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To my treasured daughter, Kristen, who has inherited a
healthy dose of her great-great-grandmother’s viljestark along with a generous amount of Christ’s
love and compassion.



Foreword






I never met my
maternal great-grandmother, Christina.

By my mother’s account
she was an old
battleaxe, bitter, disgruntled and difficult to love. When she told
me that I had inherited some of my great-grandmother’s traits I was
less than flattered.

But through learning more about Stina, as
she preferred to be called, I came to realise that the Swedish word that best
describes her is viljestark meaning resolute or strong-willed. I could thank her for
that trait in myself for I needed both tenacity and determination
repeatedly in unearthing her story.

Guilelessly when I first began my
quest, I imagined her
dour disposition had been due to her experiences in later life but
I found that those hardly counted compared to the other hardships
she had endured during her lifetime.

By speaking with my mother, uncle,
grandmother and other family relatives, through family history research and combing old
newspapers and other documents, and by finding long-lost relatives
in Sweden, I gradually pieced together glimpses of her life.
Unfortunately, many gaps remained and I have used my imagination to
fill these.

What resulted
is an absorbing tale and it’s here before you. I hope you enjoy
Stina’s story.
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Prologue

Sydney

1968






‘I was terrified of my grandmother though I
saw her every day. During her final years she lived with us
at Verona, our
house in Mosman.’

My mother, Con, paused to sip her tea,
her eyes fixed on the
blank wall behind, her thoughts drifting away.

I warmed my hands as I observed her over
the rim of a mug of Nescafe, the pungent smell less than appealing
but the unsweetened, black drink part of my plan to shed a few
kilos. Instead of the
familiar greying hair and laugh lines, I tried to picture my mother
as a little girl cowering behind a chair or a curtain in dread of
her grandmother. ‘Surely it can’t have been that bad?’

Her eyes came back to mine. ‘Oh, yes it
was! At least I thought so then. Grandma Stina was formidable! She was like a huge
battleship storming through the house with her guns trained on me.
She would fix me in her sights and always find something amiss,
something I had forgotten to do or something I had done wrong.
Cornering me, she would use her long fingers to pinch my arm or
shake me. I tried to avoid her whenever I could.’

‘She does
sound rather grim. Did she treat everyone like that or was it just
you?’

Mum shook her head. ‘I don’t remember for
she died when I was only
seven. And once she was gone, I hardly thought of her again. But my
strongest memory is of an angry and bitter woman, as if life had
done her no favours.’

‘Do you know
why she was like that?’

Staring into her empty teacup as if the
leaves would reveal her
grandmother’s secret, she answered, ‘No, I don’t.’ She looked up.
‘Have you ever seen a photograph of her?’

‘No, but I
would like to.’

‘I believe I know where the album is. Let
me see if I can find it.’ She left me sitting at the kitchen table
while she went into her
bedroom.

Doing a quick calculation in my head, I
figured out that my great-grandma Christina must have died in 1927.
That meant she must have been born around the middle of the
nineteenth century. I tried to imagine that time and
realised I knew next to
nothing of what life in Sydney would have been like back then.
Perhaps I could unearth the reason for Christina’s
bitterness.

‘Here it is.’ Mum came back into the room
and opened the family album, pointing to a girl of six or seven,
cheek to cheek with a
white-haired, thick-set older woman. Her young face was tense and
her grandmother was forcing a smile. There were other photos,
Grandma Stina always presenting the same stern face to the
camera.

Mum looked across at me. ‘You know, I
never really knew her.
Maybe she wasn’t that awful. I’ve never really thought about it
before. I wonder if something traumatic happened to make her the
way she was.’

‘Yes, it’s possible. I certainly would like
to know more about her. You’ve piqued my interest,
Mum.’

‘Well, you
should talk to my mother. She’s the one who knew Christina best.
And to my oldest brother, your Uncle Eric. He must have been around
twenty-four when Grandma died so his memories will be much clearer
than mine.’

‘Yes, I shall do that. But what
else can you remember? Tell me
all you can.’

Mum shook her head. ‘I have very few
memories. At the time I saw Grandma Christina as old but she
probably was only in her late sixties. Her hair was thick and snowy
white and she wore it short, unusual in those days when most women wore their hair
long and drawn back in a tight bun. I remember my mother saying
that I had inherited her white hair for mine was blonde and dead
straight. You can see that in the photo.’

‘Yes.’

‘Her eyesight was sharp too – not
only in searching me
out. She never wore glasses. I remember her sitting by the window,
bent over whatever needed mending, her stitches always small and
uniform. She tried to teach me but I fell far short of her
expectations. She’d tut-tut in her funny accent, implying she was
far more able at my age.’

‘So you did
spend time with her!’

‘Yes, I guess
I did but not through choice.’ Mum sipped her tea.

I could sense
she was warming to the subject.

‘Grandma Christina was a short, rotund lady
always trussed up in stays and girdles. When I was forced to hug her, her middle
was like a solid barrel and I remember wondering how she could
possibly breathe inside all that armament. But that was what they
wore in those days. And her clothes were dreary. She always wore
dark colours but I realise now that could have been because she was
a widow. I know whenever I heard her coming, with her raspy breath
and her long skirt rustling, I’d run and hide. And she never left
the house without a hat. I remember that. But that was another
custom back then.’

‘Can you
remember any time when she was nice to you?’

‘No. It was Nan McDonald, my mum’s mother,
who was exactly what a grandmother should be. No, Grandma Christina
had no time for children. She was definitely of the old school
where ‘children should
be seen and not heard’. She was forever shooing my brothers away
and telling them to be quiet. At least that’s what we imagined she
was saying. I can still see her shaking her finger at
them.’

‘So she was
difficult to understand?’

‘Yes. She spoke with a strong accent even though she’d been in
Australia for over fifty years. I couldn’t understand much, her
Swedish accent remaining thick. I don’t believe anyone in our
family knew what she was saying half the time, not even my Dad.
Your Uncle Eric was her favourite and he was best at knowing what
she said.’

