
 In 1892, Minnesota politics changed, for good.
 In that break-through year, Norwegian-born, Knute 
Nelson was elected governor of Minnesota, launching a new 
era with immigrants and their descendants from the five 
Nordic countries in leadership positions, forming a new 
political elite that has reshaped the state’s politics. 
 The political story of the Scandinavian immigrants 
in Minnesota is unique. No other state can show a similar 
political involvement, although there are examples of 
Scandinavian political leaders in other states. 
 “Outside of the Nordic countries, no other part of the 
world has been so influenced by Scandinavian activities and 
ambitions as Minnesota,” Uppsala University professor Sten 
Carlsson once wrote.1

 Their imprint has made Minnesota the most Scandinavian 
of all the states, including in politics. These Scandinavian, 
or Nordic, immigrants from Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 
Norway, and Sweden created a remarkable Scandinavian 
political legacy that has shaped Minnesota politics in a 
profound way and made it different from other states, while 
also influencing American politics beyond Minnesota. Since 
1892, the Scandinavians and their descendants have been at 
the forefront of every phase of Minnesota’s political history. 
All but five of Minnesota’s twenty-six governors during the 
following 100 years have been Scandinavians—mostly Swedes 
and Norwegians, but also a Finland-Swede and a Dane, 
representing all political parties, although most of them—
twelve—were Republicans.
 Two of them were talked about as possible candidates 
for the highest office in the land, but died young—John 
Albert Johnson and Floyd Bjornstjerne Olson. Two became 
U.S. Vicepresidents and did run for President, but lost—
Norwegian-Americans Hubert H. Humphrey and Walter F. 
Mondale.
 Swedish writer Fredrika Bremer toured America in the 
1850s and exclaimed upon arriving in Minnesota: “What a 
glorious new Scandinavia might not Minnesota become.”2 
Today, in many ways, Bremer’s vision became reality. 
One-third of Minnesota’s population identify themselves 
as Scandinavian, and the state is dotted with signs of its 
Scandinavian heritage. On the grounds of the Minnesota 
Capitol in St. Paul, the many memorials of Scandinavians 
are witnesses of this political legacy—only one of the statues 
depicts a non-Scandinavian, Christopher Columbus. 
 These hundreds of thousands of immigrants from 
northern Europe, who settled in Minnesota between 1850 and 
1930, threw themselves surprisingly quickly into politics after 
arriving in the new country. Starting locally as town clerks, 
treasurers, auditors, school board members, and sheriffs, with 
time they widened their sights and ambitions and entered state 
and national politics.

—————
 The Norwegians, who came first and who came from a 
not-yet-independent Norway, took the political lead in the 
young state. The Swedes lagged behind for quite a while, but 
eventually caught up, particularly in the Twin Cities. The 
Danes generally played a more modest role in Minnesota, in 
contrast to neighboring Wisconsin politics, although there 
were individual exceptions. Icelanders were relatively few, 
but they distinguished themselves through their important 
newspaper, the Minneota Mascot. The Finns put a radical 
stamp on Minnesota politics as strike leaders on the Iron 
Range and as active members of the Socialist and Communist 
Parties. 
 In contrast to the Swedes, for example, the Norwegians 
arrived in America with both knowledge of, and experience 
in, local affairs from their homeland. This was due in a 
large part to an 1836 law that applied democratic principles 
from the 1814 Norwegian Constitution—at the time the 
second-most democratic constitution in the world after the 
U.S. Constitution—to local self-government, such as parish 
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Governor Adolf Olson Eberhart, who abolished the death penalty in 
Minnesota. Wikimedia Commons.

