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Soil and Salvation: Danes in Montana, 1906-10. 
Part II: Salvation

by Jakob Jakobsen

A Bodtker Grant-funded Article

Author’s Note: 
When I discovered that my great-grandfather and his wife had partici-

pated in the founding of the Dagmar sett lement in Montana in 1906, I did 
not expect my initial interest in this to lead to a research grant from the 
DAHS, enabling me to dive even deeper into their adventure, for which I am 
very grateful.  My fascination with their story derives from its connection to 
the collective history of Danish America. In this sense, my ancestors acted as 
individuals, but their identity navigation took place in a cultural landscape 
that changed due to larger developments. As a result, they can teach us some-
thing about their time – and vice versa.

While making choices along their way, two objectives seem to have guid-
ed them in their navigation: a search for soil and a striving for salvation. 
As a refl ection of challenges that are also implicit in contemporary waves of 
migration, and perhaps rooted in the human condition itself, their “beacons” 
consisted of a desire for both material well-being and meaning. This brought 
them to the founding of a Danish sett lement in Dagmar, Montana which 
provided them with free land, a process that was documented in Part I of this 
article in volume 40, number 1 of The Bridge, while this article deals with 
the more pressing question of whether living in Dagmar could also ensure 
their salvation.

*********

Although Anna Poulsen Vad and Johannes Christensen had 
claimed their land in the Dagmar colony* in Montana in the autumn 
of 1906, they did not leave Clay County, South Dakota until aft er the 
baptism of their daughter Johanne Marie on February 17, 1907.1 Jo-
hanne Marie’s baptism—together with that of Aleathe Ulrikke Inge-
borg, the daughter of fellow Scandinavian immigrants Mr. and Mrs. 

* The use of the term “colony” and its variants throughout this article does 
not imply an extragovernmental sett lement. Instead, in keeping with its 
usage in the period by the actors in this story, it simply denotes a sett lement 
by a group of people (Danes, in this case) with the intent of retaining a 
certain level of intra-group homogeneity, whether ethnic or religious.–Ed.
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Jens Sørensen—was the fi rst in the newly organized Scandinavian Lu-
theran Congregation in Irene, South Dakota, about nine miles north 
of Volin, where Anna and Johannes had been married in Trondhjem 
Church in March 1906.2 The baptism was att ended by Johannes’ broth-
er James and his wife Annie, who were Johanne Marie’s godparents. 
The ceremony was conducted by the Swedish-born pastor Carl Ol-
berg, who had also married the couple. He provided them with the 
comfort and security of a well-known Lutheran theology.

“Do You Love Jesus?” Scandinavian Lutherans in South Dakota

Anna and Johannes’ interactions with the Sørensens and Pastor 
Olberg in Irene hint at the prevalence of Scandinavian-born sett lers 
in the region. The fi rst immigrants from Trondhjem, Norway had ar-
rived in the southeastern part of South Dakota as early as 1861,3 but 
it was not until 1869 that the fi rst large group arrived via Liverpool 
and Quebec. They reached Sioux City, Iowa in the middle of May, 
from whence some of them went to Clay, Yankton, and Brule counties, 
where Irene is located. Another group, more than forty in number, 
followed in their footsteps in 1870.4

On January 1, 1872 twenty of these Norwegian immigrant fami-
lies gathered to organize the Trondhjem Evangelical Lutheran Con-
gregation.5 The congregation belonged to the Hauge Synod and, 
as such, identifi ed with the Haugean movement founded by Hans 
Nielsen Hauge in Norway around the turn of the nineteenth century.  
Haugeanism shared many of the same reformist traits as the Inner 
Mission movement in Denmark led by Vilhelm Beck. For both Beck 
and Hauge, the goal was to bring new life and vitalism into a Luther-
an church oft en characterized by formalism and lethargy.6

