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The Greater Challenge:
Staying Home or Emigrating?
by Inger Wiehl
This presentation poses the challenge of emigrating versus that of
staying home, exemplified by a Southern Jutlander who stayed
home during the years of Prussian rule between 1864 and 1920 and
one who left for America during those years. It begs the larger
question of who endures more, those who leave or those who stay
behind, a salient issue underlying all emigration and any significant
parting. Put in classical terms: Who faces the greater challengeOdysseus or Penelope? He endures any number of dangers on his
way back from Troy; she stays by her loom and keeps home intact
for her returning husband and the inheritance of their son,
Telemachus. Whom does Homer privilege? Neither, it would seem.
Penelope asks the riddle of their marriage bed and Odysseus
answers.
She upholds and protects the history of home and
generations. In that process she demonstrates her determination to
remain faithful and to have faith in the seriousness of her endeavor,
which is lent significance by Odysseus's struggles to return home.
Those are the themes of myth as they illustrate our individual and
collective needs to find home, to protect home, and, in the effort, to
maintain our personal dignity.
We all know about the waves of emigration from Scandinavia in
the 1840s and forward in search of land that for hard work would
yield a living and a home where everyone was free of religious,
political, social, and domestic oppression. As Wilhelm Moberg puts
it in his novel The Emigrants, Karl Oscar left to seek land where his
work would sustain him and his family; his wife, Kristina, went
along because where Karl went was home for her as well. Robert
Nilsson wanted to be master in his own house, and Andreason
emigrated because he wanted to "confess the god of the twelve
apostles" in the land God would show him. Jonas Peter went
because the home he knew had become intolerable; he could no
longer endure cohabitation with Brita-Stafva. These early emigrants
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led the way for those who came after. They felt displaced in the
homes they knew and went in pursuit of new ones, literally and
metaphorically. Many would spend the majority of their lives
agonizing-both before they went and for ever after-over the rights
and wrongs of that decision.
So it was for my grandfather, a Southern Jutland farmer. He had
been displaced after the Danes lost the war to Bismarck's troops and
ambition in 1864, a war that resulted in Denmark ceding her duchies
of Schleswig Holstein to the burgeoning German Confederation. For
him, as for every man and woman, the question arose whether to
stay behind-defend their land, their culture, and their languageor leave an increasingly oppressive situation and seek a home in the
new world. The stakes were high: They ventured an ancient claim
to the land that had born them and held out the promise for a life
with family and friends-home-in other words.
Severe
consequences were involved in either alternative.
History shows that the catalyst precipitating the massive
emigration from North and South Schleswig between 1866 and 1888
was Prussian insistence on the draft. At war's end in 1864, the
conquered Danes had been given the choice either to accept German
citizenship as members of the German Confederation, or to "opt" for
continued Danish citizenship with the right to either move to
Denmark or elsewhere, leaving their untended farms behind, or to
stay and, as it turned out, gradually be deprived of the civil rights
accorded German citizens. In sum, all were presented with three
unpalatable options: (1) leaving the country for Denmark or
elsewhere, (2) staying on as "alien" citizens with increasingly fewer
rights of participation in community life, or (3) seeking German
citizenship and taking the oath of allegiance to the German Kaiser,
an oath exacted not only from soldiers but from teachers and
clergymen as well. Three options; two basic alternatives: staying or
leaving.
The literature of the time shows how they debated those options:
Should they stay, opt to remain Danish citizens and farm, teach,
preach, write newspapers, or practice law and suffer the gradual loss
of civil liberties, all in order to uphold what they considered
rightfully theirs and worth their efforts to stern German integration
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and influence?
Should they venture personal integrity in
accommodation with increasingly severe German strictures, such as
teachers and ministers would do whenever they . opened their
mouths, and risk expulsion at twenty-four hours notice? Or, should
they leave with their integrity intact but, in departing, leave behind
an open door inviting Germans or German-minded Schleswigers to
occupy land, pulpits, and classrooms and, in the process, wield their
influence in favor of general Germanization of the region? Or,
should they acquire German citizenship, which would guarantee
their rights to stay and their rights to participate in community life
and decisions, but which also would demand their submission to the
Prussian draft?
Those who left during these years did so, by and large, to avoid
the draft or to preserve their self respect, their sense of personal
dignity. Some went across the border to Denmark; others went
across the sea to America. Some tried first one place, then the other.
