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''To Have Revenge on the Self-Righteous University':
Pietismand ReligiousDoubt in SophusKeithWinther's
Beyond the Garden Gate
by JOHN MARK NIELSEN
In the spring of 1978, Arizona Quarterly published what
was to be the last of Sophus Keith Winther's scholarly
articles. Entitled, "The Emigrant Theme," this essay in many
ways was a summation of Winther's thoughts, not only regarding the experience of Scandinavian-Americans as told in
literature, but more importantly of his reflections regarding
the whole of human experience. For him, emigration was the
great human story, stretching from the dawn of humankind
in the Olduvai Gorge to a foreboding present. It was the
story of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness; it was the
myth of the American westward movement. For Winther
writing in 1978, however, emigration was no longer
possible; the physical and psychological opportunities
offered by the vision of a promised land across oceans and
beyond mountains were no more. Over-population,
environmental pollution, and the threat of nuclear holocaust
promised a global "ragnarok". The human journey was fast
approaching an end.
Earlier in this essay, Winther explored his novels, and the
novels of Vilhelm Moberg and Ole Rolvaag which trace
Scandinavian immigration to the United States, noting how
they all moved toward a symbolic statement that anticipated
the grim conclusion of his essay. Those who emigrated to a
new land faced obstacles, impediments that hindered their
assimilation into the culture of the new land. Winther argued
that in all cultures there exist forces that conspire to keep the
newly arrived immigrant on the outside.
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First there was the all-pervading poverty, a poverty that
was inevitable because of limited land and unlimited
population increase ... Next came the evils of an entrenched caste system that brutally exploited the poor
and insulted and degraded man's sense of dignity. In the
third place was the tyrrany of the church system, an
order of things called religious but actually a system for
beating the poor into submission. It used not only
threats of everlasting punishment, but also physical
power to .enforce obedience. In the fourth place there
was political tyrrany supported by the church (37-38).
Despite these forces, the immigrants came, and in spite of
them they struggled to find a place in the culture and to
assimilate. The possibility of assimilation, however,
occurred in large measure because of the opportunity to
become educated. Education offered both a hope and a
means to break free of the forces of poverty, caste, church
and politics
The struggle against these forces is central to Winther's
fourth novel, Beyond the Garden Gate, published in 1946
and reprinted by Oregon State University in 1991. However,
unlike his three earlier and better known novels which trace
the experiences of the Grimsen family, a family of Danish
immigrants struggling to survive as rent farmers in Nebraska
at the turn of the century, Beyond the Garden Gate describes
the Bailey family, a solid, university educated, middle-class
American family living in Eugene, Oregon, in the mid-1920s
and the coming of age of one of their sons who is a student at
the University of Oregon.
Many scholars, Winther included (Winther, "Emigrant" 3543), have written on the Grimsen trilogy, demonstrating
parallels to other Scandinavian immigrant novels or placing
them, as Roy Meyer does, in the tradition of the middle
western farm novel. All have suggested, as indeed Winther
has admitted, that the Grimsen novels, Take All to
Nebraska, Mortgage Your Heart, and This Passion Never
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Dies are autobiographical in inspiration.
Beyond the Garden Gate, has not engendered the same
kind of critical comment. This is in large measure because
many have found flaws in the novel. In her essay, "Structure
and Meaning in S.K. Winther's Beyond the Garden Gate,"
Barbara Meldrum identified the work as a "thesis novel," a
novel of ideas. She went on to summarize the reaction of
reviewers at the time the novel was published, noting that
many felt that the treatment of the ideas was rather bookish
and the continual philosophising of the characters echoed
too often and too clearly Winther's own ideas (199-200).
Perhaps, if the characters had been more clearly immigrants or at least second generation immigrants, there might
be a greater interest in this novel, certainly by those
concerned with the immigrant experience. Readers might see
in the story a description of the assimilation process, particularly as it applies to the opportunity to pursue higher education that otherwise was not afforded most immigrants in the
countries of their origin, or they might see it as a continuation of the autobiographical accounts found in the Grimsen
novels. Meldrum, in her introduction to the 1991 reprint of
the novel, does suggest that it "recreates the collegiate world
of Winther's youth" (xix), but she offers no evidence as to
how this might be autobiographical other than noting that
Winther did attend the University of Oregon.
