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A Voice from the Past: My Grandmother's Letter 
from the S/S Stavangerfjord 

by Mary Ann Hansen 

Front row, from left to right: my mother, Ester Margrete Hansen; my 
sister, Karin Solveig Hansen; my brother, Jens Peter Hansen. Back row, 
left to right: my grandmother, Mette Otine Hansen; my grandfather, 
Jens Marinus Hansen. Photo courtesy of Mary Ann Hansen. 

My parents, Ester Margrete and Svend Aage Hansen, immigrated 
to the United States with their not quite three-month-old baby, my 
older sister, in October 1949. I remember my mother said it was a hard 
trip over the Atlantic with such a small baby, but they survived the 
trip and eventually made their way to Columbia City, Indiana, where 
my father had relatives and where they lived for some time. The initial 
idea, according to my mother, was to spend a year in the United States 
and then move back to Denmark. In the end, however, my parents be
came American citizens and had two more children, my brother and 
myself, in the United States. 1953 was the year when they got their 
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first visit from home, when my paternal grandparents came to visit. 
At that time, people had to travel by ship, and it was a long journey 
back and forth across the Atlantic. I recently found a letter that was 
written to my parents and siblings (I was not born yet) by my paternal 
grandmother, Mette Otine Hansen, from the S/S Stavangerfjord on my 
grandparents' trip home to Denmark in 1953. The letter covered the 
duration of the trip, which, according to the two dates written in the 
letter, lasted about ten days. In the letter, Otine describes daily life on 
the S/S Stavangerfjord. 

* * * 

S/S Stavangerfjord October 9, 19531 

Den Norske Amerikalinje [The Norwegian American Line] 

Dear Ester and Svend Aage, Karin and Jens Peter, 

Now I'd better tell a little bit about our trip home. We 
didn't leave New York until Tuesday evening around 10. 
We were out on deck when we sailed. It was a beautiful 
sight, with thousands of lights on shore, so it was mid
night before we went to bed . We eat breakfast between 8 
and 9 and lunch at 12:30, and have coffee and cake at 4 and 
dinner at 7. And, of course, coffee and tea are served with 
every meal. 

On Wednesday evening we were up in First Class be-
fore dinner to have a cocktail with the Captain. He bade 
us welcome and shook each of our hands. We were also 
served some fine "sm0rrebrod" -no bigger than a Danish 
5-0re coin-but we were just about to have dinner, so that 
was fine. There are not very many of us in Second Class 
and even fewer in First Class. There are many people in 
Tourist Class. 

There was a dance on Wednesday evening, and we went 
up to see that, and last night there was a movie. That was 
fun. Otherwise we spend a lot of our time sleeping and 
eating. Wednesday morning I lay in bed feeling sick. I'm 
not sure if it was seasickness-I didn't throw up. We had 
taken some tablets and I think we got a headache from 
them. 

21 



The Bridge 41:1 (Spring 2018) 

It is mostly Norwegians who are on the ship. We talk 
with them some. We can understand them better than the 
Swedes. 

We have just sailed past Newfoundland. On Wednesday 
there were big waves, but today the weather is nice, but 
cold. We should have brought our winter clothing along. 
It's not as warm as it was where you live. 

Today it is Wednesday again. Tomorrow we will be in 
Bergen and on Friday morning in Oslo. On Friday evening 
we will take the train to Copenhagen, and then home on 
Monday. I have been in bed with a cold and a headache all 
day, but luckily I have plenty of time to lie in bed. Now I 
am starting to feel better again. It is colder out here on the 
ocean, but the weather is still nice every day, so it looks 
like we will make it through without running into storms. 

I think we got spoiled by the coffee in America because we 
don't think the coffee onboard has much flavor. I am drink
ing mostly tea-you probably can't believe that. But the 
food is good. The waiter tells us we are not eating enough! 

Friday, 10-16-53 
Now we are almost in Oslo, so we are getting closer to 
home. Yesterday was bright and sunny and calm, so we 
could really enjoy it. It was beautiful sailing into Bergen 
with all the fjords, and also beautiful sailing into Sta
vanger. We were out in the town a bit in Bergen. We will 
also have some time to go into town in Oslo. Tonight we 
will take the train to Copenhagen. 

On Wednesday evening they had a celebration dinner 
on the ship-it was really nice-and dancing afterwards. 
There has not been any horserace betting, but there has 
been Bingo. Now I have to go down and finish packing. I 
will write again when we get home. 

Our warmest greetings and thoughts to all of you, you 
four dear ones, and a thousand thanks for the good time 
we had with you and for all the nice things you did for us. 
We hope Svend Aage made it home all right. It was a long 
way for him to drive alone. 
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Say hello to everyone over there. 

• /• STAVANGERFJORD 
DEN NORSKE AMERIKALINJ E 

rntl. "ORWIQl,O.H ,O.MIRl(:. .. LINU 

Dad and Mom 

?- 9 - l J 

Endnotes 

i The original letter has the date 9-9-1953 b . . . 
journey took a month the f ·1 , ut since it is unlikely that the 
was actually written ~n Oct~mb1 y9assumes that the letter was misdated and 

er . 
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