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“Cast of Characters

Alexandra Bergson
Emil Bergson

Carl Linstrum

Marie Tovesky Shabata
Lou and Oscar Bergson
Frank Shabata

Ivar

Amédée Chevaliar
Signa

Mrs. Lee

The eldest child of John Bergson; a
Swedish immigrant farmer who becomes
the head of the household upon his death
Alexandra’s youngest brother; a blend of
Swedish determination and American
restlessness willfulness, and spirit

A person who grew up on a farm next to
the Bergson’ s. He drifts in and out of
Alexandra’ s life but is her one true
friend.

Emil’ s childhood playmate and Alexan-
dra’s closest neighbor

Alexandra’ s brothers; narrow-minded,
unimaginative men who resent Alexan-
dra’s success and mistrust Carl Linstrum
Marie’s hardworking but angry husband
An old, eccentric man who loves animals
and has a way with them

Emil’s best friend

One of the young Swedish girls hired by
Alexandra to do housework

Lou’ s mother-in-law who comes to visit

Alexandra every winter



1 The Wild Land

One January day in 1883, the little town of
Hanover, Nebraska, was trying hard not to be
blown away. It was a bitter wind that howled down
the frozen street that ran through the middle of
town. The wind piled snow high around the shops
that lined each side of the street. In front of one of
the stores sat a little Swedish boy about five years
old. He was crying and looking up at a telegraph
pole beside him. A stranded gray kitten sat at the
top of the pole.

“My kitten. Oh, my kitten! She will freeze!” the
boy sobbed.

At last he seemed to feel a ray of hope. His sister,
who had just been to the doctor’s office, was
coming toward him. She was a tall, strong girl who
walked rapidly, with purpose in every step.
Alexandra did not see her brother until he pulled
her by the coat. Then she stopped short and
stooped down to wipe his wet face.

“Why, Emil! I told you to stay in the store and not
to come out. What is the matter with you?”

“My kitten, Sister, my kitten! A man put her out,
and a dog chased her up there.” He pointed to the



poor animal atop the tall pole.

“Oh, Emil! Didn’t I tell you she'd get us into
trouble of some kind if you brought her? What made
you pester me so? But then, | ought to have known
better myself.”

Alexandra called to the kitten, but it only meowed
and fluttered its tail. Alexandra decided to ask her
friend Carl Linstrum to help them. She found him in
the drugstore. Carl was a tall, thin boy of 15, with
dark eyes and a pale face. He listened closely as
Alexandra explained the trouble. Then he followed
her to the corner, where Emil still sat by the pole.

Using the spikes on his shoes, Carl climbed the



tall pole. He pulled the kitten from her spot at the
top and came down with her. Then he handed the
cat to her master and told him, “Now go into the
store with her, Emil, and get warm.” He opened the
door for the shivering child.

Then Carl turned to Alexandra, “Wait a minute.
Can't I drive for you as far as our place? It's getting
very cold. By the way, have you seen the doctor?”

“Yes. He is coming over tomorrow. But he says
father can’t get better . . . can’t get well.” The girl’s
lip trembled. Carl did not say anything, but she felt
his kindness and understanding. Carl then left to see
to Alexandra’s team of horses. Alexandra stepped
inside the store to find Emil. She found him playing
with a little Bohemian girl named Marie Tovesky.
Marie had come from Omaha to visit her Uncle Joe.
She was a dark, pretty child, with brown curly hair
and round, yellow-brown eyes.

Alexandra let the children continue playing with
the kitten until Marie’s uncle came in. His children
were all boys, so he truly adored his niece. He
picked her up and set her on his shoulders for
everyone to see. With that, several of his friends
who were in the store gave Marie a bag of candy.

“Let me down, Uncle Joe,” she said. “I want to give
some of my candy to that nice little boy I found.”

As she walked over to Emil, she was followed by
her uncle’s friends. They formed a circle around the



two children, admiring Marie and teasing the boy,
until he hid his face in his sister’s skirts.

Soon Carl came in. “Let’s go,” he said to
Alexandra. “I've fed and watered the team. The
wagon is ready.” Then he carried Emil out and
tucked him down in the straw of the wagon box.
Alexandra was glad to have Carl’'s company on the
long ride home.

It was only four o’clock in the afternoon, but
darkness was coming quickly. The old wagon
bumped along slowly over the frozen road. Still, it
wasn’t long before the little town fell behind the
swell of the prairie. Now the land was dotted mostly
with windmills and sod houses. But the great fact
was the land itself. It seemed larger than the
beginnings made by the settlers.

It was from facing the difficult life here that Carl’s
face had become hard. Men were too weak, he felt,
to make any mark here; the land wanted to be left
alone. Today he and Alexandra had even less to say
to each other than usual. Perhaps it was the cold.

