit.?®

Hamsun’s activities from the fall of 1887 to his departure
for Denmark in 1888 are not altogether clear. Apparently
he spent a large portion of that time in Minneapolis. The
Minneapolis City Directory for 1838-89 lists *“ Knute Ham-
sum” as a clerk with rooms at 904 North Fourth, whereas
the directory for the previous year contains no such name.
It was probably during the winter of 1887—88 that Andreas
Ueland encountered Hamsun. Ueland related that Kristo-
fer and Mrs. Janson were in the habit of holding Thursday
evening sessions at their home, when literature and art were
discussed and there was often singing and instrumental
music.
On those occasions my wife and I often met a young Norwegian with
hair & la Bj6rnson in somewhat threadbare clothes, who was intensely
interested in what Janson had to say about literature. We under-
stood he was working for the street-car company, but of that I have
no personal knowledge. He was, at all events, earning his livelihood
by some common labor, and was meanwhile absorbing everything he
got hold of in literature. Janson would say that like a girl practicing
the scales on a piano, the young man was practicing on sentences in
Norwegian, writing and rewriting to find a satisfactory form; and
according to the late Dr. Thams, his most intimate friend, he would

say: “Some day I shall pinedéd show them how to write.” And he
did. It was Knut Hamsun.?!

® Dagbladet (Christiania), January 18, 1905, quoted by Wiehr, in
Smith College Studies, 3:5. Johansen used the pseudonym of Cecil

Kroger.
% Andreas Ueland, Recollections of an Immigrant, 63 (New York,

1929).
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Halvard Askeland, the editor of Felt raabet, a Norwegian
temperance weekly published in Minneapolis, recalls that on
one occasion Hamsun accompanied him to Trinity Church
and pumped the organ while Askeland played and the Rev-
erend M. Falk Gjertsen delivered his Thursday evening ser-
mon. During intervals in the service Hamsun crouched
down behind the organ and wrote notes for a satiric sketch
entitled “Flies, a Speech at a Strawberry Festival in the
Nazareth Church.” Hamsun occasionally wrote editorials
for Felt raaber and, after his departure for Europe, sent
several letters to John Hansen, the business manager of the
weekly, which were duly published. He also played some
part in the Minneapolis celebration of the Norwegian na-
tional holiday in 1888, although festivities were apparently
on a smaller scale than in the previous year. The Norwe-
gians gathered in various halls throughout the city, and the
Wergeland Lodge met at Turner Hall, Washington Avenue
and Fifth Avenue North, the morning of May 17. There
were toasts, exhibition drills, and music, and addresses were
made by Judge Lars Rand and Knut Hamsun.??

Before leaving Minneapolis Hamsun gave a kind of vale-
dictory address at Dania Hall, a bold and violent speech in
which he flayed American materialism and ridiculed Ameri-
can culture. Undoubtedly it epitomized the book which he
was soon to publish on his experiences and observations in
the United States. Once more Hamsun’s friends had to
assist him to return home. John Hansen aided him to
reach Chicago, and there he was helped by Professor N. C.
Frederiksen, then a wealthy land agent. Hamsun sailed
from New York for Denmark in the steamer * Thingvalla.”

One of the last anecdotes relating to Hamsun's sojourn in
America is told by Rasmus Anderson. In the summer of

“ Personal conversation with Halvard Askeland; Felt raabet, July 1,
March 9, 1887, October 5, 1888; Minneapolis Tribune, May 17, 1888;
Minneapolis Journal, May 16, 1888. There are probably articles by
Hamsun in Felt raabet that have not been located, as he rarely signed
his contributions and identification is therefore difficult.
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1888 Anderson, then American minister to Denmark, was
in the United States on vacation and by chance happened to
return to Copenhagen on the very vessel that was carrying
Hamsun. Anderson tells in his autobiography how one
day, as he walked through the steerage, he saw four young
men, all badly clad and dirty, playing cards. One of them
he recognized as the young Norwegian who had rung his
doorbell in Madison six years before. Anderson engaged
him in conversation and Hamsun replied that he had spent
some time in Chicago, North Dakota, and the Minnesota
pineries, and that he was now bound for Copenhagen to find
a publisher for his book. Thereupon Hamsun produced his
manuscript, bulky enough according to the narrator to make
a volume of a thousand pages, and urged Anderson to read
it. Anderson declined. Then, noticing that Hamsun was
wearing a black ribbon on his lapel, Anderson inquired
whether he was in mourning for any member of his family.
Hamsun said no; he was simply honoring the Chicago anarch-
ists! ‘““From that moment,” Anderson wrote, *‘ Knut Ham-
sun was in my mind an anarchist and I had no use for
people of that ilk.” When Hamsun later applied at the
American legation at Copenhagen, he found the doors
closed. Even after the publication of Hunger in 1890 had
made the author famous, almost overnight, Anderson did
not relent in his animosity. Years later when Hamsun was
established as one of the outstanding Furopean novelists,
Anderson wrote: ‘‘There are passages in his books too
coarse and indecent to be read aloud even where only men
are present. Such writers as Hamsun are a disgrace to the
country that tolerates them.” #

Hamsun's reaction to his American experiences is to be
found in the book which he persuaded a publisher to bring

