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Avenues, became not only an exhibition site but
also a social club for Colling, a bachelor during
his years in America. Members addressed each
other as “good Brother” and apparently occa-
sionally wore Viking gear in amateur theatricals.
Tickets that Colling saved attest to invitations
for day-long cruises of the Mississippi River, a
Christmas fest, and his work on social commit-
tees. He was elected secretary-treasurer in
December 1889, serving until March 1890.22

Inspired by the Norden Society’s emphasis
on drama, Colling performed stand-up comic
routines at the club, speaking in one of the
provincial dialects of Sweden liberally laced
with English. Newspaper stories reported that
audiences enjoyed his gubbar (old man) rou-
tines, demanding an encore at one program.
Colling wrote that when he mimicked the lan-
guage of poorly educated Swedish immigrants,
his listeners decided “I was a humorist.”

Colling’s wry humor surfaced not only in

skits but also in sketches of his studio, numer-
ous articles, and three books he wrote in
Swedish for the immigrant community: Mister
Colesons Sverigeresa (Mister Coleson’s Swedish
Journey, 1898, reissued in 1908), Der Igen!
(There Again!, 1899?), and I Sverige och Amerika
(In Sweden and America, 1906). Although the
latter was not illustrated, many caricatures liber-
ally spice the others, which he wrote under the
pseudonym Gabriel Carlson. In Mister Colesons
Sverigeresa, Colling told the story of an immi-
grant, not particularly successful in the New
World, who returned home to play out the
stereotype of the blundering boor attempting to
impress his former countrymen with tales of
wealth overseas. While visiting family in Sweden,
the bumbling immigrant attempted to woo a
young Swedish girl, who was dazzled by his gold
watch and promising appearance. Der Igen! con-
tinues Coleson’s adventures as he reports on
the Stockholm Exposition of 1897 and meets

22 Here and below, Skarstedt, Våra Pennfäktare, 39; “Nordens Protokoll bok fran den 14 de Jan. 1885 to Apr.
1897,” American Swedish Institute Archives, Minneapolis; scrapbook #2; Marita Karlish, “A Recent Society of
Vikings,” ASI Posten, Sept. 1994, p. 11; William Beyer, lecture at the American Swedish Institute, Apr. 12, 1995.
Norden Society minutes record events at Norden Hall on Broadway Ave.; the Christmas fest was held in Freya
Hall, 505½ Washington Ave. So. Beyer reported that the group’s meeting rooms were always designated “Norden
Hall” regardless of location.

The James J. Hill Home in North Oaks, Colling’s 1886 oil on board
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the king, who invites him to visit when Coleson
has an opportunity.23

Coleson, probably a play on Colling, began
his first tale by justifying his return home:
“Winter had been cold and my girl had also
become cold and I began to long for home in
Sweden.” Colling combined misspelled English
words with Swedish endings to form gently
humorous dialogue, probably typical of the lan-
guage immigrants painfully used within their
ethnic ghetto as they assimilated into American
society. One immigrant in the short novel
shouts to Coleson, “Du ar an bigg fool!” (You
are a big fool) amidst a tirade in Swedish. In
another chapter the hero observes that “det var
an bjutifull natt” (that was a beautiful night)
and later describes a “bjutifull lady.” Colling’s
illustrations display sardonic wit, adeptly captur-
ing stereotypes. In one, the Swedish-American
hero crudely puts his feet on the table in an ele-
gant Swedish cafe, declaring that this is the way
it’s done in America. In another, the garishly

23 Mister Colesons Sverigeresa (Chicago: L. Lofstroms Co.); Der Igen! (Minneapolis: Grundlund Bros.); I Sverige
och Amerika (Tidaholm, Sweden: Ivar Nybergs). Copies of Mister Colesons Sverigeresa are at the Swedish Emigrant
Institute and the Minnesota Historical Society (MHS); Der Igen! is at MHS; I Sverige och Amerika is in the Tell
Dahloff collection at Wilson Library, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis. 

24 Untitled manuscript, Colling collection. 

“Precisely what we do in America,” and “Will they know how much my gold watch was?” from Mister
Colesons Sverigeresa

dressed Coleson parades his new clothing and
gold watch to fellow parishioners in his home
church, who smirk behind his back. 