I stared at the photo before me, trying to
see my great-grandmother immersed in another place and time,
wondering why she had been so difficult. ‘Something must have
happened to make her that way.’

‘Do you think
so? She might simply have been born angry.’

‘No, I don’t
believe that. I prefer to think something horrible happened to her,
maybe when she was a young bride or even when she was a little
girl. Do you remember any happy times?’

‘I do remember family picnics on Saturdays or Sundays after
church. We would all pile into Dad’s roadster and head off to a
picnic ground or into the bush. Eric would drive and Clifton
Gardens was a favourite spot. But once we arrived, I’d be off
playing with my brothers while Mum and Dad stayed with Grandma.’
She glanced at me and smiled. ‘It’s not much, is it? But since you
are obviously interested, go and talk to your Nana and Uncle Eric.
They are both still very much alive and you will be able to garner
a lot more information from them.’

‘Yes, I will.
It can be my new project over the summer. I shall find out why
great-grandmother Christina was such an awful old puss.’

‘It sounds
like a plan.’

* * *

A portly man with a Friar Tuck ring of
thick white hair and a moustache to match opened the door. ‘Hello there, young
Dell!’

‘Hello yourself.’ I planted a kiss on his
cheek, the bristles of his moustache tickling my face and his Old
Spice telling me that he’d freshened up for my visit. ‘Thanks for
inviting me over, Uncle
Eric. I guess I’m dragging you away from your garden.’

‘Yes, you are,
but I need a break. My little sister tells me you want to know
something of your great-grandmother.’

‘Yes, that’s
right. I’m here to pick your brains.’

‘All right. Let me fix us a
drink before we start, though I
ought to warn you that I don’t remember too much. Your Nana will be
a much better source.’

‘I’m sure
you’ll do a lot better than Mum. And, yes, I will speak to Nana as
soon as she comes back from Melbourne.’

‘Tea all right for you?’ he called from the kitchen.

‘Yes, please.’ My uncle knew what I liked.
I glanced around the familiar lounge room, almost a second home as
I was a regular visitor. Nana lived here with Eric and his wife,
Maude, and Mum and I made a point of calling in to see her at least once a
week.

‘Here we are.’ My uncle reappeared with a
small tray, balancing a mug of tea, his usual glass of sarsaparilla
and a plate of Auntie Maude’s home cooking. I tried to ignore the
temptations on the plate and took my mug of black, unsweetened liquid.

‘I don’t know how you can drink that.’
Uncle Eric screwed up his nose. ‘Me, I like my drinks sweet.’ He
settled into his favourite armchair, placed his glass beside him
and took a bite of chocolate slice. ‘Fire away,’ he mumbled
as he scooped up crumbs that
hadn’t quite made it into his mouth.

I smiled. I knew my cousins saw their
father as a tough disciplinarian and his youngest child, Wendy, had
left home early to escape his censure, but I had always found Uncle
Eric genial and approachable, probably because I didn’t have to live with
him. I took out my notebook and pen. ‘Okay, let’s begin with your
impressions of her. Mum made her out to be an absolute
ogre.’

‘Your mum was only a little kid when
Grandma Christina died. I don’t believe she’s qualified to give a real opinion.’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, she was
a trooper, a survivor. I only really remember her fourth
husband…’

‘What? Four
husbands?’ My surprise was genuine.

‘Yes. Didn’t
you know?’

I shook my head. ‘I had no idea. There is
obviously a lot more to
her story than I’d thought. Please go on.’

‘Well, I was born in Grandma Stina’s hotel,
The Pulteney, in Tempe. At that time, she was running the hotel
with her third husband. My mother and father, who had recently
married, were living with them.’

‘What year was
that?’

‘They married
in 1901 and I was born in 1903. Grandma Christina’s third husband,
Carl Christensen, was the publican. But he died when I was about
three and that’s when Grandma took over the licence.’

‘So she ran
the pub?’ I was amazed.

‘Yes, for a
few years, until she sold it. Your great-grandmother was quite an
astute businesswoman and, when she eventually sold the pub, she was
quite wealthy. Her big mistake was marrying that scoundrel
Marcusson.’

‘Her fourth
husband?’

‘Yes. My family believed he was only after her money and he
made short work of what he could lay his hands on. My dad finally
made Grandma see sense and she left him and came to live with us
at Verona in
Mosman.’

I asked my uncle further questions on all
he could remember of his
early life in Tempe and the later years in Mosman. I judged I had
enough information to begin Christina’s story but was curious to
know a little more about her personality.

‘Can you tell me any more about your
grandmother? How she filled her time, her friends and so on?’

‘Grandma Christina loved gardening. It was
her passion. She would be irritable if the day was wet and she
couldn’t go out amongst her beloved flowers and vegetables. The
yard, both back and front, was chock-full of plants and we always had flowers in bloom.
Our house was filled with their fragrance and she’d cut them by the
basketful every time there was a wedding or a funeral, gladly
giving them to the happy or bereaved family, to the church or to
someone’s home.’

‘Is that where you get your green thumb?’

‘Yes, I think so. She gave me my love of
watching things grow. I used to garden with her. She also helped
around the home. With five boys and a girl in the family, Mum was
always playing catch-up and Grandma Christina was no stranger to hard work. She
willingly gave a hand. Imagine, all those white shirts to be
washed, starched and ironed five days a week. That’s thirty shirts!
Then there was the cooking, the shopping and the mending. Life was
incredibly hard back in those days without all the mod cons we take
for granted today.’

‘Yes, I
suppose it was.’ I sipped my brew. ‘How did she die? Was it
sudden?’

‘Yes. She became ill and my mum called the
doctor. He diagnosed a blocked bowel and had her taken to a private
hospital in Cremorne.
She died the next day. It was a big funeral and she was buried at
Rookwood beside her third husband.’