If they were unable to make a livelihood in Denmark, they would
follow the lead of those who had gone before them and whose letters
had encouraged their coming.
Denmark would be the gentler place of exile for at least two
reasons: proximity and a shared language. Proximity was crucial if
they were going to maintain their farms in their absence. They could
sneak across the border to plough and harvest, keeping a sharp eye
out for the spiked helmet announcing the arrival of the Prussian
gendarme on his way to arrest them. Occasionally they would even
cross the border to attend family occasions. A story went around of
seven sons who came across to bury their father and who, at the end
of the service, dispersed like the autumn leaves, hotly pursued by
the helmet. Another story tells of a man returning briefly one
second Christmas day to godfather his nephew; he escaped in the
crowd of church goers who shielded his exit.
This coming and going across the border and the tendency to
choose Denmark first as a place of exile make further sense if we
remember that these men and women considered their exile strictly
temporary. For the first two years after the war, life under joint
Austrian/Prussian rule was tolerable.
At the peace treaty
discussions in Prague, however, the Prussians-who had won out
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over the Austrians in a battle for supremacy in the forming German
Reich-insisted that the dukedoms of Schleswig and Holstein be
annexed to Germany. They granted only-at the insistence of
Napoleon III of France-that despite the Danish surrender of those
provinces two years earlier, "the population in the northern districts
of Schleswig should be ceded to Denmark later if a plebiscite vote
demonstrated their desire to be reunited with Denmark." There was
no mention of exactly when that opportunity might arise, nor was it
clear which "northern districts" would be included.
Optimists construed the missing dateline as "immediately," and
Danish flags were moved to the top layer from bottoms of drawers
and chests where they had come to rest in 1864. Yet when the
"patent of January 12, 1867" incorporated the Danish dukedoms into
the German state with no regard for Paragraph 5, the Prussian eagle
sharpened its claws on the frontier between Northern and Southern
Jutland, and the spiked helmet, emblematic of the Prussian military
and symbolic of Prussian might, made its entry wherever a group of
Danes were gathered.
The draft was enforced and new rules
governed. Ministers and teachers as well as soldiers had to take the
oath of loyalty to the Kaiser. For a few years, Danish ministers,
whose integrity and patriotism prevented their taking the oath and
who therefore moved across the border to Denmark, would on
occasion return to hold services in people's houses and to christen
children; but by 1875, even such visits were terminated. Still, the
Southern Jutlanders maintained their faith in Paragaph 5. Why not,
went their reasoning, try to keep the farms going with occasional
stealthy trips across the border; and why not, thought some
clergymen and teachers, leave temporarily a calling to church or
school that demanded an oath of allegiance to their enemy rulers;
and why, thought the young men, honor the Prussian draft when it
was only a matter of time before they would be reclaimed by their
Danish king.
The thinking of themselves as temporarily misplaced was put an
end to in 1878 when Paragraph 5 was stricken from the record by
imperial command. In that year they perceived-clearly or dimlythat they were in it for the long haul; 1878 became a turning point.
Everyone realized that no longer could they survive as a nation
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depleted of young men leaving to avoid the call to arms and of
young women who followed in their wake. The generation growing
up had to join ranks with those who had stayed behind. The
hemorrhage of emigration was stanched; the bloodletting slowed to
a dribble. From the 1880s on, most people stayed, aware of the
conditions but as yet unable to foresee the direst consequence of that
choice: their participation on the enemy side in the Great War of
1914 to 1918. The cessation of mass emigration notwithstanding, the
alternatives of leaving and staying remained alive in Danish-minded
citizens long after 1878 and was given new impetus during the war
years of 1914 to 1918, when many chose to desert rather than return
to the trenches.
At some level, my grandfather and his countrymen-individually
and collectively-debated the pros and cons of remaining home or
emigrating all their lives. One grief they shared, those who stayed
and those who left: the gradual loss of their language in daily
parlance, a soul wrenching and never-quite-assuaged loss, no matter
how fluent one becomes. Only at home could they speak and keep
alive the language of their hearts. Emigrants knew, and experienced
on arrival, that English was the language of their chosen land, and
they felt the pressure to learn the language of their new home. They
agonized at their divided loyalty to the language they knew and
loved and to the new language their chosen reality demanded they
acquire. Their children attended schools in which English was
taught and spoken. English became their language, and it would
gradually replace Danish in liturgy and sermons, even among
Danish congregations. It did not come about without pain and
hurtful disagreement among parishioners, but it did come about, as
in retrospect we can see it had to.
