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2018 ANNUAL  N EWSLETTER  

Swedes, Norwegians, and Finns Work and Settle on Vinalhaven 

1850-1940 

By Jeannette Lasansky 

The exhibit, Swedes, Norwegians and Finns Work and Settle on Vinalhaven, focuses on Vinalhavenõs Scandinavian 
populationñthose who left their homes, friends and families to a new world of opportunity.  Movements of 
large groups of people, have often been the result of war, disease or environmental change; also, by new 
opportunities.  This particular migration started in the mid-1800s and lasted for nearly 90 years, led primarily 
by young men seeking work, some with a spouse or other family members, some who later sent for family.  
Many would settle permanently on Vinalhaven, a place that physically resembled their Scandinavian 
homeland and made them feel òat home.ó   

Swedes were first recorded in the 1850 Federal census for Vinalhaven.  Their occupations during those first 
decades were diverse: sail makers, lobstermen, a tailor, a milliner and housekeepers; also, quarrymen, 
stonecutters and paving cutters.  From 1900 until the 1940s additional occupations included sailors (some in 
the merchant marine, fishermen on schooners or trawling), laborers, or as a farm worker, a packer in the 
local sardine factory, and blacksmiths or tool sharpeners at the quarries.  Swedes who noted the specifics of 
òwhereó they had come from within Sweden mentioned the northwest coast of Bohuslªn and the southern 
provinces of Blekinge, Skåne, and Småland.  They were always the largest group of Scandinavians on 
Vinalhavenñsometimes at a ratio of 5:1.   

Norwegians started coming to Vinalhaven in the late-1880s, although in numbers dramatically fewer than 
the Swedes or the Finns.  The Norwegians were lobstermen, paving cutters, and several were sailors or in 
the merchant marine.  They were from the southern Norwegian provinces.  Those Norwegians from Halden 
often had a spouse or parent(s) from Sweden, indicating their proximity to Sweden and the granite industry 
that flourished along the northwestern Bohuslän coast. 

Photo: Claes Boman, sailmaker, working at Abner Cooperõs boat shop which later became Carroll Gregoryõs boat shop.  C.1906 
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Finns also came in the late-1880s, and in more significant numbers around 1900-1905, attracted primarily by 
work in the granite quarries.  A few became lobstermen, fishermen on schooners, boat builders, and one 
sold bottled milk.  Some had immigrated first to large Finnish communities in Massachusetts and in South 
Thomaston, Maine, before arriving on Vinalhaven.  At the height of the Finnsõ migration to Vinalhaven, 
there were over two dozen distinct Finnish households and many single men who were lodgers staying with 
families or in boarding houses.  Quite a few Finns missed being recorded in the Federal censuses but their 
names are indicated on the backs of photographs, especially around 1905.   

The disruption of World War I combined with changes in the granite industry contributed to the steep 
decline in Scandinavian immigration to America at that time.  By the 1930s, no new Finns immigrated to 
Vinalhaven though Swedes and a few Norwegians continued coming for yet another decade.  When the 
granite work on Hurricane and Vinalhaven collapsed in 1939, many of those who were single moved on.  
The stone carvers had left earlier.   

Scandinavian families on Vinalhaven 
both rented or owned their homes on 
Vinalhaven, while the single men were 
often boarders.  There were private 
rentals or places to board as well as 
company housing, some quite close to 
the quarries where the men worked.  
The Finns, in particular, lived in 
neighborhoods such as Starr and 
Mountain streets near the Sands Quarry, 
and on Round the Mountain Road.  It 
was in these neighborhoods that Finnish 
saunas were built. 

These Scandinavians left their mark in 
the formation of the Scandinavian 
Athletic Club, the Bomanõs sail making 
loft, boat building by the Skoogs and 
Holmstroms, renewed group solidarity 
among laborers in the face of change, 

home industries like net weaving, and cultural exchange particularly in music performed by the Hokansons 
and Carlsons.  These were among the gifts of Vinalhavenõs Scandinavian citizens.  

Scandinavian surnames still resonate on Vinalhaven: Beckman, Carlson, Hildings, Jameson, Johnson, 
Kelwick, Lunde, Malmström, Olson, Rosen, and Skoog.  Other Scandinavian surnames were dropped as 
when marrying into non-Scandinavian families; so it was with descendants of the Asiala, Holmstrom, 
Holmquist, Stordahl, Swanson, Tuomi, and Wahlman families.   

Today on Vinalhavenñthose of Scandinavian descentñrepresent all of these nationalities.  

