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1. Introduction

This is a paper in the making.

It still lacks a discussion of more recent emigration (1900 onwards) to Canada from Norway and the rest of Scandinavia. It also lacks a discussion of distribution of the emigrants. It certainly lacks a discussion of important elements of culture, politics, and economic life that needs to be done.

As of yet the paper contains the following:

- a general discription of the character of Norwegian and Scandinavian mass migration to North America and the United States** in particular in the form of an introductory page

-  a summary of the most important phases (chronological order) and traits of this phenomenon

- the first phase of emigration to Canada

- further  emigration to Canada

(This part will have to be divided into more phases. As of yet the paper ends around the turn of the century 1800/1900, in fact when the migration ofNorwegian-Americans to Canda started.

After having finalised this part (above) the rest of the paper will deal with the mentioned ” discussion of important elements of culture, politics, and economic life”

D. D. Daatland

** For several reasons it is necessary to deal with the emigration to Canada in a North-American perspective with the United States playing the main role. One of the more obvious reasons is the fact that the  larger part of Norwegians entered Canada after having lived in the United States for a long period of time. These migrants were in fact Norwegian-Americans when they settled in Canada. Similarly, cultural institutions like churches all were branches of Norwegian-American establishment in the United States.

2. Mass migration to North America – characteristics of Norwegian and Scandinavian migration flows

Norway stands out among the Nordic countries as in several aspects as regards the mass migration to North-America:

- The first emigrants

As early as 1825 the first group of emigrants left for America (Quakers from the Rogaland area), a generation ahead of the rest of Scandinavia.

- Starting  of mass emigration

By the time another Nordic country (Sweden) got seriously under way in shipping emigrants  over the Atlantic (very late 1860s) more than 80.000 Norwegians had already arrived in the United States.

- Proportionally only Ireland sent more people to North America than Norway during the nineteenth century. The climax was reached in the years 1880-1885: in these years per 1000 of population Norwegian emigration was 11,1 compared to German 3,8 and English 5,6 The Irish figure is 15,8. For the other Nordic countries approx. Denmark 4, Sweden 7, Finland 6 and Iceland 9 for the same period.

In total the numbers for the whole period 1850 – 1930 is as follows:

Sweden: 1,2 mill.

Norway: 0,8 mill.

Denmark: 0,4 mill.

Finland: 0,4 mill.

Iceland: 14.000

3. Mass migration and settling in  North America

By the time  the Nordic mass emigration started the settlement border had reached the Mississippi. It was therefore natural that the first emigrants settled close to the great river: Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin. Further that settlements be to the north rather to the south both for climatic reason and because of closeness to nearest harbours (first New York, after 1850 Quebec). 

Point of time for arrival of various ethnic groups to a great extent decided where they settled. In Wisconsin the Germans arrived in the 1840s and settled in the south east. The Norwegians arrived later and settled further west. The Swedes arrived even later and settled in the northwestern part of the state. The latest arrivers, the Finns, had to make do with poor soil in the very northern part of Wisconsin. 

Of the Nordic ethnic groups the Norwegians relied most heavily on agriculture. For that reason 55% of them settled in the farmer states Minnesota, Wisconsin, North Dakota, Illinois, and Iowa. Corresponding numbers for Swedes are 45%, For Danes 40%, and for Finns only 28%. The Finns had a particular heavy concentration in only two states, Minnesota and Michigan. In the latter state quite a big number of them turned to mining and industry**, which might explain the high percentage of Finns in 

** This do not necessarily mean that Finns prefered to take jobs in mines and industries. Many Finns later moving to Canada from the mining areas in the United States like Michigan  would become farmers, but not prairie farmers. They would therefore not settle in the farming areas in the Canadian prairie provinces but rather in forrested areas farther east, or they would take over farms left by others.

trade unions and a their tradition for political radicalism both in the United States and later in Canada. Similarly the great concentation of Norwegians in farmer areas might explain why Norwegians so dominated the great movement of settlers from the crisis ridden agricultural Midwest north to Canada starting in the late 1890s. The Icelanders were few compared to other Scandinavians. They concentrated particularly in one singular province in Canada (Manitoba), where  other Scandinavian were few. The Icelanders more than any other Nordic ethnic group clung together, defended their cultural heritage and engaged (as the only Nordic group except for some Finnish trade union members) in politics in the new land.

