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Ole Goes to Sioux Falls

Introduction
Ole Thorseni was born in the Parish of Vågå in Oppland County, Norway, 16-
December-1853.ii  He died in 1929 in Potter Co., SD.iii  He is a great grandfather of 
mine.  The purpose of this article is to explain what I have discovered about his journey 
from Norway to Sioux Falls (Dakota Territory) in 1881.  I hope that this information 
will be of interest to others whose ancestor(s) made a similar journey.  Uncovering this 
information has given me a new respect for the resiliency of Ole and his wife, Caroline.

Some information about the environment around him may 
be useful before delving into details of Ole’s journey.

First, here is a period calendar for 1881 to help provide a 
temporal reference.iv

Trondheim was Ole’s 
starting point.  Here is 
a painting showing 
the harbor area about 
12 years after his 
departure.v
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Figure 2: 1881 Calendar

Figure 3: Trondheim Harbor Painting
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Ole Goes to Sioux Falls
Sioux Falls (Dakota Territory)  was Ole’s destination.  In 1880 its population was 2,164, but in 1890 it had 
grown to 10,177 – definitely a growing community, but still not much more than a village.vi  A map follows 
that shows rail lines, which play an important part in his journey.vii  The two rail lines that are apparent are 
the Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul RR and the Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis, and Omaha RR.

Then, there is the weather.  - Assuming that temperatures at the time were similar to now, in Trondheim Ole 
probably experienced average temperatures in May from 40-60 F.viii  In the Atlantic, temperatures were 
surely cold, and icebergs and ice fields were present as evidenced by ship logs from the era.ix Daily May 
temperatures in the vicinity of Montreal, a place that he must have passed near or through, average about 
17 C (~63 F)  or somewhat warmer than Trondheim.x At his destination, temperatures typically would range 
from about 50-70 F, milder but more variable.xi
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Temperature does not tell the whole story, however, especially in the upper 
mid-west.  There was an historic blizzard and long winter in Dakota in the 
winter of 1880-81, the winter prior to Ole’s arrival.xii  He may have 
encountered lingering snow on his arrival in Dakota, but we do not know 
details since weather observations did not start in Sioux Falls until 1890.xiii 
Much has been written about the impact of weather on Dakota history.xiv 
This winter is just one example.

And, as if the hard winter was not enough, it appears that there were very dry 
conditions in the mid-west after the hard winter.  These resulted in large fires 
that Ole probably missed since they occurred later in the year.xv  I can only 
wonder at what Ole must have thought about his new country.  Certainly 
there was some hesitancy, but he had probably seen advertisements like the 
following to give him some hope about going to “God’s Country.”xvi

And, now on to the details of Ole’s journey. . . .
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Figure 5: 1880-1881 Blizzard
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Starting a Family Near Trondheim
Ole married Caroline Olsen (Karoline Olsdatter Brattasvedjan) near Trondheim in the Øvre 
Stjørdal Parish of Nord-Trøndelag on 01-May1881.xvii The record indicates that at the time he 
was living in the Mølsknæs community and working as a railway worker ( in Norwegian: 
jernbanearbeider ) .xviii  The marriage possibly took place in the Hegra church, for which a 
modern picture follows.xix

Although it is not shown in this record, Caroline is pregnant at this time.  A 
couple of months later on 11-July-1881, she gives birth to a child named 
Ole.xx  This is significant background information for what follows.

Emigration from Norway
Somewhat surprisingly to me, Ole emigrates from Norway without Caroline very shortly after the marriage. 
His destination is Sioux Falls, which was selected for reasons that I have not discovered. Perhaps he saw 
advertising; perhaps he knew someone who had made the trip already.  Certainly he and Caroline had some 
serious discussions about emigrating.

 And, I should mention that he was not abandoning Caroline (and child) since they followed him about 
seven months later. The details of Caroline’s travel have not been discovered, but Ole’s trip is somewhat 
better defined, which is why this article focuses on his journey.