EXHIBIT and PROGRAM CREDITS: 
Large exhibit scrim and flag border designs: Emily Blair; Labels and photo mounting: Elizabeth Bunker;  

Loan of a map of Finland and a sauna display: Finnish Heritage House, South Thomaston; Loan of family items and Finnish display: 
Taina Litwak, Scott and Lois Candage; Logistical support: Bill and Paul Chilles; and Program sites: the Washington School, the 
American Legion Hall, the Vinalhaven Public Library, the Pleasant River Chapel; and Christa Mattson 

The VHSõ new reference notebook, Scandinavians on Vinalhaven has personal information arranged in chronological order of arrival to 
Vinalhaven and based on the Federal Census records augmented by the VHSõs family files and cemetery-, obituary-, and photo-notebooks. 
Thanks for special help on this:  
 Tullio Lasansky: for reading and recording period cursive records  
 Helen Litwak: for written narratives about Vinalhavenõs Finnish community that provide insight into their island lives 
 Lauretta Chilles: for finding interesting photos of individuals and period clippings  
 Elizabeth Bunker: for her work on, and knowledge of, Vinalhaven cemeteries  

Additional thanks to a group with Swedish backgrounds: Ann Lunde, the late Astrid Rosen Philbrook, Henrietta Anderson Winslow, 
and her husband Charles, and the late Marion Swanson Woodcock, who have met annually since 2007 to share their most recent 
Scandinavian visitors and experiences and joined Sharon Philbrook and Finnish descendants on Vinalhaven: Lois Candage, Beth Healey, 

and Becky Jameson.  

Rosa Anderson Holmquist netting in her home, Christmas 1946. 
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GRANITE  FOUNTAIN  FOUND  

In early December we received an email from Steve Ala in 

Westfield, MA, who works for the water department.  While 

digging in the city yard they had discovered three pieces of 

granite, one of which had a plaque attached that read: 1910, 

Presented by the National Humane Alliance, Herman Lee 

Ensign, Founder.  After a quick search online Steve found 

the VHHS and emailed us pictures.  We put him in touch 

with our friend Jack Walsh who has done considerable 

research and created a website for all of the Ensign 

fountains.  Over 125 fountains were carved in Vinalhaven 

and sent all over the US as part of Ensignõs vision as the 

President of the Humane Alliance. 

Later in the month we received an update that a total of five of the six pieces had been found!  With a 

recent snow and the temperatures getting increasingly colder, search for the final piece may have to wait for 

spring.  Steve would ultimately like to see the fountain rebuilt  

YEAR IN  REVIEW  

Again this year we were very happy to be the recipients of Vinalhaven treasure!  Over the summer we 

received a water color painting of the Engine House and Old Reuben given by David Silsby, a Bodwell 

Granite Company pitcher and saucer, many (but all different) collections of newspaper articles, a wooden 

box with travel trinkets collected by John Wheeler while he was captain of the schooner Cherokee of 

Vinalhaven (c1840s), the 1965 Harold Vinal edition of Voices along with his book Voyage, carousels full of 

slides, 1891 òVillage of Vinalhavenó and òNorth Haven, Vinalhaven, and Hurricaneó maps, acetate prints of 

the Flagg estate, and a crock with an Osprey Brand cured fish label, just to name a few. 

In June we were visited by Lyle Griffin and his wife, Nancy, who brought with them a collection of over 

280 digital images he had made from old glass plates that had been in the attic of Lyleõs former home on 

Lanes Island.  Included were amazing images from Lane and Libby Fisheries that we had never seen before; 

interior, exterior, and workers.   

Bruce Morehouse gave us a sign from the Castine, that now hangs above the office door. 

And we were graciously given a Brud Clayter painting by James MacDonald.  No one quite knows how 

many paintings Brud did, so we are always excited and surprised when we see another beautiful illustration. 

If any of our readers have visited the Marshall Point Lighthouse Museum, you may 

have seen their display of mini pot buoys painted for each local lobsterman.  This 

inspired us to create one of our own for Vinalhaven lobstermen, past and present.  

Board member Torry Pratt started to paint some of these buoys herself, buying many 

shades of buoy paint, but the job became overwhelming.  Instead, weõre asking the 

lobstermen themselves to paint a mini buoy for us to include in our display.  Weõd like 

to thank Island Lobster Supply for helping us distribute buoys! 

Among the many projects going on currently, the office girls have been chipping away 

at four file boxes full of Bodwell Granite Company òscript.ó  We are attempting to 

sort them alphabetically by workerõs names so we might glean a better understanding 

of how large the granite workforce was.  We have also been combing scrapbooks full 

of newspaper clippings for announcements and interesting articles.  Weõre also getting very close to the 

release of a second edition of Remember When! 