In their account of the Haugean movement in America from 1864 
to 1917,7 historians S. S. Gjerde and P. Ljostveit highlight the diffi  cult 
path to salvation for the fi rst pastor of Trondhjem Church. The pastor, 
Gunnar Graven, claimed to have renounced “outward sins” already at 
the age of twenty-one; however, his heart was still “cold and stony.”8 
As a consequence of his “forlorn and lost condition,”9 Graven con-
tinuously sought help from his church, where one day a lay preacher 
gave a sermon about the supper as described in the biblical Gospel of 
Luke, chapter 14. When the lay preacher spoke about the poor, blind, 
and needy all being invited to the table of Christ, the young Graven 
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cried out, “Jesus has come to save those, who have nothing, and who 
can do nothing!”10 According to Gjerde and Ljostveit, it was the Holy 
Spirit who had put these words into young Graven’s heart. He had 
been “led to Calvary, born again, and set free in the very pew, where 
he sat. The burden of his troubled heart rolled away and his soul was 
fl ooded with peace and joy.”11 

When Gunnar Graven and his wife Marit left  Norway for South 
Dakota in 1871, he began to preach among the sett lers, who lived in 
dugouts scatt ered on the prairie. Traveling on foot through all kinds 
of weather, or at best on horseback with a bag of hay for a saddle, his 
health deteriorated.12 Despite these diffi  culties, Graven continued to 
minister to between ten and twelve congregations located between 
Sioux City in Iowa and Dell Rapids in South Dakota, a round trip of 
about 150 miles.13 In 1871, Gunnar Graven was ordained in St. Peter’s 
Church in Union County, about sixty miles southeast of Volin.  Here, 
he helped the abovementioned twenty families organize Trondhjem 
Church in 1872. 

Each of the fi rst four pastors of the church were Scandinavians. 
Graven served as the church’s fi rst pastor until 1884, when he was 
replaced by Pastor Frederick Herman Carlson. Carlson was pastor of 
Trondhjem Church until his death in 1892, when B. P. Strand took over 
until 1896. He was followed by Pastor Carl Olberg, who became the 
fourth pastor of Trondhjem Church.14 Pastor Olberg had embarked on 
his Trondhjem Church ministry in 1895, when he was Pastor Strand’s 
student assistant. He later married the daughter of one of his pred-
ecessors, Pastor Carlson.15

Pastor Olberg was an energetic and well-respected leader, a qual-
ity that was demonstrated when a storm swept through the state 
on June 24, 1902 and destroyed the church buildings of Trondhjem, 
Meldahl, and Salem congregations. Amateur historian John Reese re-
counts:

Under the energetic leadership of Pastor Olberg, the pastor 
of all of these congregations, the people rallied with splen-
did loyalty and sacrifi ce, so that soon aft er the church build-
ings were rebuilt, and not just that, but in more modern and 
substantial forms than the preceding structures.16

Pastor Olberg’s wife Alma, who had inherited her father Pastor Carl-
son’s passion for Christ,17 played an important role in strengthening 
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the parishoners’ spiritual life. From her seventh birthday, she had be-
gun to ask people if they loved Jesus.18 According to Reese, the devot-
ed daughter and wife “exerted an ennobling, Christianizing infl uence 
which only the angels of God and the far-off  shores of eternity can 
estimate or measure.”19 Pastor Olberg and his wife were an eff ective 
pair of spiritual counselors for their fl ock. 

As a result, when Anna and Johannes reached South Dakota in 
the beginning of 1905, they found themselves in a quite familiar re-
ligious terrain. Just as Anna’s aunt and uncle had played a key role 
in paving the way for the strong Inner Mission movement that pre-
vailed in Ansager aft er the local onset of the “Great Awakening” in 
1888 under Pastor Madsen’s leadership,20 Graven, the “fi ery preacher 
of repentance,”21 had worn himself out in a successful att empt to root 
Haugean Lutheranism in southeastern South Dakota. The subsequent 
spiritual objective on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean was to move be-
yond states of forlornness to redemption, as Anna Olberg’s childhood 
demand, “Do you love Jesus?” confi rmed. 