Ole’s emigration record is dated 04-May-1881 (a Wednesday), and it indicates that he was booked on a ship 
called the Tasso which was operated by the Allan Line.xxi  His ultimate destination was Sioux Falls, but the 
details of the trip described below seem anything but simple.  It should also be noted that he did not travel 
alone!  Destinations for passengers on the Tasso for the same date indicate the following destinations, in 
addition to Sioux Falls. - Muskegon, MI; Lawton, MN; Ambrotype, MN; Montevideo, MN; Byron, MN; 
Canton, Dakota; Milwaukee, WI; Canby, MN; Ishpeming, MI; Spring Grove, MN; Dalton, MN; Fergus 
Falls, MN; Sioux City, IA; Oxford, WI; Watson, MN; Yankton, Dakota; Windom, MN; Menonomie, WI; 
Saulk Center, MN; Osakis, MN. The passengers also going to Sioux Falls are as follows.

 The family of Paul I. (or Paul J.) Flornæs (49) and his wife Guhnhild (Iversdatter) Flornæs (52) and 
their children – Iver P. (18) and Marta (9).  In addition to having the same destination as Ole, they 
are from a community not far from Ole’s residence.  They are from Øvre Størdalen, which means 
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Ole Goes to Sioux Falls
that they may have attended the church at Hegra where Ole and Caroline were married.  This makes 
me suspect that this family was known to Ole prior to the trip.xxii

 There is also a person named Oluf O. (Olsen?) Flornæs (18), who comes from the same community 
as the family above.  Maybe he is a friend or relative of the family above.xxiii

So, my conclusion is that Ole had company that he could have been comfortable to be with on his trek to 
Sioux Falls!

Ole’s Trek
Ole’s journey of roughly 5000 miles consisted of multiple segments, which I assume were arranged in 
advance with the Allan Line’s booking agent.  The four main segments that I have identified are Trondheim 
to Hull (England), Hull to Liverpool, Liverpool to Quebec City (Canada), and finally Quebec City to Sioux 
Falls (Dakota Territory, USA). Clearly this is a significant adventure for someone who I assume spoke only 
Norwegian and can not be well-to-do.  I am not entirely sure of the trip’s total duration, where he may have 
rested and eaten along the way.  I assume that it was stressful, even for a person in his late 20s and even in 
the company of others who spoke his language.  Following are some of my best guesses about the details 
and the evidence on which I base them.

Trondheim to Hull
The Allan Line which operated the ship Tasso according to the emigration 
record was a Scottish-based company which catered at least partially to 
Scandinavian travelers going to America. The Tasso made multiple trips 
from Trondheim to Hull, and may have been operated by the Wilson Line 
as well.   Ole’s trip possibly involved a stop at Bergen on the way to Hull, 
but it did not take many days to arrive at Hull. Probably he was there by 
the weekend (07-08-May-1881).  The painting at right shows the ship 
named the Tasso.  It was built in 1852 and so was nearly 30 years old when 
he boarded. Ole’s ship lasted until 1885 when it sank at Bergen. xxiv

I have found no details of the trip to Hull, but there exists an account of a similar voyage about a year 
earlier.xxv  Here is an excerpt of what Ingeborg Olsdatter Øye wrote.

“

Kristiansund 28th April.

The steamship Tasso will after what the agent says arrive at 1 o'clock tonight. We have to be ready for the arrival. It is 
impossible to get any sleep now in these waiting hours. I will try to use the time while I wait to write in my diary. The 
weather out at sea is not good. The "Pacific" which departed this morning, had to turn and come back to Kristiansund 
this evening. It will be a hard journey before reaching England. But the dear hope.....holds my courage up. So let it in 
[God’s] name go! ........
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On Board the "Tasso" April 30, dinner time.

