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uring the mass emigration from Europe to North America, mil-
D lions of letters were sent from immigrants to family and friends

back home. Some 1.3 million people emigrated from Sweden,
and the immigrant letters are an invaluable source for knowledge about
the individual response to an often life-changing experience. The let-
ters are important research material, not the least for those interested
in Swedish-American cultural and literary history. As Dag Blanck has
observed, the fascination for the social and cultural aspects of human
migration still remains.! To this end, the letters provide information
about ethnic identity, language, and literature. They have been defined
as vernacular writing and folk literature, written in traditional and
everyday language, often by writers with limited writing experience.
They have, furthermore, been viewed as a distinctive textual and lit-
erary genre with common characteristics.” Reading such texts requires
the use of literary methodology and interpretation through which, ac-
cording to the literary scholar Orm @verland, we “may recapture for
our own time a folk literature that played an important role in our past
and make of the immigrant letters a literature that is of interest in its

own right”
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Itisindeed inspiring to view the immigrant letters as folk literature,
subsequently as part of the influential Swedish working-class literature.
There are obvious similarities between the two genres in their descrip-
tion of work and life. Not every letter-writer had a literary ambition
like Axel Johansson, quoted in the title of this essay. However, many
letters contain rhetorical elements, stylistic figures, literary or biblical
allusions, and original phrasing that give them a creative quality (some
aspects of which are unfortunately lost in translation), regardless of the
writers’ intention. One example is a letter by the signature E. A. in
1908, who assures his love of his native country:

Our country needed not its glorious past, without precedent
in the world; it needed not its departed heroes of war and
peace, fostered only on Swedish soil; it needed not its intel-
ligent and informed people, to obtain my love. I would love
Sweden even if it lacked history and was poor, ugly, disdained.’

The letter includes alliteration, assonance, and repetition, most likely
inspired by popular patriotic poetry from the 1890s. Its style is also
marked by the persistent homesickness that permeated so many immi-
grant letters.

The aspiring writer Axel Johansson mentioned above spent the years
1913-1916 in the United States as a manual laborer. In his letters to his
sweetheart Elin Samuelsson back in Sweden, he shared his impressions of
America, observing especially the equality in the workplace:

Furthermore, things are different here from at home in
Sweden, one laborer is as valued as another, regardless if he
works with the spade or the pen. You would not see workers
in starched shirts and cuffs, looking down with derision on

the manual laborer.®

Any reader who had experienced rigid class divisions must have been
affected by such an account—one of many similar in the immigrant
letters. Suddenly, a different social order is exposed. Moreover, the let-
ter gives the impression of describing a general social system by using
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metonymy—the spade representing the manual laborer and the pen
the white-collar worker. Axel Johansson was an avid reader, which
obviously influenced his writing. But he complains about his lack of
talent and dismisses his own literary ambition as vanity: “Once I even
imagined I could be a writer [...]. Good Lord, what folly.”” The phras-
ing reveals at once his own innermost desire and a sober, probably
class-related, assessment of the state of things.

From a far earlier immigrant can be extracted a condensed narra-
tive about life and death. Ida Lindgren writes home from Kansas in
1870 to her mother and sister:

One thing that is pretty here are the fireflies, they look so pret-
ty in the evenings. They do not shine steadily, rather there are
a couple of seconds between each time they flash, and when
there are many fireflies and they fly sometimes among the
trees, sometimes high, sometimes low, it looks so lovely, for
it gets dark right away in the evenings here. [...] Claus and his
wife lost their youngest child at Lake Sibley and it was very sad
in many ways. There was no real cemetery but out on the prai-
rie stood a large, solitary tree, and around it they bury their
dead, without tolling of bells, without a pastor, and sometimes
without any coffin. A coffin was made here for their child, it
was not painted black, but we lined it with flowers and one of
the men read the funeral service, and then there was a hymn,
and that was all.3

She moves swiftly from the beautiful nature scene to brutal death,
capturing contrasting existential experiences in a few lines. The writer
needs no elaborated language to communicate her feelings, which—
probably unintentionally—adds a literary quality to the letter.

In the comprehensive anthology American Working-Class
Literature (2007), less traditional genres such as memoirs, reportage,
song lyrics, and letters are incorporated. The definition of writer is like-
wise generous, embracing anonymous writers as well as those who nev-
er even published their works.” The approach is in line with a current
scholarly discussion about a more inclusive definition of working-class
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literature. By acknowledging immigrant letters as folk literature, it is
possible to view them as part of Swedish working-class history and lit-
erature. It opens dimensions for further exciting research in literature
and emigration history.
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