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WEBSTER IS THE nearest 
town, about two Norwegian 
miles away from the farm 

in Nutley Township, but the rela-
tives back home in Norway must 
not imagine the streets here in 
Dakota are strewn with gold.

“The town is about six years old 
so it is understandable that this 
newly settled area is not well to do 
yet,” Lars Stavig writes in March 
1887 to his brother, Knudt Stavig. 
“We are not gathering gold off  
from the streets. It is easy to earn 
money, and it is easy to spend it. 
A willing and hard working man 
can improve himself  year by year 
and eventually become an inde-
pendent owner of  much land.”

That cautious but optimistic 
assessment of  an immigrant’s 
chances in America could have 
summed up Lars Stavig’s end of  
a mail correspondence with his 
favorite brother. In an exchange 
of  letters that spanned several 
decades those two brothers – the 
one who emigrated and the one 
who stayed in the old country – 
traded news of  grain harvests in 
Dakota and fish harvests off  the 
Norwegian coast.

 Lars Stavig was 32 when he 
left Romsdal, Norway, in May 
1876 with his wife, Maren Hustad 
Stavig, and sons Andrew, 7, Hans, 
4, and Magnus, 2.

Four other children – daugh-
ters Louise and Anna and sons 
Peder and Edwin – were born in 
America.

After working for a farmer and 
squatting on railroad land near 
White Bear Center, Minn., Lars 
Stavig eventually homesteaded in 
fall 1883 on two quarters of  land in 
Day County in what is now South 
Dakota. Over the next decades 
he proceeded to demonstrate to 
his family back in Norway the 
reasons for his confidence in 
America.

That’s part of  the story told in 
a recently published book called, 
Dear Unforgettable Brother: The 
Stavig Letters from Norway & 
America, 1881-1937. Compiled 
and annotated by Jane Torness 
Rasmussen, the great-grand-
daughter of  Lars Stavig, and John 
S. Rasmussen, the book was pub-
lished in September 2013 by the 
South Dakota State Historical 
Society Press.

The book is dedicated to Jane 
Torness Rasmussen’s father, the 
late Harold Torness, a Sisseton 
banker who was a grandson of  
Lars Stavig. Deeply interested in 
history, Torness was the one who 
patiently prodded family mem-
bers to look for Knudt Stavig’s 
letters from Norway after learn-

ing that Lars Stavig’s letters from 
America had been carefully pre-
served by the relatives in Norway.

When the letters from Norway 
were found in 1994, the two sides 
of  the correspondence led to a 
theatrical piece called The Stavig 
Letters: The Story of  a Norwegian 
Immigrant that was first per-
formed in 1996.

The project to compile selected 
letters into a book, with accompa-
nying essays that put that family’s 
experience in perspective, was a 
logical next step, Jane Torness 
Rasmussen said – and she added 
that there has been a lot of  inter-
est in the book.

“It does capture a time that is 
very different,” she said.

And, she adds, even Americans 
with no ties to Norway share 
an appreciation for the immi-
grant experience that the book 
discusses.

For more about the Stavig 
letters:

Dear Unforgettable Brother: The Stavig 
Letters from Norway & America, 1881-1937 
was published in September 2013 by South 
Dakota State Historical Society Press.

The letters were compiled and an-
notated by Jane Torness Rasmussen and 
John S. Rasmussen, with accompanying 
essays by Norwegian novelist Edvard Hoem 
and historian Betty A. Bergland. Illustrated 
with photographs of the Stavig family and 
some historic photos from northeast South 
Dakota, the 148-page book retails for 
$19.95. Find it at area bookstores or order 
it directly from the publisher by sending 
$19.95 plus $5 shipping and handling to 
South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 
900 Governors Drive, Pierre SD 57501. Or 
order it online at sdshspress.com.
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for an immigrant family 
and those they left behind

Starting from top left, moving clockwise: By the time this photo-
graph was taken in 1889, the Stavig family had grown by four chil-
dren. In the frong row, from left, are Anna, Lars, Peder, Maren, Edwin 
and Louise. Standing from left, are Magnus, Hans and Andrew.
Lars Stavig penned this letter to his “Dear Unforgettable Brother” 
while living near White Bear Center, Minn., in the winter of 1881.
Knudt Stavig’s letter of Feb. 4, 1887, is the earliest piece of his cor-
respondence to Lars that has survived.
Knudt Stavig was nearing thirty years of age when he posed for this 
photograph, taken in Norway in 1880.
(Photos courtesy of Stavig House Museum, Sisseton. Letter reproduced courtesy of 
the South Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre)
The map below was printed in Johnson’s Europe in 1864, published by 
Johnson and Ward. (Public domain)


