




not always smooth. Some immigrants welcomed the 
vestiges of the old system and relied on the pastor not 
only in religious matters, but also for help in business 
matters, writing English, and arbitration of disputes. 
Others resented the role played by pastors such as 
Muus, who was referred to as a "czar."'"' 

In family matters, both Janson and Bj0rnson felt 
that the synod pastors imposed their views on hus­
bandly authoritv' to the detriment of the wife and chil­
dren. Bj0rnson commented on Oline's situation, "I 
have seen with regret how she is captured in the foolish 
dogma of these ignorant priests (which they call spiri­
tual liberation!) and how she sprawls in the net without 
being able to emancipate herself from twenty years' 
imprisonment.""' 

The press reflected conflicting views of family duty. 
One newspaper correspondent supported the husband's 
responsibilitv' for the behavior of his family: "there is 
no reason to think that he has not been led by a sense of 
his responsibility. . . . He is aiming at discipline and 
frugality, knowing, that if he succeeded in impressing 
these points upon the minds of those who are commit­
ted to his care, he would have done a great deal to­
wards securing their welfare." Another writer advised 
that what's sauce for the gander is sauce for the goose. 
"Perhaps it is the rule that if a rich woman marries a 
less wealthy man, that she can collect her fortune back 
from him at any time, whether he has anything left to 
support his family or not. If that is the case, I suppose 
the old saying is true that 'a good rule works both ways,' 
so that a rich man who marries a poor woman, can at 
any time exclude her from being partner in his wealth 
and keep it all to himself."'" 

But others felt that Oline had received a poor shake. 
"[T]he wife and mother, who left home and native land 
at the behest of her priestly spouse, who, far from 
home and friends, stripped of the property which the 
love of a father had won for her, stands alone in her 
weakness, poverty and ill health, thinking herself com­
pelled to appeal to the courts for that which [is pro­
tected by] the laws of the country in which she has 
lived, labored and borne her children."'* 

The controversy in the press was still going on 20 
years later. A letter written by Oline to the Norwegian-
American publication Amerika sometime after 1902 re­
sponded to an unnamed correspondent: "You deserve 
my heartiest and most sincere thanks for your defense 
of me in 'Amerika' against Gulbrandson's sharp and 
reckless judgment of me.""' 

IN THE AFTERMATH of the trial, Oline's status in 
her family was somewhat uncertain. She is listed as 
part of the household in the census taken in June, 1880, 
but by July 28, a newspaper reported that she had gone 
to Minneapolis to stay. A letter written by Bj0rnson to 

his wife in March, 1881, expressed his opinion that it 
was important that Bernt and Oline be separated from 
each other, implying that they were still together. By 
January, 1882, two of her children had been put in the 
custody of a farm family some distance from the Muus 
home, and Oline moved away. She defended her deci­
sion to leave. "What meaning would there have been 
for me to sit in a room at the parsonage, when the 
housekeeping, the children and everything had been 
taken from me?"^" 

She received help from Georg Sverdrup and Sven 
Oftedal, professors at Augsburg Seminary in Minnea­
polis, operated by the Norwegian-Danish church group 
known as the Conference. She wrote that "I would 
have hardly escaped this prison had not Professors 
Sverdrup and Oftedal sent me money to come to Min­
neapolis, where they made provision for me until I fi­
nalh' got enough of the inheritance from my parents so 
that I could take care of myself without being a burden 
to anyone else."^' 

The appeal to the Minnesota Supreme Court was 
not decided until May, 1882. Meanwhile, in January, 
Oline had filed in Hennepin County for a separation 
from Bernt and had asked for temporary alimony, 
which was denied. The separation proceedings contin­
ued until January, 1883, when Oline was granted what 
Ueland called a limited divorce. She received $2,500 as 
compensation for the money used by Bernt from her 
father's estate and $150 a year for ten years. Bernt re­
ceived custody of the minor children.^-

At Holden, Bernt Muus remained as pastor and 
raised the children with the help of servants and 
friends. He arranged to have two of his sons stay with a 
family in Northfield while the boys attended St. Olaf 
Academy because "he felt they very much needed a 
mother's care. A son of this family described a visit to 
the Muus household, which included Bernt and his 
children, a bachelor schoolteacher, several women ser­
vants, a hired man who took care of the farm and 
animals, and a woodchopper who kept the parsonage 
and church supplied with fuel. "It was a rather quiet 

" Rasmussen, "Sketch," 2. 
" Ueland, Recollections, 42; Nina Draxten, Kristofer 

Janson in America (Boston: Twayne Publishers for NAHA, 
1976), 40; Lovoll, Promise of America, 104-105. 

