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Peter Trevis Hanson Comes to America, 1854   
  

by Gloria Okes Perkins 
 

Peter Trevis Hanson is the last of the European emigrants in the family tree of Frank 

Hanson and Sadie Kimberlin.   Their ancestors had begun arriving on the shores of 

America in 1629 and were established in this country by the mid-1700s.    Mostly English 

and Scotch-Irish, they included the French LeMaistres and the German Kimberlins.   

Then, about a hundred years later, in 1854, a tall young man from Stockholm, Sweden, 

still in his teens, landed in New York City and made his solitary way to Louisiana, 

Missouri, where he would become the patriarch of the Hanson clan.   This is his story. 
 

We begin with facts gathered by my mother, Irene Hanson.  Her “Grandpa Hanson” 

was born 4 February 1835 in Stockholm and sailed to America from Sweden in 1854.  He 

traveled with his sister Carrie Anderson and her two children, one of whom adopted the 

name “Alex” as an adult.   The Andersons settled at Galesburg, IL, while Peter came to 

Pike County, MO.   That is all we knew until recently when I was able to find Peter and 

his family on a passenger list arriving in America, and to put together many of the 

details of his long journey.   
 

A Dangerous Gamble 
 

Sailing to America was a dangerous gamble in 1854, even for the young and strong.  

Peter had to cross the Atlantic in a small wooden sailing ship, vulnerable to fire and 

dependent upon the wind.  Just the year before, a sizable percentage of immigrants had 

died of cholera en route, and at least 680 travelers had drowned that year or perished by 

shipwreck.  Seven years before, about 17,000 emigrants had died of typhus.  Peter 

arrived in New York at a chaotic time before legal provisions for dealing with emigrants 

had been established.  Boardinghouse runners, tavern keepers, and peddlers were 

allowed on board to bargain directly with the confused newcomers.  One year after 

Peter’s arrival, the New York State Immigration Commission was created to regulate 

landing procedures and licensing of concessionaires.  The first formal receiving station 

at Castle Garden was set up.  But in 1854 emigrants were let off at whatever wharf the 

ship had landed on, and they were on their own.    
 

Peter, at age 19, and his family left Sweden in the first wave of “the great exodus.”  In 

the 1850’s, Sweden lacked good farmland for its increasing population and had suffered 

bad seasons with crop failures.  Workers facing famine and falling wages saw that the 

New World promised unlimited opportunity to work hard and succeed plus free land  

and religious freedom.  Peter considered it well worth the risks.   
  

To leave Sweden with its state-run church, he first had to obtain a transfer certificate 

called a flyttningsbevis indicating that he was permitted to move out of his church 
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parish.   This would be presented to the priest in the parish he moved to.   Each person 

leaving the country permanently had to be recorded by the police at the port of exit.   
 

Peter and the Andersons made their way with their luggage to Goteberg on the west 

coast of Sweden.   A few years later, it would be possible to travel by Swedish State 

Railways, but not in 1854.   Our people had to go by horse-drawn carriage on the initial 

phase of their journey.  At Goteberg in June, after paying two pounds per person for 

second class, they were among the 350 fortunates allowed to board the Oscar, a new 

propeller-driven 700 ton steamship, for the 52 hour journey across the North Sea to Hull, 

England.  While they embarked, no less than 1,500 people from various parts of Sweden 

still waited in Göteborg for ship space to cross the North Sea and find passage to North 

America.   
 

What was it like for the immigrants crowding onto the Oscar?   An observer described 

the departure scene as it took place in Goteberg several years later. 

“Farewell, Dear Sweden” 

“Every week we witness larger and smaller groups of peasants from almost every 

province in Sweden, who have arrived here, ostensibly to travel . . . to the New World. 

The entire deck is covered with chests and bed clothes. The motivating drive for making 

this journey is the fact that relatives in America have written letters, telling of how good 

life is over there. Thus one sells house and land in order to make the journey.  

“….The deck has to be cleared before departure, and now everybody is working 

desperately to stow the baggage. The emigrants are to be quartered on the middle deck. 

The cargo consists of sawn timber, and between the cargo and the deck there is enough 

room, so that one or two hundred persons can lodge here comfortably.  Along the sides 

of the vessel are provisional seats, which also may be used for a head rest for those who 

wish to sleep….The bed clothes are spread ready for the night's rest. 

“Boys and girls, mothers with babies still nursing, young and old, every class of 

humanity is represented here. The family fathers are attempting to cheer up their 

families, telling them to keep up their courage. The women seem passive. The Word of 

God is on their lips and with tearful eyes and anxiety in their hearts they attempt to sing 

a religious hymn in their solemn meditation. The men busy themselves seeing that 

everything is in order. They check their sea chests, their provisions of pork, butter, 

cheese and bread….   