· Winther, of course, did not choose to define the main
characters of this novel as immigrants, most likely because
he wanted the readers to see that we are all emigrants from
that idealized "Garden of Eden," that we are all wandering in
that wilderness "beyond the garden gate." This is a theme,
Faith Ingwersen, touches upon in her essay, "The Wint(h)er
of Our Discontent: An Danish-American Tale" in the
published Nordics in America: The Future of Their Past,
edited by Odd Lovell (150). Had Winther given the
characters a particular nationality, readers might well have
been deflected from his larger intent. Nevertheless, there is
much in the novel to suggest that it is informed by autobiography and the experience of immigration.
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The purpose of this paper is to examine the autobiographical subtext of the novel, noting specifically that part of
the story which treats the conflict between "the tryanny of
the church system" as Winther articulated it in his later essay
and his own philosophical skepticism as reflected in the
conceptual framework of the Bailey family. I would suggest
that Beyond the Garden Gate is more autobiographical than
critics have thus far acknowledged, and that seen as autobiography, the novel is a statement of an immigrant
shedding ethnic identity and entering the mainstream of
American intellectual life. For Winther, it is up to the
individual to discover as Tom Bailey says about his university experience to his son, Forrest, "I learned ... that life can
have meaning in the face of chaos" (69). At the same time,
the novel anticipates Winther's own position regarding the
human experience as ultimately being void of all hope since
there is intellectually no possibility of an afterlife; there is, as
he concludes his essay, "The Emigrant Theme," "NO EXIT."
Beyond the Garden Gate is the story of Forrest Bailey who
experiences a rite of passage from innocence to maturity
while a student at the University of Oregon. During the
summer between his junior and senior year, while working
for the family hardware and farm machinery business, he
becomes physically attracted to Nancy, the seventeen-yearold sister of Forrest's boyhood friend who had died in a farm
accident.
Both are drawn to one another out of past
memories. Though he had intended to end what had been an
innocent relationship with her, they are drawn together on a
moonlit, summer night, and, as Winther puts it, "the urge of
her youth and his lack of disciplined control"results in sexual
consummation.
The next day, Forrest meets Gael, an attractive, intelligent young woman, planning to transfer from Reed College
in Portland to the University of Oregon. Gael's poise,
confidence and openness about her own sexual experience
attracts Forrest, and an intimate relationship quickly
evolves, marked by honesty and mutual trust. Unknown to
Forrest, however, Nancy is pregnant from their single
liaison, and after weeks of waiting for him to visit the farm,
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she goes to find him, trusting that he will make things right.
After searching all day, Nancy observes Forrest and Gael
embracing through the window of the Bailey home, and the
world she has constructed in her mind crumbles. Despite the
rain that has engulfed the Willamette Valley, she tries to
walk the eight miles home, only to collapse and be found
along the road by a neighbor in the early morning hours.
After this ordeal, Nancy withdraws into schizophrenia.
Several months later, Nancy's father, a kind and gentle
farmer, seeks out his old friend Tom Bailey, Forest's father,
and shares with him his daughter's
plight. Tom,
immediately, notifies Forrest, who is in Portland visiting
Gael. He returns and accepts responsibility, seeing to it that
Nancy is moved to the state hospital, visiting her and helping
her father on their farm as they await the birth of a child, a
son whom Nancy's parents named Johnny after Nancy's
brother and Forrest's childhood playmate. Despite the birth
of the child, Nancy's psychological condition does not
improve, nor do Nancy's parents expect Forrest to marry
their daughter, and yet Forrest wrestles with his responsibility. Only after a chance meeting with his former
philosophy professor who advises him to take a "rational
attitude" in solving his problem lest he commit a greater sin
against himself, and at the advice of a young doctor trained
in psychopathology who is treating Nancy and who believes
Forrest's presence could do more harm than good, is Forrest
able to justify his leaving Oregon with Gael who has
believed in him and remained faithful throughout this
ordeal. Forrest, however, does not leave before promising
Nancy's parents that should anything become of them, he
will be responsible for both Nancy and the child.
The scandal of Nancy's pregnancy and resulting
schizophrenia caused by a son of one of Eugene's leading
familes, attracts the interests of two individuals who see the
university and the liberal ideas fostered there as contributing
to Forrest's behavior. Jorn Thorvild, the Danish Lutheran
pastor, and Gareth Peekhill, the county's prosecuting
attorney, focus their wrath on Forrest and his family. They
se~ in this case an opportunity to "not only have revenge on
-42-

the self-righteous university ... [but to] strike a blow against
the spread of immorality" which they associate with the
university. Indeed, Jom Thorvild is described as, "[he]
fought the university and all forms of higher education
except that represented by the Lutheran college of Blair,
Nebraska . . . He felt that God had chosen him as the instrument through which justice should be done and virtue once
more established, not only at the university but among the
farmers as well" (192).