" Republican. Feb. 5, 1880; Advance, Mar 3, 1880. 
" Advance. Feb. 18, 1880. 
'» Ohne Muus to Amerika, Muus Papers, SOCA. 
" U.S., manuscript census, 1880, Goodhue County, 

Wanamingo Township, p. 22; Republican, July 29, 1880; 
Haugen and Haugen, Land of the Free, 228; Argus, Jan. 5, 
1882; Oline Muus to Amerika. 

•" Oline Muus to Amerika. 
"= Muus V. Muus, Hennepin County District Court, 1883, 

file no. 13571, Hennepin County Government Center, Min­
neapolis. 

306 Minnesota History 



PASTOR MUUS, 1888 

and sober group as all of them had great respect for the 
head of the household."" 

Rut Rernt was also portrayed with warmth as he 
abandoned his study in the evenings to play chess with 
the boys and took them in the sleigh to buy them 
Christmas gifts at the country store. He seemed to have 
mellowed in the years after Oline left. He began to lose 
influence within the Norwegian Synod, and perhaps he 
gained in sympathy as he lost in power. A neighbor said 
"Muus was a man of sorrow in his later days. He was 
indeed a lonesome man. Few came to see him. Many 
were afraid of him."" 

The whole Holden congregation turned out to say 
goodbye when Rernt returned to Norway for the last 
time in 1899. A stroke had ended his active ministry, 
and he was going to live with his daughter, who had 
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married a Norwegian. Bernt could not speak, "but he 
pointed toward heaven as to say, meet me there, tears 
running down his cheeks." Later, he was taken up and 
down the streets of Kenyon for a last look. Although 
hundreds of people had come to the depot, Bernt asked 
that they not come up to say goodbye, as it was too hard 
for him to part from them. Then he was helped onto 
the train and he departed for Norway, where he died 
the following spring. During that last year he told a 
friend, "All I have left of my theology is: I know I have 
a savior."'^ 

UNTIL 1888 Oline lived at various locations near Augs­
burg Seminary. She earned some money teaching mu­
sic, and her name appeared as the accompanist to vio­
linist Jacob Seeman, who played at a Norwegian 

OLINE MUUS in her later years 



Women's Society program featuring Kristofer Janson as 
the speaker. Aasta Hansteen, the noted Norwegian re­
former and a pioneer in the women's movement in Nor­
way, visited at Oline's residence during a Minnesota 
speaking tour."' 

In 1896, Oline moved to Fruithurst, Alabama, 
where she bought and operated a hotel. The leg she 
had broken apparent!)' never healed properly. She 
wrote in the early 1900s, "Since I am crippled for life, it 
is difficult for me to earn anything myself; by teaching 
music I have earned a little most of the time and have 
had some students (at 25 cents an hour), and together 
with the $12 a month which I have been getting since 
1902, I can manage without going into debt."'" 

Oline spent her last years crippled with rheuma­
tism, confined mostly to her bed or wheelchair. She 
was cared for by her daughter, Birgitte Kluver. A 
woman whose family supplied milk to the household in 
Fruithurst around 1920 wrote that Oline "always 
seemed so happy and interested in people." The same 
woman described a gracious house with heavy draper­
ies and beautiful furniture and a yard with plenty of 
seats and swings for people to rest on. She also men­
tioned the frequent gatherings of Scandinavian people 
at the house.̂ "̂  

Oline's circumstances at some time seem to have 
deteriorated, for the mayor of Fruithurst, at an unde­
termined date, inserted a notice in a Norwegian-Ameri­
can newspaper, asking for donations of money for 
Oline. He called her a "noble and good-hearted old 
lady" and said that she was "very old, poor, and so 
rheumatic that she can barely get around." She died in 
Fruithurst on September 4, 1922.'" 

OLINE'S original inclination had been to keep her 
problems to herself; she was moved by what she felt 

was economic necessity and unfair treatment to present 
her case in a public court. The disclosure of her private 
situation initiated a great deal of public debate, and 
while Oline was not a leader in the growing women's 
movement, her example must have been noted by other 
immigrant women caught between the Old World and 
the New. 

After their case was heard judicially, theologically, 
and in the court of public opinion, the Muuses found 
differing solutions to the dilemma, he returning to his 
homeland, and she moving on to a new home in her 
adopted country. The conflict between Oline and Bernt 
Muus illuminates a dilemma faced by all immigrants: 
whether to adhere to the laws and traditions of the 
mother country or to conform to a new and sometimes 
alien society. 
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