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Book Reviews . ...
Julie McDonald Trilogy
Reviewed by OTTO G. HOIBERG
Amalie's Story, Sutherland Publishing, Montezuma, Iowa,
1970, pp.246,$13.50
Petra, Iowa State University Press, Ames, Iowa, 1978, pp.
186
The Sailing Out, Iowa State University Press, Ames, Iowa,
1982, pp. 171
Dr. Julie McDonald has made a valuable contribution to
our literature concerning the Danish-American immigrant.
An important feature of this trilogy is that it portrays the
lives of three generations of one family: first in Denmark, the
land of origin; second in its transition/ assimilation phase;
and third, as the younger generation sets roots ("sails out")
in the New Land.
It is of special interest that the ultimate location of this
family in the United States was Harlan, Iowa, near the site of
the Danish Immigrant Museum which is now in the process
of development in Shelby County.
The story begins with Amalie who, as a two-year-old
child, was relinquished by her biological parents to be raised
by her uncle ("Far") and aunt ("Mor"). This foster home
afforded the child a perplexing contrast in philosophies of
life. "Far" was oriented toward the Grundtvigian "joy of
living" outlook while "Mor," especially at the outset, was
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strongly pietistic, even to the point of pouring cold water
into the family's soup to prevent their "worldly enjoyment"
of it. As she grew to young womanhood, Amalie attended
Sandinge Folk High School which she described as "one of
Grundtvig's 'schools for life' where there were no exams or
degrees and where anyone who wanted to learn was
welcome."
After marriage to Peter and a number of years in the
innkeeper business which culminated in the loss of everything through a disastrous fire, the only reasonable
alternative was emigration to America. Amalie had hitherto
been negatively inclined toward any such adventurous
move; but Peter was enthralled by the words of the poet
Christian Winther who described "America as a place where
it hailed candy and rained lemonade, where roasted squabs
flew straight into your mouth and where country estates
were given for the asking."
The "candy /lemonade" mirage faded as the struggle for
existence got underway in the New Land. Petra was born six
weeks after her father's death; and the story of her life, as
revealed in the second volume of the trilogy, tells of the
further hardships encountered in their farming operations
and the eventual loss of home and land in the Great Depression of the 1930s. The third volume centers upon Margaret,
the daughter of Petra and Lauritz, and gives fascinating
insights into the daily lives of ordinary people on the Prairie.
The interplay of three generations in this serial provides
many vivid illustrations of problems related to the assimilation process. In contrast to one of the boys who "never put
his feet in two boats" and considered himself "an American
now," we see Grandmother Amalie who feels that "I am no
longer one thing nor the other! I think I will always be
divided in my heart." Also, there was the Italian shoemaker
who had settled in the Danish community of Kimballton,
Iowa, and who learned enough Danish to carry on his trade,
only to discover that he had learned not English, but a
second foreign language.
McDonald's eye for the unique is noteworthy: "Little
Bo-Peep in the bottom of my cereal bowl was suffocating in
-91-

oatmeal, and I ate the stuff to rescue her. She was grateful,
and so were her sheep" . . . "The first time I went to Sunday
School in town, I sang 'Jesus wants me for a Sun Bean' with
some puzzlement. A green bean? A baked bean? No, a sun
bean" ... "Aunt Kam had something good to say about
everybody, which made her blue and white kitchen a haven
for anyone who needed a kind word" . . . "The waters of the
Skagerak and the Kattegat rushing together, locking fiercely,
then falling back for the next foaming charge, could be
likened to white-maned horses in combat, but I saw somthing else in the colliding seas. There was a sadness in the
two bodies of water wanting to be one and never managing
to join in a peaceful swell. I looked at the Skagen through
female eyes and grieved obscurely."
These books are eminently worth reading.

Dr0mmen om Amerika Dream of America
Reviewed by MARION MARZOLF
by Erik Helmer Pedersen. Published by Politikens Forlag,
1985, in Politikens Danmarkshistorie series.
Dream of America is one of those rare books that
combines a comprehensive overview of the scholarly
research on a subject with a dramatic story, well told in
direct and lucid prose. Erik Helmer Pedersen of the
Economic History faculty of the University of Copenhagen
has accomplished this delicate balance with an exuberance
that makes reading the book a decided treat. A rich array of
photographs, clear maps and charts, gives the book a lively
and attractive appearance and nicely enhances the text.
The book is one in a new series of specialized histories
about Denmark, and it is intended for the general reader.
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The story begins with Denmark, the land to be left and the
conditions of leavetaking. It quickly moves to the America
found by the immigrants and develops the many strands of
their stories in the farmlands, towns and cities down to the
present day. All the famous Danish-American names are
included, as are the many accomplishments and contributions of Danes to their adopted land their contacts back to
Denmark over the years.
What keeps the book such engaging reading is Pedersen' s judicious use of the personal narratives of the ordinary
and the extraordinary immigrants to let the reader feel the
experiences as they were happening. This is an unusual
approach in a general history, and it works. Pedersen gives
the readers credit for evaluating the sources of these documents and for remembering that the individual story is just
that, individual, and possibly not typical. But from all these
individual stories a mosiac appears that does stand for the
whole immigrant experience. The statistics and trends and
movements are all the more interesting in relation to these
human stories.