Now we have had a taste of what it is like to be out on the sea; and the ugly sickness has hosted most of the emigrants 
aboard. We departed Kristiansund at 5 o'clock this morning. The weather was all ready stormy when we left 
Kristiansund, and it has not become any better since. There is about 400 emigrants aboard the ship. It is a terrible mess 
since most of them are sick. I was a little sick crossing the "Hustadviken", but now I am quite well. I was happy to [meet 
another] emigrant that could speak the [english] language, we started to talk and that kept my courage up while I was 
feeling very sick. I think the ship now will call at Aalesund. It is so much strange to see here on the ship. If I can keep 
from being sick the rest of the time, I think the journey will go fine. The worst is the bad sleeping accommodations we 
have, so full and crowded as it is too. But thank [God] I have courage, as I am traveling to meet "my" Peder.

On board the "Tasso" in the morning of May 1st

We are now out on the North Sea, so we can not see land in any direction. The ship crew says that we will have good 
weather, but despite of that the ship is rolling about on the waves of the North Sea. Since dinnertime yesterday I have 
been free from sea sickness, and yesterday I had a "grown" supper. My sleeping accommodations were good, as there 
were 5 of us who slept on the deck with some blankets over us, as the bedrooms were overcrowded. It was quite fun, 
and though I did not sleep tight, it was a good night's sleep. Yesterday evening at 9 we left the Norwegian coast. Today it 
is quite busy up on deck, some are washing them selves, others are writing, in other words they are doing all kinds of 
different things.

May 2nd. Sunday onboard the "Tasso"

Last night I had a fairly good sleeping place, as good as one can expect on journeys like this, and which you can expect 
in a room overcrowded by women, men and children. I got up in the morning to get a little something to eat, namely a 
slice of bread and some biscuits which we receive in the morning with a cup of bad black cafe, but this made me ill, I 
tried to sit down in the room in front, but I had to go up on deck to be sick. I stayed up on deck after this. Here aft on the 
deck it is best to sit. Many of the passengers are not leaving their beds now. A Sunday morning like this they have newer 
experienced before many says. It is not very pleasant to day either. The wind is blowing cold and strong, and the seas 
washes over the deck at times. This is the third day on board since we left Kristiansund. It was said earlier that we 
would reach England today; but due to the strong head wind it will probably not be before tonight or tomorrow that we 
will arrive to Hull.

I have had fun for a while now, I have been sitting down discussing different issues with a young boy. Almost everyone 
aboard [is] very [clever], so good company is not hard to find. Yesterday we had a long meeting up on deck and then a 
long discussion about love. It has been quite amusing at times. - If only I knew that my parents were not suffering. I 
know they will be thinking about me now. "Tasso" is not as bad as I once thought, and if it had not been so crowded it 
wouldn't have been bad. The food is also better than what I had expected, yes it is irreproachable. For breakfast we get 
black cafe which is very bad, a biscuit with butter and a slice of bread. For dinner we get a dish of meat, which is very 
good. For supper we get a biscuit and a cup of tea, which is good, without cream.

Liverpool May 4th 1880, at the dinner table

Yesterday morning at 3 o'clock we approached Hull. In the evening, Sunday the 2nd we already started to get the sight 
of the lighthouse. It was a splendid sight, when we came up on deck in the morning, and could see Hull for our eyes. 
The town is a great sight, but not very beautiful after my opinion. The huge stone buildings are blackened by the smoke 
and dust from coal which is in the air. But huge and beautiful were all the ships we could see in the harbor. 

“
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So from this one can guess at a few aspects of this part of Ole’s trip. - The voyage took about 3 days, the 
ship was crowded, the meals were passable, and many people suffered from seasickness.  The trip from 
Hull to Liverpool took about a day.

Hull to Liverpool
The easy assumption is that this part of the trip took place by train.  The notes from Ingeborg above imply 
that one day she was in Hull and the next in Liverpool, so it is reasonable to assume that this part of Ole’s 
trip was by rail and did not last long.  Probably he was there by Monday, 09-May-1881.

A few more details can be inferred from a other of references.

The situation in Hull had improved by the time that Ole appeared there. A relevant quote and an image of 
the waiting room that Ole may have used follow.  It explains that the train ride was accomplished in just a 
day, so Ole and traveling companions might have arrived in Liverpool by Tuesday, 10-May-1881.

