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Book Review

By Marion Marzolf

Vi tredie-klasses udvandrere...Hans Jensens rejse til Amerika 1889, by
Holger Munchaus Peterson. (We Third-Class Emigrants. . .Hans Jensen’s
Trip to America in 1889.) Esbjerg: Fiskeri-og S¢fartsmuseet
Saltvandsakvariet, 1978. 63 pages, illustrated. price: ?

This fine little book describing a typical emigrant journey from
Copenhagen to Chicago in 1889 has recently come to our attention. The
book, published in Esbjerg, Denmark, presents a lively and engaging
account of a young Danish carpenter’s travel to the new world. It is
handsomely illustrated with sketches and photographs of people and
places like the ones described by the traveler.

Danish-American literature is much in need of this kind of first-person
description of the experience of migration. This work makes an important
contribution to the growing collection of Scandinavian immigrant studies,
and will be of interest to the general reader as well as the scholar.

Letters and diaries from Danish-American emigrants are scattered
through library and archival collections in the U.S.A. and in Denmark. They
are often fragmentary accounts; sometimes long runs of letters from one
family are found. What makes this particular account so interesting is its
completeness. The emigrant, a member of K¢benhavns Hgjskoleforening,
made a special effort in his 52 pages of handwriting to share the entire
journey with the close circle of friends he had left behind in Denmark.

We share his amusements on deck: sunning, watching the boxing,
dancing and antics of the Irish and Swedish immigrants. We sense his
excitement at the first view of the Statue of Liberty and the hurly-burly of
New York City. We are touched by the mixture of adventure and nostalgia
as the last sight of Skagen fades from view. We have a flash of Danish
humor in his description of the informal singing contest between the
religious group in one corner of the below-decks room and the spirited
Swedish men fueled by alcohol. We share his discomfort when seasickness
and storms keep the passengers penned in their 32-man cabin and his
disgust as people dig into the rather good food with fingers and fists,
having failed to bring their own plates and eating utensils along. We
endure the tedium of health inspections while the ship rests in New York
harbor, 28 hours of red-tape at the Castle Garden immigration, and 34
hours on a train that stops all too often to discharge other weary and
baggage-laden immigrants before it slowly and laboriously pulls into the
station in Chicago.

When we leave Hans Jensen as he pays his 5 kroner to the old wagon
driver who has transported him through the bustling midwestern city to
his destination, we, too, are filled with the trepidation of Hans Christian
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Andersen’s “a stranger in a strange land” and wonder what he will make of
himself. We are not to know, however, because the trail goes cold very
soon. A letter, later in the year, describing busy “greenhorn” days and
participation in a Chicago Hgjskoleforening founded just that vyear,
suggests that Jensen has landed on his feet.

The author and preserver of these letters, Holger Munchaus Petersen,
has done a careful job of detective work in documenting the sparse facts
of Jensen’s early life. He was born and lived in Sor¢ amt, became a
carpenter, worked in Copenhagen and participated in the folkschool circle
where young rural folks met to hear lectures and discuss literature and
politics. Jensen wrote once again in 1908, explaining that times had been
bad in Denmark when he left, but that “now times are good in Denmark
and he would gladly live there but it was too late. . .” Jensen was dead by
the time of the folkschool’s 1928 jubilee.

Jensen’s letters had been kept by an old school comrade who died in
1943. Then the letters reached Petersen, who with the support of Fiskeri-og
Sofartsmuseet, Saltvandsakvariet in Esbjerg, researched them and
prepared them for publication. Petersen has corrected spelling errors and
used contemporary Danish in this book, but has placed the originals in
Fiskeri-og S¢fartsmuseet in Esbjerg for the convenience of linguists or
social historians who will take special interest in the manner of expres-
sion and mixing in of Americanisms. Petersen has provided a useful
introduction and background to the period in Denmark and Chicago,
which enhances the story. His contribution to Danish-American history will
certainly be appreciated by readers of The Bridge and others.
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Book Review
By Inga Wiehl

Thorkild Hansen: The Way To Hudson Bay. Translated by James McFarlane
and John Lynch. Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.; 348 pages. $7.95.

The Way To Hudson Bay is a fascinating book. Once started, it is hard
to put down. Once read, it lingers in the mind of the reader as a testament
of man’s potential for greatness.

The discrepancy between the ostensibly insignificant sum of Jens
Munk’s achievements, “a footnote in the book of history, ... an
unremarkable street trodden by an incurious public. A remote and
uninhabited island in the Arctic seas,” and the author-chronicler’s stubborn
insistence that Chance is not “the absolute principle in human destiny”
lends the book a special poignancy which convinces and illuminates.
Though singular and isolated in time and space, Munk’s feats superimpose
a pattern of greatness, genius even, on a life wrecked by inherited guilt and
self incurred envy. The parts are greater than the whole.

Fate dealt Jens Munk two mighty enemies: the Danish nobility and the
Arctic ice. He ultimately conquered neither, which left him a broken man;
yet the struggle lent him the calm dignity which was so incomprehensible
to his King, Christian the Fourth of Denmark, whose life forms a
counterpart to Munk’s. It is a dignity born of the occasions when Chance
allowed him to show his genius as a captain of ships and a ruler of men.

As indicated by the subtitle “The Life And Times of Jens Munk,” The
Way To Hudson Bay chronicles the life of Jens Munk seen in relationship
to his time. This historical view allows a detailed investigation of Munk’s
troubled relationship with the Danish nobles, which time and again
resulted in his being prevented from realizing his full potential and
reaching his goals.

Born in 1579, the illegitimate son of a nobleman, he had all the dreams
and aspirations of his class; yet his illegitimacy was to forever bar him from
those tasks and positions which depended on rank rather than heart or
capability, just as the law of the land prevented the inheritance of his
father’s title and property. That in itself did not appear an insurmountable
obstacle. Jens Munk’s father, Erik Munk, had found himself in the same
position, as his own father, Jens Munk’s grandfather, and scorned
convention and married the bondwoman he loved. Initially deprived of his
noble inheritance, Erik Munk had remedied the situation by making
himself indispensible to Frederick the Second, King of Norway and
Denmark. So successful were his endeavors, that not only fiefs and
property became his rewards but the much coveted patent of nobility as
well. Ruthlessness and cruelty drove him to his goal and to a great extent
accounted for his success. The same qualities earned him the undying
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