councils. Norway also instituted universal male suffrage 
earlier than Sweden, 1898 compared with 1907. Thus, when 
they arrived, the Norwegian immigrants had more practical 
political experience than the Swedes. Between 1847 and 1905, 
it is estimated that there were 3,044 Norwegians elected to 
political offices in the United States, over one third of them 
in Minnesota. During the last four decades of the 1800s, the 
Minnesota State Legislature had a total of 170 Norwegian 
members compared with 80 Swedes and five Danes.
 In politics, the Scandinavians found their political 
brethren in the old-stock Americans, the Yankee immigrants 
from New England and other states in the east, and, like the 
Yankees, the Nordics became staunch Republicans—pro-
Union and anti-slavery, in favor of liquor reform, and strong 
believers in the importance of education. In contrast, the 
Germans—the single largest immigrant group in Minnesota—
have lacked political influence in the state. This has been 
described as German “under-representation” compared 
with Scandinavian “over-representation.”3 However, the fact 
was that the Germans were “too divided by religion, class, 
and cultural values, to form a reliable voting bloc capable 
of exerting statewide political influence,” as the historian, 
Kathleen Neils Conzen, writes.4 Eventually, the two World 
Wars spelled the end of whatever political ambitions that the 
Germans in Minnesota might have had.

—————
 The first four Scandinavian governors— Knute Nelson, 
John Lind, John A. Johnson, and Adolph Olson Eberhart—
laid the groundwork for Minnesota’s Scandinavian political 
legacy:
 In general, the Scandinavian immigrants who came to 
have political careers in Minnesota arrived at a young age, or 
at the latest in their twenties, and it usually took them 15 to 
20 years to make their political debut. Only Johnson was born 
in America, in St. Peter, Minnesota, of Swedish immigrant 
parents, while Nelson, Lind, and Eberhart all came to America 
at a young age. Nelson was born in Evanger in the district of 
Voss in 1843 and arrived at the age of six. Lind, born in Kånna 
in Swedish Småland in 1854, was fourteen when he arrived. 
Eberhart, whose original name was Olaf Adolf Olson, was 
born in Kil in Swedish Värmland in 1870, and arrived when 
he was eleven. Eberhart traveled alone to America to reunite 
with his parents and siblings, who had emigrated the year 
before but had not been able to afford the fare for their oldest 
son to cross the Atlantic.
 Not being born in America was not always an asset. It was 
even a liability, as Lind himself acknowledged several times in 
his correspondence: “. . .that though a person of foreign birth 
may be ever so competent, still people are inclined to doubt it, 
or at least they have suspicions.”5 And Adolph O. Eberhart felt 
it necessary to once declare outright that he was “in every sense 
an American and not a ‘Swede’ Governor.”6

 Knute Nelson did not even know who his father was, 
having been born out of wedlock, and he arrived in America 
accompanied only by his mother, who had borrowed $45 to 
pay for the fare to America. When the Civil War broke out, 
Nelson enlisted. His war experience further “Americanized” 
him, as did his growing criticism over what he perceived to be 
a lack of support for the Union and a lack of patriotism among 
his fellow Norwegian Americans. The bitter debate about 

slavery among the Norwegian Lutheran clergy also “distanced 
him from his Norwegian-American roots,” write Millard 
I. Gieske and Steven J. Keillor in their excellent Nelson 
biography, Norwegian Yankee.7 By the time he mustered out of 
the Union army in 1864 and became an American citizen, his 
political affiliation had changed, from an anti-slavery, pro-
Union Democrat to a Lincoln Republican. 
 Nelson’s political career in Minnesota started after 
he moved to the town of Alexandria in 1871 to set up a 
law practice. In 1882, he threw himself into the battle 
over who was going to represent upper Minnesota’s new 
Fifth Congressional District in the U.S. Congress, where 
approximately 50 percent of the population were Scandinavian 
Americans. He won, and two easy re-election victories 
followed, until he declined to run again in 1888. The 
decision led to his candidacy for governor of Minnesota and 
his election in 1892 as the state’s twelfth and first foreign-
born governor. He was re-elected two years later, only to 
resign in early 1895 to run and win the election for the U.S. 
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Senate, where he remained until his death in 1923. By then, 
Knute Nelson had become a political legend in Minnesota 
and a source of immense pride among Norwegians, both in 
America and in Norway. His political career was founded in 
his Norwegian background and was based on support from 
Scandinavian-American voters. But Nelson moved beyond that 
to become, in the end, a truly American politician.  
 The emergence of Knute Nelson cannot be understood 
without the agrarian crusades of the 1870s and 1880s, which 
eventually marked the end of the “unchallenged Republican 
supremacy” and the “emergence of third-party protest on 
a large scale.”8 Together, the candidates of the Democrats, 
Farmers’ Alliance, and Prohibition Party polled almost twice as 
many votes as the winning Republican candidate. Behind these 
figures was the “agrarian disaffection,” with its center in the 
western part of Minnesota, among the Scandinavian, especially 
Norwegian, farmers. By now, the Farmers’ Alliance was a state-
wide phenomenon and a “formidable political mobilization,” 
and the goal of the Republican Party in 1892 was to “rescue” 
Minnesota from the Populist/People’s Party, dominated by 
the Farmers’ Alliance with many Scandinavian-American 
supporters. 
 Knute Nelson was called on as the savior by trying to keep 
the Scandinavian American voters from leaving the Republican 
Party. Nelson saved the Republican ticket from going down. 
His support, founded in ethnic solidarity, turned out to be 
much broader. Under his leadership, the “Republican elites 
had clearly beaten back the assault” of the Populist Party and 
the Farmers’ Alliance. 

