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churches and schools. He then went on to malign the Danish-
Americans for their supposed unworthiness for the blessings
America had bestowed upon them, stating “Now, think of a man
who was brought from the filth of Denmark and placed on a farm
for which he was paid perhaps $3 an acre. Ye gods and fishes, what
Iowa has done for him he can never repay.”!! Although the governor
later denied his provocative and offensive pronouncements, the tone
of his speech was in keeping with his record of antipathy toward
foreign-born Americans, an attitude exemplified by his decision to
ban the public use, including personal conversations on trains and
over the telephone, of all foreign languages in Iowa for the duration
of World War 1.2 This policy came under fire from many of his
constituents, but aroused the particular ire of Iowa’s admittedly
small Danish-American community, which not only tended to live in
heavily Danish communities but also nurtured resentment over the
repression of Danish in the German-occupied duchy of Slesvig.!®
Governor Harding's infamous July 4 remarks prompted many angry
letters to the editor of the Des Moines Review, including a statement
from the Danish-American theologian Peder Serensen (P. S.) Vig,
usually a moderate on the language issue, who argued that
Citizenship, true loyalty and the speaking of any certain
language do not absolutely go together. If so were the case
there could be no American speaking traitors nor many true
patriots speaking a foreign tongue. But we all know that
there are many of both classes and only too many of the first.
Patriotism and loyalty are not matters of the lip, but of the
heart, otherwise a parrot might be patriotic, and a stammerer
dying for his country a filthy slacker only, according to the
logic of fanaticism.!*
Although Danish-Americans took Wilson’s and Roosevelt’s counsel
seriously and strove to prove themselves truly Americanized, they
differentiated between linguistic ability and political loyalty, as Vig's
letter illustrates.
For Danish-Americans in the early twentieth century, becoming
American mandated patriotism and loyalty to America, but not
necessarily the renunciation of all connections to Danish culture. J. R.
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Christianson summarizes this position as the Scandinavian-
American press of the time presented it, namely
that the oath taken at the time of naturalization
unconditionally transferred political loyalty from the
homeland to the United States, but that this oath did not
surrender the right to utilize a mother tongue in daily speech
or to preserve rapport with the homeland culture through
the maintenance of ethnic societies. In other words, civic
obligation was one thing and cultural orientation another.!>
In terms of civic obligation, Danes were eager to demonstrate their
allegiance to the United States; Vig’'s impassioned defense of an
ideological rather than linguistic basis for patriotism and
Americanism is validated, for Danish-Americans, at least, by the
statistics for Danish-Americans serving in the U.S. military during
World War I. Although Swedish-Americans were generally pro-
German, most Danes were fiercely anti-German and ready to fight
on the American side. In July 1918, when Governor Harding made
his infamous comments, over 30,000 Danish-Americans were serving
in the United States Armed Forces.!® In fact, Danish-Americans’
loyalty to their new homeland was so strong that it occasionally
baffled their Danish countrymen. J. E. Boggild, keynote speaker at
the 1915 Danish National Celebration in Chicago wondered, “What
are the enchanting characteristics of this land that bind all those that
have once settled here? For it is the case that America exercises a
witchcraft over all those that come under its influence.”1”

Governor Harding’s attack on Iowa’s Danish-Americans was
therefore all the more disconcerting for its unexpectedness, given the
Danish immigrant community’s exemplary track record for rapid
and thorough assimilation into American society. Long before World
War I-related pressures of nativism and Americanization exerted
themselves, Danish-Americans had demonstrated an exceptional
willingness to become linguistically and officially a part of American
society. The majority of Danish immigrants regarded learning and
speaking English, often at the expense of Danish, as essential in
making the transition to their new home.!® The United States Census
of Population, which tracks the ability of immigrants to speak
English, reported in 1911 that 97 percent of Danish immigrants
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