
Early Remembrances from Nebraska of Anna 

Tonette (Oftebro) Johnson  
 

 

Written by Anna Tonette (Oftebro) Johnson in Norwegian shortly before her death in 

California at the age of 95. Transcribed by her great-grandchildren, Marilyn and Richard 

Hollinbeck, Jr. 
 

 (Note – Anna left Norway on March 24, 1882, her 33
rd

 birthday.) 
 

Leaving Norway 
 

 

Anna Tonette (back row, third from right) and her family revisiting the Fidje Farm around 1908. 

 

 

These are short and scattered glimpses of bygone days. From March 8, 1882, our wedding 

day, at my home, Fidje, Lyngdal (Norway)---and on, a few years. 

We sailed from Kristiansand, (Norway) 24 March 1882 on the steamer "Hekla". There were 

ten of us from Lyngdal: my sister Tobine and her husband (Rudolf Reime) and their little 

Lena; Gabriel and Peter (my husband's brothers); Mr. and Mrs. Salene Jacobbson, A. Vatland, 

Mr. and Mrs. Nils Foss, Severine (later, Mrs. Peter Lundberg) and "little Salve"  

 

(Note: it is possible that only 10 actually came from Lyngdal)  

 

Gabriel stopped in New York and did not come out to Nebraska until in the Fall.  

 



We spent exactly two weeks on the sea, between Kristiansand and New York. The weather 

was generally beautiful, the waves just sufficient to rock the ship enough to make walking on 

the deck a bit difficult .Because one of the waiters, a "Dave" was a little unsteady on his pegs 

one day, we enjoyed a hearty laugh. Just as he appeared on deck with a tray of fruit-soup upon 

his shoulder, he was accosted by a bunch of fellows who demanded a share of the soup. "No!" 

yelled the Dave, "This is only for the ladies." Just then a swell of the sea gave the ship a sharp 

lurch, and out over the floor spun the tray, soup and all, flooding the deck! "Come on, ladies, 

here's your soup!" said one of the men. We were unable either to laugh or weep and we had to 

do without soup.  

 

A little girl was born on the Atlantic; she was baptized with the name of "Hekla Atlanta"--a 

pleasant little episode.  

 

When the (same) steamer Hekla the following summer was bringing a number of emigrants, 

she foundered and went down with a number of her passengers. We, however, had gotten 

across and all was well . (Note (RH): The wreck is still located at Sydostgrunnen outside 

Sandefjord) 

 

We remained at the Castle Garden (the Ellis Island of that period) in New York, almost three 

days before all arrangements for our departure could be made. My sister Tobine became ill 

and was in a hospital for two days. How anxious I became! I feared that we might have to 

leave her in New York. But it seemed impossible for me to leave her there. But the day we 

were to leave, the doctor said she could go with us, which she did, and she became stronger 

and stronger day by day until, when we reached Plattsmouth, Nebraska she was fully restored. 

We left the train there and remained over Sunday, arriving in Westmark Tuesday afternoon 

(April 14) three weeks to the day since we left Kristiansand!  
 

 

“Platte River, as it was when we were young, before its waters were harnessed for irrigation purposes.” – 

Sarah Johnson 

 



Arriving in Nebraska 
 

We met John Olson somewhere on the road--he had been in Kearney --and of course we had 

to stop to be inspected and presented to him, all of us.  

 

A little before dark we came to Lars' home (Grandfather's brother) and were given supper, and 

all of us remained there overnight, sitting or lying on floor and chairs, wherever possible. 

They had but one room, rather large, new, and quite pleasant for a sod house  
 

Our Sod House 
 

The next morning we went over to our house--but what a miserable looking affair!  

 

The house was five years old, built with sod, the roof of timbers from the river (Platte River) 

upon which were spread willow branches, those in turn covered with two or three layers of 

sod. For a ceiling, instead of plaster, white muslin had been nailed up. The walls were 

plastered, white and pretty, so that when everything had been new and clean it must have 

looked very pleasant, but alas!--Of course the walls and roof were there, but the muslin 

ceiling hung down in rags; the walls, black as the earth, and fallen plaster everywhere; the 

floor hardly swept once during the winter, apparently, even though Lars and Maria had lived 

there during the whole winter. Lars had even lived in father's house ever since he had come 

from Sweden, for some years and had come to Nebraska three years before I came and lived 

in father's house until we came from Norway. Well! Well! Things were as they were! 

 

We started cleaning up, sweeping, and getting out all the junk and dirt; we cleaned out the 

stove so that we could heat water to wash the two or three dishes there were, the chairs, and 

everything.  

 

The house was square, 14 by 14 feet, with two square windows, a small stove in one corner, a 

small cupboard in another and a bed in a third corner; two benches, one under each window, a 

table and a rocking chair that had been bought--all the other furniture was home made, of poor 

material and with poor tools!  