Sometime between 1895 and 1898 Colling
penned an untitled novel, referring to the pro-
tagonist as “the wanderer,” a designation he
often took for himself in the essays and poems
he published in Swedish-American periodicals.
Handwritten, the manuscript is edited in a
shaky hand and more modern Swedish spelling,
indicating that the author probably returned to
the novel in his last years in Sweden, after he
had suffered a debilitating stroke.24

The slowly paced narrative frequently
alludes to landscapes its hero views while travel-
ing the American countryside. Chapters begin
with visual descriptions, perhaps an allusion to
the poems employing landscape motifs, an out-
growth of landscape romanticism prevalent in
late nineteenth-century Swedish literature. In
an unusually reflective mood for Colling—more
typical of the many pietistic Swedish immi-
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grants—the novel often interrupts rhapsodic
descriptions of the countryside with biblical
allusions to fate. In one chapter Colling para-
phrases, “Of the earth you come, and to the
earth you shall return.”25

The short chapters in I Sverige och Amerika,
on the other hand, are a compilation of amus-
ing incidents experienced during emigration,
in the New World, and returning to the Old. At
least one story, possibly more, was drawn from
the essays Colling wrote, probably for Min-
neapolis weeklies Svenska Folkets Tidning and
Svenska Amerikanska Posten. Headings break the
chapters into self-contained anecdotes, which
could have originated as newspaper columns.
“Miss Molly and Her Lars,” “On So On,” “Room
Number Thirteen,” and “A Promise in Små-
land” relate humorous and sometimes poignant
stories of the immigrant’s attempt to adjust to
American ways. 

Colling also regularly published humorous
and serious poetry in Swedish-language papers.
One scrapbook clipping he identified as being
from Svenskavekobladet (most likely Minneapolis
Veckoblad), probably in the early 1890s. His
poem “Mitt Forsta Husforhor” (My First Exam-
ination) describes confirmation classes through
the eyes of a young and obstreperous child.
Another, “Till Henne” (For Her, 1884), was a
tribute to his recently deceased sister Ingeborg.
“Vagabonder” plaintively notes at the end that he
must go “forward to the unknown finishing
line!” The unpublished poem “Väntan” (Wait-
ing), subtitled “När Alma skulle till North Oaks”
(When Alma Should Have Been at North Oaks)
and dated 1893, drolly tells of the Sunday that
Colling rode the train to North Oaks, only to be
stood up by Alma, who worked as a maid in the
area. Although the poem may not have any rela-
tionship to the painting The James J. Hill Home in
North Oaks, finished seven years earlier, it is pos-
sible that the unknown Alma was a maid in
Hill’s home or that of a neighbor.26

The artist supplemented his various enter-
prises with assignments as a roving reporter for
several Swedish-language papers in Minnesota,
Hemlandet in Chicago, and Vestkusten in Cali-
fornia. Chronicling his 1889 journey to Sweden,
he sent columns to Minneapolis’s Svenska

Amerikanska Posten describing a midsummer fes-
tival in Småland and a nostalgic trip to visit his
father. He sent the Posten two stories on an 1897
visit to the Stockholm Exposition. In letters
from Sweden in 1894, he signed himself as a
special correspondent for the Minneapolis-
based Svenska Folkets Tidning.

For the latter, Colling also wrote and illus-
trated a series, Svenskarne i Nordvestern, between
September 25, 1901, and April 30, 1902. This
may have been a subscription-history project,
prevalent in the Midwest in the late-nineteenth
to early-twentieth centuries. Freely sketched
views of the Fish Lake Swedish Lutheran
Church, Russell Beach in Lindstrom, and the
Swedish Lutheran Church in Chisago City, for
example, accompanied the historical stories
and short biographies of noted Swedish-
American settlers in Minnesota.27

Between 1900 and 1902 Colling settled in
San Francisco, then traveled along the
Pacific Coast and inland to Idaho, where

he attempted to stake a claim. Although restless-
ness must have motivated his moves, he repeat-
edly settled in areas with significant concentra-
tions of Swedes. He placed notices in Vestkusten
advertising himself as a painter and wrote a
series of columns about his treks, signing him-
self “Colling from Idaho,” as well as “Calle
Stenhuggare” (Carl Stone-cutter).28

Charles A. Victor, proprietor of a general
store in Lindstrom, Minnesota, and publisher of
the weekly paper Medborgaren (The Citizen),
summoned Colling back to the state in mid-
March 1903 to edit his paper. Victor, possibly a
relative of Colling’s mother, said that he pre-
ferred Colling over other candidates because he
knew him. The publisher promised, “You could
probably finish your work here (which I suppose
is painting). Your work here will be left to your-
self and you will practically be your own boss,
and the pay, we will agree on that I am sure.”29

Moving to Lindstrom, Colling immediately
enrolled in a course in English grammar
through the International Correspondence
School in Pennsylvania, fearing that his
Smålanning dialect would impinge on his writ-
ing for Medborgaren, where a percentage of the

25 Untitled manuscript, 325.
26 Here and below, scrapbook #2, #4.
27 For the named illustrations, see Svenska Folkets Tidning, Jan. 1 and 15, Feb. 12, 1902—all p. 6, microfilm

copies, MHS. Colling’s articles appeared weekly from Jan. 1 through Apr. 30. The original art is in the Swedish
Emigrant Institute.