Such was not the case for the Schleswigers who stayed home.
When a decree went out on Christmas morning of 1888 that
henceforth all education would be conducted in German, with the
exception of a couple of weekly Bible classes, they recognized again
the struggle they faced to maintain their language in and for their
children. Little by little, German would be the language of church as
well, and they knew that from then on, it would be entirely up to
individual homes to keep Danish alive. Many stories and anecdotes
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are told about adult determination-and children's imitations of
such determination-to maintain the language they considered
theirs.
One story has it that H.P. Hanssen, the leader and
spokesman for the Southen Jutlanders, on his way home one night
offered a lift to a young boy who was on his way to the farm where
he was in service.
He asks the boy, "Do you write letters to your parents?"
"Oh, yes," the boy answers, "often."
"I suppose you write in German?"
"Nooo, I can't really write German and my parents can't
read it."
"But haven't you learned German in school?"
"Well yes, but not enough to write a letter."
"But where have you learned to write Danish?"
"I learned that at home of course."
"At home?"
"Yes. Mother had the most time, so she read with us
children every day and taught us Danish songs. Dad went
to work every day, but when he came home in the evening
he taught us to write because he was better at that than
mother. He said we had to learn to write a letter which he
and mother could read because no one could know where in
the world we might have to earn our bread. And he also
said that when our teacher says that Danish is a good for
nothing language, it is a lie. Our language is a right good
language. It is much better than German and it has been
spoken and written here where we live since ancient times.
We should work hard to learn to write it and we must never
forget it."
To instill such loyalty to a cause in children, adults must have
taken an uncompromising existential stance, which, in turn, was
reflected in their children's pranks. Singing quietly, they would
change the words of German songs "Ich bin ein Preusse, will ein
Preusse sein" to "Ich bin kein Preusse, will kein Preusse sein," or
coming from the braver ones, "Ich bin ein Dane, will ein Dane sein."
Punishment resulted only if they raised their voices too loudly for
even the most Danish-minded teacher to drown them out.
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Sometimes rewards might accompany punishment, as in the case of
one boy handing another a penny from his father to commend him
on his good singing voice.
Myth, furthermore, sustained the children's minds. As they
learned about the progressive illness of the Kaiser and they knew the
crown prince was seriously ill as well, they knew that when two
German emperors died and a third ascended the throne in the course
of a year, Southern Jutland would be returned to Denmark. That
was prophesy and it was about to be fulfilled. Whoever had
conjured up that story, no one knew, but the children believed it
implicitly.
This loyalty and commitment to keeping alive the known and
loved at one level or another was something emigrants brought with
them across the sea. Some were more conscious of it than others.
But no first-generation emigrant settled with an undivided heart.
They would fight to establish homes in which they could remember
the life and land they had left behind but at the same time realize the
necessity to turn toward a future in their new surroundings. And
therein lies a significant difference. The Southern Jutlanders wanted to
go back to the life they had had in Denmark, and they wanted their
children to be granted that life. Emigrants could hope for no such
return, nor did their children want it. The growing emotional
distance between parents and children-second-generation
Americans-may be said to be the bitterest loss the old emigrant had
to experience. Parents could hope to induce in their children respect
for the old country and its ways, but hardly the love of place we
reserve for the land we knew first. With the third generation, the
loss became null and void. They might remember certain dishes or
holiday celebrations and honor those. But in no way would those
remembrances register in them the emotional impact they held for
their grandparents.
The luckiest among emigrants settled in communities of
countrymen who could lend physical and emotional support. The
Danish American writer Sophus Winther paints a graphic picture of
Danish families on the Nebraska prairies in the latter decades of the
nineteenth century. Males were expected to be dominant and
enterprising, and Winther depicts their struggles as waged against
58

external forces, such as weather, interest payments, and investments
that might or might not pan out. A farmer's success or failure was
measured in socio-economic values. His lands and wealth might
increase and grant him status in his chosen community, or his efforts
might fail and his failure make him a nonentity. Women bore the
practical consequences of temporary or enduring external
challenges. They washed and cooked and knitted and sewed and
bore children in total or partial social and geographic isolation.