—————
 The first generation Scandinavian politicians in Minnesota 
quickly put their stamp on the state’s politics on a series of 
major issues:

The Death Penalty
 Both governor John A. Johnson and his successor Adolph 
O. Eberhart declared publicly their opposition to the death 
penalty, and Eberhart abolished it in Minnesota in 1911. 

 The death penalty had existed ever since Minnesota 
became a state, but in the years 1906 to 1911, Johnson and 
Eberhart commuted all death sentences in Minnesota to 
life imprisonment. Johnson had long been an opponent of 
the death penalty and he declared so after the scandalously 
botched hanging in February 1906 of William Williams. 
Sentenced to death for a double homicide, it took over 14 
minutes before the condemned was pronounced dead. The 
death penalty, said Johnson, is a “survival of the relic of the 
past,”9 and the sooner it was done away with the better. To a 
friend, Johnson confided that he would rather resign than, as a 
governor, personally aid in the execution of a condemned man. 
 In his inaugural address in January 1911, Eberhart 
stated his opposition to the death penalty and called for 
its abolition. He believed that “the interests of justice and 
humanity demand the repeal of the law,” and he predicted that 
crime would be reduced by the abolition of “this antiquated 
practice in criminal procedure.” While the Legislature debated, 
Eberhart refused to set execution dates for two convicted 
killers, telling the press, “I have always been opposed to capital 
punishment.”10 Finally, on April 22, 1911, the last day of 
the legislative session, the bill passed. Eberhart signed it into 
law two days later. His action preceded any similar action 
in Sweden, where the death penalty was not abolished until 
1921.
 Minnesota was one of nine states that abolished the death 
penalty during the Progressive Era, but it was the only one, 
together with North Dakota, that refused to reinstate it in the 
1930s.

Women’s Suffrage
 Scandinavian women of Minnesota played a major part in 
this fight, mostly through the Scandinavian Woman Suffrage 
Association (SWSA), founded in 1907. By then, the women 
of Finland had already obtained the right to vote, while 
Norway followed in 1913, Denmark in 1915, and Sweden in 
1919. Many of them were, if not Scandinavian immigrants 
themselves, married to Scandinavian immigrants, such as 

Congressional campaign card of Ole O. Sageng mentioning his advocacy for farmers. He was also a strong supporter of women’s suffrage. 
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Clara Hampson Ueland, married to the prominent Norwegian 
immigrant lawyer, Andreas Ueland, who became president 
of the Minnesota Woman Suffrage Association (MWSA) and 
later the first president of the Minnesota League of Voters. 
Swedish-American Nanny Mattson Jaeger was one of the first 
presidents of the Scandinavian Woman Suffrage Association. 
The daughter of Colonel Hans Mattson, the former Secretary 
of State and a leading member of Minnesota’s Scandinavian 
community, she was married to Luth Jaeger, the prominent 
Norwegian-American journalist, who was a strong supporter 
of woman suffrage. 
 In the Minnesota state legislature, Ole Sageng, a poor 
Norwegian-born farmer from Otter Tail County, had come 
to Minnesota when he was seven. Sageng became the leading 
proponent of women’s voting rights, was called the “suffragists 
most enduring friend,” and fought harder for woman suffrage 
than any other man in Minnesota.11