New Religious Terrain: Grundtvigians vs. Inner Mission

Anna Poulsen Vad did love Jesus, but her move to Dagmar in early 
1907 transported her out of this familiar spiritual home into a very dif-
ferent religious landscape. The confusion this caused fi lled most of a 
lett er Anna wrote to her younger sister Karen Marie about six months 
aft er leaving South Dakota for Montana. The lett er carries no date, 
but was writt en in connection with Karen Marie’s twenty-sixth birth-
day on August 14, 1907. Anna begins the lett er from her new home in 
Dagmar by explaining that she had had to wake up seven-month-old 
Johanne Marie from her aft ernoon nap so that they would be able to 
reach the post offi  ce in time. As a result, Johanne Marie was chewing 
“grumpily” on a piece of apple. Anna continues the lett er in the same 
playful tone, assuring her sister that it was not actually “all that bad 
to be a farmer’s wife.” She raised some chickens and sold some eggs 
at the local market, while Johannes was busy trying to improve their 
farm. But things like that would probably not make much sense to a 
“city sister,” Anna jokes.

When Anna turns to religious matt ers, she becomes very serious, 
admitt ing to having had some challenges with regard to gett ing in 
touch with other “holy” people. In fact, as Anna sees it, there simply 
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are no other such people around, so her sister is fortunate to live in 
a place where the “gospel is so abundantly present amongst them.” 
Anna explains that they do meet on Sunday meetings in Dagmar, but 
these meetings are for the most part led by colony founder Emil Fer-
dinand Madsen, who always talks to them about their “forefathers, 
the progress of our times, and boring stuff  of the same variety, while 
they only sing songs from the folk high school hymn book.” However, 
Johannes and a few others had now been given the task of leading the 
next Sunday meeting, on which occasion, Johannes planned to recite a 
sermon by Vilhelm Beck. Anna concludes her lett er in a confrontation-
al tone by writing that she would like to see what “the Grundtvigians 
would have to say about that.” 

Anna’s perception of a great divide between the “holy” people 
who identifi ed with Vilhelm Beck’s Inner Mission and the “unholy” 
followers of N. F. S. Grundtvig, known as Grundtvigians, was very 
common among the Danes around this time. On both sides of the At-
lantic Ocean, the members of both groups disagreed vehemently on 
a number of theological questions while still remaining within the 
Lutheran fold. In the United States, the theological diff erences were 
accompanied by earthly notions about how best to deal with one’s 
cultural heritage. Whereas the Grundtvigians espoused a “holistic 
model,” according to which Danish immigrants should gather in self-
contained Danish sett lements complete with their own cooperatives, 
schools, meeting houses, churches and so on that could help preserve 
the national-ethnic community they regarded as a prerequisite for 
receiving the gospel,22 adherents of the Inner Mission envisioned a 
“minimalistic model” with Danish immigrants being fi rst and fore-
most focused on receiving the gospel, instead of wasting their time on 
a losing batt le against the infl uences and opportunities of their new 
home country. Thus, in the United States, these two groups not only 
represented diff erent theological viewpoints; at stake was the larger 
question of how to be Danish abroad.

In support of their “holistic model,” Grundtvigians launched the 
Danish People’s Society in 1887. The aim of the Danish People’s Soci-
ety was to establish Danish “colonies” throughout the United States 
as a means of preserving Danish culture. It was headed by N. F. S. 
Grundtvig’s son Frederik Lange Grundtvig, who had come to the 
United States with his Swedish wife Christina in 1881. “If our young 
people depart from what is Danish, then they become traitors to their 
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own people, and that will always carry its own punishment,” Frederik 
Lange Grundtvig argued.23 His vision for the United States rested on a 
union of nationalities, each retaining its own unique culture and lan-
guage, as well as a culturally distinct relationship with God.24 Danish 
immigrants identifying with the Inner Mission movement dismissed 
this vision. “To prevent our children, who have been born in this coun-
try, from contact with its life and language is a violation of nature that 
will haunt us later,” argued one of its leading representatives, Pastor 
Peter Sørensen Vig, in 1888 25

Initially, it was the Grundtvigians who had the upper hand in this 
debate, because they seemed to put people fi rst, in contrast to the In-
ner Mission followers who seemed to put God fi rst. This perception 
followed in part from the social inequality that marked Danish soci-
ety prior to 1900, in which the Grundtvigian pastors, folk high school 
teachers, and farmers generally possessed more cultural and eco-
nomic capital than the average adherents of the Inner Mission, who 
were more typically smallholders, house servants, and day laborers. 
As such, it seemed only “natural” for Grundtvigians to dominate their 
local communities and set the course for their development. When 
crossing the Atlantic Ocean to begin their new lives in the United 
States, Danish immigrants had quite literally entered the same boat, 
with the result that much of this social inequality was erased, as most 
Danish immigrants struggled just to make a living. Yet, in accordance 
with the traditions of the home country they had left , those Danish 
immigrants with a Grundtvigian outlook still regarded themselves as 
“natural-born” leaders among their peers.26