The total number of Scandinavians never accounted for more than a few per cent of the national total (in the United Sates). In a few areas the Scandinavians became a dominant ethnic group (Minnesota). Interesting is also that every tenth Swedish-American lived in the city of Chicago by the turn of the century. Only the national capital of Stockholm had a greater population of ”Swedish” cities at that time.

Towards the turn of the century the character of the mass emigration changed. Norwegians  arriving no longer as a rule were farmers and were looking for land. That is one of many reason why Canada and the newly opened prairie provinces did not attract so many emigrants coming from Norway at that time but rather would be attractive to Norwegian-American farmers already settled in the United States!  More new emigrants  settled in American cities, both along the Atlantic seaboard and in places like Chicago. Similarly the dominant emigrant areas in the mother country changed (Norway) from being the central and eastern hilly farmer areas to the coastal areas particularly in the southwest and west. 

Emigration to North America from Norway continued to be high until  World War I. The number of family groups was lower than before, and the number of young single persons, particulary men, were significantly higher. This change is characteristic for migrants seeking work more than a permanent new home. The number of return migrants also increases in this later phase.

The quota system and later economic crisis more or less stopped the emigration to the United States in the 1930s. In the 1920s – before the world economic depression – Canada became the main emigration country for the first time. A number of local coummunities in Norway and Denmark more or less exported their poor and unemployed (including prisoners until the Canadian government protested against this particular practise!). 

After 1945 emigration again reached  significant numbers for a decade or so, but only from particular areas in the southwest and west of Norway. The character of this migration was to a great extent periods of work in America and return with surplus money for investment in the mother land, not very differently from what one can see with Pakistani in Oslo today. A recent smaller wave of emigration took place from local fishing communities in the west in 1960s-70s. The emigrant fishing communities were firstly established along the Atlantic Seaboard (Massachusetts) close to Portuguese (Azorean)  fishing communitites, later in the north west (Seattle) and Alaska. 

The late arrivers (after 1900 and particularly after 1945) have naturally retained their Norwegianess to a greater extent than earlier settlers. The pattern of moving back and forth between America and the mother country certainly has contributed to this fact.  The Norwegianess of the greater community of people of Norwegian stock has been characterised as a sub-culture neither American nor Norwegian. It (culture) will materialise primarily as celebrations of particular events and holidays, and will mainly occur in daily life as a smaller part of food and hobbies. The more significant cultural elements like language, churches, and schools are to a great extent gone, or they have survived in core areas (midwest) as a smaller number of liberal art colleges and affiliated lutheran churches. 

(more to be added: main source is Prof. Odd Lovoll (St. Olaf College, Minnesota, /University of Oslo, Norway)  and his studies of the modern Norwegian-American cultural phenomenon).

3. The first emigration to Canada

The beginning of Norwegian emigration to Canada is parallell to a significant shift of port of debarkation in America. In the periode 1825 – 1850 almost all Norwegians arriving in America landet in New York. This changed dramatically in just a few years, and resultet in Canada and the port of Quebeck being the prefered destination for migrants. The figures below shows this change:
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Three reasons have been given for this shift, one of which discouraged emigrants from landing in New York, and two of which attracted them to Quebec.

The first factor was an increase in the fares from Europe to New York, mainly because of the introduction of a series of laws and regulations that made the port of New York much more expansive to use. The second factor was availability of cheap passenger space on sailing ships in the newly established timber trade between Canada and Europe. The third was the fact that it was cheaper to travel from Quebec to the Norwegian settlements in the Middle West by combining ships (the Great Lakes) and railway.