The rational approach which Forrest takes, however, and
the support he receives from both his and Nancy's parents,
defuses the efforts of these two men to take advantage of the
situation. Throughout this ordeal, Forrest is able to retain his
sense of self-identity because of the lessons he has learned
from a beloved professor at the university, because of the
support of his family, and finally because of the strength and
honesty of Gael, the woman with whom he is committed to
share his life. The two of them leave the Eden that is the
Willamette Valley, stopping like Adam and Eve to look
back, recognizing that they are beyond the garden gate and
can never return. The novel ends with these lines: "From
now on, their lives were turned away from the past; but the
past would always be with them. They accepted life on its
own terms. They were quite aware of what it means to be
human" (Garden Gate 289).
Even the briefest of biographical sketches indicates that
Winther too, knew what it was to be human, and that,
Beyond the Garden Gate records something of his experience
in gaining that knowledge. The details of his personal life, at
least in regards to the Grimsen trilogy, are well known. He
was born in 1893 in the village of Soby, Denmark, near the
larger town Randers. When Winther was two years old, his
parents emigrated to Massachusetts where Winther's father
had family who had earlier emigrated. After three years
there, like the Grimsens, the family moved on to a farm near
Weeping Water, Nebraska - the community of Weeping
Willow in the Grimsen trilogy. Here the young Winther
attended the rural, one room, Hope School, and later the
Weeping Water Academy. Here too the family lost their
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only daughter, Margaret, to diphtheria. So indelibly etched
in Winther' s memory was the loss of his sister and his
mother's grief, that when he came to write of it in Take All to
Nebraska he used his sister's name and described events as
he remembered them. The Grimsen trilogy, of course,
continues in Nebraska, describing the death of Peter
Grimsen and ending with hope as Hans and Janice are
married and plan to attend the university (Passion 283-286).
Education provides the surest path to assimilation into
American society.
In 1912, however, the Winther family, like greatgrandfather Bailey in Beyond the Garden Gate, moved on to
join family in the Willamette Valley near Eugene, Oregon.
Here events in Winther's life parallel elements of his last
novel. In Eugene, the Winther family attended services at
nearby Bethesda Lutheran Church, a congregation of the
more piestistic United Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church
which ·had its headquarters, college and seminary in Blair,
Nebraska. This is the same church body in which the
fictional, J0rn Thorvild, is an ordained minister. It was
during this time, as Barbara Meldrum has pointed out, that
Winther underwent his second religious conversion "while
going with the daughter of a Danish minister" (Winther 7),
probably the daughter of Peter Petersen Thoreby, the pastor
of the Bethesda congregation and the man after whom
Winther acknowledged modeling the character of J0rn
Thorvild. 1
In 1914, Sophus Winther began his undergraduate education, attending The University of Oregon in Eugene. During
his first year, he read "Charles Darwin's The Origin of
Species and The Descent of Man, Ernst Haeckel' s The Riddle
of the Universe, and Henry F. Osborn's Men of the Old
Stone Age (Meldrum, Winther 9). These works led Winther
finally to reject the church and inspired him to begin
shaping his own personal philosophy, a philosophy
characterized by scientific determinism. After graduating in
1918 with a degree in English, Winther headed east to
Wisconsin, anticipating a graduate fellowship. One was not
forthcoming, however, so he turned to teaching high school,
-44-

accepting a position in Hammond, Indiana, where he taught
for two years. During this time, Winther impregnated a
woman he was seeing casually. Rather than marry hef , he
arranged for her to have an abortion. Shortly after this, he
returned to the University of Oregon where he completed his
Master of Arts in 1922. A teaching assistantship at the
University of Washington in Seattle followed. Here he
completed his Ph.D . in 1925, writing on Matthew Arnold,
here he spent his entire teaching career until his retirement in
1963, and here , just six weeks short of his ninetieth birthday
and suffering from terminal cancer, he committed suicide,
leaping from the balcony of his fifth floor apartment
(Winther 9-10, 48). ·
The experienc~ of attending church services and young
people's meetings at Bethesda Danish Lutheran Church, the
emotional turmoil surrounding the pregnancy and the subsequent arranging of. a.ri abortion for the young woman with
whom he had a:n·affair while teaching in Indiana, and the
intellectual stimulation Winther found in university life are
the important autobiographical elements in Beyond the
Garden Gate . Further, these exp~riences are essential in
creating the conflict and resolution of the novel.