 

Severine thought I was very brave, since I did not give up in despair. But I didn't do that. I 

looked at it all from the jolly and romantic point of view. 

 

When everything had been swept and washed and made as clean as one could indoors.  

 

An old barn, housing two old horses; an old lumber wagon, an old plow and a barrow; a few 

chickens that gave us eggs every day, and two cows that milked well. I can still see one of 

them, whose udders never seemed to become empty, I milked and milked without the milk 

ever stopping; if she had ever-so-large sores and cracks on her teats, she never kicked.  

 

There was a well, 80 feet deep, with delicious water; there were two buckets attached to a 

chain (one at each end) which pas see over a wheel over the well by which the water was 

drawn. 

 

There were a number of rather large trees around the house, and ten acres of small but 

beautiful trees planted as a timber claim.  



 

It was a sort of consolation to know that everybody lived in a sod house. Only Pete Anderson 

and John Olson had frame houses; and Anderson was a carpenter who had come from some 

city and had a little money, and about John Olson my husband used to say that, "It wasn't hard 

for the one who had the king for his uncle". Aspelin was supposed to have money and he was 

Mrs. Olson’s father. They had come from Illinois. 

(Olsons came from Minnesota, but Andersons had come from Illinois.) 
 

 
Andrew Johnson’s original 1882 Homestead document granting he and Anna Tonette their 160 acres of 

Nebraska prairie 

 

A little later, in the spring, we made a trip to Kearney to buy some necessary things, dishes, 

pots and pans, etc. The plastering was repaired, the walls white-washed, new muslin on the 

ceiling; everything was made as pretty as possible: white curtains, white spread on the bed, a 

pretty bag for knick knacks on the wall, a few doilies on the cupboard and a cloth on the table. 

We then invited John Olsons for dinner one Sunday; we had fried salt pork, potatoes and 

another dish--I have forgotten what it was. As Mrs. Olson came into the house she clapped 

her hands together and exclaimed "0h how pretty! This is surely inviting!" And I myself 

thought it was very pleasant, also.  

 

One Sunday later in the summer we were invited to John Olsons' for dinner. We had salt 

herring and potatoes, a dinner we thought fit for kings. 

 

We lived almost entirely on fried salt pork, for breakfast, dinner, afternoon coffee and supper. 

I remember one afternoon that we had no pork with the coffee, father felt hurt, he felt as 

though he had nothing to eat. 

 

Father and Brodine came out to Nebraska together. Whether they had sailed together or had 

become acquainted in this country, I don't remember; but they homesteaded at the same time 

and they remained the closest neighbors (until Edlund and Pete Anderson came). 



 

As the prairie appeared the same in whatever direction one looked, it became rather difficult 

to find the small sod-houses sometimes. So father and Brodine plowed a furrow in the prairie 

to connect their sod-houses, two and a half miles apart and then they could always find each 

other. 

 

When I had been in Nebraska a year, little Sarah came to us. For a time it was thought that my 

life was in the balance; but a good doctor was secured at Phelps Center and everything went 

well. 

 

God was doubtlessly present also with His help. I had a farmer's wife, Mrs. Holm, for a nurse; 

and in a few days Rudolf and Tobine came from Plum Creek (Lexingtonl. They had worked 

for a man named Stoddard during the winter and at Christmas we had visited them. Little John 

had then arrived and all was well.  
 

A Prairie Wildfire 
 

Late in the spring of the second year that I was there, we noticed one day a black smoke north 

of John Olsons. Soon a raging sea of flames appeared, coming towards us at a tremendous 

speed as though eager to devour everything and everybody. There was then a wild race to get 

out the horses, hitch them up, and plow a couple of furrows, as well as to set backfires, in time 

to stop the fire before it consumed everything. 

 

We hurriedly removed from the house all that we could and took our little ones, Sarah and 

John, and sat down upon the large chest that had been hurriedly dragged out upon a burnt over 

plot. There we sat and looked and waited, all the while anxiously asking God for His help. 

Suddenly the fire seemed to turn more and more westward, pass us by, and then rapidly pass 

on in that direction, burning only about a third of the lower timberclaim corner, until finally 

somewhere in the northwest it was stopped by backfires. Glad and thankful we returned to our 

little home, our little ones safe. Time and again we saw prairie fires but never that close to our 

house again.  
 

The Stolen Courthouse 
 

The first two years that I was there we had a little town at Phelps Center. Here was the county 

seat, a store or two, with a resident physician.  

 

But one morning the Court House had disappeared! Of course no one knew just what had 

happened, but things looked rather suspicious. It was known that Holdredge wanted the 

county seat. However, in the election Holdredge was outvoted by Westmark and Phelps 

Center. 