“Did Lou and Oscar go to the Blue to cut wood
today?” Carl asked.

“Yes. I'm almost sorry I let them go. It has turned
so cold. But mother worries if the wood gets low.”
Then Alexandra added, “l don't know what is to
become of us, Carl, if father has to die. I don’'t dare
to think about it.” ‘



“Does your father know?”

“Yes, | think he does. He lies and counts on his
fingers all day. I think he is trying to count up what
he is leaving for us. I wish we could keep his mind
off such things, but I don’t have much time to be
with himynow.”

Carl thought that at least here was something he
could do. “I wonder if he'd like to have me bring my
magic lantern over some evening? It works ever so
well; it makes fine big pictures.”

Alexandra seemed cheered. “Do bring it over, Carl.
I’m sure it will please father. Now, you must leave me
here, mustn’t you? It's been nice to have company.”

Carl got down from the wagon and ran off across
the fields to the Linstrum homestead. Alexandra
drove away, the rattle of the wagon lost in the
howling of the wind. She headed for the low log
house in which John Bergson lay dying.

The day after Alexandra’s trip to town, the doctor
came. After he left, John Bergson lay thinking about
his 11 years on the divide. He had spent the first five
years there getting into debt; and he had spent the
last six getting out. Still, he had the old-world belief
that land, in itself, was desirable.

He had to admit though that this land was a
puzzle. It was like a horse that no one knows how to
break. His neighbors knew even less about farming
than he did. Many had never worked on a farm.



They had been tailors and locksmiths and cigar
makers before trying to carve out new lives on the
divide. Bergson himself had worked in a shipyard.

For weeks, the 46-year-old man had been thinking
about these things. Often he called Alexandra in to
talk with him. He had come to depend more and
more upon her good judgment. His sons Lou and
Oscar were hard workers, but he could never teach
them to use their heads about their work. He often
said to himself that Alexandra was like her
grandfather. This was his way of saying that she was
intelligent. In Alexandra he saw his father’s strength
of will and simple, direct way of working things out.
He would much rather have seen this in one of his
sons, but it was not a question of choice.

As night came on, the sick man heard his wife
strike a match in the kitchen to begin the evening
meal. Although John Bergson had married beneath
him, he had married a good housewife. Alexandra
often said that if her mother landed on a desert
island, she would thank God. Then she would make
a garden and find something to can. Mrs. Bergson
worked very hard to remake her old life in the new
world.

John Bergson turned painfully in his bed. He
called his daughter to him. “Alexandra,” he said,
“you will have to do the best you can for your
brothers. Everything will fall on you.”

6



“I'will do all I can, Father.”

“Don’t let them get discouraged and go off like
Uncle Otto. | want them to keep the land.” '

“We will, father. We will never lose the land.”

At the sound of heavy feet in the kitchen,
Alexandra went and called her brothers. They were
large boys of 17 and 19. Oscar, the older boy, was
heavy and slow. Lou was quicker but unsure of
himself.

“Boys,” said the father wearily, “I want you to
keep the land together and to be guided by your
sister. As long as there is one house, there must be
one head. Alexandra is the oldest, and she knows
my wishes. When you marry, the land will be
divided fairly. But for the next few years you will
have it hard. You must all keep together. Alexandra
will manage the best she can.”

Oscar, being the older boy, spoke first. “Yes,
father. It would be so anyway, without your
speaking. We will all work the place together.”

“And you will be guided by your sister, boys, and
be good brothers to her? And be good sons to your
mother? That is good. She has been a good mother
to you, and she has always missed the old country.”

When they went back to the kitchen, the boys sat
in silence at the table. During the meal they looked
only down at their plates. They ate little and did not
lift their reddened eyes.



2 The Land Fights Back

One day in mid-July, six months after John
Bergson’s death, Carl Linstrum heard a wagon
coming up the hill road. Looking up, he saw that it
was the four Bergson children. Oscar stopped the
horses and waved to him.

“Want to go with us?” Lou called. “We're going to
Crazy lvar’s to buy a hammock.”

“Sure,” Carl shouted back. He ran to the wagon,
climbed over the wheel, and sat down by Emil. “I've
always wanted to see Ivar’s pond. They say it’s the
biggest in the country.”

“Did you ever hear him howl, Carl?” Emil asked.
“People say that sometimes he runs around at night
howling because he is afraid the Lord will destroy
him.”

With that the boys began to tease Emil about Ivar.
But then Carl said, “He wouldn’t hurt you, Emil. He
came to doctor our mare ....”

“I don’t think he knows anything at all about
doctoring,” Oscar cut in. “They say that when
horses are sick Ivar takes the medicine. Then he
prays over them!”

Alexandra spoke up. “Some days his mind is