 Born in Østerdalen, Norway in 1871, and one of seven 
children, Sageng came to America with his family in 1878 
and settled near the little town of Dalton in northwestern 
Minnesota. He was a teacher and a farmer and became active 
in politics. Eventually he was described as a consummate 
politician, an excellent legislator, completely honest—but also 
a most unsuccessful farmer. He was poor, all his life. 
 Sageng came out early for the right for women to vote, 
more than two and half decades before the 19th Amendment 
finally made that possible in America. How did a poor 
Norwegian-born farmer from a little town in northwestern 
Minnesota come to be the leading male proponent of woman 
suffrage? Sageng never seemed to have answered that question 
himself during his lifetime. His daughter, Mathilda, answered 
it many years later, saying simply, “His mother. His mother.” 

Her father, she said, always thought his mother was so 
intelligent and that it was a shame that she could not vote.12 

Prohibition
 It was Sageng’s fellow Norwegian-American, Andrew 
J. Volstead, who launched the Prohibition Era by writing 
the National Prohibition Act, better known as the Volstead 
Act. With time, Volstead became the public face for all the 
opponents and proponents of Prohibition. He received 
praise as well as death threats. His name became tied to a 
“failed social experiment,” and former governor Theodore 
Christianson writes, “Certainly, the name of no Minnesota 
citizen has been spoken with more abuse and obloquy.”13

 Volstead also came from western Minnesota. The son 
of immigrant parents from Norway, Volstead became a 
lawyer and a Republican, elected in 1902 to the U.S. House 
of Representatives from the 7th Minnesota District. He 
was reelected for 20 years. In July 1919, the Volstead Act 
was approved in both chambers of the U.S. Congress over 
President Wilson’s veto. It made it possible for the federal 
government to enforce the War Prohibition Act of 1918, 
which prohibited the manufacturing and sale of liquor until 
the end of the war, and paved the way for the enactment of the 
18th Amendment. 
 In 1922, “the Father of Prohibition” lost his bid for yet 
another term in the U.S. House and returned to Minnesota, 
where he continued working on enforcing Prohibition. When 
Prohibition was repealed in 1933, Volstead moved back to 

Granite Falls and resumed his legal career, never talking much 
about the big social experiment that failed. 

Cooperatives
 Scandinavian immigrants, primarily the Danes and the 
Finns, brought the idea of cooperatives to Minnesota. 
 Most of the Danish immigrants, about 70 percent, 
came from Denmark’s rural areas, and they brought the idea 
of cooperatives, especially dairy cooperatives, from the old 
country. In 1890, the Clarks Grove Cooperative Creamery 
Association was founded in Freeborn County in southern 
Minnesota, almost on the border with Iowa. Its success 
inspired cooperatives in other areas of the economy, and by 
1918, there were 630 cooperative creameries in Minnesota. 
Today, Land O’Lakes, founded in 1921 in St. Paul by over 300 
co-op creameries, is one of the largest producers of butter and 
cheese in America. 
 Among the Finns, the cooperative movement has been 
called “the single largest business enterprise the Finns have 
undertaken in this country” and the “most remarkable and 
most successful institution by Finns in America.”14 Their 
first cooperative in Minnesota was founded in 1903, near 
Menahga, where thirteen Finnish farm families pooled their 
savings and contributed a total of $170 to start a cooperative 
store. By 1917, 65 Finnish-sponsored cooperatives had 
been founded in three states—Minnesota, Michigan, and 
Wisconsin. Many cooperative stores dominated the area’s retail 
activities. 
 “No national group,” writes Florence E. Parker, “has 
made a greater contribution toward the sound organization of 
the consumers’ cooperative movement of this country, had a 
more idealistic concept of cooperation, or more consistently 
supported the idea of federation.”15 And no other group, adds 
Arnold Alanen, “succeeded in establishing such a large number 

Andrew J. Volstead, author of the National Prohibition Act. 
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Men disposing of liquor outside of the Twin Valley Times office, Twin Valley, MN. Vesterheim Archives.

of consumers’ cooperatives that have existed over such a long 
period of time.” The co-op movement “offered a way of life 
for many members of the first generation” of immigrants.16 It 
provided for their social, cultural, and material needs, and co-
op halls could be found everywhere, offering concerts, dances, 
lectures, theater plays, and summer camps. 