Moreover, many of the Grundtvigians were former folk high 
school students and teachers. In accordance with the objective of 
the folk high schools developed by N. F. S. Grundtvig,27 this expe-
rience had provided them with a very well-developed sense of the 
world around them and strong skills in eff ectively communicating 
their opinions to others. They had been “revived” and as a result now 
dominated, for example, the Danish-language newspaper Dannevirke 
established in 1880.28

Such Grundtvigian claims to preeminence were bound to arouse 
opposition, which they soon did in both Denmark and the United 
States. According to Thorkild Hansen, the fi rst resistance towards the 
Grundtvigians grew out of the initially positive reception among Dan-
ish and Norwegian immigrants, who drew heavily on Grundtvig’s 
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Water, which, according to the Medicine Lake Wave had been one of 
the likely causes of Johannes’ death, along with heat, appears to have 
been a major concern for the sett lers. Therefore, from the beginning of 
the Dagmar sett lement, Madsen put quite a lot of eff ort into provid-
ing a convincing answer to this question through his writings in Dan-
nevirke. On April 17, 1907, he reported that the sett lers had founded 
a cooperative with the aim of drilling for water that could now be 
done much more cheaply than usual. Almost all of the sett lers were 
members, at eight dollars a share.103 On June 19, 1907, he followed up 
with the report that their drill had not arrived yet, but that three water 
sources had been established already. The water at depths from fi ft y 
centimeters to three meters was, he reported, of the “best quality that 
can be found on Earth.”104 On July 17, 1907, he writes that the drill 
purchased by the cooperative was not very good, but new wells were 
still being dug all the time. The water in one of these wells “is as cold 
as ice and clear as crystal.” The water everywhere in Dagmar was “as 
good as one could possibly desire,” so, he concludes, “the water ques-
tion has now been answered.”105

Johannes’ death did not match Madsen’s promises of easy access 
to high-quality water or the widespread expectation of achieving 

In contrast to Dannevirke, where the Dagmar residents kept their 
silence, the news of Johannes’ death was mentioned in the Medicine 

Lake Wave on August 26, 1909.
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health and well-being by moving to Dagmar. In one lett er in Danne-
virke, Madsen exclaimed, “Many of us, who used to be weak, have 
regained our strength and the entire colony is now as healthy and 
fresh as in their youth.”106 Madsen tried to boost the pull factor of 
the colony in Dannevirke by reporting favorable information as exclu-
sively as possible. As a result, neither Madsen nor any of the other 
sett lers mentioned anything about Johannes’ death in Dannevirke. For 
strategic reasons, it was bett er just to ignore it.

Rasmus Ingvard to the Rescue

The consequences of Johannes’ death were much more immedi-
ate for his surviving family. In September, one month aft er Johannes’ 
death, Anna gave birth to Karen Marie. At the age of twenty-nine, liv-
ing on a homestead that had been farmed for less than two years, she 
was now the sole provider for three children under the age of three. 
The circumstances forced her to reach out for help from Denmark. 
“In 1909, a lett er arrived from America, where my sister and brother-
in-law had a homestead,” her brother Rasmus Ingvard Poulsen Vad 
reports. “My brother-in-law was dead, leaving my sister Anna behind 
with three children—the oldest was three years and the youngest had 
been born one month aft er the death of her father. Anna was asking 
for help, and I was the one who could most easily go there.”107