I put aside my notebook and pen, sensing
it was time to go. ‘Thank you so much, Uncle Eric. You’ve certainly
aroused my interest. After I’ve spoken to Nana, I shall begin writing Christina’s story,
though I suspect I’ll have to do a fair bit more research as I
go.’

‘Good-oh. Glad to be of help. I’ll look
forward to reading it when you’ve finished. Anything else you want
to know, just ask. And
I’ll see you next week, when you come to see Nana?’

‘Yes, you
will.’

* * *

Nana was a
not-so-sprightly eighty-five but she hadn’t lost any of her
marbles. ‘Hello, Dell, lovely to see you again.’

I leant over and kissed her soft cheek.
Her long grey hair was
drawn back from her face in its customary bun. I hardly ever saw it
out, when it reached down almost to her waist. ‘Likewise, Nana. Did
you have fun in Melbourne?’

My grandmother chuckled. ‘I’m not
sure fun is the right
word but, yes, I enjoyed my time down there.’

Nana’s third son, Don, lived there with
his family. He had been the only one of her five boys not to enter
the family badge-making business called GA Miller and Sons. The
‘GA’ was my grandfather and Nana’s late husband, Gustav Adolph,
whom Nana had called
Gus.

‘I’d like to
speak with you about my great-grandmother, Christina, if that’s
okay.’

‘Yes, your
mother’s already warned me. I’ll tell you what I can.’

‘Thanks, Nana.
Can you start from the beginning?’

‘Well, Christina was nearly forty
when I first met her.
She was married to Carl Christensen at the time and they were
running the Federal Hotel in Waterloo but, not long after that,
they took over the Pulteney in Tempe. It was a very big and very
busy hotel.’

‘Yes, I learned that much from
Uncle Eric. What do you
know of her life before that?’

‘Well, she was
born in Sweden in the 1850’s and emigrated to Queensland when she
was thirteen. She came with her father, Erik Sandberg, her
stepmother and four younger brothers.’

‘Her
stepmother?’

‘Yes, her real mother died in childbirth, I believe.’

‘Go on.’

‘Soon after she arrived, she married and
moved to Sydney. Her first husband was a tailor named Johannes or
John Carlberg; he too was a Swede. By the time she was twenty-one
or so, she had four children. Then her husband died and two of the children must also
have died for I only knew Gus’ younger brother, Carl.’

‘How sad.’

‘Yes. Next she married Charles Miller. He
was an engraver and die-sinker and it was he who began the badge
business and taught Gus.
I don’t know what happened to him but he must have died too for her
third husband was Carl Christensen. Then, unbelievably, she married
a fourth time.’

We continued chatting, or rather I kept
firing questions and writing furiously while Nana kept
answering, giving me all
the information she could. When I finally kissed her goodbye, I
thought I was ready to do some research of my own and begin
writing…



Chapter 1

Sandhult,
Sweden

December
1858






‘I baptise you Johanna Christina
Eriksdotter Sandberg, in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost.’

Erik shifted from one foot to the other as
he stood beside the prast. He had known this man of the cloth his
entire life but was self-conscious standing there, never at ease
when the centre of attention. All eyes were upon them.

Erik’s tiny dotter was bellowing in the
prast’s arms, outraged by the rites. Barely three days old and
already called Anna Stina for short, she possessed an excellent set
of lungs. Erik had hoped for a son as his first-born but it was of
no great matter. More
would surely follow and he judged this barn sturdy. Perhaps she
would survive.

His eyes travelled around the kyrka,
filled for the Sunday service, as it always was, with his family,
many friends and neighbours. Despite the press of
people, the early winter
air remained cold and their exhalations hung like smoke in the
chill.

Every face was familiar and Erik could see
the same expression on each one. A new barn always brought joy but
it was coupled with concern, for the arrival of a child
was a mixed blessing. Would
this child survive the hardships that undoubtedly would come her
way in the years ahead? Gud alone knew the answer to that question
and Erik thought it better that he didn’t know His plan.

Erik was pragmatic enough to realise
Anna Stina may not see
her first birthday. Life was hard in Backabo and everyone’s future
rested in Gud’s hands. Sometimes Erik wondered if Gud had more
important matters taking His attention for it certainly seemed that
way, as if His eyes were turned away from this little backwater
village in central Sweden.

Continuing to shift from one foot to the
other and trying to work circulation back into his frozen toes, he
only half-listened as the prast intoned the words of the baptism.
He fell into further reflection, his mind crossing to his home, inherited from his
parents when his father had passed on ten years before. His mother,
Catherine Andersdotter, seated in the pew beside his wife, still
lived there with them. Erik had numerous plans for improvements to
the house, the first being to bring running water into the
kitchen.

Set on a corner block in Backabo, a
village in the parish of Sandhult and six miles from the nearest
large town of Boräs, the house was well-framed and sturdy, the
finely-crafted stonework of its foundations and lower walls the legacy of his father
and grandfather, master stonemasons both. His mother had done her
best to keep it clean and tidy over the years but her eyesight had
begun to fail even before his father had passed.

When Erik married Maja Stina Johannesdotter last year, she had
brought with her a younger woman’s energy and the house now
sparkled inside and out. Thankfully she and his mother did not
clash often and now, with the addition of the child, Erik felt the
house truly could become a home.

He nodded silently to himself. He was now
a family man with a new wife and barn and was well content for Gud
had smiled on him this year. His crop of potatoes and other root
vegetables, grown on one of the meadows leased by his new
wife’s family, was
safely in the attic along with enough enhanced fodder to see his
four handsome cows through the vinter. Already he had found the
time to repair the leaking shingles on the roof so no buckets would
be needed to catch the drips next thaw. Ja, he nodded again, life
was good.

Erik was brought back from his
day-dreaming when the prast made the sign of the cross on Anna
Stina’s forehead and kissed her lightly on her tiny hand before
holding out the tiny bundle for her father to take. The white stone
font where his daughter
had a moment ago received the sacrament was where Erik had been
baptised thirty years before and the spot where he now stood was
exactly where he had married Maja Stina last year.