—————
 Thousands of Scandinavians also came to Minnesota for 
political reasons, blacklisted after large labor conflicts and 
forced to leave their home countries. Many of them were 
reluctant immigrants. They left for America to find work, to 
survive, and, as radicals in exile, they often continued their 
political activities, published newspapers, gathered in various 
political groups and parties, and led the three major strikes 
in the mines on the Iron Range. They were trade-unionists, 
strike leaders in the mines on the Iron Range, socialists, 
Wobblies—members of the radical Industrial Workers of the 
World (IWW), and communists. One rose to become head 
of the Communist Party of the United States. Some were 
sentenced to prison and some were deported to their old home 
countries. Others became emigrants again, leaving Minnesota 
and America for the Soviet Union to help build the new 
communist state.  
 The Finnish immigrants became the largest foreign-
language group in the Socialist Party of America and, when the 
American Communist Party was formed in the early 1920s, 
over 40 percent of its members were Finns. The three big labor 
conflicts of the early twentieth century—1907 and 1916 in 
iron mines in northern Minnesota, and the 1913 strike in 

Offices of Waldemar Ager’s newspaper Reform in Eau Claire, WI, 
circa 1908. Newspapers like Reform served those primarily in 
the Midwestern Norwegian community who were interested in 
temperance and other idealistic causes.
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Copper Country in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan—were 
led by Finns. In all three conflicts the striking workers met 
with defeat. No unions were formed and hundreds of strikers 
were fired and then blacklisted. 
 In the “Wobblies” was Joe Hill, born Joel Emmanuel 
Hägglund in Gävle, Sweden, who was also known as Josef 
Hillström, who was sentenced and shot by a firing squad on 
November 19, 1915 in Salt Lake City, Utah, for a murder and 
robbery he most likely did not commit. 
 In 1914, two socialists, both Scandinavian immigrants, 
were the only members of the Minnesota House of 
Representatives to vote against the creation of Governor 
Burnquist’s notorious and dictatorial Commission of Public 
Safety. One was a Norwegian immigrant, Andrew O. Devold, 
and the other a Swedish-born barber from Two Harbors, 
Ernest Strand. In 1918, Devold was elected to the Minnesota 
Senate and by the time of his death in 1939, he had served 
five terms in the State Senate and played a prominent role 
in the formation of the Farmer-Labor Party, although he 
still identified himself as a socialist. Historian Odd S. Lovoll 
has called Devold “one of Minnesota’s most effective social 
activists, who argued the cause eloquently in Norwegian as 
well as in English throughout the state.”17

 Devold was the stepson of Emil Mengshoel, editor of 
Gaa Paa (Forward), the radical Norwegian language paper in 

Minnesota. Settling in Minnesota with his mother in 1893, 
when he was twelve years old, Devold became an important 
ally of his stepfather and helped edit the newspaper, which 
Mengshoel ran between 1903 and 1925. At its high point, it 
had around 4,500 subscribers, many outside of Minnesota. 
Mengshoel was also a socialist, and like many radicals and 
socialists in Minnesota at the time, Mengshoel was also anti-
World War I. His opposition led to the paper’s closing. But 
Mengshoel continued to write hundreds of articles for various 
Norwegian-American newspapers, particularly during World 
War II, when he opposed fascism and fought the German 
occupation of Norway. He died in Minneapolis in May 1945, 
shortly after peace had come to Norway and Europe.

—————
 The years from 1892 to 1915 were years of change for 
Minnesota, as the Republican Party’s monopoly on power 
was coming to an end. At the end of this period, the agrarian 
protest/reform movement took a new and more serious turn 
with the Nonpartisan League (NPL), founded in North 
Dakota. A radical offshoot of the progressive movement, NPL 
found widespread support among the Norwegian farmers as it 
blew like a “political prairie fire” in over Minnesota.18