Anna’s brother Rasmus Ingvard was sent to the United States at 
the age of sixteen to help his sister. He left  Copenhagen on the SS Hel-
lig Olav, arriving at Ellis Island in New York on October 20, 1909.108 
His intention was to stay in the United States for at least as long as 
the Homestead Act required for Anna to get her deed of title. How-
ever, sickness left  them with no other option but to leave Montana and 
return to Denmark. “Before I left , I had to promise my father that I 
would escort my sister if she wanted to return to Denmark, and when 
she became very sick, we decided to sell the homestead. That is how 
I happened to return from my trip to the United States at the age of 
seventeen on May 20, 1910.”109
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Map of Dagmar, 1910110
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Congress passed the Enlarged Homestead Act in 1909, enabling Montana 
homesteaders to expand their claims from 160 to 320 acres. Three years 
later, Congress reduced the “proving up” time from fi ve to three years. 
The subsequent deeds in the Dagmar area reveal the above plot locations 
for the fi rst group of Danish immigrants to reach Dagmar in October, 
1906.111 According to Madsen, his six travel companions began the colony 
by taking their claims side by side. We can deduce that they claimed four 
plots in section 31 and two plots in section 32.112 Johannes’ plot, which 
lay between Mølgaard’s and Andersen’s, was taken over by Hans Edvig 

Rasmussen.113

In this 1976 interview, an eighty-three-year old Rasmus Ingvard, 
who died a few months later, att ributes their decision to sell the home-
stead and return to Denmark to Anna’s illness, but he does not men-
tion anything about the cause of Anna’s sickness. An undated lett er 
from Anna’s mother Birthe Marie to Anna’s sister Karen Marie writt en 
sometime during the winter of 1909 off ers a clue to that mystery.114 
Birthe Marie asked Karen Marie to pray for Anna, who in a recent 
lett er has displayed great sadness. She has been “over-burdened in 
soul and body” and as a result now believed that maybe God has 
abandoned her.115 “She questions if she is a child of God.”116 Even in 
her grief, Anna did not seem to question God’s existence, just his feel-
ings toward her. Her faith in God was as strong as ever, but she won-
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dered whether God also believed in her. “Am I being punished?,” she 
seemed to ask.

Luckily, Birthe Marie continues, Anna did not send her lett er im-
mediately. Instead, she managed to att ach this postscript: “Dear Mom 
and Dad. Today I am fi ne. I can believe in my Savior’s mercy. He will 
uphold and strengthen me and help me live a holy life.”117 Birthe 
Marie concludes the lett er by discussing Anna’s future. “Although In-
gvard would have liked to stay for the remaining two years, they have 
decided to return in the spring.118 A neighbor told them that if Anna 
wanted to return to Denmark, she would not be denied the right to 
do so, but she could not be gone for more than one year, which would 
then result in too much travel, they thought.”119

Anna holding Johanne Marie’s hand, next to Rasmus Ingvard, in front 
of her house in Dagmar on the day that they embarked on their journey 

back to Denmark in 1910. 
Reprinted with permission from Anna’s granddaughter Inger Elisabeth 

Jakobsen, Grindsted, Denmark.

Anna’s Homecoming

Rasmus Ingvard, Anna, and her three children—Johanne Marie, 
Ewald, and Karen Marie—returned to the same area in the south-
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ern part of rural Jutland that Anna had left  with Johannes fi ve years 
earlier. The children accompanied Rasmus Ingvard to Nordenskov, 
where Rasmus Ingvard and Anna’s parents Jens and Birthe Marie had 
established their new grocery store, which Rasmus Ingvard was to 
inherit from his father (who became a widower in 1915 and died in 
1926) and managed until his death in 1976.120 Anna moved in with her 
sister Karen Marie, who in the meantime had become the manager of 
the clothing department in merchant Johannes Nielsen’s grocery store 
in Skovlund in the northern part of Ansager parish, about fi ve miles 
north of Nordenskov in the southern part of rural Jutland.121

Time had not stood still in Ansager parish while Anna had been 
away. In 1901, Ansager parish had an approximate total of 1,789 inhab-
itants. The number had increased from 509 in 1801 to 2,820 in 1915.122 
As a consequence of the rapid population growth – and the “Great 
Awakening” that had been initiated by tears and screaming during a 
youth meeting in Ansager School on Shrove Monday evening in 1888 
– it had been necessary to enlarge the church in Ansager in 1889, ex-
panding its maximum capacity of att endees from fi ve hundred to six 
hundred fi ft y.123 Two entirely new churches had been built—one in 
Stenderup in the southeastern part of the parish in 1909, another in 
Skovlund in 1910.124