Smiling, the prast gestured that Erik
should rejoin his wife
and mother in the pew. Holding his now-quieted daughter firmly, he
returned to his seat.

Maja Stina gazed over at her dotter, lying
contently in the crook of Erik’s arm and made no move to take her.
Instead, she raised her eyes to her husband and smiled.

Erik’s heart
surged with love as it always did when she looked at him and he
silently renewed his personal vow to protect her always.

Was it only three days since he had paced
back and forth outside his home, wearing a track in the snow as he
awaited news of the
birth? It had been such an anxious time yet now seemed a distant
dream. Running his fingers through his hair and cringing every time
he had heard Maja Stina scream, he had prayed to Gud that her
ordeal would soon be over and that she would come through it. He
had never been good at waiting.

At last he’d
heard a lusty cry, much like the recent one here in the kyrka,
which had heralded the barn’s furious arrival. He could still
conjure up the relief he had felt at that moment.

Shortly afterwards his mother had put her head out the door,
her weathered face smiling broadly. ‘You have a healthy dotter,
Erik.’

‘Thank Gud!
And how is Maja Stina?’

‘She is fine.
You have nothing to worry about. The tiny thing gave her little
trouble.’

Maja Stina had managed a tired smile when Erik was finally
permitted inside the cottage to see them both. ‘What do you think
of your dotter, Erik?’

‘She is the loveliest barn I have ever
seen.’ He smiled down at them. ‘She will be Johanna Christina
Eriksdotter Sandberg, as planned?’

‘It’s a
mouthful, isn’t it? But ja, Anna Stina for short. They are
excellent names.’

They had decided to call their first
child, if a girl, after two deceased family members. Erik hoped it
would not prove to be a bad omen. Johanna had been Maja
Stina’s next oldest
sister while Christina had been Erik’s twin who had not survived
her birth. Anna Stina’s other names reflected the Swedish tradition
of declaring her to be Erik’s daughter – Eriksdotter - while
Sandberg was the name he had taken to signify his affinity with his
birthplace of Sandhult.

Maja Stina had recovered well. Now, three
days later, Erik’s eyes softened as he glanced at her sitting
beside him in the kyrka, his heart contracting in its familiar way.
He never tired of watching her, hoping he’d always feel the same. Despite her
twenty-seven years, she always reminded him of an orphaned fawn,
skittish and unsure, and all he ever wanted to do was envelop her
with his love and keep her safe and secure.

Sitting in their accustomed row,
between him and his
mother, Maja Stina smiled back at her husband
tentatively.

Erik could see the gratitude reflected in
her eyes and knew she still believed that he had rescued her, that
she would not be here today were it not for his quiet persistence.
He knew she still
doubted his love and was still unsure of her own worth. But he also
knew how wrong she was.

Erik’s love, deep and abiding, would never
change and he prayed every night that she would come to accept it
as a gift and, as the years passed, bask in his love and learn to reciprocate
it.

Forgetting where he was for the second
time that morning and once again lost in his thoughts, he continued
to gaze at his wife. Maja Stina was no beauty, for the pox in her
childhood had left its mark, but she was far from unpleasing and possessed a comely
figure, if a little on the lean side. But her real beauty lay
hidden within her soul. If only he could continue to coax it out.
He hoped this new barn would help. Maja Stina had a strong mind but
she still was not in full possession of it.

The youngest of Johannes Larsson’s
thirteen children, Maja Stina had never known her father for he had
tragically died the week before she was born. Fifteen years later,
she had been the last one left at home to care for her
ailing mother. Her older
siblings all had married and moved away so it was Maja Stina who
had nursed her mother through those last painful years until her
death.

That had been nine years ago. Following
her mother’s death, Maja Stina had shocked everyone by
entering a trance-like
state, something no one had anticipated. Abruptly she failed to
respond to even the most basic of needs, falling into a pattern of
sleeping for long periods and listlessly staring into space
whenever she was roused to sit.

Her older sister, Anna, had tried to take control, insisting Maja
Stina move into her home in the hope that her boisterous household
would somehow overcome her younger sister’s grief and subsequent
reaction. Anna’s therapy had helped a little but it had been no
magic cure. Maja Stina’s progress had been painfully slow and she
remained quiet and withdrawn from even her closest family
members.

It was at this time that Erik began his
quiet contribution to her recovery. As a neighbour and long-time
friend of the family, he did not want Maja Stina’s impassivity and detachment to become
permanent, rather he wanted back the young woman she had once been.
He knew from his first visit to Anna’s home that he wanted to
help.

He began calling to see Maja Stina every
evening after work, even
on days when lifting and cutting the heavy stones had left him
totally spent. Many times, the task seemed too immense, for Maja
Stina obstinately refused all attempts by Erik or Anna to draw her
out. But finally patience won out and she began to respond, to make
a genuine attempt to re-enter their lives. And gradually Erik’s
feelings changed from a concerned friend to one with a much deeper
purpose.

Despite her suffering, Maja Stina’s calm
acceptance of life and quiet self-determination eventually
prevailed. The first
time she returned Erik’s smile, their eyes met and an unspoken
agreement passed between them. From that moment on their future was
assured, at least in Erik’s mind, and his serious courtship
began.

As he recalled that time, the prast
interrupted his thoughts
by asking them to stand for a hymn. He broke his gaze away from his
wife and, while intoning the well-known words, focussed on the
fine-looking kyrka around him, built by his father and grandfather
back in the early 1840’s. Stonemasons both, they were renowned for
their craftsmanship in Sandhult. As a pojke of fifteen, Erik had
fetched and carried for them, watching with fascination as they set
the foundations in place. And, over the next few years, he had
helped where he could as the kyrka moved towards completion,
continually marvelling at the simple yet graceful building his
father and grandfather were creating.

The lines of the kyrka were clean and
crisp, the white interior above the hard-planked floor throwing a
pure and welcoming radiance. Hard crystalline light flooded the white-washed
space from every window, the frozen icicles hanging from the eaves
outside throwing a rainbow of colours into the church whenever the
sun pierced the clouds.

