
Anna Kirstin Jensen’s experience as an immigrant 

She traveled on the Hekla II, March 29-April 16, 1888 

 

Hekla, of the Danish "Thingvalla Line" 

The Hekla was actually the Hekla II, since the first ship of that name sunk in 1883 after less than 

a year of service.  Part of the "Thingvalla Line", the steamer had quite a long life-span,  launched 

from Christiania, Norway on Feb. 29, 1884, and beginning her maiden voyage to New York two 

weeks later from Copenhagen, Denmark with a full load of 990 passengers. Approximately half 

were Danish, the other half Norwegian, as was typical for most of the Hekla's trips, although the 

boat was not always filled to capacity.  The Hekla suffered its share of mechanical problems, but 

was always repaired in due time and continued to serve the "Thingvalla Line" until the demise of 

that line in 1898, at which time the Hekla was sold to the "Scandinavian America Line", and 

after changing hands and also names a couple of times after that, was scrapped in 1910. 

 

Scandinavian America Line westward route, departing Copenhagen for Kristiania (now Oslo) and then 
calling at Kristiansand before crossing the Atlantic. There were train connections from many other cities 

to the ports of departure 

http://www.norwayheritage.com/gallery/gallery.asp?action=viewimage&categoryid=&text=&imageid=1358&box=&shownew=


The main route was from Copenhagen to New York via Kristiania (Oslo) and Kristiansand. The great 

majority of the passengers were emigrants. The Thingvalla Line had been the only Scandinavian 

steamship line offering a regular service between Scandinavian ports and North America since it entered 

service in 1880. It was quite convenient for emigrants from the Northern parts of Denmark, southern 

parts of Sweden and Norway to travel directly, and it was considered to be a great advantage that the 

fares were slightly lower than the English and German lines, and not to forget - the crew and food was 

Scandinavian.  

 

Feeding time between decks (steerage) in an emigrant ship 1873 

 

Dancing on deck: This picture comes from an 1887 brochure issued by the Thingvalla Line 

 

 



She was not on either of these ships: 

    
Collision between The S/S Geiser and the S/S Thingvalla, August 1888 
 
  
The marine disaster - collision between the Thingvalla and Geiser in 1888 
http://www.norwayheritage.com/articles/templates/great-disasters.asp?articleid=56&zoneid=1 

A first person account: The first day passed, and we had a wonderful evening with calm seas, 

and a beautiful sundown. A lot of whales where tumbling about near the ship. On deck, there was 

dancing to the tunes of an accordion. Everything was happiness and joy - because of the 

moment, and the thought of where we were heading. On board there were not less than 4 

captains going home on leave, there were also some teachers, businessmen and farmers. As the 

evening got later, one by one they went to bed, full of joy and happiness over having had such a 

nice evening. Sadly, many of them would never again be able to enjoy these moments in their 

lives.  

 

At dawn, about four in the morning, we suddenly felt a strange blow to the ship. It was as if we 

had hit something that gave away. The alarm was sounded throughout the corridors: "All men 

on deck!" - As I felt that something serious was happening, I got into my pants and, grabbed my 

vest and shirt, not bothering with putting on my boots. I ran up on deck. 

  

The visability was good, and not far away from us I saw another steamship. It was the old 

"Thingvalla"! - I came up a little aft of midships, and I understood that something very serious 

had happened, because the rail was smashed, and the water was pouring in over the deck. 

Geiser was now laying heavy in the water, not more than 3-4 feet from the deck to the waterline. 

It would not take very large seas before they would be over the deck. The sea was calm so that 

did not happen. I went further aft, to where the ship had been damaged. There, I stepped on some 

of the sharp iron splinters, and cut my foot. It is a wonder that I did not fall into the 12 foot hole 

where the bow of S/S Thingvalla had cut into the hull.  