= Anderson, Life Story, 314-318. Hamsun’s final comment on Ander-
son’s remarks may well be found in a sentence taken from “ Nogen faa
svar”’: “ One lie more or less hurled at me by a man of Rasmus Ander-
son's caliber is 2 matter of no consequence.”
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out the year following his arrival in Copenhagen, Fra det
moderne Amerikas aandsliv. For this volume is a scathing
ndictment of almost everything American. Here Hamsun
paid his respects to American journalism, the arts, the the-
ater, the legal system, schools and churches, morals and
etiquette, and particularly patriotism, which was to him
rather chauvinism, and the national antagonism toward for-
eigners. Everywhere he found materialism rampant. The
newspapers gloried in sensationalism, although he admired
the trickiness of their advertising, and printed whatever the
newsboys could best yell out on the streets; the ministers
kotowed to the common passion by quoting statistics in their
sermons; the people constantly speculated, whether on the
New York stock exchange or in Texas cattle. America, he
asserted, had no cultural life at all, the only society which
made the pretense of being cultured having been extermi-
nated by the Civil War. He condemned the national prud-
ery and the tendency of American men to submit to
feminine domination, and he arraigned the popular devotion
to money-getting. Worst of all, he thought, was the ubig-
uitous patriotism, a kind of national conceit which seemed
all the more ridiculous when he realized that the United
States had welcomed and naturalized the scum of Europe.?

Although the book is largely objective in the sense that
there are few personal references, Hamsun did allude occa-
sionally to his residence in Minneapolis. He chose to dis-
cuss Minneapolis and Copenhagen, cities comparable in
population but in other respects very different. Minne-
apolis expended three times as much money on schools and
education as did the Danish capital, and got poorer results.
Minneapolis boasted 146 churches, Copenhagen only 29, a
statistical comparison which led Hamsun to remark sarcas-
tically that there was much God in America! He then re-
marked about the opulence of the Minneapolis churches, the

* Fra det moderne Amerikas aandsliv, 2, 19, 26, 28.
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monstrous organs, the deep carpets, the stained glass win-
dows, one of which alone cost five hundred dollars; the
pews, the people, and the word of God were all alike in that
all were highly polished! He remarked that the preaching
was American, being given over chiefly to Bostonian morals,
but he expressed his own preference for American sermons
since, if they were sugar-coated, they were at least entertain-
ing. Particularly was he impressed by Minneapolis’ defi-
ciencies as a cultural center. It was animportant commercial
city, it could boast theaters and schools, art galleries and a
university, yet it had a negligible library and only one book-
store. The Minneapolis Athenaeum he thought was a re-
markable building, but one could hardly call it a library.
It shelved the works of Scott and Dickens and Dumas and
Marryat, but it contained no modern literature. Instead of
French and Russian novelists one was given handsomely
- bound volumes of Congressional debates and patent reports.
If one asked for Comte or Schopenhauer, one was handed
Emerson. The books of Zola, of course, were not even
available in America, since if they were sold they would
have to be distributed through cigar stores. Nor was the
one bookstore much better supplied. There one could
purchase detective stories, calendars, copies of ‘“Yankee
Doodle” and “ Home Sweet Home,” lithographs of Wash-
ington, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Grant’s memoirs. As an
emporium of the latest and best thought it was beneath con-
tempt.?®

Many of Hamsun’s strictures were undoubtedly true, and
a few may even still be pertinent. Many, on the other
hand, were the direct result of his own unsatisfactory
achievements and the unwillingness of a strange land to ac-
cept him at his own estimate. It is not hard to understand
why Hamsun never allowed the republication of Fra det
moderne Amerikas aandsliv. There is both irony and

% Fra det moderne Amerikas aandsliv, 55, 58, 205, 209.
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pathos in the spectacle of the young critic parading his ani-
madversions with a kind of wounded arrogance. But the
interest of the book today is due to the very candor and
forthrightness of the writer.

The years since 1890 are no part of the present story.
Hamsun left America embittered and almost as poor as
when he arrived; he never returned.”® For over four years
he had worked and suffered privations of all sorts, in the
meanwhile learning the countryside and fraternizing with
the workers very much as Vachel Lindsay and John Stein-
beck have done since. From these experiences he gathered
a knowledge and an insight which stood him in good stead
as a novelist. Specifically, his use of American material in
his fiction is probably not great; he has repeatedly denied
his utilization of autobiographical events. But there is no
doubt that the years of toil left their imprint on Hamsun.
Quite possibly he has transferred to Norway characters and
incidents that were indigenous to America. Certainly Miss
Larsen is not alone in attributing the success of Hunger to
Hamsun’s American years.” The New World was not
kind to the young Norwegian; it taught him hard lessons the
hard way. But today Americans buy his books and read
them with pleasure and admiration. Knut Hamsun may
often have wished to forget his experiences in the United
States, but Americans have no wish to forget him.

Joun T. FLANAGAN

Un1versiTy OF MINNESOTA
MINNEAPOLIS

*The visit of the Norwegian crown prince and princess to the United
States in the spring of 1939 reminded the Norwegian-American press of
the earlier visits of distinguished Norwegians, including Hamsun. See
a brief account of his American sojourn in Normanden (Fargo), June 8,
1939; and two editorials in Decorah-Posten, June 23, August 4, 1939.

# Larsen, Knut Hamsun, 35.



Minnesota
Historical Society

Copyright of Minnesota History is the property of the Minnesota
Historical Society and its content may not be copied or emailed to
multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder’s
express written permission. Users may print, download, or emalil
articles, however, for individual use.

To request permission for educational or commercial use, contact us.

1/[ www.mnhs.org/mnhistory


http://www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
mailto:permissions@mnhs.org?subject=Minnesota History magazine - Request permission for commercial or educational use�
www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
http://www.mnhs.org/�

