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Sylvia Pio, A Danish-American Livewire
by KRISTIAN HVIDT
Edited and Translated by J. R. Christianson
This is the story of an unusual Danish-American woman,
Sylvia Pio, who was born 1876 in Copenhagen, grew up in
Chicago, and died 1932 in Hellerup, a suburb of her native
city. 1
Her childhood in Chicago had a complicated background. Sylvia was the daughter of a famous figure in
Danish political history, Louis Pio, who founded the Danish
Socialist Party in Copenhagen in 1871. After serving in the
army during the Schleswig-Holstein war of 1864, he had
entered the Copenhagen postal service, where he is said to
have constructed the first red Danish mailbox of the type still
in use.
Pio was deeply moved by the bloody defeat of the Paris
Commune in 1871 and began to read the literature of international socialism . This led him to resign from the postal
service . For a time , he lived a double life as genial tutor by
day in the home of a wealthy widow, and revolutionary
author by night.
Before the year 1871 was out, Pio had started a socialist
newspaper and began organizing the workers for battle. The
Copenhagen officials stepped in when they began to hold
protest meetings. Pio served a long term in prison. He came
out a broken man, physically and psychologically, and he
had a hard time trying to reorganize the party. He had run
up a large debt in publishing Socialisten ("The Socialist"),
and his family affairs were a mess.
When a new political storm loomed on the horizon in
1877, the authorities wanted to eliminate the possibility of
trouble from the socialists, who were the most extreme
element in Denmark. Therefore, police officials in Copenhagen bribed Louis Pio and one of his comrades to leave the
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country. In exchange for ten thousand crowns, they were
asked to go to America and stay there. Pio was in such a
sorry state that he agreed. The shock in Denmark over his
departure was overwhelming. The Socialist Party more or
less collapsed.
One summer day in 1877, Pio turned up in Chicago and
attached himself to the large group of fallen angels who met
regularly at Wilkens tavern on Lassalle Street and talked
about their former glory in Denmark. Pio lived in Chicago
with his Danish wife, Augusta J0rgensen, until his death in
1894. What he did in these seventeen Chicago years has not
previously been very well known to historians, but a letter in
the manuscript collections of the Danish Royal Library,
published here for the first time, throws a good deal of light
on that period of Pio's life .
The letter was written by Pio's daughter, Sylvia, born the
year before the family arrived in Chicago, a sweet and
comely woman who had an exciting life and did a great deal
to rehabilitate her father's reputation. The family's means
were limited, but Sylvia received a good education in the
piano, probably so she could help her mother, who ran a
school of music. Around the turn of the century, when
Sylvia was in her twenties, she met a Danish visitor to
Chicago. His name was Eggert Knuth, and he took her to
Denmark, where they were married in 1903. This was no
ordinary man. He was a count and heir to one of Denmark's
largest landed estates, Knuthenborg, on the island of Lolland.
So the daughter of the pioneer of socialism was now a
countess and mistress of a palatial manor house .
For ten years, she lived at Knuthenborg. She gave birth
to two children, Frederik and Eva. In 1912, she was divorced
from the count and began a long legal process to gain
custody of her children. In the years to come, Sylvia sought
out many leading Danish politicians and legal authorities in
her battle to acquire custody, and she moved in very
influential circles after settling in Copenhagen. She had a
cultivated manner, great beauty and charm, and men found
her tremendously attractive. In 1917, she remarried with the
most idolized actor of the day, Johannes Poulsen, with
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whom she lived a lavish, extremely sociable life for three
years.
Through all these years of riches and splendor, however,
Sylvia never forgot her past. She still felt like a socialist and
remained the faithful daughter of the founder of Danish
socialism, intent upon restoring her father's good name,
which had been damaged by his suspicious flight from Denmark. The Danish socialist party had wiped his name from
its annals. It was difficult to forgive the sudden and unworthy manner in which he had vanished from Denmark
and abandoned the infant party organization on the point of
total dissolution.
But Sylvia got to know the new leader of the party, Thorvald Stauning, and he was so captivated by her, and by her
convincing agrumentation, that he set out to rehabilitate her
father. 2 In June of 1921, Augusta Pio came to Denmark from
Chicago with the ashes of her husband. In the presence
of thousands, the ashes were reburied in the Social
Democratic Party's special burial ground in the West
Cemetery (Vestre Kirkegard), Copenhagen. Stauning gave
an effusive speech on the occasion. From then on, Louis Pio
occupied an honorable position in history as the founder of
the Danish Social Democratic Party.