“. . . the emigrant waiting room at Paragon Railway Station was doubled in size in 
1881 due to the numbers of transmigrants passing through the town. The 
extension provided a separate waiting room for the women and children and more 
extensive toilet and washing facilities than had initially been provided.  . . . Most 
of the emigrants entering Hull travelled via the Paragon Railway Station and from 
there travelled to Liverpool via Leeds, Huddersfield and Stalybridge (just outside 
Manchester). The train tickets were part of a package that included the steamship 
ticket to Hull, a train ticket to Liverpool and then the steamship ticket to their 
final destination - mainly America. Sometimes so many emigrants arrived at one 
time that there would be up to 17 carriages being pulled by one steam engine. All 
the baggage was stored in the rear 4 carriages, with the passengers filling the carriages nearer the front of the train. The 
trains took precedence over all other train services because of their length and usually left Hull on a Monday morning 
around 11.00 a.m., arriving in Liverpool between 2.00 and 3.00pm.”xxvi

From an article by Nicholas J. Evans, published by the University of Hull (National Maritime Museum), 
more general details can be inferred. This confirms that was a very busy time for migration, and a trip 
through England was common for many.

“The purpose of this paper, and my Ph.D., is to examine those European 
migrants who made the decision to travel to the US and further afield 
indirectly via the UK. Such indirect migration represented a sizeable portion 
of the total number leaving Europe, particularly of those leaving the 
northern European countries of Finland, Germany, Norway, Poland, Russia 
and Sweden. Though 30 million European immigrants entered the US 
between 1836 and 1914, up to five million transmigrants, or 20 per cent of 
the total number of immigrants, passed through the UK. The migrants 
entered the UK via the eastern ports of Harwich, Hull, Grimsby, Leith, 
London, Newcastle and West Hartlepool. From these ports of arrival the 
transmigrants were then transported by train to the ports of Glasgow, 
Liverpool, London and Southampton, from where they could embark on the 
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next stage in their journey. Though London served as the main port of entry for the millions of European immigrants 
entering the UK, it was the Humber ports of Hull and Grimsby that handled the majority of the transmigrants travelling 
via the UK - because the journey from the Humber to Liverpool was the shortest route in terms of time and distance to 
travel across the country. Of the five million European migrants who did arrive in the country between 1836 and 1914, 
over three million (or sixty per cent), did so via the Humber ports of Hull and Grimsby.”xxvii 

Liverpool to Quebec
The next departures from Liverpool to America associated with the Allan line are 
the SS Caspian, leaving 11-May1881, and the SS Moravian, leaving 12-May-
1881.xxviii  As you will see shortly, the SS Moravian, arriving 21-May-1881, is the 
one to choose. It’s destination is Quebec (City), Canada.

“S/S Moravian; Allan Line; departure from Liverpool; on 1881-05-12; arrive at Quebec; 
on 1881-05-21; Captain A[r]cher “

Although it is from1898, a flier about the Allan Line service from 
Liverpool to America is interesting in terms of fares as well as 
“dietary” information for passengers, which may not have differed 
much from the 1881 voyage.xxix  Note that you could get gruel every 
night at 8 PM!

The flier also indicates that the fare to Quebec in 1898 was 4£ (about 441£ or 551 USD today).xxx 
Information about transport once in Canada is provided as well as details of sleeping arrangements!
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Figure 14: Allan Line Flier - heading

Figure 13: SS Moravian

Figure 15: Allan Line - meals
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An 1882 flier is interesting as well and it 
mentions the SS Moravian, which Ole took in 
the preceding year.xxxi
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Figure 16: Allan Line - connections in America

Figure 17: 1882 Allan Line Flier
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To confirm the choice of ships and times, the manifest from the SS Moravian has been 
found.  It shows One Ole T. Rundhaugen!xxxii  This record is very hard to read, but, in 
addition to Ole (number 2133), you can see the many others destined for assorted places in 
the upper mid-west.