Even to Erik’s inexperienced eye it was
glorious, a fitting
offering to Gud. His heart swelled as he remembered his father, his
grandfather and his heritage. They had achieved something special
here.



Chapter 2

Sandhult,
Sweden

June 1867






‘Anna Stina,
come and sit by me for a moment.’

It was a Saturday afternoon in early sommar, still too
early to hang the washing outside though the sun was shining. Anna
Stina was nine years old and life was wonderful in Backabo. Hard,
ja, and always rowdy with four younger brothers to help care for,
but she was fiercely loved and very secure in that love.

She peeked at her mother between the wet
clothes she was draping around the fireplace to dry. With five
children, one not yet toilet-trained, there was always a mountain
of washing. Their small home smelled constantly of soap and damp except for the short
period of time each year around midsommar when the washing could be
dried outside.

Maja Stina was sitting in an old rocking
chair, feeding eighteen-month-old Per Gustaf while the three older
boys played around her
feet.

Anna Stina could see her mother was tired
but was ignorant of the true cause. She believed it came from
caring for the family and because she was nearing her time again.
What she did not know was that her mother was tired because she was
hungry. This year there
had not been enough food to keep them all thriving and Maja Stina
had gone without to keep her children’s bellies at least partially
full.

Sweden was in the throes of a famine and
had been for near on two years. Last year’s sommar had
brought too much rain
and most of Erik’s usual crop of potatoes and root vegetables had
rotted in the ground. Conditions in the autumn had been
unfavourable for sowing and vinter had come early and lingered on
and on. Snow had lain in the meadows until June and the lakes
around Sandhult had stayed frozen. Now the freezing nights had
returned, heralding another long winter ahead.

Anna Stina had overheard her parents
talking of rumours that Sweden was exporting oats to Britain to
feed horses drawing buses around London while the people here starved. They didn’t
want to believe that their government would do this in the year it
was calling storsvagåret,
the year of great weakness.

Somehow Erik had managed to keep his four
undernourished cows alive and, along with gifts of food from their neighbours, the
precious milk had kept the children from being constantly hungry.
Erik insisted Maja Stina put aside a little for herself every day
but more often than not Anna Stina watched her mother pour her
share into their cups. Erik had a few riksdaler put aside, enabling
him to purchase a little wheat flour and oats, so the family were
not as badly off as the many thousands who were compelled to eat
the unwholesome bark bread made from lichen or, worse still, forced
to take to the roads begging. Countless country folk had
perished.

‘What is it,
Mamma? What can I get for you?’

‘Nothing, my
käraste. Come over here.’ She put Per Gustaf down on a blanket and
beckoned her daughter over.

Anna Stina moved over to her mother’s
chair and gazed up into
her face. She could see the love there and it made her warm inside.
But she could also see the exhaustion in her mother’s eyes and how
thin her face had become. She smiled, trying to hide her anxiety,
for she didn’t know how to help. The notion of her mother dying
entered her mind and Anna Stina froze, terrified that the one
person who truly loved and understood her could be taken
away.

Sensing her unease, Maja Stina wrapped her
arms around her daughter’s shoulders, pulling her close and
kissing her on the
forehead. ‘You are a wonderful dotter, Anna Stina. You are kind and
thoughtful, clever and strong. You are doing well at school and
take your responsibilities at home very seriously. I am so blessed
to have you as my dotter.’ She smiled. ‘Always remember how much I
love you.’

‘I love you,
too, Mamma.’

‘I know you
do, my käraste.’

‘You won’t
ever leave me, will you, Mamma?’

‘No, my käraste, I will never leave you. I
will always be close by, in your heart. Remember that. Now go and
check the bread. See if
it’s risen enough to go into the oven.’

* * *

‘Erik, take
the children to Anna’s house and bring her back with you. My pains
have begun.’

Anna was Maja
Stina’s older sister and the one who lived closest to their
house.

Erik looked at his wife’s
drawn face and watched as a
contraction etched even deeper lines into her brow. ‘I can’t take
the children out in this. There’s no moon, rain is pelting down and
the ground has turned to mud. Anna Stina will have to mind them
here while I go for help.’ He pulled on his boots and reached up to
take his coat from a hook near the door.

Another contraction brought a grunt from
Maja Stina. When it had passed, she reached out her hand to stay
him. ‘I fear there won’t be time to fetch Anna. This barn is in too
much of a hurry to join
us.’ She stood up and a rush of warm fluid flowed out of her body
onto the floor. ‘Help me into our bed, my husband. Anna Stina,
fetch the mop and clean this up then take your brothers upstairs
and watch them.’

‘Are you sure, my käraste? I’ve never done this before. Surely I
can fetch your sister?’ Erik was concerned.

‘No, I tell
you, there won’t be time.’

Erik struggled
with that news and took a deep breath. ‘All right, tell me what to
do. What you need.’

Holding her belly and
shuffling towards the
bedroom, Maja Stina answered over her shoulder, ‘String and
scissors from the kitchen drawer. And some towels. Anna Stina can
fetch them.’ She paused as another contraction brought beads of
sweat to her forehead.

Anna Stina stood rooted to
the spot, her eyes wide
and mouth open, terrified at seeing her mother in so much pain. The
boys whimpered around her.

‘Go, my käraste, do as your Mamma has
asked.’ Erik gave his daughter a little shove, stirring her into
action and easing the tension in the room.

Maja Stina
also gave her dotter an encouraging smile. ‘I’ll be all right, my
käraste. Please do what I’ve asked. Soon you will have a new baby
brother or sister.’ She moved into the bedroom and lay back
awaiting the next contraction.

Anna Stina came in with the towels and handed them to her
father.

‘Thank you,
Anna Stina. Now, do as your mother asked and clean up the floor.
Then take your brothers upstairs and tell them a story.’

‘Ja,
Pappa.’