Stauning would have been most pleased to marry the
daughter of the party's founder, but Sylvia had found a new
cause. The Danish Social Democratic Party was too pale for
her. Sylvia looked for the blood-red socialism for which her
father had fought, and she found it in Soviet Russia. She
became a fervent fan of the Bolshevik Revolution. In the
newly established Soviet state, she actually believed that the
socialist heaven on earth would be realized. She said as much
to the Soviet commisar for foreign trade, Maksim Litvinov,
when he came to Copenhagen in 1921 to conclude a trade
agreement. 3 When no hotel would accept Litvinov, Sylvia
opened her home to the controversial Russian.
Sylvia had a burning desire to travel to Moscow and join
the struggle for Communism. The Soviet Union was in a
state of violent internal crisis, and entry was denied to all but
the inner circle of the Communist leadership. But Litvinov
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could work miracles. Sylvia Pio became one of the very few
Danes to receive a visa, originally as a reporter for the newspaper, Politiken. Later, she wanted to organize Soviet
production of handmade craft items that could be exported
to the West in order to help ease the country's catastrophic
economy.
In December, 1922, Sylvia left her children and traveled
to Moscow. A series of long letters to friends and a couple of
articles in Politiken expressed her enthusiasm for what she
saw. She was head over heels in love with the Russians and
Communism, and she believed it would only be a matter of a
few years until all economic problems were solved and
socialist equality would make Russia into the ideal state for
the whole world.
But in the long run, Sylvia, the spoiled former countess,
could not really feel at home in Moscow, especially when her
ideas for cottage industry proved impossible in the chaotic
conditions of the day. In April, 1923, she left Moscow and
settled in Geneva, Switzerland, to provide for her childrens'
education. Her son, Count Frederik Knuth, took over
Knuthenborg estate in 1925 and ran it until after the Second
World War.
Sylvia moved back to Copenhagen and for a time was
very much involved in establishing women's circles within
the Social Democratic Party. Her mother died in America in
1924 and was buried alongside Louis Pio in the West Cemetery. Sylvia had two younger brothers: one became a
wealthy lawyer in Chicago and the other, an engineer.
Sylvia's daughter, Eva Knuth, in 1929 married a lawyer,
Captain Juan Sedillo, and lived in New Mexico.
Throughout her life, Sylvia worked to preserve her
father's memory. In 1911, when she was thirty-five and still
living at Knuthenborg, Sylvia received a letter from the
journalist and historian, Fernando Linderberg, asking for information about Louis Pio's years in America. In reply, she
wrote the following vivid account, which gives a good
picture of her father, Louis Pio, and also of the writer herself. From her mother, Sylvia Pio inherited good looks and
charm, and from her father, intelligence, imagination, a
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restless spirit, and the ability to be carried away by and fight
for a cause - at least for awhile .
KNUTHENBORG,
BANHOLM.
Mr. Fernando Linder berg
Copenhagen.
In thanking you for your letter of April 8, I must ask you
to excuse me for not replying earlier. I have been ill and have
been away, and I have had so much to do after an unbearably
long period of illness that I must admit I forgot it. But not
from lack of interest: nothing could give me the joy your
letter gave; I am so terribly devoted to my wise, handsome
father, and I am so sorry that he, who was so completely
unselfish and good, is misunderstood.
But I can imagine that for one who did not know him to
be able to understand him requires a freedom of character
which some do not possess. Meanwhile, this is not a reply to
your inquiry, but won't you say more precisely what you
want me to tell you?
His adventurous attempt to start a colony in Kansas, on
which he used the money he received when he left Denmark,
stranded partly because he was like a little child in money
matters and had reckoned with too small a contribution
from each of the "members," and partly because although
the men probably understood what it all was supposed to
mean, the wives did not and "raised a storm when they did
not get lump sugar in their coffee" and quarreled with each
other. 4 People from Copenhagen are not suited to be settlers
in the American West. There is a man popularly called
"Black Hansen," who followed my father through thick and
thin here in Denmark and also over there for a time. 5 He can
tell many amusing things about those times.
For many years thereafter, we lived on the pittance my
father earned as a journalist, and what my capable and
energetic mother earned by giving music lessons. But we
were very poor. I remember one time when we had only one
dollar in the house and did not know where more would
come from when the bell rang and my father went out to
speak with the person who had rung. He was a poor Dane
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who asked for money, and my father gave him half of what
he had, for to his dying day he was devoted to poor, miserable people. My mother did not give music lessons in those
years because she then had two sons and had been very sick,
and my father had gotten a position in the customs service.
That lasted for some years, but when the Republicans came
in, they wanted the position for one of their own.