 In only a year, the League became a dominant political 
force. Its aim was twofold: to restore the government to the 
people and to use its power for the benefit of the citizens. 
At its peak in 1919, it had over 250,000 paying members 
in thirteen states and two Canadian provinces, and its 
gubernatorial candidate in Minnesota’s 1918 elections was 
Swedish-born Charles A. Lindbergh. The League was never 
a political party, but it eventually developed into one, as 
Lindbergh and other leading Scandinavian politicians of the 
day began to gather around a new political force, the Farmer-
Labor Party. 
 By 1920, the first- and second-generation Scandinavian 
immigrants who had paved the way for the Scandinavian 
entrance into the state’s politics were largely gone, replaced 
by Americanized Scandinavian political candidates for whom 
ethnicity was no longer as important. New party constellations 
followed with continued heavy Scandinavian participation, 
often in leadership positions: the Farmer Labor Party with 
Floyd Bjornstjerne Olson, the Minneapolis-born son of a 
Norwegian father and a Swedish mother, elected governor 
in 1930 and re-elected twice, he died in 1936, only 44 years 
old; and the Democratic Farmer-Labor Party (DFL) after the 
1944 merger of the Farmer-Labor and Democratic parties 
orchestrated by Hubert Humphrey, Orville Freeman and, later, 
Walter Mondale, all Scandinavians and solid liberals. 
 And on the Republican side, Harold Stassen’s victory 
in 1938 launched a new and progressive Republicanism 
later personified by a series of Republican and Scandinavian 
governors: Luther Youngdahl, Elmer L. Andersen, Harold 
LeVander, and Arne Carlson. Historian John E. Haynes 
described these Republican leaders, writing, “One is tempted 
to see progressive Republicanism as a sort of secularized 
Scandinavian Lutheranism: earnest, moralistic, well-meaning, 
and moderate.”19

—————
 Minnesota politics has been said to belong to the 
moralistic tradition, shaped by the Scandinavians and the 
Yankees who came to Minnesota before them. They shared 

Cover of The Nonpartisan Leader, magazine of the NonPartisan 
League (NPL), January 14, 1918. Source: The Nonpartisan Leader, 6, 
Minneapolis: National Nonpartisan League. Wikimedia Commons.
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a communitarian spirit. Pragmatism and compromise have 
been key words, as have community and equality, seen in 
the abundant cooperative activities. The idea of helping your 
neighbor is important and nothing is more important than 
education. Today, life-quality issues are important, as are clean 
government and clean air, and the children of Minnesota, just 
like in Scandinavia. 
 Large segments of American voters think that government 
doesn’t work. Minnesota has charted its own course, founded 
in its Scandinavian heritage of a sensible and open-minded 
approach that values compromise and results. This pragmatism 
has resulted in Minnesota’s image as “the state that works.” 
When the United States looks for ways to make its politics 
and government work, it could do worse than to look to 
Minnesota and its success—as Europe, or for that matter 
America, could do worse than to look to northern Europe, 
where five small nations have become among the most 
successful countries in the world.
 Minnesota is changing. The new Minnesota is particularly 
visible in Minneapolis’ Ward Six, where Somali immigrant 
Abdi Warsame was elected to the Minneapolis city council 
in November 2013. His success spurred followers among his 
fellow Somali immigrants, and in November 2016, also a first, 
Ilhan Omar was elected to the Minnesota State Legislature. 
Two years later, she was elected to the U.S. Congress, 
becoming its first Muslim woman. Another Somali-American, 
Mohamud Noor, succeeded her in the State Legislature. Their 
victories signaled a new era in Minnesota politics, taking a 
page out of the old Scandinavian handbook when the Swedes 
and the Norwegians, precisely in Ward Six, first entered 
Minneapolis politics a century earlier. Ethnic concentration 

could be turned into political power, and, as Warsame once 
said, “If you don’t have political clout, no one will take you 
seriously.”20

 As Minnesota is changing with new groups of 
immigrants—Somalis, Hmong from Southeast Asia, and 
Latinos—will this Scandinavian political legacy survive, 
and will Arne Carlson, governor in the 1990s, be the last 
Scandinavian governor? “Yes, I think so. There is no new 
Scandinavian generation,” Arne Carlson himself once said.21 
But others think the Scandinavian leadership in the state is 
so entrenched that this political legacy will persist, and that 
Minnesota will stay on the road that the Scandinavians have 
put it on. Time will tell.

Ilhan Omar. Wikimedia Commons.
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