“The signal is given and the departure is at hand . . . .Friends and relatives leave the 

ship. The passengers gather along the railing for their last look at the city.  As the 

engines start up, there is unrest on board; weeping, moaning, crying and shrieking is 

heard.  Many of the passengers change their moods as they soberly reminisce about their 
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homes and life in their native land. 'Farewell, dear Sweden' is the cry one hears from 

many lips.”  (Emigrant Traffic on the North Sea by Nils William Olsson) 

Waiting in Liverpool 

After landing on the east coast of England, Peter and the Andersons rode the 

Gothenburg-Hull railroad across England to Liverpool, paying one pound per person.  

Liverpool was the leading emigration port with hundreds of thousands of northern 

Europeans leaving for America, Canada, or Australia.  Emigrants could not board their 

ship until it was ready to sail, so they waited in Liverpool for up to ten days.  From the 

dates given, it’s likely that our family spent a week in June in one of the lodging houses 

of that teeming city.  These places were inhospitable, dirty, and overcrowded.  Con 

artists swarmed the streets, attempting to bilk the emigrants, sometimes stealing their 

luggage and demanding a large ransom for its return. 

At least, official paperwork was no problem.  Neither passport nor application form was 

required to emigrate from Great Britain or Ireland in the 1800’s.  No record was kept of 

emigrants setting sail from the British Isles, but American ports of entry had begun 

listing arrivals in 1820. 

On 24 June 1854 in Liverpool, England, Peter and his family boarded the Esmeralda, a 

small sailing packet of 907 tons, built at Brunswick, Maine, in 1849.  It served first in 

Williams & Guion’s Black Star Line of sailing packets between New York and Liverpool.   

In 1854 it was listed in the Blue Ball Line, a firm located in Liverpool, which acted as 

agents for individual American ships with no fixed sailing schedules.  The Esmeralda 

received her first New York certificate of registry on 30 September 1854.  Nothing is 

known of her later history or ultimate fate.   (Edgar Rice Burroughs borrowed her name 

for the ill-fated ship carrying Tarzan’s parents to Africa.) 

It must have been a rough voyage across the Atlantic, for it took Esmeralda a month and 

a half— ten days longer than the usual 35 days.  They did not reach land until 11 August 

1854.   Peter may have worked for his passage as a cabin boy.  Peter and the Andersons 

no doubt used the cheapest below-deck accommodation known as the steerage, where 

everyone lived together with bunks down the sides and tables in the center of the space. 

“A Miserable Experience . . . Potentially Deadly” 

Here’s what such a voyage was like in 1854:  “Sailing ships were designed to carry 

cargo, not passengers and there was little effort to adapt them for human comfort. Apart 

from bringing on provisions – flour, potatoes, oatmeal, tea, some salted fish, and water 

(often stored in rancid casks used previously for oil or other containments) – a captain 

merely would lay down a temporary deck over the cargo and construct narrow, flimsy 

berths that could be dismantled after the voyage. 



 4 

“Passengers were packed tightly, often with no more than a few square feet of space per 

person.  There were no toilet facilities and no windows, so sanitation and ventilation were 

serious problems. Conditions varied among vessels, but nearly all emigrants on sailing 

ships, regardless of class, had to suffer overcrowding and disorder, seasickness, a foul 

atmosphere, and poor food.  A storm could make things much worse. With the ship 

pitching and creaking, decks awash, hatches battened down, people sick everywhere, it 

was a miserable experience. 

“Worse yet was the knowledge that at any moment disaster could strike in the form of 

fire, shipwreck or epidemic. On a wooden ship, lighted candles and open cooking fires 

were a constant hazard. It was not unusual for more than 100 people to die of shipboard 

fires in a single year.  Shipwrecks, too, took their toll. In the terrible winter of 1853/54, 

200 German immigrants drowned when their ship was driven onto the New Jersey 

shore, and 480 emigrants and their ship out of Glasgow disappeared altogether. 

“Much more common and lethal were epidemics. Typhus or ‘ship fever’, spread by lice, 

produced a frightful mortality rate. In 1847, the worst year of the Irish Famine, a total of 

7,000 emigrants died of typhus at sea and 10,000 more after arrival in Quebec. Another 
scourge was Asiatic cholera, caused by an intestinal microbe and spread in 

contaminated water. The worst year for cholera was 1853, when ten to fifteen percent of 

the passengers on some ships succumbed to the disease.  With the advent of steam in the 

1860’s, transatlantic passage changed from potentially deadly to merely uncomfortable.”   

(Primer on Emigration, Immigration & Associated Subjects, “The Voyage,” Polish 

Genealogical Society of America) 

Finding Peter on the Esmeralda Passenger List 

My mother had searched for more information on Grandpa Hanson and the Andersons 

beginning in the 1930’s, without success.  Thanks to the Internet, I finally found Peter 

Hanson on the Esmeralda passenger list, Microfilm Roll 143, List No. 1012.  There he 

was on line 18, designated by the common nickname or abbreviation—“Per” Hanson.  

His age, approximate birth date and country of origin were correct.  But to be sure that 

this was our Peter, I had to find his sister “Carrie Anderson.”  She was on adjacent Line 

21, listed by her Swedish name, “Kjerstin Anderson,” born 1827.  Her two children were 

Anna, age 5 and Anders, age 6.   The boy’s name fit, for we knew that Peter and 

Kjerstin’s mother was named Elna Anders.  Anders chose to use the Americanized name 

Alex when he grew up.   