Judging from Scandinavian immigrant novels, women suffered the
greater emotional stress. Their enforced isolation gave time for
contemplation of divided loyalties and the distancing of their
children as they turned toward the culture of the country that would
be theirs. Of that belonging to the new world and the promise it
held, both parents and children held assurance, dearly bought and
not to be relinquished. Examples show how widows, even those
who could afford the return to the old country, would choose to
stay, based on their faith in a better life for their children in America
than their returning home could afford them.
Even so, returning home remained for many a dream, a desirable
alternative, which some could realize and others could not, as it
depended on their economic and social prowess. Scandinavian
chroniclers show how many failed to benefit from the grand
opportunities reported in letters home to induce family members to
come west and assuage the loneliness that was common among firstgeneration settlers. Most immigrant literature depicts life among
farmers, but Enok Mortensen's stories in My People show the
disappointment of Danes moving to cities and struggling to make a
livelihood as laborers or clerks. Victims of socio-economic forces
supporting material gain at the expense of individual health and
happiness, they succumb to poverty and grinding work. And yet,
even though the elusive American dream of material success seems
unobtainable, the protagonist of Mortensen's later novels, Niels,
maintains his faith in the "indomitable optimism and lust for life
that still floated in the air .... Longing still lived in the human spirit
and it was longing that had made America."
All the same, those first-generation emigrants "mortgaged their
hearts" as Sophus Winther puts it. He shows how their struggle and
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hard labor gnawed away at their doubts regarding the wisdom of
leaving kin and country and blunted the agony of that seemingly
irrevocable decision, which otherwise would dominate their
consciousness. In that way, the tension between the necessity to
assume a new identity and the loyalty to the identity forged by the
old country is, to a degree, sublimated though not forgotten in their
struggle to obtain a living.
The telling differences between the two groups, then-those who
stayed and those who left-may be measured more significantly in
psychological than in physical terms. Hard physical work was the
norm for both sets; but a difference may be observed between the
divided, "mortgaged" heart of the emigrant and the
uncompromising loyalty to one cause in the hearts of those who
stayed. The latter is a rarer existential position than the former and
in its own way corresponds with Kierkegaard's edict, "purity of
heart is to will one thing." Voting themselves home had become the
"good," the grail, for those Southern Jutlanders.
Divided and undivided hearts notwithstanding, those who stayed
and those who left developed similar means of coping. Both sought
the companionship of one another in the churches they built for
worship and the grange or meeting halls they erected for social
gatherings. In the new as well as in the old country, sparks would
fly from debates regarding general values as well as specific issues,
such as assimilation to a new culture, or, in the old country, whether
or not to take the oath. Inner Mission adherents promoted
assimilation and renouncement of values left behind and insisted on
the necessity to become Americanized. Grundtvigians, on the other
hand, had a less pragmatic approach. They granted the necessity to
learn English by and by, but never at the expense of their own
language, Danish, which for Danes was the best. Church leaders
concerned with the division between its members strove toward
establishment of a mother church, the Danish Evangelical Church,
which would embrace their divergent views. For them, time proved
the greatest aligner.
As generation followed generation, the
connection to the motherland lost its pull, and gradually the church
language became English. Their example shows that, most likely,
had the reunification with Denmark not happened when it did,
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German would eventually have replaced Danish in Southern Jutland
as well.
That it is almost impossible to maintain two different languages in
daily living unless husband and wife speak the same language,
literally and metaphorically, is a lesson learned by most old and new
first-generation immigrants to this country. Danes who marry
Americans will in most cases be speaking English with their
children. In my own case, our daughter Lis was sent home to learn
Danish when she was little and still remembers what she learned.
By the time our son Christopher came along nine years later, he was
not sent home to learn. My parents had grown old by then, and our
lives had become emerged in the daily business of living them,
which makes attempted communication in two languages
increasingly stressful.
Nor do new immigrants seem to seek one another out the way the
old did. They perceive less of a physical need certainly, and perhaps
they feel that no amount of socializing can assuage the loss of
language in daily parlance or the feeling of never being fully and
completely on one side or the other of the Atlantic, no matter how
often they go. For unlike the old emigrants, whose choice to leave
was in most cases irreversible, made so by economics as well as the
hardships of crossing the ocean, new emigrants in most cases came
on their own volition and may be granted many trips back to the old
country. Yet examples have shown that it remains difficult for a
Dane to return to Denmark and be content there where once again
he must undergo the adaptation process and where he cannot expect
the natives to understand his double perspective and divided heart.
Some things do not change: new as well as old immigrants
"mortgage" their hearts no matter what may be their reasons for
leaving.

61