Some bad years followed. But poverty did not plague my
father in the same way that it does so many others. He was
completely indifferent about food and drink, clothing, and
everything we others think are necessities. He was only sorry
that his plans to help the scorned and oppressed part of
humanity had to be given up, and that he sometimes had to
say no to those who asked for the help that he so very much
wanted to give. After much searching, my mother finally
found something to do: she got a branch of a large music
conservatory, where she was to teach and in addition rent a
large house so that there could be other teachers in music,
violin, and song.
That lasted for some years, and around the same time
(during the Chicago World's Fair), my father became aware
of Florida and got the agency for Flagler' s real estate down
there, which includes nearly the whole east coast. His fond
old dream of a Danish colony now returned, though
necessarily in another form because, of course, Henry Flagler
was not a socialist. 6 My father traveled down there and
became completely enthusiastic about the country. He was
thinking of all the people who sat and froze and starved in
miserable conditions in the big, black cities up north, and he
imagined them transported to this enchanting summerland
where the river was full of fish, the forest with game birds,
and where oranges, bananas, pineapples grew outside one's
door and the land was unbelievably abundant. He traveled
up and down the river, investigating the situation
thoroughly.
Flagler and his people were thrilled with this genuinely
enthusiastic man who could be used to sell all of their land
for them, and eventually a little town, White City, was laid
out. It was exceptionally well advertised, not in the
-98-

customary land agent fashion but rather as a result of the
energy and enthusiasm and joy with which my father threw
himself into the effort. Now he intended to make up for all
the many years of bitter disappointment. In his mind's eye,
he could already see lovely, flourishing cities built by and for
poor people, and he could see their pitiful, pallid children
running around, happy and healthy, with clear eyes and
round, sunburned cheeks. Oh, how I thank the Lord that He
gave him these happy years after he had patiently lived for
so many years among uncultivated people greedy for
money, like most Americans, but without for a single
moment abandoning his ideals.
When I recall those years, I can understand that he
suffered a great deal because he had to live over there. He
was exceptionally talented, could read and write thirteen
languages, and was well informed on every issue. One could
ask him anything in heaven and earth and he knew the
answer. He loved music and art and literature, he loved oldfashioned customs and chatty old people. For people like
him, who, in addition, are neither interested in earning money
nor have any talent for it, America is not the right place. But
I know that he felt he had done his work here in Denmark,
that he was the pathfinder and that others could do the rest
better than he. Now I realize, however, how much he missed
Jutland and its lovely west coast, and good old Copenhagen.
They have always been wonderful places for me because of
what I heard him tell about them. For the same reason, every
Danish worker has had a special warm place in my heart,
both then and now.
Meanwhile, everything looked good for us. My mother
was in good health, her school was going rather well, and the
colony seemed to be thriving. But the long trips around
Florida were not good for my father, and on one trip deep
into the Everglades, the big swamp in Florida which at that
time no white man had been all the way into, he came down
with typhoid fever.
He came to Chicago, sick, and stayed with an old relative
after he had first lain at home for a week. There was music
and song from morning to night, and of course we had no
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right to stop this intolerable noise which plagued him. When
he had been there for some days, we saw what we had not
understood at first: that he really was very sick. An
ambulance was sent for. This was in a workingmen' s
quarter, and when he was carried down to the ambulance, a
crowd of children and adults gathered to look at him. They
experienced so little that for them to see a man carried out to
an ambulance was tremendously interesting. When my
mother wanted to ask them to go away, he took hold of her
with his poor, tired hand and said, "No, let them stay. Poor
people, it makes no difference to me, and they have so few
entertainments." He died soon after, suddenly, unexpectedly, and without pain.
I have two brothers. One is about to take his bar examination to become a lawyer in Chicago, and the other passed
his examination to become an engineer in Germany a few
weeks ago. Another reason I have had to postpone writing
this letter is because I have been busy helping him prepare to
go out to his first position. They are both, thank God, capable
and talented and good, and the older one is the very image of
my father, which as you can understand gives me great joy.
Unfortunately, I cannot say that I am a master of this
Danish language, and I have not been able to explain to you,
as well as I should like to, how my father got on over there.
But I would be more than willing to answer any question
about that, and I would be most pleased to hear from you if I
can ever be of assistance. I know you already through your
books, most recently through the introduction to Dit rige
komme ('Thy Kingdom Come"), and I must say that your
words were as if they came from my own heart. 7 The party
my father helped to found is not really what he had hoped it
would become, and I believe you think, as I do, that to be a
socialist is not to be a Social Democrat in the modern Danish
style, but rather to try to follow the teachings of Christ. It
puzzles me a little that the party has become so completely
one-sided; we would all like to be involved, but as it is,
many must remain standing alone.
If you wish to have more accurate information about
anything, I could write to my mother. Her address is Mrs.
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