The list indicated that Kjerstin and her children were traveling with her husband, “Per 

Anderson, age 32.”  This explained why Peter felt free to separate from his sister and 

make his home in another state.  Kjerstin (Carrie) and her husband had at least one more 

child after they came to America whom they named Frank or Franklin (just like our 

Frank Hanson.)  My mother was told that her Grandpa Hanson kept in touch with his 
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nephews “Frank and Alex” in later years.  However, no trace of that correspondence 

remains. 

Swedish immigrants of that time were mostly young, vigorous, religious-minded 

Protestants, and literate.  Kjerstin and family settled in Galesburg, Illinois, where a 

Swedish community was forming.  The famed newspaper Hemlandet began publication 

in Galesburg the year after they arrived.  Four years later, their first Lutheran Church 

was built. 

Peter’s decision to live alone in Pike County, Missouri, seems extraordinary.  Almost all 

Swedish immigrants of that era stayed together on the Midwestern prairies or formed 

Swedish enclaves in the North Central timberlands of the U.S.—land that most closely 

resembled Scandinavia.  We wonder why Peter separated from family and countrymen.  

It’s clear that he intended to make his fortune as a craftsman, rather than a farmer.  Did 

he choose to live on the Mississippi River because barges could transport the lumber he 

required as furniture maker?  We will never know how the Swedish-speaking emigrant 

heard about Pike County, Missouri, and the little town of Louisiana, north of St. Louis. 

Historians have observed that Swedish immigrants were characterized by their 

adaptability to American conditions, their ability and willingness to work hard, and 

their marvelous physical stamina.  This describes Peter Hanson in Missouri.  Moreover, 

a careful comparison of Swedes who emigrated vs. those who stayed home found that 

“Everywhere, irrespective of the corner of the country chosen, emigrants were brighter 

in school and had a wider picture of the world….  The emigrants abroad seem to have 

had the highest intelligence level.”  (Roger Daniels in Coming to America, Second Edition)   

The Rest of the Story 

Apparently, young Peter Hanson also possessed no lack of self-confidence, and plenty of 

charm.  Coming alone to this southern-style river town unlike anything he had known 

in Sweden, he quickly learned English, while building his reputation as a furniture 

maker.  He even picked out his bride before they met.  Less than five years after he 

arrived in Louisiana, he saw a beautiful young girl coming out of the New Harmony 

church and told a friend, “There is my future wife!”  He won the heart of Elizabeth 

Irvine in whirlwind fashion, and they were married on the 4th of July.  She happened to 

be a daughter of one of the first families of Pike County, a family recorded in the history 

books.  It was 1859, and her prosperous, slave-holding parents gave her a family servant 

as a wedding present.  It must have felt strange to Peter to become a slave holder, 

because Swedish immigrants universally opposed slavery.  During the Civil War, Peter 

appeared on the Pike County Enrollment List, but no active service was performed.  He 

seems to have avoided the bitter conflict that tore families apart in the border state of 

Missouri. 
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Peter became known as a builder of fine homes and beautiful furniture.  (Two of us own 

walnut beds designed and built by our Great-Grandfather.)  Peter and Elizabeth 

produced 14 children including one set of twin girls.  Ten of their children reached 

adulthood; several who died in infancy are buried in Louisiana.  Eventually, the 

Hansons moved to the Farmer community near Bowling Green.  Their farm remained in 

the family for more than 100 years, a home many of us remember as a wonderful family 

gathering place. 

Peter faced two tragedies in his later years.    His wife Elizabeth died of stomach cancer 

before their 40th wedding anniversary when their youngest son was just 12 years old.  

(Their son, Frank Hanson, who was 19, would marry Sadie Kimberlin the next year.)  

Five years after Elizabeth’s passing, Peter’s popular daughter, Pearl, died.  One night in 

November she became overheated at a dance and cooled off in front of an open window.  

The result was a respiratory illness that swiftly took her life. 

After leaving his parents and siblings in his youth, Peter established a sense of family 

loyalty that was passed on.  Peter and Elizabeth were indulgent parents, especially to 

their eldest daughters, providing fine homes for the girls.  Peter’s son Frank was known 

for his commitment to family, always looking after his younger siblings.  The 

importance of caring for family graves and visiting the cemeteries on Memorial Day, 

retelling the stories of those passed on, turned into a Hanson tradition.  And the life-long 

closeness of Frank and Sadie’s eight children became legendary in a world of 

dysfunctional families.   

My mother could fondly remember her Grandpa Hanson.  She was six years old when 

Peter passed away at the Hanson farm 14 March 1914.   We have an official description 

of him in 1866 at age 31:   5’ 11” (a tall man in that day), with blond hair, fair skin, and 

blue eyes.  This hardy, adventurous Scandinavian makes a great addition to our family 

tree. 

  

 