So, now we know the ship that Ole took, that he landed at Quebec (City), Canada, and we know something 
about his companions as well as the conditions on board the SS Moravian.  Next, he would have to make 
his way to Sioux Falls.
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Figure 20: 1881 SS Moravian Manifest -3

Figure 19: 1881 SS Moravian Manifest -2

Figure 18: 
1881 SS 
Moravian 
manifest -1
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Quebec to Sioux Falls
From a research point of view, this leg of the trip to Sioux Falls is the least well documented.  Two possible 
routes suggest themselves as options – (1) Quebec City to Montreal to St. Albans (VT, USA) and then by 
rail to Sioux Falls, passing south to the Albany area, then west to Cleveland, Chicago, etc. via rail and (2) 
Quebec City to Port Huron (MI, USA) via the Grand Trunk Western Railway (GTWR)xxxiii, and then to 
Chicago, etc. via rail. 

Unfortunately, I have not found records of entry into the US at either Port Huron or St. Albans for the 
required era.  There is evidence that people traveled both ways, with Port Huron seeing greater traffic.xxxiv 
So, until something concrete is discovered, I will explain how the route through Port Huron might have 
gone.

For general information about Canada in 1881, there is an interesting web page with audio by Craig Baird. 
xxxv  For a more detailed visualization of the route to Port Huron, an 1871 map from the Library of Congress 
is useful.xxxvi  Following are a small number of excerpts from this large map.

Quebec City to Montreal: (just under 
300 miles) The GTWR line is 
apparent.
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Figure 21: Quebec to Montreal - GTWR
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Montreal to Port Huron: (800-900 miles)  The GTWR runs southwestward north of Lake Ontario and then 
into Port Huron.

In order to enter the US at Port Huron, I believe that Ole would have had to disembark the train in the city 
of Sarnia (across the St. Clair river from Port Huron) and use a ferry to set foot on US soil.  I don’t believe 
that a more convenient connection (a tunnel) was completed until ten years later. Here is an 1876 map that 
shows where the GTWR terminated and allowed access to a ferry.xxxvii

“The railway came to Sarnia in 
1858. People and freight 
travelled by ferry across the St. 
Clair River at Point Edward 
before connecting with the 
railway again in Port Huron, 
Michigan. Loading and 
unloading the ferries was labour-
intensive and time-consuming. 
The ferries battled strong 
currents, Great Lakes shipping 
traffic, poor weather, and winter 
ice. By the 1880s there was a 
continuous backlog of freight in 
the Point Edward yard.”xxxviii 
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Figure 22: Montreal to Port Huron - GTWR

Figure 23: Port Huron Map
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Port Huron to Chicago: (about 350 miles)  There appear to be multiple paths between the two cities.  The 
one through Pontiac would probably have been the shortest route.  At the end of this segment, he was 
probably in the biggest and busiest city that he had ever seen.xxxix

Chicago to Sioux Falls: (about 500-600 miles)  Note that the 1871 map shows no railroads into Sioux Falls. 
These were not completed until roughly 1881 – the year of Ole’s arrival.  However, I assume that he did 
travel by rail directly into Sioux Falls.  If this is not true, he would have had to travel to Omaha or Sioux 
City and then find his way north to Sioux Falls.
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Figure 24: Port Huron  to Chicago

Figure 25: Chicago to Sioux Falls
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Referring back to the previous map of Sioux Falls from 1881, there are two railroads to choose from - the 
Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul RR (station pictured belowxl ) and the Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis, 
and Omaha RR.  Following is a map showing some routes from Chicago to Sioux Falls in 1881 for the 
Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul RR, which is the one that I favor since it is the most direct.xli  Note that it 
runs into Turner Co., Dakota, which is where family lore says that he worked as a shoe maker (in the town 
of Centerville). Centerville is about 40 miles from Sioux Falls.