On September 10, 1912, the bell on the new church in Skovlund 
tolled for Karen Marie Poulsen Vad. When she stepped out of the 
church in her wedding dress that autumn day, she was accompanied 
by the owner of one of the prominent farms in the area known as 
Mølbygård. As was mentioned in Part I of this narrative, the owner of 
Mølbygård, Jens Mølby, was a blood relative of the Poulsen Vad fam-
ily, rich, and religiously right-minded.  As such, he had been a seem-
ingly perfect match for either of the two sisters, including Anna, but 
she had decided to move to the United States with Johannes instead. 
Whether or not this had created tension between Anna, Karen Marie, 
and Jens before or aft er Anna’s journey to the United States, it ended 
on that autumn day in 1912, when Karen Marie gave her yes to their 
thirty-nine-year-old bachelor cousin.

Aft er her stay in Skovlund, Anna moved to Ølgod, about eight 
miles northwest of Skovlund, where she was recorded in 1916 as liv-
ing with her two daughters Johanne Marie and Karen Marie and man-
aging her own clothing store.125 In 1928, she moved to Horne, about 
ten miles west of Ansager, where she worked as the fi rst leader of 
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Horne Nursing Home until her retirement in 1945.126 Anna spent her 
own last years in Skovlund Nursing Home. On September 14, 1955, 
she died in the hospital in Varde and was put to rest in the graveyard 
in Skovlund.127

Anna Christensen and her three children Johanne Marie, 
Ewald, and Karen Marie (seated) aft er their return from 

Montana, approximately 1918. 
Reprinted with permission from Anna’s granddaughter 

Inger Elisabeth Jakobsen, Grindsted, Denmark.
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Endnotes
1 The church records are kept at the Calvary Lutheran Church in Irene, SD.
2 The Scandinavian Lutheran Congregation in Irene, SD was organized on 

January 21, 1907 in the home of Rasmus Christensen, with sixteen families 
as charter members. During the fi rst year, the congregation grew to sixty-
one members and the Irene Methodists off ered the use of its church for 
twenty-fi ve U.S. dollars per year. Their church, where Johanne Marie was 
probably baptized, had been erected in 1894. It was the fi rst church built 
in Irene, serving the Methodists until 1914, when it was sold to the Danish 
Brotherhood. Years later, it became a carpentry shop. In 1960, the building 
was purchased by the Masonic Lodge, aft er which it was turned into a 
Hall-Thompson American Legion Post. In 1908, the Scandinavian Lutheran 
Congregation agreed to build a new church of its own as soon as possible, 
which was inaugurated in 1911 (Eleanor Williams, Edith Brunner, and 
Majorie Gors, A Centennial History of Irene, SD: The Village in the Valley 1893-
1993  [Freeman, South Dakota: Pine Hill Press, 1993], 66-68).

3 Maxine Schuurmans Kinsley, Pioneer Churches and Cemeteries of Yankton 
County, South Dakota (Sioux Falls, South Dakota: Print Right Printing, 2013), 
16.

4 Between 1840 and 1870, over 250,000 sett lers moved west along the 
California, Oregon, and Mormon Trails that ran south of Dakota Territory 
through Nebraska. Relatively few members of this “Great Migration” came 
north into Dakota Territory, but some did. By 1870, the South Dakota area 
of Dakota Territory (divided in 1889) had a population of 11,776 (William 
Dollarhide, The Census Book: A Genealogist’s Guide to Federal Census Facts, 
Schedules and Indexes [North Salt Lake, Utah: UMI Publishing, 2001], 41). 
The Scandinavian immigrants were mostly Norwegians, but also included 
Swedes and Danes. Initially sett ling in Minnehaha, Clay, and Union 
Counties, the Norwegians sett led throughout the state, with the largest 
concentrations in the eastern counties bordering Minnesota and Iowa  (John 
P. Johansen, Immigrant Sett lements and Social Organization in South Dakota 
[Brookings, South Dakota: Agricultural Experiment Station, South Dakota 
State College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts, 1937], 18). In the aft ermath 
of the American Civil War, the fi rst Swedes began to sett le in Minnehaha, 
Clay, and Union Counties, followed by Grant, Roberts, Marshall, Day and 
Brown Counties, while the fi rst Danes arrived in Dakota Territory. Initially 
sett ling in the Yankton area, the Danish population became concentrated 
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