The expression ”The beginning of Norwegian emigration to Canada” is not a very precise one as the great shift to Canada as port of debarkation was not followed by a similar shift in increasing number of people actually settling in Canada. In fact, almost all emigrants landing in Quebec used Canadian territory merely as a means of travelling as fast as possible to settlements in the United States. This contrasts heavily with the total of slightly more than half  of Europeans landing in in Quebec moving on to the settlements in the United States. In the next 25 years that would prove to be the general pattern despite hard work by Canadian authorities to lure people with such ”steady industrious habits” and ”hardy and economic character” and other real and imaged vitues into staying in Canada.

The first settlement  in Canada was in the so called Eastern Townships 100 miles east of Montreal. People had started to settle there in 1853**. The year after some 50-60 individuals represented the ”first party of Norwegians of any consequence who have established themselves in Canada”. It was hoped that this group om settlers would be the core that would attract ”other parties of their countrymen in succeeding years.” Another four years later the number had increased to 126 persons of 25 families. 

A second area was found between Lake Huron and Lake Ontario. The government agents hoped to attract people to go there. Already in the beginning of the 1860s, however,  Norwegians seemed to be leaving the area (most certainly for the United

States). While Germans stayed on and seemed to be successful settlers, Norwegian

did not succeed in developing their colony shaming the Chief Emigration Agent’s

** The first recorded people landing in Quebec, 227 people from the eastern part of the country, were ”chiefly farmers” and ”all proceeded to the Norwegian settlement in Wisconsin” (letter from Chief Emigration Agent).

positive characteristics from above. By that time most people had also left the mentioned Eastern Townships for the United States.

The greatest failure has still to be dealt with: the Gaspé Bay fiasco of the 1860s. What happened during those few years has been discussed by several researchers (e.g. Orm Øverland: The Norwegian Settlement in Gaspé 1860-62: The Failure of the Canadian Bureau of Agriculture, of the Settlers or the Land). The idea was to settle Norwegians in an area rich in fishing and forests. The Canadian authorities would support the emigrants with roads and material for building. A Norwegian born emigration agent, Christopher Closter, has been partly blamed for the failure of upholding a permanent colony of Norwegian settlers in the area. The Canadian authorities mostly blamed the settlers themselves, now characterizing the former ”hardy fishermen of Norway ” in this way:

”I was greatly deceived by the character of the last Norwegian emigrants, who proved to be but little better than paupers and not over fond of work, very dissatisfied with what was done for them, and expressing in strong terms their being deceived by the Government. (…. ) they were not the right sort of person to succeed here (….) [they were found] to be of a rambling disposition, very similar to English Gipsies.”

Other commentators expressed themselves not so harshly but put part of the blaim on lack of finished roads, the settlers’ ignorance of the language, the lack of their own minister and church, lack of school etc. Whatever the reasons might be the result was nevertheless utter failure in several settlements over a period of a decade whereas other ethnic groups like Germans and Danes were able to establish succesful colonies. 

The long term consequence of the Gaspé failure was immediately felt in Norway and greatly influenced people’s opinion of Canada. It proved extremely difficult to correct the impression of Canada as a country where it was almost impossible for people to succeed as farmers. Canadian agents in Scandinavia refered to the event that ”has given to all Canada an evil reputation in Norway which I find very  difficult to displace”.  Statistics show that extremely few people chose to stay in Canada of the more than 115.000 emigrants that left Norwegian ports directly for Quebec in 1850-1874. Surely the failure of Gaspé and other attemps of establishing colonies is much to blame. 