The book is certain to satisfy the general reader who has
only passing knowledge of the immigrant experience as well
as the specialist who can appreciate the skill with which
Pedersen has written his text. It arrives at a time when
interest has increased in Denmark and in the United States in
the experience of the immigrants. Denmark has just
presented a national exhibit on the subject, one that is
expected to tour the U.S. in another year. And the Americans are developing plans for a Danish Immigrant Museum
in Elk Horn, Iowa, to memorialize the experience as already
has been done by the Swedes and Norwegians, for example.
It is to be hoped that a translation of the book will be
made available to the English reading market.
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The Selected Poems of
Jens August Schade
Reviewed by ANN MARIE RASMUSSEN
Translated by Alexander Taylor. Curbstone Press 1985.
(Curbstone Press, 321 Jackson St., Willimantic, CT 06226)
(ISBN: 0-915306-46-8, paper $7. 50)
Jens August Schade (1903-1978), poet, dramatist and
novelist, is best remembered for his verse, which ranks
among the finest in twentieth century Danish literature.
Thirty-six of his poems, a representative cross-section, have
now been masterfully and lovingly rendered into English by
Alexander Taylor, himself a poet and translator of contemporary Danish poetry by, among others, Klaus Rifbjerg,
Henrik Nordbrandt and Benny Andersen.
Schade, a true Bohemian, celebrates wine, women and
song in a voice most authentically Danish. Often enough his
wine is coffee, and his seascapes and meadows, his dew-fresh
dawns, rainy evenings and starry, windy nights reflect the
modest, tranquil beauties of Denmark's landscapes and
seasons. Most Danish of all is Schade' s light-hearted irony
and his gentle self-depreciation. It is surprising to think that
Schade' s eroticism once shocked his readers; today, one is
touched by the tenderness, wonder and delight that fill our
tipsy singer when he praises the mysteries of life and sex and
love.
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More About Den lange plovfure
by Enok Mortensen
Rudolf Jensen's Review of Den Zangeplovfure by Enok
Mortensen in The Bridge, Volume VII, Number 2, 1984,
prompted a critique by Erling Duus. Since Erling Duus
details his interpretation of the novel, we are publishing it as
another review. It is followed by a response from Rudolf
Jensen. Unfortunately, Den lange plovfure is written in
Danish, without a translation into English available. This
constitutes a handicap for many of our readers who, otherwise, might appreciate the contrasting viewpoints as to the
intent, or message, of the novel.
Review by ERLINGDUUS
Rudolph Jensen's intepretation of Den Lange Plovfure
reads more like a vendetta than a review. He seems to have
taken a strong dislike for the novel's protagonist, Grundtvigian pastor Peder Bro. Inasmuch as this character is clearly
used by Enok Mortensen to represent something of the
Grundtvigian cause and culture in America, it is difficult to
escape the conclusion that Jensen's review is in fact an attack
on that tradition.
Specifically, Rudolf Jensen asserts that Den Lange
Plovfure was intentionally written as a novel of alienation,
and that "The long furrow could just as appropriately been
called 'the narrow furrow'." It is my belief that these
assertions suggest a major misreading of the novel.
There is of course no question of the fact that the novel
explores the fact of alienation. Nor can we seriously doubt
that the narrowness which characterizes some of Peder Bro' s
ideas and commitments contributes to the problem of
alienation. But to say this is only to explore the outer surface
of the novel. At its heart, it is far more complex and rich
than a novel preoccupied with alienation could possibly be.
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How can a reader fail to notice that for all the faults of
the old pastor, painfully glimpsed in episode after episode,
Peder Bro is a character much beloved by the author, his
creator? Bro is a composite character, made up of a variety
of Grundtvigian pastors whom Enok has known and
admired. Beyond that, he faithfully carries the commitment
and the burden of Danskheden in America to which Enok
was also committed. The most serious form of alienation
which takes place in the novel is that which exists between
Bro and his two children. The failures of the parent are
obvious, but the children do not appear as innocent victims
of a tyrannical and stiff-necked father. Rather, they are seen
as two people driven towards conformity with the American
environment, who made bad and weak choices resulting in
shallow and rootless lives. Jensen wants to convict the
immigrant generation personified in Bro for its narrowness
and fanaticism. That is his privilege of course, but in Den
Lange Plovfure, it is the second generation which is
convicted for betrayal of their father and his work. I would
say that Helge and Ragnhild are viewed compassionately,
but unsparingly. A fundamental and outstanding fact of the
novel which is basic to its version is just how little grace of
gift they are allowed. Every word they speak in the novel
bespeaks the poverty of their souls. And this portrait does
not depict alienation so much as it does lostness and
damnation. This is a very tough-minded book which
contemplates some dark realities. And that is part of what
makes it great.