The Bailey family, clearly, practices a life philosophy
reflecting Winther's own. Modern, free-thinking, Tom and
Elizabeth Bailey establish early in the novel that their
philosophy is one that accepts no divine plan. Commenting
on her husband's observation that they've been married
twenty-two years and perhaps have twenty more years
before the anti-climax of death, Elizabeth Bailey responds,
How can any one have any respect for life .. . when one
thinks of what a miserable allotment of time one is
given? Every tiirte I think of it, I have a feeling of
contempt for the-'noble scheme.' You know, Tom, the
only people who' are really satisfied with this 'divine
plan' are the unhappy ones. Misery makes life long and
meaningful (7), ' •
Rather, the Bailey's have ~ought to instill in their children a
sense of freed9m to find their own way and to not make it
their "business to nile and condemn" (27) as too often the
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church does. Both recognize, however, that the true test of
their outlook on life comes "not when the unseen forces of
uncontrolled circumstances plunge the individual into
disaster ... [but] at the moment when a man decides how he
will deal with the situation" (203). Forrest's acceptance of
responsibility for Nancy's pregnancy affirms their faith both
in him and the way in which they have raised and treated
him. Forrest has come to know that "morality is not a matter
of obedience to law, it is a matter of individual interpretation of law in relation to the good of society. Slavish
obedience without intellectual evaluation is the height of
immorality" (146). Because he trusts in his parents' loyalty
and love, he has been able to meet the challenge. Winthet's
analogy and language is biblical; "he had eaten of the
forbidden fruit, and it had made him aware of good and evil;
but, unlike Adam, he had not hidden in the bushes or been
afraid when God called. He knew that it took more courage
to stay in the Garden and meet this issue than it did to go
outside into an unknown world" (202-203).
This, however, is not the message of J0rn Thorvild who,
using Forrest as an example for his congregation "would
preach a sermon on that next Sunday ... [and] would show
what higher education leads to. When a man lost faith in
God any crime was possible" (225). That Winther was
familiar with this kind of language is clear when examining
the correspondence of members of the United Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church. Indeed, some of the
correspondence of Peter Petersen Tho reby, the pastor whom
Winther knew at Bethesda Lutheran Church, survives in the
Hansen-Mengers Collection at Dana College. Thorebyts son,
in desparate financial straits, stole money, was caught and
was sentenced to five years in the Washington State
Penitentiary. Since Pastor Thoreby had retired in Denmark
after World War I, Dr. C. C. Mengers, a friend of the family,
offered to help, but only if the son had repented and would
strive to live a righteous life. Writing to Pastor Thoreby's
son, Pastor Mengers uses a language that echoes that of J0m
Thorvild's and gnQwith which Winther wdearly familiar.
You don't seem to acknowledge that you have sined
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against God, that you have no understanding of that
your sin must be acknowledge before him, be confessed, regretted, and that you need to be paroled,
pardoned by God and therefore tru praer ask God for
merce for Christ sake, and that not only for this, or any
other sinole sin done, but for al your sins, and because
you, like the rest of us, is in yourself, before the holly
God, a condemned sinner for time and eternaty, if he
will not, for Christ sake, pardon and forgive you all
[your sins]. But this he will, for Jesus died not only
for my sins, but for the sins of the whole world, and the
blood of Jesus Christ the son of God cleanses us from
all sins. . . You said, you will go back to your family,
and make good. And make good, this dear Peter, you
cannot in your own power, it will be · impossible for
you, but you can if you will commit your self and your
ways and family and all to the Lord (Mengers 34a).
It is this kind of language that J0rn Thorvild uses with the
Bailey's and with their neighbors, who are Danish immigrant
farmers. It is this kind of language that he would have used
with Forrest had he been able to speak with him while he was
being held in jail. It is this vision of life and death that
Winther rejected as a young student at the University of
Oregon . .
Beyond the Garden Gate anticipates the arguments
Winther was . to make in his last essay, "The Emigrant
Theme." It suggests something of the lessons he learned as a
young man whether attending services at Bethesda Lutheran
Church or classes at the University of Oregon. The narrow
religious world of J0rn Thorvild and the confining spiritual
vision Winther found in the United Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church are rejected. The freedom of the individual
to make moral choices and "to create meaning out of the
chaos of life" is affirmed. The immigrant breaks out of the
restricting institution of immigrant church through the
opportunity for further education, and for Winther, it is
only education and a "rational attitude" that can provide
some solace and inspire some dignity as the individual
confronts the final, unfathomable mystery, death.
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1 Winther shared this observation with Norman Bansen during one of.
their many meetings. Bansen in turn shared this with me in an interview
on April 4, 1994.
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