Some explaination might also be found on the Canadian side. The government withdrew all its emigration agents from Europe in 1862 having lost faith in the effect of this kind of promotion work. Still the Canadian government took some initiatives that in the long run would prove to have some positive  effects. A law inspired by the American Homestead Act was helpful when prairie land later was being opened for settlement helped by construction of new railway lines. Subsidies of trans-Alantic fare likewise. Information work by local agents was renewed. The idea of establishing new Scandinavian settlements were not given up completely based upon the understanding that Scandinavians prefered to settle with their own countrymen. Nevertheless not much happened until changes occurred with root in the American midwest, the core land of Scandinavian and Norwegian settlement. 

4. Further emigration to Canda

Norwegian-Americans were hired by the Canadian government to act among Norwegian settlers in the Scandinavian midwest and advocate the possibilities of finding new land in Manitoba. A growing number of settlers had run into debts, and some of them might be interested in having a new start in Canada. By the government these settlers were positively looked upon as experienced farmers that had been unhappily hit by economic crisis**. The agents ran an aggressive campaign among the settlers, and let wisely some of them go to Canada to look for themselves. Based upon positive tidings from their own a great number of farmers would leave economic deprived areas in the midwest for a new start in Manitoba, and also Aberta and Saskatchwan. The offer of free land (Homestead Act) and other services that had been used with success in the United States earlier had immediate results. Added to this various aid in paying off their debts!

However, the work of recruiting emigrants directly from Scandinvavia was not given up. On the contrary, it was reestablished and improved. The new Canadian institution of 1867 also helped to create a better environment for a renewed work among future emigrants from Europe. In the 1870s new people started up working as general agents for Scandinavia. They supervised a system of agents in larger  cities and their subagents. Advertisments and the printing of various kinds of written material was combined with personal visits to promising groups of emigrants. The Canadian government also supported steamship companies to lower the fares. 

** A great number of these farmer families would moved their cattle and equipment all the way to Canada and therefore fairly quickly be able to establish themselves.

In Canada the combined effect of the construction of railways that opened vast new areas to settlers and the Dominion Land Act of 1872 made it possible to secure land for new Scandinavian colonies in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia.  In Manitoba 80.000 acres was secured for a new colony, New Scandinavia. In 1891 some 25 families lived there. New Stockholm was etablished in 1886 in Saskatchewan as was New Denmark in Manitoba the same year. ”Some twenty small settlements numbering about 3.400 souls”, was the picture as Lord Sthratcone saw it (Canadian official). In these colonies people from all Scandinavia settled no matter what the name of the colony was. 

The wish to have their own schools and churches supported the establishment of colonies as teachers and minister otherwise would have to service many very small groups of people scattered around. However, working against a sustained system of colonies was the fact that now cheap land was offered to individuals not only to larger groups of people (colonies), and the actual speed of the land-taking process. One district was opened for homesteading in December 1908, and all land was already taken by May the year after. So, the question of whether or not immigrants were to settle in colonies was to a great extent determined by the manner in which land was aquired during the great rush. The speed the land was taken had as a result that people rushed in each man for himself. It was more or less impossible to meet with other of the same ethnic group in time to arrange to settle together in a particular place. 

The result of this changing climate working against the establishment of new colonies was that competing Lutheran synods had to give up the American system: strictly synodical organisation proved to be difficult or  impossible in Canada. Similarly, the tendency that ”Scandinavians prefered to settle among their own kind and tended to do so whenever possible” had to give way for a situation where settlers lived more like Scandinavians  than Norwegians and Swedes, or people were forced ”to live among persons of Canadian, British, old-stock Americans, Ukrainians and other origins” (Kenneth O. Bjork: Scandinavian Migration to the Canadian Prairie Provinces
This development has been looked upon as an important explanation why Scandinavians in Canada did not develop a strong ethnic identity, certainly weaker than had been the case in thir ethnic core areas in the American midwest, and certainly weaker than among many other ethnic groups.  An additional reason might be the fact that so many of the Scandinavian emigrants to Canada came as more or less fully naturalised Americans and thus brought with them a competing loyalty: ”They celebrated – in an impartial fashion – Canadian, American and Scandinavian holidays.”

(to be continued)
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