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On the question of their upbringing in a Danish home the standard
answer is that even though their parents spoke Danish they weren't
interested in passing on that part of their identity. Most parents would
only speak Danish when they didn’t want the kids to know what they
were talking about! And those kids that did speak Danish when they
started in school quickly learned that it was easier to fit in if they
spoke English. Most parents would encourage their children to speak
English and make it clear that they were Americans. One woman
told me that when she started school she was teased because she could
barely speak English and to her Grandmother who never learned
English she made it very clear that: “I'm NOT talking Danish to you
anymore.” There seems to have been a desire from the parents of
the people I have talked to, to make sure that their children were well
integrated into the American society, and from the children as well
to fit in as Americans and thus letting go of whatever might separate
them from the other kids. They agree that their generation were more
Americanized because there wasn’t a desire from their parents to teach
their children about their Danish roots. Because of this the children
weren't aware of the ethnic upbringing they would end up having
anyway; People in Elk Horn agree that what has been passed down
as relevant today are recipes. On the question of whether they spoke
Danish growing up the participants would answer: “We ate Danish.”
Everybody in the area grew up eating @bleskiver, frikadeller, rullepolse
and rugbred. And they still do. But for most of them it wasn’t until later
in their lives, when someone outside of the Danish community would
ask them about it, they realized that this wasn’t common American.
One woman tells me of her first visit to the Danish village Solvang in
California; while she was looking over the menu excited to see all the
dishes she remembered from her childhood, her friend who wasn’t
of Danish descent was looking confused as if the menu was written
in a different language. And while this woman'’s friend thought the
waitress spoke with a strange accent, she herself was familiar with
the Danish sound of the waitress’ voice. It wasn’t until this point she
realized that she must have had a somewhat ethnic upbringing after
all, seeing her friend being unfamiliar with the things that she hadn’t
even thought about; “I felt like I was at home and she was totally
estranged.”

Despite their parents not doing anything conscious to teach their
children Danish culture it somehow became important later in their
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lives. The awareness of belonging to a culture separate from the
American turned out to be of significance in a way that fits the
sentiment of Elk Horn well. Even though none of the participants
of this essay moved to Elk Horn because of its Danishness, they all
say that the place caused them to be more conscious about their
background.

They all agree that the interest in their background is something
that has become important later in their lives. None of them were
particularly proud to be anything but American growing up. In spite
of this, many of the people participating in my interviews believe
that this awareness of one’s background is important to their children
more than it was when they themselves were younger. With today’s
easy access to genealogy studies, an interest in digging up one’s
family history is created. And today they won't hesitate to call
themselves Danish. On the question of whether they are American
first, they will answer yes, of course they are. But they will still call
themselves Danish; “there is something neat about that.” It is clearly
difficult to put into words exactly why, but it becomes clear that the
connection to Denmark matters in terms of how one characterizes
oneself; being proud of being Danish equals looking up to the
hardworking ancestors who gave up everything and fought their way
through an ungrateful existence in a foreign country, most of them
without ever being able to go back. So this is what it comes down to;
the Danish moral and work ethic. I have come across people saying
that they are happy their family originated in Denmark and not in
Italy or Germany; “the Danes are trustworthy and have a high moral
standard. I'm glad to know that they are behind us.”

The people participating in my study in Elk Horn are almost
all third generation immigrants. Studies show that it is common for
this generation to pay more attention to their historical background
than it is for second generation immigrants. While the children of
parents who migrated did what they could to assimilate and become
one with the surrounding culture, the next generation is more likely
to dig up old traditions in a return to their family’s previous ways
of being. While the first generation kept to their own ways of
doing things, mostly because they settled among fellow countrymen,
the second generation would turn towards American ways of living,
and the following generation would seek backwards to pick up old
traditions. That shows among the Danish-Americans in Elk Horn and
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the stories they have shared with me. When asked about the contrast
I expected to find in this way of living by both Danish and American
values a lot of them couldn’t follow my drift. I kept getting the same
response over and over again; “This was how we were brought
up.” They didn’t see the trouble in being both a patriotic American
and a dedicated Dane. That their homes are decorated with Royal
Copenhagen, that they will dance around the Christmas tree singing
the Danish Christmas song ‘Nu har vi jul igen’, and that they can show
off a well used @bleskiver pan, doesn’t make them any less American.
In reference to the American myths and my question on how that
is relevant to them another general answer kept meeting me; “This
IS my history! It is our history.” Still their lives circulate around the
Danish elements as well and that comes natural in Elk Horn; “The
things we do are the things everybody does here. It isn't anything we
think about. There is just something about it that pulls you to it.”
Outside Elk Horn the tone is quite different. It is safe to say
that there is always an exception to the rule and in this case that
exception is firmly grounded in the difference in being third
generation immigrants as my interviewees in Elk Horn or first
generation immigrants as the couple I met with in another Iowan
town. Opening with the question on to which degree they consider
themselves American I am met with the answer; “Absolutely! We
don’t have a foot in each camp like some immigrants have.” Here is
nothing of wanting the best of both sides. It was agreed upon when
they decided to move that they were to become American. This
separates them from the original first generation immigrants, but it is
natural that circumstances change over time. These two immigrants
didn't decide on putting an ocean between themselves and their
homeland because the situation there forced them to. They came
because they wanted to. But the fact that they chose not to participate
in the variety of Danish societies that surrounded them makes them
unique to my study. “We were going to be Americans. We were not
going to be different.” So they blended right in, surprised to see the
Danish communities of Askov, Solvang, Tyler and Dannebrog among
them, not having known about these settlements beforehand; “They
were probably more Danish than we were.” That is in terms of making
an effort to keep traditions alive, because what is clear to someone
born and raised in Denmark is that these traditions “...are a hundred
years old.” But even living as Americans, a conscious decision or not,
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