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Emil Broman was the oldest of three sons at Dämba on the island 
of Fårö, near Gotland. It was intended that he would take over the 
farm, but he didn’t want to. He wanted to go to America. In 1900, at 
the age of 25, he crossed the Atlantic. He stayed in New York, where 
he stepped ashore, following the pattern of most Fårö emigrants. The 
women often took domestic jobs, while the men worked like Emil on 
construction in the bustling, growing city. I like to think that some of 
all those lovely buildings with the thrilling silhouettes in New York 
were built with the help of my grandfather.

Four years after he came to the USA Emil married Anna Lovisa 
Wikman; no one in the family she married into knows much more than 
that she came from the Swedish-speaking part of Finland, and that in 
her wedding photo she is a sturdy matron with thick, dark hair. The 
address on Emil’s and Anna’s wedding license reads 26 King Street.

The couple’s first son died when he was only four months old. Their 
second son, Arvid, was born in 1906. Due to complications with the 
delivery, Anna was injured in some way and remained bedridden for 
the rest of her life.

At first Emil took care of his son aided by nursemaids from Fårö, 
but when Emil’s mother wrote and asked to take care of her grandchild, 
Arvid was sent across the Atlantic at the age of two months, together 
with a young woman from Fårö who wanted to return home.

Arvid Broman, who became my mother’s father, grew up with his 
grandmother Matilda at Dämba.

Stayed in the USA
Emil remained in the USA. After his wife died he worked in San 

Francisco for a few years, and for a time he was in Alaska fishing sal-
mon. He returned to Gotland in 1922, together with his cousin Vil-
helmina, whom he married on the boat trip home. They weren’t wildly 
rich, but well-off by Fårö standards. At least they had enough money 
to buy Olarve farm in Hangvar on northern Gotland.

And now, here I stand in New York, outside of 26 King Street, and 
it is more moving than I could have ever anticipated, as if an ancestor 
I’d never met reached out a hand to greet me after more than a cen-
tury of time.

It’s such a lovely house, with outer doors carved in dark wood and 
an abundance of graceful decoration on the façade that shows behind 

the scaffolding. The landlord has put up notices telling that renova-
tion has just started that will restore the façade to its original state 
from 1901, when the house was built. Any remaining doubts I had 
that this was the house where Emil and Anna Lovisa Broman lived 
as newlyweds were scattered as soon as I read the notices.

On the street outside the house I call my mother to tell her about 
it. It is one p.m. in New York and seven p.m. on Fårö, and my mother 
is just about to leave for a grill party in the old house, her childhood 
home where Emil also spent his last years with his son’s family.

In some way I think the connection ought to sigh and crackle 
in the telephone lines across the Atlantic, but it doesn’t happen that 
way. My mother’s voice sounds just like it does in my cell phone, only 
somewhat rougher and deeply moved.

America Trunk
Emil’s America trunk is on the second floor of my mother’s child-

hood home where I live every summer. It was Emil’s money that made 
it possible for my grandparents to convert the attic to two rooms.

Many of us Swedes have America trunks in our families, and many 
are proud of grandfathers, great grandfathers or grandmothers’ aunts 
who emigrated, driven by poverty and the desire for more than what 
Sweden could offer. From 1850 and for more than a half century 
onwards more than 1.2 million Swedes emigrated, the majority of 
them to America. They did the same thing that tens of thousands of 
Africans and Latin Americans do in the 21st century when they leave 
their villages and try to sell their working abilities in Europe.

For me it is inconceivable that Swedes and other Europeans who 
are proud of their family members’ pasts in America have the stomach 
to moralize about people coming to Europe nowadays, and how career 
politicians can speak with scorn about the “economic refugees,” as if 
the dream of a better life weren’t a legitimate human driving force.

Is it any wonder that citizens of Iraq seek out their compatriots 
in Södertälje when they flee the war? They are doing just as my great 
grandfather did. They use their contacts from their homeland for help 
in finding housing and work and to surround themselves with people 
they feel comfortable with! 

Annika Lindqvist

My Great 
Grandfather 
was an Economic 
Refugee

The house still stands. I don’t know why I didn’t think it 
would. Perhaps I’ve had a vague idea that if New York is 
so modern and under going constant change, it’s obvious 
that a house more than a hundred years old must have 
been razed long ago. But it’s still there: 26 King Street on 
Manhattan. My maternal grandfather’s father, Emil Brown, 
lived there a few years.

Annika Lindqvist and her daughter Ester Nilsson by the house at 26 King Street in 
New York, where Annika’s great grandfather once lived. (Photo: Börge Nilsson).
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of all subscribers in your organization made out at 
Swedish Council of America.

Send it by mail to Swedish Council of America, 
2600 Park Ave, Minneapolis, MN 55407.

The magazine has more than 6,000 readers in the 
US and Sweden and is therefore an excellent pub-
lication to provide information about your organi-
zation and events of interest to Swedish Americans 
and Swedes. Please feel free to suggest articles or 
provide stories and photos of interest in Swedish 
America and Sweden!

Sweden & America also comes in a Swedish langu-
age edition, Sverige & Amerika. The cost is SEK 120. 
If delivered to America, postage will be added.

Welcome to Sweden & America!