 

Just after I went aft, I was thrown on the deck by the increasing seas. As I struggled to get back 

on my feet, I had to let go of my shirt and vest, where I had all of my money. To search for it was 

useless….  

http://www.norwayheritage.com/articles/templates/great-disasters.asp?articleid=56&zoneid=1


An example of provisions served based on class of steerage: 

 

 
Below from Appletons' Dictionary of New York and Vicinity (with maps), Fifth Edition, New York: D Appleton & Co., 1883: 

 
The European steamers that bring immigrants to this country land them at Castle Garden where they 
receive food and shelter until such time BR they shall start for the interior or the far West, whither most 
of them are bound.  
At one time the Garden was infested with immigrant runners, who preyed upon the strangers, often 
unable to speak a word of English; but this has been suppressed of late years, and the immigrant is 
protected, sheltered, fed, and transported with his worldly goods to the depot whence he takes his 
departure from the city.  
At times from 500 to 1,000 immigrants are sheltered at Castle Garden, and the sight is well worth seeing. 
They rarely, however, remain there over 24 hours. The immigrants are transferred to this landing depot, 
where, after an examination of their luggage, they are received by officers of the Commission, who enter 
in registers kept for the purposez11 necessary particulars for their future identification. 
The names of such as have money, letters, or friends awaiting them, are called out, and they are put into 
immediate possession of their property, or committed to their friends, whose credentials have first been 
properly scrutinized. Such as desire can find clerks at hand to write letters for them in any European 
language, and a telegraph operator within the depot to forward die-patches.  
Here, also, the main trunk lines of railway have offices, at which the immigrant can buy tickets and have 
his luggage weighed and checked ; brokers are admitted (under restrictions which make fraud 



impossible) to exchange the foreign coin or paper of immigrants ; a restaurant supplies them with plain 
food at moderate prices ; a physician is in attendance for the sick ; a temporary hospital is ready to 
receive them until they can be conveyed to Ward's Island ; and those in search of employment are 
furnished it at the labor bureau connected with the establishment. 
Such as desire to start at once for their destination are sent to the railway or steamboat; while.an3t who 
may choose to remain in the city are referred to boarding-house keepers admitted to the- depot, whose 
charges are regulated under special license, and whose houses are kept under constant and rigid 
supervision by the Commissioners.  
These services are rendered without any fee or charge whatever to the immigrant. The present building 
at Castle Garden was erected at a coat of $80,000 after the partial destruction by fire of the original 
structure in 1876. 
 
 

 
Immigrants arriving at Castle Garden in 1890 

 



 
Disembarking from the tender at Castle Garden 

 
Emigrants in the Castle Garden waiting room, 1890 

 
The scene at the Garden itself is a remarkably vivid and picturesque one. People of all nations seemed to 

have assembled within the spacious rotunda when the representative of THE ILLUSTRATED AMERICAN 

visited it, on a recent Sunday afternoon, and caught some photographs by flash-light of the strange 

scene. Slavs, the men in garb not essentially different from that of the Germans, but the women wearing 

short skirts that afforded an ample view of their top-boots worn to the knee; Italians, with black hair, 

lustrous eyes, swarthy skins - the women gay with colored kerchiefs; German and French peasants ; 

Russian serfs in long, woolly, grayish overcoats, apparently blizzard proof; Scotch lads and lassies with 

glowing, rosy cheeks and sturdy frames ; Emerald Islanders, with their soft brogue and humorous 

features ; stolid-looking Englishmen, gazing around as if in hope of securing some dropped aspirate; 

Polish Jews, black-browed and suspicious-all these and many natives of minor states and little known 

kingdoms, speaking, seemingly, myriad tongues, the concentrated essence of which wafted roofward 

seemed to make the rafters quiver with its incessant, discordant babel - were gathered together in the 



old fort. Some were yet filing slowly through the narrow passage-way near the seaward entrance, where 

questions as to his age, nativity, occupation, companions, condition of health, and ability to provide for 

himself and companions are asked each immigrant. If the answers returned are not satisfactory, the 

applicant is turned aside and temporarily detained in a large pen, or cage, on the east side of the 

rotunda. If accepted, he is hurried on through a maze-like succession of barriers into the open space on 

the north. The outer gates are not opened until all the passengers have passed the scrutinizing barrier; 

and it was while the few last immigrants were undergoing examination that the photographs of the 

immigrants were taken. 

 
Immigrants waiting to be processed through Castle Garden, 1890 

 

From A New LifeDanish Emigration Stilling and Olsen: 

                



             

      