If there is any doubt about the author's affection for his
old pastor, how can it withstand the late introduction of
Arild Kolding and the old man's granddaughter, Lisa, into
the novel. These two young people are presented as being
wholly positive characters, and they are keys to the outcome
and verdict of Bro' s life. They are able to see his greatness
and to comprehend and affirm the spirit which lives in him.
Inasmuch as they are of a later, fully Americanized
generation, that affirmation is transcendent and final. It
participates in the perspective of the larger whole which was
unavailable to the immigrant pastor or his embattled
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children. Without a doubt, their perspective represents
Enok's own dearly won evaluation of this history. It is his
own clear and unmistakable voice which has Arild explaining Den Gamle to Lisa.
Ah, nar jeg bes0ger Den Gamle, og det har jeg tit
gj0rt, slar det mig, hvor meget af en ener han har
v«Eret. Vi efterkommere af den gamle sl«Egtbliver
opdraget til at v«Ere mere smidige, mere liberale og
tolerante, til at se pa al ting fra alle sider. Vi er
muligvis mere h0flige, vi har gj0rt kompromiset til
en dyd, men vi mangler ensidighedens styrke. Vist
var de gamle intolerante, passionerede nar det rigtig
gjaldt, de kunne sk«Endes, sa det slog gnister, men
de troede virkelig pa noget og satte livet ind pa det .. 1
Finally, at the end of the novel, Peder Bro is granted a
moment of pure grace and triumph in the generational unity
and love established between him and Lisa as they go out to
ring the church bell. He dies while she continues to ring the
bells. The symbolism is obvious. The bells are representatives of the long and faithful service of the old man, and the
fellowship of these two in this context can only represent
God's blessing upon this long furrow. How a novel with such
an ending can be judged to be about alienation is beyond me.
It seems to be that Den Lange Plovfure has to be read
beyond the parameters of social realism. The novel depicts
social and historical conflict compellingly and realistically.
Human stupidity, insensitivity, stubbornness, and most of
the rest of our common failings are present, and they have
the usual result. But there is a wider stage than society upon
which this drama is enacted. Den Lange Plovfure breathes
something of the atmosphere of the sagas and of the great
tragedies. Peder Bro is a character whom Shakespeare could
have imagined, and he reminds me of Lear. Have we come to
a point where the high strains of myth and tragedy go over
our heads? Especially as it pertains to our own lives and
history? The tragic dimensions of this novel should be
viewed as inherent to this story and its very greatness. Had
Enok imagined Bro as a man with softer and more rounded
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edges, he would have diminished the scope of the story he
had to tell.
I am reading the remarkable book Min Rejse i Amerika
by Holger Begtrup. It concerns the tour of Danish-America
which the great folk school leader made in 1925. He writes of
a meeting at Danebod where the old poet and Folk School
leader Kristian 0stergaard rises and bemoans the failure of
the Grundtvigian cause in America. He prophecies that the
young men (H0jbjerg, Aage M0ller, etc.) will fail just as his
generation did. A pall hangs upon the gathering, until the
then radical and energetic young pastor, Alfred Jensen, rises
and says that the matter is in God's hand.
hvorfaenge Danskheden skulde leve in Amerika. Men
vi, some elskede den, matte trostig arbejde for den efter
sangens ord:
Ka:!mp for alt, hvad du har ka:!rt,
D0 om sa det ga:!lder,
Da er livet ej sa SVa:!rt,
D0den ikke heller. 2
What Enok Mortensen has given us in Den Lange
Plovfure is a dramatic context for both understanding and
affirming our history. He asks that we look unflinchingly
therefore at ourselves, and confront all of the pain, loss, and
failure, the betrayals and the compromises, the inexorable
conflicts and insurmountable difficulties which characterize
our common story. This is no American success story, and
its darker realities, like Melville's Moby Dick, fly in the face
of all the optimistic myths of America. But still, Enok tells us
in his still living voice, this is an inspiring and great story
which can yield rich fruits if we will just face up to it. Can
our endemic optimism, a hybrid . of Christian pietism and
American expansionism, ever yield and allow the tragic
vision which would allow us to possess our great heritage?
The answer blows in the wind. Meanwhile, what will we do
with this great novel which Dorothy Burton Skardal calls
"the last of Danish-American literature."
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A Response to Erling Duus
by RUDOLFJENSEN
In this brief response I would like to make some basic
observations about literature and approaches to it. It is clear
that Erling Duus' approach to Den lange plovfure is both
subjective and personal. He also repeatedly states that he
knows what Enok Mortensen' s intentions were when he
wrote this novel.
Because Mr. Duus perceives the novel in this personal
context he necessarily interprets any analysis based on a
different approach in similarly personal and subjective
terms. The review I wrote for The Bridge is not "a vendetta,"
"an attack," a conviction," nor do I have a strong dislike
for the novel's protagonist." My review and interpretation of
Den lange plovfure is based on a close reading of the text and
a subsequent analysis of the themes - both major and
minor. This approach, one of many critical techniques for
the study of literature, downplays the emotional reaction in
order to emphasize the rational, intellectual dimension. The
purpose of these critical approaches is to improve our understanding of literary texts, as well as to facilitate the rational
exchange of ideas.
11
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