In total, Ole would have covered about 2300 miles between Quebec City and Sioux Falls.  Perhaps this 
took as long as one to two weeks. I estimate that he arrived in Sioux Falls between 5/29 and 6/5/1881, just 
about a month after his departure from Trondheim.
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Figure 27: Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul RR map

Figure 26: Sioux Falls Depot
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After Sioux Falls
Following is some information about the lives of Ole and Caroline after Ole’s arrival in Sioux Falls in 
1881.

Caroline’s Journey
As mentioned earlier, when Ole left Norway, Caroline was pregnant.  She gave birth to a son named Ole in 
July, 1881, apparently while still in the Molsknaes community.xlii  I assume, but I can not prove, that she 
had support from one or more family members or friends while there.  Following are relevant images.  
Perhaps there are some hints in the notes associated with the baptismal record.

Caroline and her infant stayed in Norway until early November, when they appear in Norwegian emigration 
records.xliii  They are headed for Sioux Falls, just like Ole.  Unfortunately, I have not found any details of 
her journey to Sioux Falls, except for the name of the ship (SS Hero) taken on the first leg from Trondheim 
to Hull.  This must have been a difficult adventure for Caroline and son.  And I wonder if the son did not 
survive the voyage since he does not appear in any records that I have found in the USA.  He is alluded to 
in the 1900 Federal Census,xliv but that along with his birth and emigration records are the only trace that I 
have of him.  (Note: Caroline’s birth year is wrong in this census.xlv)
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Figure 28: Birth of Ole Olsen - 1

Figure 29: Birth of Ole Olsen - 2

Figure 30: Birth of Ole Olsen - 3

Figure 31: 1900 Federal Census - Potter Co., SD
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Following are what few details of Caroline’s voyage that I have found. 
The ship taken on the voyage to Hull was the SS Hero, about which 
information exists.xlvi  Again, unfortunately, I have not found a record of 
who Caroline’s fellow passengers were. Her departure probably took her  
through Bergen, leaving Trondheim on 03-November-1881. xlvii  Arrival 
in Liverpool based on Ole’s trip would have been on about the 7th or 8th 

of November.  Options out of Liverpool then are just two – both with 
Halifax as a destination instead of Quebec.  One (SS Nova Scotian) left 
on 08-November and arrived 20-November; the other (SS Circassian) left 10-November and arrived 21-
November.xlviii  From there, her journey is even more speculative because I have not found her in any ship 
manifest.  It seems that it was possible to take a rail line from Halifax to Quebec City in 1881, or she may 
have continued on a different ship from Halifax to Boston.xlix  It is also possible that there are lost records or 
ones that I have missed that show Caroline traveling directly to Quebec City by ship as Ole did. Until more 
information is available, it is unreasonable to speculate much about her route.  And, there is the question 
about the survival of her son, Ole.  At first glance, it appears to me that her journey may have been more 
lengthy and tiring than Ole’s.

Time in Centerville (SD)
Family lore has it that Ole worked as a shoemaker in Centerville after arrival in Dakota.  This village is not 
far to the southwest from Sioux Falls.  So far I have found no confirming evidence of the time there.  
Family lore also indicates that Ole and Caroline made their way to Potter County, SD, in 1883.  Ole’s 
tenure in Centerville must have been short.
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Figure 32: SS Hero
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Life in Potter County (SD)
Ole and Caroline homesteaded in Potter County on land just to the west of the town of Hoven.  The land 
patents for parts of sections 8 and 17 of twp 120N 75W can be found with the BLM.l The patents are shown 
below along with a map showing the location of the one dated 1888.
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Figure 33: BLM Land Patents -1

Figure 34: BLM Land Patents - 2
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They also raised a family consisting of 
three daughters and one son.  A summary of 
the family follows.

 Anna b.1888 d.1909li

 Tena b.1890 d.1979  (my 
grandmother)lii

 Matilda b.1892 d.1937 liii

 Oscar b.1895 d. 1968liv

A picture of the family taken around 1910 
follows.  It includes an image of Ed Olsen, 
Caroline’s nephew.

For more information about the family, you can visit 
https://281connections.us/281connections_Wiki/South_Dakota_Families/Thompson-Olsen.html 
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