 

And yet-- the Court House had disappeared! There were many ideas about its disappearance 

but it was eventually found in Holdredge and would never be taken back. 

 

It was rather difficult for us to get groceries. The road to Kearney was long. But soon a little 

store was built in Williamsburg, and to this place, Tobine and I walked, carrying our eggs to 

exchange for what we needed. The distance was three and a half miles but we didn't consider 



that anything "In Those Days" (Note: this is a reference to Rolvaag's novel, "Giants in the 

Earth", the Norwegian title of which is "I de Dage", i.e. "In Those Days") 

We had both butter and eggs to trade for groceries, because of cash there was always too little.  

 

I should say that it was not all fun "In Those Days". We had plenty of eggs and milk and pork, 

but very little variety, and poor utensils and tools both for inside and outside work.  

But we were young and healthy and strong, and that everybody had to live under the same 

conditions was a sort of consolation.  
 

The Lone Tree 
 

On the edge of a ravine was a large tree that was quite a landmark. As it was the only tree for 

miles, it was called 'The Lone Tree.' . This tree could be seen for 12 or 14 miles, so level was 

the prairie (This tree was an elm and grew in Peter Lundberg's pasture, of later years. It blew 

down over 40 years ago, but there are (or used to be) a number of smaller trees that have 

grown up from its roots.) 

 

Before the settlers came, vast herds of buffaloes roamed over the prairies. Many of their 

skeletons were scattered about, and the early settlers sometimes drove out and filled their 

lumber wagons with bones; these they hauled to Kearney and sold for as much as five dollars 

a load. This required a two days' journey, one day going and one coming; the distance was 28 

miles, and there were no roads except a single wheel-track in the turf. This gathering and 

selling of buffalo bones was the only source of income in the earliest period.  

 

To secure firewood the men must go as far as Orleans, near the Kansas border, where timber 

was found. Such a trip required also two days. On the Platte there were a lot of willows, but 

they were small and did not amount to anything. Later, however, as they became larger, they 

could be used for firewood.  
 

 
Anna Tonette and her Family in Nebraska 

 



Indians, Wells and Stones 
 

Occasionally some Indians would stray across the state boundary. Like wildfire from place to 

place flashed the message: "The Indians are coming!"--the people became so frightened that 

they did not know what to do or where to go. However, the Indians never came very near, yet 

the settlers often became frightened and felt unsafe  

 

(Note: Anna later welcomed many a Dakota Indian into her home for food, and it is said that 

a special mark was placed on her door by them that prevented other Dakotas from ever 

harming anyone in that home. – Rick Hollinbeck) 

 

It was difficult to get water. Father had tried three different times, but without success; 

perhaps he gave up too soon, because when he went down 80 feet he found good water and in 

unlimited quantity.  

 

The soil was said to be 8 feet thick, beneath which there was a thick layer of clay; it was for 

this reason that the ground could do with as little water as the limited rainfall gave it.  

 

There were no stones on the prairie; if one was ever found it was closely investigated and 

prized as a treasure.  

 

The first years there were crop failures, which made it very difficult for almost everybody. 

One year they were to receive state aid; father received one bushel of corn, as did many 

others. Those that had families, however, were given a little more.  

 

They had butter and eggs that they traded for what they needed. They also raised hogs; these 

always ran wild and ate whatever they could find as long as the ground was bare and they 

could find anything.  

 

Family Notes 
 

September 25, 1884, my dear sister Tobine passed away, leaving two little ones, Lena and 

John. Her end came through tuberculosis, a disease that she had had even in Norway; 

gradually she became worse until she passed on, happy in the Lord. Little Lena stayed with us 

until her father, Rudolf Reime, remarried. John lived with Rev. Andreason, until the two, 

Lena and John, came home to their father and new mother. 

 

October 28, 1885, Martin was born in the sodhouse. He was a sweet little boy, so quiet and 

good. He died August 25 1886. There were several small children of his age that died that 

summer of the same trouble – teething. A little fellow of Salve Jacobson’s died about the 

same time. God be thankful that Martin went to his rest in his early springtime, with no black 

scars of sin or sad heavy days. 

 

Gudrun was born August 25, 1888, just as Pete Anderson was building our beautiful new 

frame house. She was born in the sod-house, but soon moved into the new home. 

 

 

 

 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 

* * * * 

Anna Tonette has written her ”Early rememberances” in two Norwegian, handwritten 

versions. These versions are slightly different, and do not in all elements cover each other. To 

make her story complete, we present both versions. 

The English version, transcribed by Marilyn and Richard Hollinbeck jr., merges the two 

versions into one. 



 

 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 
 


