

















ban neighborhood dims in importance when con-
fronted with these studies. American workers, Thern-
strom concluded, constituted a floating proletariat.®

This mobility is reflected in documents from the
Norwegian working class in America. The diary of an
anonymous immigrant has found its way into the
Norwegian-American Historical Association archives in
Northfield. Throughout the second half of 1901, this
unknown worker stopped to record in a small pocket
notebook the events of his daily life and his reactions to
the American working milieu. In search of factory
work, he traveled up and down the East Coast, across
New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania: “12 Aug.
Have been around all morning, first in Elizabeth [New
Jersey]; before there I went to New York and to Newark
to look for work, but none was to be found. 13th [Aug.]
Today T was in Brooklyn and New York, but with the
same result.”%

The search for work was the paramount concern for
such immigrants as this diarist. It took precedence over
family, friends, or a hospitable Norwegian koloni in the

% Thernstrom, The Other Bostonians: Poverty and Prog-
tess in the American Metropolis, 1880-1970 (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press. 1973), 220-225.

% Anonymous diary, 1901, Norwegian-American Histori-
cal Association Archives, Northfield, (hereafter cited as Di-
ary, NAHA).

T Haland to Berthe Gurine Olsen, April 6, 1896,
Grimsted Letters, Aust-Agder Archives, Arendal, Norway.
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decision of where to settle in America. It determined
the conditions of life for the immigrant, as well as his
temperament. Finding a job was a satisfying event.
“Have today been to work again,” the anonymous dia-
rist penciled in his notebook on July 29, 1901. “T am
now beginning to enjoy myself better in my new place.”
Worker J. Haland expressed a similar satisfaction in a
letter home from Brooklyn in 1896: “When I have
work, I'm in better humor and time goes faster.”*
The short and precarious terms of employment the
immigrant worker faced were determined not so much
by his character as by the changing state of the Ameri-
can economy. These conditions were expressed in every-
day life: strikes, conflicts with foremen, workplace
conditions, health, and the seasonal nature of hiring. A
good job took six days of the worker’s week, occasion-
ally seven for some factory and household workers.
Largely unregulated by forces outside of the corpora-
tion, factories lacked minimal protection against acci-
dents and health hazards. In the absence of widespread
unionization and arbitration, the worker had to ap-
proach all dealings with management gingerly. “4th
Sept. 1901. Began in my new job today and did pretty
well with it. My foreman looks tough but was almost
moderate after 1 understood him. Everything is of
steel, so it is hard to work with, but one does what one
can. The air is gruesome here in the workplace—one
finds one’s nose and mouth both full of slag.” Accidents
and poor health conditions caused workers to lose jobs,
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or at least miss valuable work hours while seeking med-
ical treatment: “2lst Sept. I didn’t work today; laid
around for most of the whole day.” “28th Sept. Didn't
work. Laid in most of the whole day. Everything is the
same. %

The lives of immigrant workers were made more pre-
carious by the seasonal nature of much of their work.
Factories would be shut down during periods when or-
ders were scarce, throwing employees back into the
search for work. Unemployment insurance would not
appear until the 20th century, and then slowly on a
state-by-state basis. “Times are tough here,” Jacob
Olsen Fevig wrote to his parents from Philadelphia in
April, 1896, “but it should soon get a little better when
the summer sets in here.”* Konrad Knudsen, a young
construction worker in New Jersey, reflected on the im-
pact of the seasons and the health of the economy on his
work. “I have been promised several jobs, but nothing
has come of them,” he wrote home to the Agder region.
“Here it has been a really bad winter since New Year’s
but I think a little work has been begun.™® Like their
countrymen in the construction trades, Norwegians in
the maritime industries spent several months each year
without work. For these workers, the annual cycles of
hiring and laying-off meant living part of every year in
poverty.

Although the seasonal idleness of the “seafolk”™ was
considered an annual occurrence in the Brooklyn ko-
loni, extended joblessness during the short depression of
the early 1920s brought confusion and panic. Readers
of Nordisk Tidende read weekly reports of life among
their jobless and homeless countrymen. “There are now
over 1000 jobless Scandinavian seamen in Brooklyn and
New York,” the paper reported in February, 1921
“Many of them have been inland for several months
without being able to find work.” They had spent their
meager savings and there was simply no work to be
had. Churches opened their doors at night and chari-
ties placed desperate advertisements in the newspapers,
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asking for cast-off clothing and blankets, and beseech-
ing the koloni’s businessmen to create inconsequential
jobs for destitute seamen.*!

The erisis of the Brooklyn seafolk in 1920-21 under-
scores the position of the working people at the mercy
of minor fluctuations of the immature American indus-
trial economy. The experience of most working people
did not allow them to find the kind of suecess Franklin
and Alger promised in their books and banker Hansen
and lawyer Gjertsen lived in Minneapolis. For most of
those who remained in America, success probably
meant mere survival, perhaps a modest home, and
some savings from a secure job. If these things could be
retained and passed on, the grandchildren of the Nor-
wegian worker might advance into business and the
professions. But then one must ask whether they made
that kind of advancement as Norwegian Americans or
as Americans.

The immigrant generation heard the promise of suc-
cess touted everywhere, but the promise of failure was
equally loud. “The same family that lived on two
crowns a day here needs a dollar and a half a day
there,” Knut Hamsun told Norwegians in 1889, “and
for the great majority it takes considerable doing to get
hold of this dollar and a half; it really keeps you whirl-
ing to earn that money,” he added.’* Perched precari-
ously on the edge of success or failure in the emerging
industrial economy, the Norwegian-American workers
were whirling continuously. They were a small and lit-
tle documented part of that noisy “society in the mak-
ing” that has become modern America.

2 Diary, NAHA.
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ALL photographs are in the MHS audio-visual library.
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