He closed the bedroom door and turned his
attention back to his
wife.

‘Help me out
of my underthings, Erik.’

As gently as
he could, he pulled down her soaked garments and placed a towel
beneath her.

She looked across at him, seeing his
anxiety and smiling encouragement again. ‘You’ll be fine, Erik.
Barns take care of
themselves. Come here and hold my hand and I’ll tell you what to do
when he or she arrives.’

Just as it was Erik’s first time at a
föda, so too was it for Anna Stina and the boys. At each previous
birth the children had been safely out of the way at
their cousins’ house, the home
of their Aunt Anna, and Erik had been shooed outside. Though Erik
had helped his cows give birth over the years, this experience did
not ease his apprehension of what now lay ahead.

Maja Stina’s groans were unnerving. They
took him back to that
first time, when he had paced in the snow and awaited Anna Stina’s
birth. How he wished he could escape now. If only he could go and
fetch Anna. She’d know what to do.

He knew Anna Stina and the boys would be
frightened but he daren’t leave and go to them. He pictured them huddled upstairs,
arms around each other and hands over their ears, trying to shut
out the sounds of their mother’s pain. His young dotter would do
her best to care for her brothers. As the oldest, they were her
responsibility. It was as her mother had taught her. Yet she was so
young – barely nine years old.

Anna Stina told him much later that he had
been right in his imaginings. The boys were frightened and she had
done her best to reassure and soothe them. At first,
she had tried to distract them
with a folk tale but soon abandoned it. Next she had tried singing
but that too was a failure. All she could do was hold them close
and hope that this newest barn would come soon so their life could
go back to normal. Per Gustaf sat howling in her lap and Samuel and
Johan clung to her sides, their arms tight around her, their heads
burrowed and tears streaming unchecked down their cheeks. The
oldest boy, August, squatted near her feet, quiet as always, but
Anna Stina could sense his fear.

After an hour
or more without further progress and Maja Stina’s groans edging
towards involuntary screams, Erik could bear it no longer.
‘Something’s wrong, Maja Stina. Let me go for Anna.’

His wife
nodded. ‘Ja. Go.’

Erik wrenched open the
bedroom door and swiftly
mounted the stairs. ‘Anna Stina, I’m going to fetch your Aunt Anna.
Put the boys to bed.’

Grabbing his
coat, he took off at a run.

Anna Stina did as she was asked and waited
upstairs until the three younger boys were asleep. She
whispered to August,
‘Try to sleep, August. We have school tomorrow.’

He had begun
school earlier that year and was already reading well.

She kissed him on the forehead and
squeezed his arm, whispering words she did not believe, ‘Don’t
worry about Mamma. She’ll be all right.’ She left him and crept down to the living
room.

Ten minutes
later her Aunt Anna returned with her father. She nodded to her
niece before crossing straight to her sister’s bedroom with Erik a
few steps behind.

‘The boys are in bed?’ he asked
Anna Stina as he
passed.

She nodded.
‘Ja, Pappa.’ She could see worry in his eyes and it made her
tremble.

Erik absently
patted her head, went into the bedroom and closed the door behind
him.

Anna greeted her sister. ‘Oh, Maja Stina,
you poor thing! I’m here
now to help. It will all be over soon.’

Maja Stina
glanced up briefly in her agony, thankful that her sister had come.
‘Anna, something’s wrong. I can’t seem to do it. The barn won’t
come.’

‘Let me see.’ She lifted the bedclothes and
saw the problem instantly. ‘The barn is breech, Stina, that’s why it won’t
come. I’ll have to try to turn it for you. Are you
ready?’

Maja Stina
nodded, stared into Erik’s eyes and held out her hands.

He gripped
them tightly, locked in her gaze.

Between contractions Anna’s
strong arms tried to push the
barn back up the birth canal.

Maja Stina
groaned with every attempt.

‘I can’t do it, Stina,’ Anna said. I’ll try
turning the barn in the canal instead.’ She pushed the small bottom
away from the opening and groped blindly for an arm or a leg.

Each probe
brought a fresh scream from her sister.

Anna stopped, shook her head and beckoned
for Erik to join her on the far side of the room. To prevent her
sister from overhearing, she whispered, ‘I can’t do it, Erik. The
barn’s too far down. I
may have to sacrifice it to save her life. Is that what you would
have me do, Erik?’

‘Of course.
You must save my älskling. You know how much she means to me. There
can always be other barns.’

‘Maybe, though after this I wouldn’t be so
sure. May Gud forgive me
for what I must do next. Erik, fetch me a bowl of boiling water,
your sharpest knife and a bucket.’

He returned
with what Anna had requested.

She directed Erik to place the bowl at the
foot of the bed, the bucket beside it. ‘Go and sit by Maja
Stina’s head and hold her
hands. Do not watch what I’m going to do.’

Taking the knife, Anna plunged it into the
hot water. She closed her eyes to steady herself, then with small
movements began to slice through the purplish skin and flesh of the
unborn babe.

When the
pieces that had once been a healthy infant were in the bucket, Anna
laid the knife down, washed her hands in the now warm water and
began massaging Maja Stina’s abdomen.

‘The barn is out now, Stina. You must help
me by pushing out the afterbirth. Can you do that for me, my käraste, with the next
contraction?’

‘The
barn?’

‘The barn is
dead, Maja Stina. There will be others.’

Maja Stina
lifted her head, glancing around feebly for her child, her face
asking the question.

Her sister answered. ‘It
was another boy. Now lie
back. You must concentrate on finishing this.’

Erik pressed
his wife’s hands. ‘My käraste, think of yourself now. You must rest
and recover. For all our sakes.’

The afterbirth came with a rush of blood
and Maja Stina cried out again. There was so much blood.

Anna pressed a
towel into the gaping hole, worry creasing her face. Blood soaked
through and she replaced the towel with a fresh one but the blood
kept coming. Anna pressed harder, her head bent in prayer.

But in just a few minutes Maja Stina’s face grew pale and her
eyes drooped. ‘Erik, I’m sorry.’

