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Miller’s Daughter Johanne. The climax of the plot occurs when Anton
is involved in a shoot-out in Elk Horn Grove, just south of present -
day Elk Horn. The reason for the shoot-out is that two men have
robbed a bank in Polk City (or Des Moines), committed murder and
stolen horses. Arriving east of present Kimballton, they had stolen a
horse from a Danish farmer.
This together with the fact
that the men have committed
murder prompts the Danes in
the area to form a posse and
attempt to capture the
culprits. They surround the
outlaws in Elk Horn Grove
where Anton discovers they
are none other than the two
men Amos Coffin and Bill
Fox who had swindled him
in New York and stolen from
him in Colorado. In the
ensuing shootout one of the
outlaws is killed and Anton
Arden is gravely wounded.
As he lies on what the rest of
the Danes fear is his
deathbed and because they
don’t trust Yankee justice,
they hatch a plan to break
into the Shelby County Jail in
Harlan and hang the
surviving outlaw from the
bridge over the Nishnabotna
River. This they do. Anton Sees=¥
does not die. Rather his '
childhood sweetheart whom he had left in Denmark and whom he
thought had married the son of the local landowner appears. Her
presence works miracles, he survives, they marry, and live happily '
ever after in Elk Horn, Iowa!

’

“Reunion”
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The historical events on which this narrative is based occurred on
July 14, 1883, almost a year after Ostergaard had left Iowa for
Michigan, although he continued to own property in Elk Horn.> The
story was reported in the July 19t issue of the Shelby County
Republican and documents a shootout in Elk Horn Grove, following a
robbery and the murder of Postmaster C.L.Clinger of Polk City on
the night of July 11*. The two who had allegedly committed the
crime were surrounded and one was killed in the ensuing shootout.
Mortally wounded was J.W. Maddy a prominent businessman from
nearby Marne. Following Maddy’s death several hours later and
despite the presence of sheriffs from Polk and Cass Counties who
were taking the surviving outlaw into Harlan, the crowd became
infuriated, overcame the sheriffs and hanged the surviving man
from a bridge over Indian Creek between present day Elk Horn and
Harlan.

A Merchant’s House, Ostergaard’s third novel, is in many ways his
- most interesting novel for its treatment of ideas. This novel too is
grounded in historical fact. Set in the early 1870s in Omaha, a major
tension exists between Danish immigrants who gravitate towards
the Danish Society, characterized by dancing, drinking and card
playing, and those who are committed to founding a Danish
Lutheran congregation in the growing city. All, however, read the
local Danish newspaper, The Pioneer. Den Danske Pioneer the oldest
and widest circulated Danish American newspaper was founded in
Omaha in 1872 by Mark Hansen, a veteran of both the Dano-
Prussian War and the American Civil War. He was later in 1882 to
found the Danish Brotherhood in America, which for many years
was headquartered in Omaha. The editor of the paper in
Ostergaard’s novel is Mads Harboe (note the same initials), and the
positions he outlines in major speeches in the novel echo positions
taken by Sophus Neble who purchased the paper in 1887.

The main plot of A Merchant’s House involves the only daughter of
the Krogh family, Alma, who is a schoolteacher. She experiences
this tension between the religious immigrants, one being her
brother, Marius, who has pietistic tendencies, and the Danish Society
where the Danish heritage is celebrated in singing and dancing. She
is also drawn to a young reporter at The Pioneer by the name of
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Gronager. The awakening sexual feelings and the temptations that -
he inspires makes Alma the most interesting and realistic of
Ostergaard’s characters. At the end of the novel, she and the rest of
the Danish community learn that there has been embezzling at the
newspaper, and when Grenager disappears, it is clear that he is
guilty of the crime. Devastated by this news and dissatisfied with
teaching the many different immigrant children in the public schools
she decides to go west and settle in a Danish community where she
can hear the Danish language spoken and be surrounded by that
culture that is familiar to her.

The character and story of Grenager is based on the story of Hans
Moller, a printer from Holstebro who worked at the offices of Den
Danske Pioneer during its first year of existence and who evidently
was a real “ladies man.” Even before coming to the United States, he
had run afoul of the law, stealing 1,100 rigsdalers and then
disappearing from Denmark. In the winter of 1873, there was a |
devastating storm flood on the west coast of Denmark. The Omaha
newspaper launched a fund drive from its subscribers to assist
victims of the storm flood. Moller pocketed these funds as well, and
then disappeared. Ostergaard drew upon events such as this to
suggest that the city could be a place of temptation and that it was
safer to surround oneself with others of like identity and heritage in
rural communities.

The final example comes from Ostergaard’s fourth novel, The
Valley Dwellers. Set in central Nebraska, in this novel Alma Krogh
comes to the Danish community she has been looking for and there
finds a husband worthy of her. His name, August Fjelde; he is the
son of a wealthy landowner in Denmark who finds Danish society
too restrictive, too safe for his creative instincts. Furthermore, he
wants to realize a life that he, himself, makes, rather than being the
recipient of privilege due to his birth. His restless and enterprising
nature leads him to convince the railroad to locate its line through
the Danish community, thereby enhancing the town’s economic
foundation. His crowning achievement, however, is that, faced with
a problem of finding a crop that will do well during the dry years on
the plains, he disappears for a time, only to return with alfalfa. Here
is a man worthy of Alma Krogh.
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