28 Scrapbook #5, ca. 1900, #6, ca. 1902–03, Colling collection. Calle is a nickname for Carl.
29 C. A. Victor to Colling, Mar. 21, 1903, Colling collection.
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articles were in English. (He passed the exam
with a score of 98 percent.) Colling’s paper
reached subscribers primarily in his local area.
One, J. G. Princell, praised the editor, writing
after moving to Chicago: “I wish the paper suc-
cess for it deserves it. Considering its size, I find it
one of the newsiest little weeklies of any I have
had the pleasure to read.”30

An unidentified newspaper article, hand-
dated 1904, reported that Colling had resigned
his position as editor and business manager of
Medborgaren after 18 months to spend the winter
in France studying painting, thence to return to
Sweden. Colling’s departure coincided with the
American recession of 1904, a banner year for
the remigration of Swedish males.31

Although he immediately took a job as a
reporter on the newspaper Västagöta
Bladet in Tidaholm, the real reason

Colling returned was a young woman he had
met when Vestkusten editor Alex Olsson hired
him to paint his childhood homestead,
Klämma, near Onsala, in 1902. Colling’s future
wife, Jenny, was living with her family in the cot-
tage at the time. She was only 15 years old and
Colling, 39. The two corresponded after he
returned to America.32

When Colling traveled back in the spring of
1904 on his final journey to Sweden, he wrote to
Olsson that he had kept in touch with the fami-
ly in Klämma. He and the oldest daughter, he
wrote, had often talked long hours, and he
asked her to call him “Old Boy.” The friendship
ripened into love, but Jenny’s family asked the
couple to wait until she turned 20 to marry.
They were married January 17, 1907, the bride’s
birthday. The 44-year-old Colling was still
reporting for Västagöta Bladet.

By 1911 Colling had become the editor of
the weekly paper Hjo Tidning and moved his
family to that picturesque community on the

shores of Lake Vattern in Västergötland. He
bicycled out to surrounding parishes and vil-
lages between 1917 and 1933, collecting oral his-
tories of the area from parish ministers and
teachers. Publishing these stories in his weekly
paper, he later compiled them into the five-vol-
ume set, Skarabygden, describing sections of
Skara in south-central Sweden. This undertaking
was possibly inspired by his earlier Svenskarne i
Nordvestern project for the Minneapolis Svenska
Folkets Tidning. Colling never returned to Ameri-
ca but continued a voluminous correspondence
with friends made during his 25-year sojourn.
He died in 1944 at the age of 81.

In the end, Colling’s prize was not wealth in
land or money. Instead, he reaped an artist’s
rewards of poems and essays chronicling the life
of the Swedish immigrant, paintings recording
views of the Swedish and American countryside,
books about his region in Sweden, and respect
from his family and the community of Hjo.

30 J. G. Princell to Colling, Aug. 23, 1904, Colling collection.
31 Scrapbook #7; Lars-Göran Tedebrand, “Those Who Returned: Remigration from America to Sweden,” in

Perspectives on Swedish Immigration, 94. Colling’s papers at the Swedish Emigrant Institute contain a handwritten
copy of a court summons to Victor, defendant, from the Swedish Printing Company of Minneapolis, publishers of
Svenska Folkets Tidning. The summons stated that a Medborgaren story, June 4, 1903, incorrectly claimed that
Svenska Folkets Tidning had appealed for funds to help drought victims in Sweden and Finland but had pocketed
half of the donations. One of Colling’s scrapbooks includes numerous newspaper articles on the drought and the
names of relief-fund donors. Colling is not mentioned in this summons, however, and he did not leave for
Sweden until a year later.

32 Here and two paragraphs below, Ingrid Karlsson (Colling’s daughter), interview by author, Floby, Sweden,

Sketch of the Swedish Lutheran Church, Fish Lake, about 1901,
from Colling’s newspaper series on local history

The pictures on p. 79 and 84 are in the MHS collections; p. 85 from Mister Colesons Sverigeresa and p. 76, left,
from A. Soderstrom’s Minneapolis Minnen (copies in MHS collections). All other images are courtesy the Swedish
Emigrant Institute, Växjö, Sweden.
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