Cradling his wife’s head in his arms, his
tears fell freely. ‘You have nothing to be sorry for, my käraste.
Please, please get well.’ But as he watched, the little blood that
was left in her body
drained from her face and, with a last sigh, she was
gone.

Erik sat beside her, staring at her
beloved face, tears blurring her features. It had all happened so
fast. One moment she was there, her love filling the space, and the
next she was gone. He
couldn’t accept it. He sat there shaking his head, refusing to
believe it.

Anna, weeping
openly, went to him and put her arms around his shoulders. ‘I’m so
sorry, Erik.’

Gradually realisation settled like a
suffocating blanket on them both. Anna pulled the sheet up over her dead sister’s face and
sank into a chair nearby.

Erik laid his
head on the covers and wept with no thought for anyone except
himself. Such pain as he’d never experienced! To lose his älskling,
the darling of his life.

It was some time later that Anna touched his shoulder. Her
eyes were red and her cheeks wet with tears. ‘Erik, you must go to
Anna Stina. The boys are asleep but your daughter is waiting
downstairs for you.’

At her words he heard for the first time
the whimpering in the
living room. ‘She doesn’t know?’

Anna shook her
head. ‘It’s your place to tell her.’

Unwillingly he
stood and lumbered towards the door. Blindly he turned the handle
and pulled it open.

‘Pappa?’ Anna
Stina’s tear-streaked face entreated him.

It was too much. His face crumpled and he collapsed into the
rocking chair by the fireplace. ‘Come here, my käraste.’

He spread his arms wide and his young
dotter climbed into his lap, curling there and seeking comfort. He
held her close. He had to speak the words he knew she was terrified of hearing, the
words that would break her heart. ‘Your Mamma’s gone.’

She let out a
loud howl before burrowing into her father’s chest.

He held her while she cried out her shock
and grief, rocking backwards and forwards and
suffering through his
own deep-seated pain.

Anna let
herself out.

They stayed
sitting there for a long time, holding onto each other and weeping
quietly, the fire sluggishly dying and the room gradually taking on
the night’s chill.
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‘Erik, you need to consider seriously
taking another wife. I can’t keep on helping to care for your
children. I have my own family.’ Anna regarded her brother-in-law
with sympathy. ‘I know how much you loved Maja Stina and how much
you miss her but your
children need a mother.’

He shook his
head. ‘I can’t, Anna.’

‘You must,
Erik.’ The sorrow in his eyes brought her to his side and she
wrapped her arms around him.

‘We all miss her. She was a wonderful
person and I know you’ll never replace her. But you
must be practical. It’s been
eighteen months now. Think of your little dotter, Erik. Poor Anna
Stina has been acting as a mother to your boys and doing a valiant
job but she’s barely eleven. She’s too young and you shouldn’t
expect it of her. It’s not fair, on her or the boys. Surely you can
see that.’

‘Ja.’

‘You will
consider it?’

‘Ja, I suppose
I must.’

Three weeks
later, Anna brought up the topic again. ‘Erik, have you given more
consideration to taking a wife?’

‘Ja, I have been thinking of little
else. But my choices are
so limited, Anna. I can come up with only three single women in the
parish and I don’t wish to live with any of them.’

‘Ja?’

‘There’s the
widow, Helena Ingelsdotter.’

‘Goodness, Erik, I wouldn’t count her. She
must be over sixty years old.’

‘I know. Well,
there’s Britta Pehrsdotter.’

‘No, not her
either! She’s amicable enough but feeble-minded. She wouldn’t be
able to cook dinner without burning a hole in your pot. You would
be taking on another child with her.’

‘Then that leaves Pigan
Svensdotter.’

‘Ah, ja,
Pigan. I guess she is the best available. And she is local. Her
brothers work the farm with you.’

‘Ja.’

‘You will
consider her?’

‘I have thought of little else over these
last weeks. But I’m most reluctant. She seems such a tyrant.
Her brothers never have
a kind word to say of her and they live in constant unease whenever
she’s around.’

‘Ja, I know her and what you say is
certainly true. But she is an excellent cook and does keep a clean
house. And she’s been a widow for some years, six
at least.’

‘It seems no
one else will have her.’

‘That may be
unfair. No one has needed a wife to my knowledge.’

He nodded
reluctantly. ‘So I should ask if she’s willing?’

‘Unless you
want to go into Böras.’

‘No. What with the farm work and the
children, I haven’t the
time or the inclination to go seeking a wife there.’

‘Then it has
to be Pigan.’

* * *

Of all his five children, Erik knew Anna
Stina was the most affected by Maja Stina’s death. August, too, had
suffered, withdrawing even more into his shell and saying little to anyone except his
older sister. His schoolwork had suffered and his teacher was most
concerned by his apathy.

But Anna Stina had changed the most. Erik
could see it clearly and it pained him. Overnight she had gone from
a carefree little girl,
loving her lessons, earnestly doing her daily chores and basking in
her mother’s love, to one weighed down by the heavy adult
responsibilities of caring for a home and family. Her attendance at
school had suffered too as she had needed to stay home whenever one
of her brothers was ill or when the chores around the home mounted
up. It wasn’t fair and he knew it.

Anna Stina
missed her mother every minute of every day. She had told her
father of the pain inside her chest which refused to go away.

He knew what she was describing for he too felt it.

Anna Stina wished she could be happy again
but she didn’t know how. The only time the pain eased a little was
at the end of each day when her brothers were in bed and she could
climb into her father’s lap and feel his arms enfold her. Sitting together quietly had
become their nightly ritual, one that had begun on the night Maja
Stina had died. Neither needed to say anything; they simply took
this precious time to grieve and comfort each other.

* * *

Erik’s children knew Pigan Svensdotter a little for she
lived on a nearby farm and attended the Sunday services at the
kyrka but her loud voice and harsh manner had always frightened
them. They sensed that she didn’t like or tolerate children and
Erik tended to agree. Maja Stina had made a point of speaking
kindly to her on most Sundays but on the occasions when her
children couldn’t escape outside to play, they had either remained
tucked behind their mother’s skirt or stood well clear whenever
Pigan was near.

Erik finally came to a decision in the March of 1869 and sought a
conversation with Pigan one Sunday after kyrka. Maja Stina had been
gone for twenty-one months. Afterwards he drove the cart straight
home and sat his children down in the living room, ready to give
them the news. He sensed that what he was going to impart would not
be accepted with wild excitement. ‘Children, I have something to
tell you. You soon will have a nytt mor, a new mother to cook your
meals and wash your clothes. Pigan Svensdotter has consented to be
my new wife.’

‘Oh, no,
Pappa!’ The usually morose August stood up straight and shook his
head. ‘You can’t marry her! She doesn’t like children.’

Johan, at six
years of age, was next to speak. ‘No, Pappa, no! Not Pigan! She’s a
scary odjur.’

Erik sat down and pulled his sons close, trying to placate
them. ‘Boys, please!’ He regarded his second youngest. ‘Pigan is
not an ogre, Johan.’ Turning to his eldest pojke, he continued,
‘August, be reasonable! Pigan is a hard-working woman who will do
her best to care for you and help you all to grow up into strong
and decent people.’

He studied
each face in turn. ‘I have asked her to be my wife because you all
need a mother.’

‘But I can be their mother, Pappa,’ burst
out Anna Stina. ‘Haven’t I been doing it ever since Mamma passed?’

He turned to his beloved dotter, his heart
torn by her words, and put his arm around her. ‘Ja, you have, Anna
Stina, and a wonderful job you have done. But it’s unfair on you.
It’s too much and your schoolwork is suffering.
Also your Aunt Anna has
had enough of helping us.’ He hugged her closer. ‘You are a strong
and beautiful dotter and I love you more than I can say. But these
boys need a mother and you need help to run our house. Pigan will
do both these things.’

Her serious eyes regarded her father, seeing both resolution
and sadness and, with a maturity beyond her years, she answered,
‘Ja, Pappa.’

No more was said that afternoon though
Erik knew they all continued to discuss their new mother whenever
he was not around. Their opinions did not change as the unwelcome news settled and
they all faced his coming marriage with apprehension.

The following
Saturday, Pigan visited their house for the first time.

Anna Stina dressed herself and her
brothers in their Sunday clothes. She scrubbed their hands and faces until they were
nearly red raw, removing the grime and dirt that had accumulated
over the previous three days. After she was satisfied, she turned
her attention to the house. She put away the dried clothes and hung
those still damp upstairs, scrubbed the table, set water to boil in
the kitchen and swept the floor. It was all she could do to make
their house presentable.

Erik’s heart
went out to her.

They all sat
around waiting for their visitor to arrive.

Pigan came at the agreed time and Erik greeted her courteously
before formally introducing his children one by one.

She was a middle-aged woman, two years
older than Erik, and had managed to maintain her thick-set figure
despite the recent food shortages in Sweden. Her mouth
was set in a forced
smile that afternoon as she greeted each one, revealing a gap where
she had lost a tooth. A severe bun made her pudgy face appear grim
and her piercing eyes appraised each child’s features in turn as if
they were prospective calves for sale at market.

When the introductions were over, Anna
Stina spoke on behalf of her brothers, with a quick sideways glance
at her father. ‘We are pleased that you will be our nytt mor, Fru
Svensdotter, and we will do all we can to make your new life here
with us
enjoyable.’

Pigan nodded
her approval. ‘Thank you, Anna Stina. I, too, hope that the coming
years will be good ones for all of us.’

* * *

Erik married Pigan Svensdotter on Friday,
16th
April, 1869.

One of Pigan’s brothers brought a cart to
Erik’s house in Backabo
the day before the service and Anna Stina helped Pigan find places
to stow her few possessions.

Erik
desperately wanted his daughter and his new wife to get on and
couldn’t stop himself eavesdropping on their conversation.

‘Anna Stina, I hope we can be friends.’

‘Ja, Fru
Svensdotter.’

‘Please… you cannot continue to call me
that. It’s too formal. What if you and your brothers were to call
me moder? Would
that be acceptable?’

‘Ja, I think
so.’

Erik could
hear the reluctance in her voice.

‘And are you content to continue sleeping upstairs in the attic
with your brothers?’

‘Ja…
Moder.’

She stumbled over the strange sound of the
word. ‘I have always slept up there with them. It’s both warm and
dry and I can keep an eye on them all. If they wake in
the night, I can usually soothe
them back to sleep.’

‘All right.
You may continue to sleep up there for now but as you become older,
we may have to fashion some sort of partition for you, to give you
some privacy.’

Erik let out his held breath. Perhaps
they would become
friends and it would all turn out for the best.

A small celebratory meal at the kyrka
followed the wedding service, each family bringing a little to
share. Although the famine was officially over, times were still
hard and the sommar crops were yet to be harvested.

Erik toasted Pigan in the traditional way
and thanked her for agreeing to become his wife. All the assembled
adults cheered, raising their cups and drinking to the health and
prosperity of the parish’s newest union. His children
remained silent and
watchful and he hoped it wasn’t a foreboding of what was to
come.

That night, when the family was together
for the first time, Pigan prepared a simple repast. The meal was
eaten without the usual noisy chatter, the children somehow
sensing that their new
mother would not approve. After it was over and the dishes washed,
Anna Stina shepherded her brothers upstairs after each one had
kissed their father and bade Moder a solemn good night.

When the boys had finally fallen asleep,
Anna Stina returned to
the living room where Pigan and Erik were sitting silently before
the fire. She went straight to her father’s chair and climbed into
his lap, ready to share their special time.

Erik hugged her close as usual and kissed
her forehead, staring into the embers of the fire and deliberately disregarding
Pigan’s frown. He could sense his new wife’s unease but chose to
ignore the repeated tuts and grunts.
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